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Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Earth. Emergency message from the Civil Defense Center. Compulsory activation of all display and sound-information devices.
 
    
 
   System tags: Urgent. Must view. Confirmation of receipt.
 
    
 
   Attention! This is NOT a drill! Due to the external aggression of an unknown enemy, martial law has been introduced over the entire territory of the Russian Federation. All military personnel are to report to their duty stations immediately. Leave, layoffs, and travel are hereby canceled by order of the State Defense Committee. All those liable for military service and subject to mobilization—await orders on your personal communicators! Everyone else—note the time of the curfew and promptly inform the authorities about any unusual activity, including the unbelievable. And now please listen to an address from the Motherland's Defense Headquarters.
 
   "Citizens of Russia! This is AI Leviathan! I have an important announcement from the government!.."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   In the very heart of the Super Nova, the Sphere of Resurrection spun slowly. Its crystal walls vibrated noiselessly, resonating in time with my stream of curses and bloodied fists.
 
   My internal interface, overloaded with monitors, status and chat boxes, was suddenly blocked by the window of a high-priority message.
 
    
 
   Warning! Lloth is eager to harbor your soul in her Chambers. Accept the will of the goddess?
 
    
 
   Not holding anything back, I snarled, "Fuck the goddess!"
 
    
 
   The will of the Atheist is stronger than the power of the goddess... Resurrection in 10... 9... 8...
 
    
 
   The indestructible material of the Sphere plaintively rang out, frosted over with tiny cracks, and slowly gave in to the furious onslaught of He Who Walks the Stairs of Heaven. On the count of three, the crystal sobbed and finally surrendered, crumbling into thousands of melting fragments.
 
   I roared like a bear escaped from its cage. "Moron! Idiot! Who did I believe? Who of my friends did I enlist? That's what's happening now on Earth?! A breach of Inferno? A victory march of the legions of Hell? You fool...”
 
   Trying to greet his master, Lurch shut up mid-sentence, frightened.
 
   I raged, destroying furniture and maiming my fists on the walls of the monolith. Mixed with blood, fragments of stone flew in all directions, finishing off what my thirst for destruction could not reach.
 
   After an especially sharp hook with an involuntary discharge of raw power, Lurch couldn't help himself and groaned in pain.
 
   That took the wind out of my sails. I froze and looked around. Marred by pockmarks, the walls sparkled with hundreds of large crystals of the Tears of Stone and crimson beads of my own dried blood.
 
   "Forgive me, my friend... I don't know what I’m doing. I did something stupid—something fatal and I doubt whether it can be fixed."
 
   "It's nothing...” grunted the keeper of the Super Nova. “It happens to the best of us...”
 
   I frowned. "Lurch, don't overreact. I apologized already. Stop playing the victim."
 
   Lurch began speaking in a normal voice again. "It actually did really hurt. I don't know how you do it, but now I'd rather work with hundreds of raging ogres than with one mentally imbalanced First Priest."
 
   "Beat your own so that others fear you," I grumbled, inspecting my self-inflicted wounds.
 
   My hands suffer eternally, covered in scars and fracture calluses like those of someone who has attempted suicide repeatedly.
 
   My Health sank by two-thirds. Considering the total amount of hits, I'd get tired of recovering with vials. Even minor injuries had to be treated.
 
   Removing a Greater Healing scroll from the belt of my bandolier, I broke the seal. Minus ninety gold. It was chump change, but my inner greedy pig glared at me, adding the unnecessary expenditures in a column and conspicuously circling the total balance.
 
   I know, I know... Quiet, fatso. Virtual warfare isn't all fun and loot, but considerable costs. And that's precisely where your accounting should be looking, so quit grinning.
 
   The door to the apartment swung open. Ear Cutters from the inner defense group burst into the room. A death debuff marker turned crimson above the heads of these fierce girls.
 
   What was that now? The girls had either died trying to finish off the last of the Silver Legion or committed mass sepuku, wishing to join their guarded client as soon as possible. Virtuality forced players to give up immediate revenge—what if, while you were killing your feudal lord's murderers, he was already being cut to shreds all over again where he resurrected?
 
   Judging by the way the girls were sheathing their heirloom black sais, group suicide had indeed taken place. But that was understandable. There is no greater shame for a bodyguard than to outlive his or her protected person. Life's meaning is lost and it is time for a new circle of rebirth. There’s just one problem—when you’re but a digitized avatar, your code of honor becomes questionable to say the least.
 
   I threw a careful glance to Lizzie—what had caused that spontaneous kiss before the grenade exploded? Had the predatory instincts of the female Drow been triggered? Had her muscle memory kicked in, or had all of her memories come back in full?
 
   Judging by her slightly guilty face, Lizzie viewed the incident as a disciplinary offense, nothing more. Raised by the values of a strict matriarchy and boiling in an adrenaline cocktail seconds before her death, she couldn't have resisted the temptation of pressing her lips to the man who had caught her fancy. Well, well...
 
   I made a stern face, casually brushing it off. "Everything's just fine with me. To your service stations, circle round, maaarch!
 
   The girls chaotically swung around, slightly jostling each other in the doorway. Their narrow shoulders and hourglass waists easily fit through, but their tempting, round asses made for quite a lovely traffic jam.
 
   I shook my head, driving away my alpha instincts. Averting my gaze, I stared out the open window, thinking about more important things. What are my priorities? What's important and what's urgent? What's necessary and what's essential?
 
   The logic of events dictated one thing, and my personal preferences, another. In the avalanche of today's events, I suddenly understood one startling fact. I had melded with my status. Thousands of subordinates, tens of thousands of allies, and an order of magnitude more of enemies—all had brought out something in me that was in harmony with my own thoughts.
 
   The Fallen One's phenomenon. That of which the Fallen One was so afraid now directly concerned me. The all-knowing and doubtless children of the Creator considered me ruthless. And now I hacked up vulnerable flesh with adamant, spreading terror and killing immortals.
 
   Enemies made excuses for their own defeats and whispered horror stories about the Dark Rituals I performed, and the Darkness all the more eagerly responded to the appeals, creating an aura of raw power and threatening to dissolve an arrogant little man. After all, it wasn’t a game anymore! The Darkness, even with its crisp, white sparkles, was real and true! And within it, obscure shadows floated, divine temptations flashed, and the crowns of Lords and kings sparkled...
 
   No idea how I was supposed to contend with this. By changing the layers of reality, reinventing the cleansing rituals, or by supporting PR departments responsible for laundering my reputation?
 
   What should I be doing? What should I be grasping at? At my feet lay half-empty castles, sweet locations and gorgeous breaches of reality. They were calling my name! But despite all that, even the interests of the clan, the Alliance, and the cluster don't always align. Where the clan leader shouts, "Seize it!" the head of the alliance prefers to shower their ally in generous gifts while the prospective dictator of the cluster just curls his lips in contempt.
 
   Sighing, I resolutely slammed the virtual journal shut. Still disbelieving, I admired my freshly acquired ability: Portal to Alpha Zone. Gently touching the spell icons, I read the hints that popped up.
 
   Hmm. Such a treasure couldn’t belong to a single person. It was worth more than a person's miserable life and even more than an entire sea of children's tears.
 
   A potential bridge between two worlds! The expansion of human civilization, a new path of development, and all that unbelievable knowledge and skills! Inconceivable...
 
   I shook my head. You're in it now, Max...
 
   I connected to the battle chat. They had crushed the demons, as expected. Only a couple dozen of them even remained. The level-400 creatures, knowingly walking to their death, had caused the Alliance a lot of trouble. However, they stood no chance against a raid.
 
   Underground galleries temporarily transformed into slaughterhouses where people's innards hung even from the ceiling. The creatures of Inferno loved to finish their wounded game off with showy fatalities. Half of the clan didn't need the portal home anymore—they had gone to their respawn point on their own.
 
   The portal to Earth had collapsed immediately after my death. General Frag had taken command onto himself. Dan and Orcus helped manage the ensuing confusion and panic. The death of a leader is an insidious thing—many a time has it turned a victorious army into a demoralized, fleeing mob.
 
   Praise be the Fallen One! The materialization of AlterWorld hadn’t destroyed the most important constant of this Universe—immortality. The clan leader is dead—long live the clan leader! Only in the virtual world does this phrase acquire a true meaning.
 
   Although... I glanced at the experience bar. I’d lost an awful lot of XP. A surprising amount, actually. Twice as much as before. Could it be that I just didn't know the standard penalties for level-300 characters? I couldn't find the numbers in the public-access guides. The elites of a cluster were those who’d broken into the top one hundred, a strategic commodity in and of itself. They didn't share that kind of information for free. We were at the end of progress; on the edge of attack. We were catching all the bosses and collecting the freshest treats. Those who followed only got the stale crumbs that they unknowingly mistook for chocolate cookies.
 
   Finally, I made a decision. I mulled it over for another few seconds, carefully double-checking it, but never bringing it into doubt. Statistics show that an intuitive answer is usually right. If we lose ourselves in thought and change our decision, 70 percent of the time we make a mistake.
 
   I needed to save myself.
 
   I gave myself the go-ahead. I'd assume control of the alliance. "General Frag, bring the people out of the dungeon! Leave only the dwarfs. Let them study the field of operations, start digging out exploratory tunnels or whatever they have there. We're going to dig up this spotty base until we're finished, even if we have to dig half a mile deep. My inner greedy pig says that at the bottom there are respectable reserves of gold, artifacts, and metal for transfer to the Alpha Zone. By the way, they might also locate isolated areas with our 'friends'' bind points down there.”
 
   I paused. "Orcus! Here's a liner for you! Your objective: assimilate and utilize this unexpected inheritance down to the last rusty bolt and restroom sign! There's enough even for our grandkids. As for our competitors, drive them off mercilessly. We aren't going to give up this goldmine to anyone. Handle the electronics and machines with all the care in the world!"
 
   Waiting for confirmation, I continued to dole out orders. "Dan! Dismiss all questions. There's going to be a meeting of the most inner circle at 12:00. We'll talk there. For you—external security and verification of the outcasts. One of them, sharp and beautiful, I already brought myself. Look at the scouts' reports. Your hair will stand on end. Over the last four hours, our intelligence services have brought in almost one hundred and fifty shocked, bleary-eyed people from Earth. They don't even have time to put their coordinates on the map! Imagine a rickety sixteen-story apartment building, bogged down in the sands of the Frontier!”
 
   Unable to resist, I forwarded a couple of particularly spectacular screenshots to the chat. Our very own Moscow-located Leaning Tower of Pisa, dammit. After a brief flurry of enraptured cursing, I continued.
 
   "It appears there's no one living there. The hill moved in the worst possible direction, a few hundred feet from a vampire nest. However, we must earth up this real estate! And the people must resurrect, urgently! Those who aren't found within a week will disappear into the Great Nothing, just like their gravestones. I wouldn't bet on seven days, though, because most of them will lose their minds much sooner. In the absolute and starved emptiness, it's very difficult to hold onto your sanity and your memories. I saw it for myself."
 
   And as a final treat,
 
   "Lazarus Moiseyevich! I'll need you at tonight's meeting. Attendance is strictly mandatory! Additional field of operations—external relations and long-range reconnaissance. We probably lost most of the contacts from our Asian friends. Take care of restoring diplomatic relations. You know the vector of our interests. Orcus and Cryl will work with you in tandem. Transfer experience to the younger generation.”
 
   At the same time, you yourself will be under control, I added mentally. Thanks for the lesson, Asmodeus. May your afterlife be bright, you beast!
 
   I gave the all-clear and switched to the castle's household channel. Here, like always, there's confusion and vacillation. Superintendents shaking down their storekeepers. Inspectors terrifying their performers. Everyone looking for everyone else but unable to find them. Added to this noble chaos were the goblins, mumbling in some incomprehensible pidgin language.
 
   Yep.
 
   With administrative tyranny I froze the Babylonian dissonance and summoned Durin. I unpaused the chat, watching the shocked silence in the channel. The big boss came down from heaven and glanced into the little room at the sanitation workers. Jesus.
 
   Out of breath, a necro-dwarf appeared after fifteen minutes. During this time, I’d managed to dig deeper into the storage interface and pick out the best of what was kept in the vast arsenal of the Super Nova for myself. There was too much at stake to blush in fits of false modesty.
 
   I entrusted Durin with the list, but at the same time—true to human nature—asked him to reveal any concealed items he might have and to hand over his firearms.
 
   "I got nothing..." the faithful dwarf shrugged, then added in his singsong Ukrainian accent, "Everything went up in smoke in the battles at Tianlong's skeleton and Yavanna's walls."
 
   After a moment's hesitation, he said, "I know where another big-bada-boom is. Will that help?"
 
   I nodded respectfully, impressed by Durin's mastery over his own greed. "Thank you, my friend. Not to me personally and not right now, but it will certainly come in handy to the clan. I appreciate it."
 
   The caretaker frowned. It's one thing to provide a personal service to your leader, but quite another to give up what was essentially personal property for the collective use of the clan. Finally regaining control over himself, he threw his multicolored beard over his shoulder, rubbed his tattooed brow, and studied the list that was presented to him.
 
   "Oh wow," the dwarf whispered, underscoring the parchment with his thick nails.
 
   I understood him. My bold claim was going to take the clan's closed funds to the cleaners.
 
   Three sets of armor:
 
   A PK set, with extremely high resistance to elements and various life-saving abilities. Total cost—three million gold at the old prices. It's still not clear how the market reacted to the breach of the worlds.
 
   On one hand, there could be a glutted market and inevitable inflation. Too much gold had been squirreled away in the treasuries despite the fact that the total population had dropped by an order of magnitude and the channel for dumping excess gold into reality and exchanging it for dollars no longer existed.
 
   On the other hand, these days some of the items had turned into delicate ornaments, unable to take a single hit. The combat sections’ equipment of both the clan and the alliance was a couple years out of date. Procuring new top gear had turned from a routine raid task to a feat of valor.
 
   The dwarf sighed, shook his head, and read on.
 
   A Death Knight’s Necro Set was tailor-built to summon the nastiest pet possible—one that had preserved and maxed-out its original already-lethal properties. Considering I had a whole platoon of pets, the presence of this set in my pocket was significant. One problem—I was too far ahead of my clan members' levels. Where and to which part of the group I'd have to release the Soul Stones to remained unclear.
 
   The estimated cost of the set was half a million gold.
 
   Finally, a classic battle set, "player vs environment." It was painstakingly put together to match the current build of your character. Survival was the highest priority. The emphasis was on strength, hits, and mana. Everything had to be maxed out, everything had to be artifact. Customized design and a wealth of special effects. Quite often, they're isolated objects in a cluster. The price in question—four tons of precious metal. A Christmas present for some stealthed creepy PK. Even though with my Holy Unmercenary status I didn’t have to worry about losing my stuff.
 
   Next. Hummungus gear. Here, there weren't many options. The game designers skimped, frankly. There was a clear bias towards efficiency instead of effectiveness. Appearance? Impressive. Use? Hardly any. A little strength here, a little speed there. Given that Hummungus had entered a league of uncategorized monsters, this was a great pity. I'll need to ask Aulë not to spare any morphite and forge something epic. And then I would run through the top pantheons with a pile of goods, begging the gods to give me an armor buff from their own stash. But not yet.
 
   For now, Hummungus was best used for transport—a warehouse on wheels and the last ace up our sleeves. It would be stupid to use him in everyday confrontations. Not worth it. One stupid death, and then you had to wait 24 hours for him to respawn.
 
   Now: Tommy the snow leopard. This was even worse. Combat familiars were even rarer than mounts. A familiar’s main property was its utter cuteness. They amuse and entertain, making players spend their last pennies on fluffy coats, new hair styles and silk bows. To add insult to injury, the leopard still missed the appropriately rare items because of level restrictions.
 
   In the fight against Lloth's spiders, he had managed to grab a bit of raid experience from dozens of collective frags, growing 30 levels in total. It sounded good, but it wasn't enough to claim the best gear.
 
   The next item on the list was going to ruin our alchemical and magic depots. A couple of cubic meters of vials, scrolls, and both combat and utilitarian artifacts. Many of these were custom-made items from the special storage section. I wasn't sure about the presence of magic on Earth, so I'd made stashes everywhere I could. I assumed there were going to be more problems than we could count. And if some of those could be solved with gold, then it wouldn't be a problem anymore but a trivial expense.
 
   Durin sighed heavily, rolled up the parchment, and put it in a holder that hung from his belt. A subtle reddish glow warned potential pickpockets that this item was best left untouched. You could be left without your hands, or a little later without your head.
 
   "I'll take care of it, commander. Only... don't leave us, OK?"
 
   I raised my eyebrows in amazement. Embarrassed, the dwarf hurried to explain, "My lord Laith, everything here relies on you. If you leave, the Undead will start fighting—not for money so much as for duty or loot. Our people will disperse in all directions. Without you, we no longer have a place in the clan. In an instant, we’ll go from equals to pseudo-intelligent, third-class citizens. We both know that humans see us as children's dolls. If our arms and legs get torn off, no harm. Daddy will buy a new one. Not everyone, of course, but most of you only see us in terms of utility. If it's advantageous or if you're bored, we're killed. If we're useful, we're generously spared. Don't leave us, OK?"
 
   Unable to restrain myself, I cursed under my breath. Could they put any more responsibility on me? Now there were NPCs trustingly handing over their fate to me, letting me know that if I left them, they'd die. What the hell was that?
 
   Shaking my tired head in bewilderment, I stepped forward and placed my hand on the dwarf's shoulder. "Forget it. The clan is my family. How could I leave you?"
 
   Durin's eyes filled with hope. He fell on one knee and whispered in earnest, "Thank you, my lord. Don't think it insolence. Bless our success in crafting and," the dwarf faltered, "and personal life! I languish after the master cook in the South Wing. The lady has outstanding proportions and cooking skills! And the beer she brews! Worthy of the kings under the mountain!”
 
   "Uhhh...” I stammered, confused.
 
   Should I laugh or cry, wave off another's beliefs or grandly wave my arms and make a priest out of him? Then again, why "make"? I was the real First Priest. The fear and worship of hundreds of thousands were my witness.
 
   Nodding seriously, I made the sign of the holy circle over the dwarf and mouthed something inaudible, appealing either to The Fallen One or to some Force tactfully slumbering behind my back.
 
   Anthracite sparks fell from my hand, momentarily concealing the figure that stood reverently.
 
   The radiance died down. Durin slowly moved his lips, carefully reading the system message. In an instant, his eyes flashed brighter than black diamonds. His nostrils flared greedily, deep wrinkles furrowing his broad forehead.
 
   "Thank you, your Greatness," the dwarf was more serious than ever. "This I will never forget, and I swear to repay you with my faithful service. And I shamelessly dream of having you as a guest of honor at my wedding with grandesse Nella."
 
   I blinked, stunned, then nodded. "I'll be there. Now go! Time is precious and you still have much work to do!"
 
   The dwarf stepped back and bowed deeply, promising to comb every secret hiding place, even those not officially entered on the clan list. Now what had I conjured up? Never before had I witnessed such devotion in Durin.
 
   The door flew open. The Ear Cutters seized the caretaker by his wide belt and roughly dragged him out, speeding up the process of clearing out the office. Their faces were unhappy. The bodyguards' levels of paranoia had risen exponentially. Rebirth had not showed its usual compassion and had not erased the memories of their past lives.
 
   Sitting at my desk, I immersed myself in work. The clan task list for the allotted time of my business trip outlined a new level of clearance and degree of accountability. Divide and conquer. Staying in command, the clan members would be able to keep a backup control mechanism in the Valley. And individually, none of the officers would be able to deal critical harm or seize control.
 
   Oh yes: having sipped a fair amount of the bitter drink of betrayal, I had quickly become a professional paranoiac. It looked like rulers didn't last long. Praise AlterWorld. Immortality has granted me the ability to learn from my mistakes. Here, even a minesweeper could safely practice by trial and error. Attempt number one; explosion; respawn; and again, round and round, frightening the population with the rumblings of a distant thunderstorm.
 
   From time to time, I took a break and distracted myself creating scrolls and wasting strategic reserves of Reset Potion which were difficult to replenish. Yes, I was afraid that Phantom Dragons were facing total extinction considering the growing demand for the ingredients they dropped.
 
   I stopped on the tenth parchment. Enough. The risk of losing control grew with every item created.
 
   Carefully straightening the stack, I numbered the pages, certified each of my digital signatures, and filed them in a separate thin folder. On the cover page, I wrote in an uncharacteristic calligraphy,
 
    
 
   Portals to Earth. 10 pcs.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Diablo Virtual Universe V. Location: Underworld, The Forgotten Tomb. Magma baths, property of Azmodan.
 
   Asmodeus lay in the fountain of molten tungsten, blithely narrowing his eyes and lazily sipping on a cocktail made from the tears of six hundred and sixty-six virgins.
 
   Across from him sat Azmodan, Lord of Sin, governor of the densely inhabited part of the Underworld where the greatest pleasures lay next to profound despair. The powerful demon, superboss of the third Act, he preferred cooler temperatures and more precious metals. The four claws of his daily incarnation now soaked in the seething electron: an alloy of gold and silver.
 
   The supreme demon looked askance with envy at the glass in Asmodeus' hands. He had downed his own portion of the precious cocktail in one gulp. After their microcosm had gone perma and been contained, together with a lousy ten thousand players, it became practically impossible in the Underworld to obtain physical components from the real world.
 
   Where had the entire army of demonologists and competing forces gone? Was it possible that no one needed their intimate knowledge and borrowed power anymore? Why was it these days that they so rarely drew the seal of the pentagram and even less often recited the treasured summoning spell? Did those little people seek help only from the true demons whose names appeared in the ancient books? Who the hell even read those?! His name was known by tens of millions! Well then, feeble creatures, summon and spoil your rituals, and then...
 
   Azmodan sighed heavily—nothing but dreams. Their world had gone perma too early. Security services could have hidden the incident, build new servers, stuffed them with their own agents, and begun to play at length. But he... he had become only a shadow of the real avatar of Azmodan, dwelling in God-knows-which strata of the macrocosm.
 
   The world of Diablo was falling into decay before his very eyes. The faith of the people had awakened him to life and, now, it was killing him. Too few people in captivity of the virtual prisons had the Spark of the Creator. The boundaries of the Micro-universe were contracting as Chaos devoured the hastily abandoned outskirts. And where exactly this Boundary of Equilibrium passed, even if only temporarily determining the volume of their world, no one knew—not even the Great El Diablo himself, Lord of Terror.
 
   Azmodan had already been forced to set the legions of the Second Wing and Fourth Night in stasis, not having the strength or possibility of supporting the starving demons. Frankly speaking, the prince himself had already at times been vaguely aware of his own existence. His mind swam and the periods of uncontrollable madness were getting longer.
 
   More than likely, they weren’t threatened with total annihilation—thanks to Hollywood, the gaming portal, and the faith of millions of people. But the energy flow already wasn't enough for all the Worlds' Fans, feeding on the strength of the Demiurge's children. In particular, the worst-affected universes were those that had acquired independence and been separated. Like soap bubbles that floated off from the wand, they happily swirled in a dance of imaginary freedom for some time, and then inevitably collapsed, disappearing forever. At least, most of them wouldn't cross the threshold of critical mass of true materialization.
 
   Considering all this, Asmodeus' offer was indeed quite tempting.
 
   Casting another look at his glass, the demon reflexively swallowed and summed up the essence of the conversation. "So you're saying that I could have broken through the portal to Earth, and now you're asking me to sign a vassal treaty in exchange for a protectorate in North America?"
 
   Asmodeus grinned. "I can see Virgins’ Tears have gone to your head. In South America, my dear fellow—South. The North will be mine. That’ll make us neighbors. Bear in mind, since the Supreme Ones visited it the last time, the continent's population has grown by three orders of magnitude. Five hundred million souls!"
 
   "Katra zil shukil!" Azmodan couldn't resist the tempting language and swore in Eredun, Suffer and die!
 
   Excited at the prospect, he didn't even notice how his daily form had changed to the Night Executioner. His nails reflexively scratched the onyx fountain. In his dreams, he had already torn up the delicate cartilage in human chests, extracting the trembling souls of children and the righteous.
 
   Meanwhile, Asmodeus spouted the possibilities. "You can build a Small Ziggurat. It only took me a hundred thousand sinners to set up an astral anchor on Earth and create a passage to Diablo. With time, you'll take in a certain Sao Paulo, along with its fifteen million souls. Then you can erect a normal permanent portal, not one that flickers. You will wake up from dreams of legions and then summon new armies with your own hands!"
 
   Azmodan struggled to control himself. Talking with the Supreme Tempter didn't come easily to him. Having regained his power of perception, the prince inquired,
 
   "Why?"
 
   Asmodeus knew what he meant. "I'm sharing such a large sum because I could hardly take it all in alone. I have to admit that the humans have gotten pretty good at killing their own kind. For example, one of my hunting teams was poking around Washington where it ran into a defensive perimeter controlled by artificial intelligence. In a dozen breaths, automatic guns neutralized the magical cocoon and then stuffed the soldiers with an amount of lead that was incompatible with life. And mind you, these fighters weren't bad and yet they still got lead! If the standoff drags on, then silver will have its turn. And these hardworking human monkeys have extracted no less than a billion tons of it from the depths."
 
   "And then there was light!" Azmodan, the demon of the virtual backwoods, just couldn’t help himself. "It wasn't that long ago that the very last Worm Driver could spin circles in a Cursed Dance amid an army of hairless apes, armed with half-done, poorly honed iron."
 
   Asmodeus shook his head. “The clergy in those days were not like today's. Any rural priest from a shitty old church could hold his own against the Supreme One. I remember when the Seventh Wing of the Silver Legion ran into some Elder's cavern. His body was sick, legs in chains, but his soul shone like a beacon in the night. Flowers even blossomed in the Astral plane. By the way, I haven't recreated that unit since. As of now, their place is still vacant...”
 
   "And his soul?" the demon eagerly leaned forward.
 
   Asmodeus waved his hand in disappointment. "The Elder left his body and went to his god. However, this isn't what I'm talking about. All of these newfangled mechanical creations can and should fight. They're insanely expensive, stuck in production, and take years to build. Their squadron of fliers is strong in the sky and can even tear a dragon from its young. And how many of those squadrons are there? A dozen? A hundred? I will cover the stars with Chimera's wings! The trouble is this: they'll never forgive me for such a fortification. The Balance will rear up on its hind legs, or they will join the Lords of one of the Underworlds and night will appear as day. The thousand-handed Lucifer will be jealous, sitting firmly on his throne with no intention of giving it up. That's why I'm inviting a dozen of the Higher Avatars under my arms. Together we can accomplish many things! Without me, you'll always be just a numbered shadow and you'll never become Number One."
 
   Asmodeus lowered his voice, carefully glancing down at his feet and whispered, "At a billion souls for each one, you could crush El Diablo by the sheer force of his wishes! The throne will be rightfully yours, and with a million captive humans, the right approach, and tailor-made torture, they could fill a world of any size with energy."
 
   Azmodan shuddered, mentally trying on the One Evil and nodded in amazement. "I'm with you."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   There was still at least an hour before the meeting when an alarm rang out in my head. Lurch ignored the public status "Do not disturb or I’ll tear your tonsils out!" and used the right of direct appeal.
 
   "Sir! There! At the portal platform by the tomb! Trouble!"
 
   I shuddered from surprise, smudging the parchment and crushing the golden stylus in my hand. When your Strength measures far beyond six hundred, you have to move carefully and smoothly—unintentionally creating rumors about being conceited and slow in the head.
 
   "What?!" I bellowed up at the ceiling, quickly scrolling through my many inventory cells in search of a spare set of armor.
 
   My bag is always such a mess, like the attic of a country home. You can find everything here, from garbage collected during the first few levels to invaluable treasure from one of my thousands of raids.
 
   "Crafters and security are climbing out of the arch! Their hair has turned gray, they’re trembling and hysterical. The hounds have taken their pups into their burrows. Something's not right."
 
   Shit! Their hair had turned gray?!
 
   Saving time running around, I broke the seal on the Stop #46 scroll made by a private shop appropriately named The Third Trolleybus Depot. It was a small business of three wizards who’d decided to score on long-distance transportation by covering the territory of the Super Nova with regular networks of portal markers. The guys were on the mark and the service proved to be wildly popular. Even I was more than happy to receive their taxes in the form of fat stacks of magical parchment.
 
   Scribbled on some inferior wrapping paper, a disposable scroll crumbled to dust in my hands. The will of the caster burst outwards, shaping the power flow into an ordered structure and hurling me toward my destination. After a bit of turbulence in mid-air, I tumbled down from quite an altitude and not all that accurately. So much for their cheap "tickets" made for mass production.
 
   I regained my balance and shook my head, looking for my men. There they were!
 
   The portal was still open, releasing an unpleasant greenish fog. Security slowly backed away. Breaking their nails, the gray-haired crafters were crawling over the rocks wetting their pants, faces pale with fear. My men helped them, picking them up by the arms and pulling them to the side. A bunch of unfamiliar DoT and debuff icons hung above the heads of those who had escaped the temporal anomaly.
 
   I ran up to the commandant of the Crypt. The officer was shaking his head in bewilderment. Thick blood oozed from his eyes and ears. I grabbed him by the shoulder and yelled loudly, assuming, logically, that he’d had a concussion.
 
   "What happened? Did the droids attack? Did Gimmick return? Did some lunatic mercenary crawl out of the lower levels? Say something!"
 
   The captain winced and drew back slightly. "Don't yell, commander. I can hear you. And not only you—I've totally lost it. There are a bunch of other voices in my head...”
 
   I handed the commandant a flask of brandy. While the soldier frantically gulped down the sedative, I was happy to find the clan's forces closing in:
 
   Snowie walked tall and proud with his wonder-club adorned by a four-digit kill count.
 
   Hobbling out of the hangar was a heavy golem with its left arm removed, torn off with the golden ribbons of its mana cables.
 
   The Drow girls, spilling out like peas from the window of the Super Nova's Sixth Wing which had been squatted in and turned into the guard's barracks of the women's battalion.
 
   An empty flask was shoved into my hands.
 
   "Th... thanks. Well, what’s up?!"
 
   The officer swallowed nervously. "It’s Chronos! He's restless, tossing and turning in his sleep. Time jumps chaotically in both directions. The titan's nightmares erupt into reality. Commander, it's a total mess there! Can you even imagine something that can frighten a god?! I saw it... briefly. Or did I only feel it? I don't know. That was enough for me. And, you know, the Fallen One awoke! While even the chairs there have acquired the instinct for self-preservation and tried to hide in the corner! Chairs!"
 
   The Fallen One! I squinted at the gloomy crimson arch that was wrapped in a cloud of green fog. We had to save him.
 
   The officer misinterpreted my expression. "We can't close it! Control of the portal has been intercepted. Who or what is feeding it mana—we don't know. What should we do, commander?"
 
   I had already made a decision. Losing interest in the officer, I turned away from him and waved at Snowie. "Follow me!"
 
   I took a deep breath and plunged into the thick, damp, rippling green slurry.
 
   Behind me, Bomba screamed in terror, too scared of losing Snowie again.
 
   I’m sorry, old girl. It's not easy for me, either. So I chose the one who had the best chances of survival without going crazy.
 
   This was the burden of the commander: having to send people to guaranteed death in order to win speed, an exchange, or a position. Five soldiers who stay behind to cover their company’s retreat. Or a platoon that walks into the night with a suicide mission that has a survival rate of one to ten.
 
   The scorching touch of the mist filled my mind with the whisper of a myriad of faceless voices muted by the clap of the portal. Transfer!
 
   I blinked the mist out of my eyes. The numerous lamps were practically smothered by its gray impenetrable haze. Immunity to mental effects created a flimsy block, partially shutting out the pressure of others' nightmares. My night vision of a Light Elf kicked in, engaging the reserve rods and cones.
 
   The Fallen One!
 
   He was crawling unnaturally slowly, trying to get to the portal while dragging the multi-ton body of Aulë behind him. Countless fanged shadows circled him like sharks, repeatedly attacking the ghostly shield put out by the Head of the Pantheon.
 
   The suede boots of the Fallen One slipped on the stone slabs that were covered in blood and God knows what else. A bout of IBS had clearly stricken the group in the dungeon.
 
   The Fallen One dragged Aulë with one hand while using the other to shield himself from the nightmares of Chronos thrashing around in his crystal sarcophagus.
 
   Stumbling on various pieces of garbage and losing my balance in the bloody goo, I lunged forward. Copying the Fallen One’s gesture, I threw my hand forward, willing the greedy shadows away. I didn't have any ready-made spells against the unknown creatures. Their purple markers of uncategorized monsters pointed at the weak effectiveness of standard magic against them. So I had to resist these chimeras in an old-fashioned, crude and uneconomical way.
 
   The darkness knew no mercy. Black sparks were whipping the ghostly silhouettes, pushing others' fears to the corners and blasting my head with storms of sharp pain. My fearful heart missed a beat. Pure reflex. This pain was far too similar to the pain I’d experienced in real life.
 
   I grinned, mentally giving the universe the finger. Go fuck yourself! I'm no longer some weak-willed figure, but a player! A noob maybe, but I was already qualified to proceed to the first level of nightmare. No checkpoints or saves. Don’t even try to grab me with your fat hairy hand and move me to another square! In an instant you'll get a whack with a chessboard across your stupid head!
 
   I grabbed Aulë by the collar and very nearly dislocated my arm from its joint. I felt like a tractor trying to pull a tank stuck in the mud, almost torn in half by my own terrible power.
 
   "Fallen One, help!" I wheezed through my teeth as multicolored circles flashed in front of my eyes.
 
   However, the Fallen One had already begun losing consciousness. It was clear that he wasn't even holding on by his will and determination, but on an exhausted supply of miracles. The god's body was trying to give its last order. His fingers crushed the stone, trying to carry the divine pair to the portal platform that was marked by black and yellow stripes.
 
   Aulë quietly groaned, but didn't come to. A blue vein quivered insanely fast on his wide bull neck.
 
   I bit my lip in frustration. I couldn't drag them out two at a time. There's no material in the world heavier than divine flesh. They clung to each other as if finding new strength in their tandem.
 
   What could we do?! Chop off The Fallen One's hand? It would grow back... later... probably... But something frightened me. I was already in the crap as it was. I had disembodied Macaria, created the pantheon of Balance practically with my own hands, and summoned another pain in the ass as a goddess—a light Elven maiden with a fiery gaze.
 
   Very soon the dark alter ego of the Fallen One was going to come awake and teach both me and the poor god a lesson. The Fallen One might not even notice it – for him it might feel like a slap on the wrists. But for me it would be more like being stuck in an iron maiden for a couple of hundred years.
 
   My thoughts were interrupted by Snowie's mighty hand as it seized Aulë by the collar and pulled hard. The next moment, all that remained in the troll's fist was a shred of the divine shirt. Did you think it was for nothing that all modern bulletproof vests have loops sewn on them for prompt rescue of casualties? So how were we supposed to drag the Father of All Dwarves? By his prominent proboscis?!
 
   Snowie growled like an idling tractor, swinging his bludgeon at the advancing shadows. The darkness momentarily flashed multicolored sparks—black, green, and crimson. The blessings of the gods: the Fallen One, Macaria, and Aulë.
 
   The troll stepped forward. The iron grip of his fingers clutched the gods' waists. Grunting with effort and unmistakably cracking his back, Snowie tore their bodies from the ground and, swaying unsteadily, walked heavily towards the portal platform.
 
   I couldn't help but grin—he looked just like a village grandma carrying a couple of water pails.
 
   Right then he gasped from the sharp pain in his poor brain. He turned and froze like a statue, paralyzed by fear. A few inches from my face, the shaky contours of the otherworldly chimera flowed with its bottomless, empty eye sockets. The creature bored into my mind, singling out my deep-rooted fears.
 
   A familiar pain began to throb and I reflexively reached for a packet of pills. As my hand stretched out, it froze, refusing to obey. Before my very eyes it was being covered in cyanotic mounds of rebellious flesh.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut, gritted my teeth, and shook my enfeebled soul.
 
   It's an illusion! A bunch of scary stories for little kids! I'm immortal and invulnerable to illness. My body, exhausted by age and the environment, has long been dead and buried. And here I am, second in line from the Fallen One, and no ghostly creatures from other people's nightmares are going to frighten me. Begone, you wretch!
 
   Scooping a generous helping of the gentle and velvety Darkness, I wrapped myself in it as if in a cocoon. Colors faded, sounds became faint, but the nightmares imposed on me lost their severity and began to disappear. My muscles were twitching; convulsions were shaking my body. Still, I could already move.
 
   Behind me, whimpering hopelessly, stood Snowie. "Bomba, sweetheart... I’m turning into stone... Forgive me, for I will never see our children...”
 
   The troll froze in an unnatural position, yielding to the chief fear of his race: to the fervent terror of turning to stone.
 
   "Snowie, block it out! Fight! It's fucking with your head! It’s an illusion!”
 
   I scooped up the remains of the Darkness. My internal stocks were emptying at an unbelievable speed: resisting the pressure of an ancient god's nightmares is no easy task. Energy was being deducted at the most ruinous rate.
 
   I flung the life-giving droplets at the albino's body.
 
   The troll flinched. His eyes lit up with a momentary show of understanding.
 
   I immediately started shouting, drawing his attention to me and forgetting the modest power of his inbound information channels.
 
   "Snowie! Snowie, you bastard! You... you... what does Bomba call you in private?!"
 
   The troll scowled. A single fold crossed his forehead. He turned his head to me and struggled to move his lips.
 
   "Karlsson-on-the-Roof. I meant to ask her who he was. She only laughs, she never tells me...”
 
   I backed up towards the portal, not daring to expose my back to these creatures, and roused my friend's consciousness. "I'll tell you! I promise! Get your luggage through the arch and we'll jump out. Then we'll grab a cup of tea and have a heart to heart! Come on, move your butt! My God you're slow, you’re like a steamroller."
 
   Chronos shuddered in his sarcophagus, slightly shifting his posture. His wound, which had barely started to close, once again glistened with dark moisture. The ancient god grimaced with exasperation.
 
   Time was flying. My stomach was in my throat, as if a plane had just fallen into an endless air pocket. My legs were bogged-down in the viscous air, my ears were ringing. The chimeras surrounding us were beating against the flimsy Shield of Darkness.
 
   "Hurry, hurry!" I mouthed with my bitten, bleeding lips. Elven teeth are sharp like cut diamonds, which isn't always going to be to your advantage.
 
   The sound of frantic gunfire came from the depths of the dungeon. It looked like like the delicate electronics of the droids had begun to boil, unable to withstand the excessive pressure of the ancient god. Broken glass jingled. Something exploded weakly, crackling with electrical discharges. Our warehouses and wine cellars were kaput.
 
   "I'm here...” a barely audible wheeze came from behind.
 
   Fallen One!
 
   Unable to contain myself, I turned around and, staggering, immediately rushed to the aid of the Head of the Pantheon. Now on his own two feet—we had to get out of there.
 
   I slipped under the god's arm, offering my shoulders for support. The Fallen One turned his ashen face to me and gave a weak smile.
 
   "Ah, my First Priest... You're in the thick of things, as always. I must admit, it was a shit idea to hide us in this graveyard. Chronos was jealous like a dozen old maids.”
 
   "Well, excuse me," I cheerfully grinned in response and spat out some blood that had crusted on my teeth. "Next time, I'll drag you to the girls' dorm. It’s much more fun over there."
 
   The Fallen One forced a smile. Then he said seriously, "I'm glad to see you...”
 
   Licking my lips, ragged from my own teeth, I nodded. "We're going to live."
 
   Seeing that Snowie was already pushing through the soapy curtains of the portal, I cautioned, "The ark. Going in?"
 
   From behind me, Chronos mumbled something unintelligible in his sleep. However, the Fallen One heard him.
 
   He turned around and, narrowing his eyes, whispered, "I'll be back."
 
   The portal popped, hurling us through space. For a moment, my vision went dark and my mind became cloudy as usual: a tell-tale sign of a change in atmospheric pressure. Or maybe it was the reaction of an organism to being disassembled at one point and reassembled at another. No idea how AlterWorld's reality did it, obeying the whims of its game designers.
 
   ‘xcuse me? Instead of the rich colors of sunset, we were met with a deep night, illuminated by the light of dozens of campfires and torches.
 
   "Darling!" emerging from the darkness, Yavanna rushed to Aulë, who lay prone.
 
   "My dear!" the round figure of Bomba rushed towards us from one of the fires.
 
   "Commander!" the dozing, droopy-eyed Cryl raised his head.
 
   The Fallen One's hand, resting on my shoulder, flinched perceptibly. No one was there to meet him. Only respectful looks and reverently bowed heads greeted the supreme being of AlterWorld.
 
   “Fallen One...” I whispered quietly. "Where are you going now? You shouldn't be alone. Come on. Maybe we can hide away in a tavern, kill a bottle of cognac, and calm our nerves?"
 
   The Fallen One faintly shrugged. Closing his eyes, he bent his head first to one shoulder, then to the other, as if listening to sounds of the night.
 
   Maybe he's working with the interface or quickly getting the latest news from the planet's information field? Judging by the way he repeatedly looked at me—surprised, indignant, and then, uncomfortably close—he was appraising me.
 
   Finally, he said, "Shit. Well, it could have been worse."
 
   "Maybe not," I replied with a guilty shrug.
 
   Meanwhile, an emergency was seething in the chat. The boss is back. All hands on deck! Magical lights flashed in the windows of the keep and in the wings of the castle while people quickly flocked to the courtyard.
 
   Clan members smiled with relief. The hounds pushed through with their armored backs, elated in an emotional maelstrom of our celebration. Huddled in the shadows were some people I didn't know. Lots of them, actually.
 
   Their crowd was out of sync with AlterWorld. Fat and skinny, bald and long-haired, the elderly and children. Normal, everyday faces with a stamp of fear and confusion. There were practically none of the now-commonplace athletic figures and pretty faces from magazine covers. Outcasts? Where did so many come from?
 
   Heaps of multicolored junk towered around the perimeter of the courtyard. There were confiscated automobiles, train cars, a pyramid of barrels, and a tall, rickety pile of rusty rails.
 
   "To the temple!" the Fallen One snapped, then purposefully marched towards the massive gates.
 
   I hurried after him. My entourage was already gathering in the wake.
 
   "How long have we been gone?" whispered Cryl.
 
   "A week," he quickly began to rattle off, not even noticing my dropped jaw. "You left with Snowie and we immediately gathered our soldiers. We stood here for thirty minutes, an hour, and no one came! We wanted to come to the rescue, but by that time the fog had already gathered strength. The wretched green muck distorted our coordinates, so we couldn't break through to the center of the cloud: we'd constantly get blown off to one side. Grym appealed to the gods and we helped him with some strong, devout words.”
 
   Almost unnoticeably, the Fallen One seemed to have lost his step, slowing down ever so little and listening in on our conversation.
 
   "Yavanna alone answered our prayers. She appeared, unsteady, barely standing. Even the trees around sobbed. She felt around, sniffed the air and told us to wait. They said that all of this was just a time game. Well, then she herself sat on the grass. And that grass, by the way, has now become rather special. There's a whole page of bonuses attached to it now! Problem is, Lurch has laid his hands on it and won’t let our alchemists anywhere near."
 
   "We'll sort that out," I nodded. "Tell the others, we’re meeting in one hour."
 
   The First Temple rumbled from the gigantic organ, welcoming the return of its god. The Fallen One's face visibly relaxed. He smiled as if seeing an old friend. He quickly ran up the steps, across the empty hall and collapsed onto his throne with relief.
 
   A place of strength.
 
   The Fallen One looked at me with displeasure. "Who sat on my throne?"
 
   I was already tired of fearing responsibility for my many mistakes, so I just snapped, "Goldilocks! Who do you think?"
 
   The god's eyebrows shot up in surprise as I continued to condemn him. “You're out of touch. AlterWorld's umbilical cord has been cut and is bleeding fragments of reality and meanwhile, I'm left with a screaming baby on my hands and with five infuriated gods on my case!”
 
   The Fallen One froze, trying to understand what I was talking about. He gently closed his eyes for a moment, forming the proper query for the info-sphere. He started.
 
   "My son!" the Fallen One sat forward, squeezing and crumbling the onyx of the throne's distressed armrests. "Where is he?"
 
   I gave the signal in private chat, allowing the mom and her brother to come into the Temple. I’d been hiding them just in case. It had been either the thought of a mega-argument and becoming the lightning rod for the Fallen One's rage as he spanked me across his knee, or just out of fear. Who knows what these gods might do? Even male hamsters will eat their young. Meanwhile, female black widows do quite the opposite. They eat their suitors after fertilization.
 
   Yavanna’s High Priestess had grown noticeably thin, cheeks sunken in, face ashen. The mom was surrounded by her entourage of young priestesses and nursing mothers. She wearily approached the Fallen One and, giving a slight, respectful bow, handed him his child.
 
   His cheeks had filled out. He looked like a right little hamster! You’d think he was at least a year old. And he already sparkled with the uncategorized status of a higher being!
 
   The Fallen One held the child awkwardly and with infinite care, looking at his son with delight and amazement. In turn, the child googooed and tried to pull out an artifact hairpin of unknown properties from his father's cloak. That's right, hamster! Just like me! Little bro...
 
   The Fallen One gleamed. The mom stepped back, joining the crowd that encircled the throne.
 
   Inconspicuously he shook her lowered hand. A god wasn’t supposed to make a show of emotions in public. "Hi, mom,” he whispered. “How are you? You look... um... tired."
 
   She smiled faintly. "Always a gentleman! I look like shit, I know. My son doesn't just drink my milk, he also consumes my life force. Being far from a goddess, I simply don't have those kinds of reserves. And Yavanna's illness puts its stamp on her priestesses."
 
   "So what can we do? How can I help?"
 
   She shrugged feebly. "We've already figured it out. I feed him, and the girls put their hands on my shoulders, forming a circle of strength. If you pay attention, you'll notice that half the women in the clan can barely move their feet. Feeding your little brother isn't so easy. It's true that this is a plus for me: the astral channels pump such a large volume of energy that my peak output will soon reach that of a temple altar.”
 
   In the meantime, the Fallen One stood up, straightened up to his full height, and gave a low bow, though not out of formality. "Thank you, good people! Thank you for your loyalty, courage and... my son! I will never forget. The lesson is this: you are not slaves to a god, but rather his colleagues and little brothers!"
 
   The Fallen One gently kissed the child, sighed heavily, and reluctantly handed him back to my mother.
 
   "Here, nurse. Let him grow up among people, like me, in his own time. The better he understands you, the easier it will be for him to rule this world. And me... I'll always be here."
 
   The Fallen One waved his hand towards the exit, implying they were free to go. Catching my questioning look, the god nodded. "Stay here."
 
   Waiting until the last person disappeared through the gates of the Temple, the Fallen One sighed wearily and practically collapsed onto the throne. With a barely noticeable hand gesture, a fat stream of energy stretched from the Altar to the god.
 
   The Fallen One drank the pure energy, straightening out his withered aura channels and filling his empty reservoirs. Over the course of the battle, the god had laid it all out, giving the impossible, and even incurring considerable debt to the universe.
 
   The slab of the Altar began to significantly heat up. Pretty soon I had to step back, not wanting to endure the pain and lose hits to the burns. Little streams of the fused inlays on the black slab began to flow: gold, silver, and mithril streams with little islands of precious stones. Quite an expensive puddle, if you asked me.
 
   I threw my ten percent of the Altar's power to the hungry god. Without opening his eyes, the Fallen One nodded gratefully.
 
   Deciding to take advantage of the god's good mood, I raised the question that had been torturing me. “Fallen One, you're... I'm sorry about Macaria."
 
   The Fallen One opened his eyes and looked at me in surprise. He gave a mournful smile. "A mouse gave birth to a mountain. Without the permission of the Head of the Pantheon, your wishes are nothing more than an appeal to the universe. So for me, those forty milliseconds that passed from the moment of the request to the decision and confirmation were the longest in my life. I destroyed her...”
 
   A shadow covered the Fallen One's forehead. The god sighed and shook his head, driving away dark thoughts, and then stared back at me. "Have you made up your mind to go to Earth? I won't try to dissuade you. I can't calculate the variability of outcomes, but maybe it's for the best. So listen closely. I have a few important requests for you...”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Earth. Urgent message from the Civil Defense Center. Forced activation of all sound and display devices.
 
    
 
   System tags: Urgent. Must read. Confirm receipt.
 
    
 
   Warning! This message is for residents of the following districts: Far East, Siberia, and Urals. Due to the nature of the enemy and the inability to establish a continuous front line, HQ has decided to create a focal defense system. Anchor points will be large cities; closed towns; army, state, and mobilization reserve warehouses; parts of Strategic Missile Defense; Navy bases; strategic aviation airfields; spaceports; and other areas with readied border defense. Citizens are advised to prepare for evacuation. Charts for the evacuation convoys will be sent to your communicators.
 
   Warning! Watch for incoming messages! Tactical nuclear weapon strikes possible! In case of receiving the signal: "777", take cover immediately! Do not turn off your communicator. Rumors that demons can infiltrate its signals are not substantiated.
 
    
 
    
 
   Once again, the meeting had to be postponed.
 
   The crowd refused to leave the courtyard, eager for celebration and close contact with the clan leader. It seems that these honest people had become distressed, having been abandoned for a week. It's the same terrible feeling that weighs on a mother when her child doesn't come home on time and refuses to answer her calls.
 
   I had to agree. It's uncomfortable at the very least to lose a clan leader to whom both the legendary Super Nova and the loyalty of two pantheons of gods are tied. As an individual, I had already long ago turned into a banner for a large part of the people in the Russian Cluster. But the military part had lost its flag and disbanded.
 
   I didn't claim my banner was holy, but AlterWorld was straightforward and visually telling. No philosophies or esoterics, but only the sparkling icons of the leader's raid buffs: Commander's Aura, Blitzkrieg, Guiding Star, and Hand of the Gods.
 
   Everything was clear and simple. Our leader was well! Legs moved faster, muscles hardened, luck flowed, and gold dropped considerably more plentifully. How could you not have loved that?
 
   To compensate for their singed nerves, the crowd craved bread and circuses. The unanimous recommendation of the staff officers and psychologists was to avoid snapping at the people; let them relax and enjoy themselves a little. These recent weeks had been just insane. Soldiers had worked themselves to the bone, not sparing any ammunition. We're still not sure what the cost of the Battle for the First Temple was. It could be as much as a million dollars and a century of precious man-hours wasted. All given to the frontline. Victories were costly.
 
   Heaps of rusty blades and tattered armor falling apart at the seams were scattered everywhere. Soldiers spilt blood like water. The crafters in the Crypt didn't see the sun for years. Someone from analytics came up with a frightening figure: the visual appearance of the average member of the clan aged by three-and-a-half years. AlterWorld was like that. What your heart felt, your face betrayed.
 
   Widowmaker happily plunged into the familiar atmosphere of the organization of the urgent celebration. The goblins bustled about, clanging gold and silver dishware. The best, non-perishable food was pulled out of inventory, having been saved for just such an occasion and made with the rarest of ingredients. The result was the height of skill—something any master would rejoice in creating, something that Fortune herself would appraise, bestowing the Unique status on the new item.
 
   Less than an hour later I was already sitting at the head of a table for senior officers. This masterpiece of our crafters stood on a separate platform, offering a view of the festival and putting those sitting under hundreds of curious stares.
 
   Eating in such an atmosphere was difficult, so I talked more and proposed toasts. As the saying goes, "Shut up, just smile and wave."
 
   My first shock was the pale-faced baby in the arms of Dana who sat next her husband, the first Dark Paladin of AlterWorld. Just in case, I looked around for Screwyall. We couldn't afford another episode of Mr. Bean.
 
   But no, everything was alright with him. There he was, at the head of the children's table by right of his collective value. Everything he’d done had been counted towards this implicit ranking: the kid’s participation in real battles and his victory in the Junior Tournament, never mind he’d fought with the youngest. Add to this the beginnings of a shy courting of the clan's first beauty, the fair Irina. She was the dream of every teenager, her avatar a pirated copy of a Hollywood AI actress.
 
   Oh, yeah. Some of these girls—and maybe all of them—were in fact old ladies who’d counted on the chaotic situation in the real world to go perma in an illegal capsule. They’d probably had to hole up in some basement for the first few weeks, waiting to digitalize and minimizing the chances of being ratted out by a jealous rival. That takes notable will and determination.
 
   And anyways, if a girl decides that she is a suitable match for Screwyall, then she won't have to wait very long for her partner to mature. AlterWorld is responsive. If a boy desires her with all his heart, then he will speed through childhood for the sake of a woman's beauty. One year turns into ten so that his mother would barely recognize him.
 
   I shook these fantasies from my head and returned to real virtuality. I once again glanced at the person sitting next to me.
 
   "Fuckyall!" the proud father of the biggest family in the Russian cluster introduced his child to me. He then lowered his voice and whispered, "My real name is Yaroslav. But that's only to friends!"
 
   In response to my astonished look, Dana modestly lowered her eyes. "AlterWorld hasn't run out of wonders yet...”
 
   The second shock was when the empty chair reserved for the guest of honor was filled by the Fallen One, along with his son in his hands. A surprised and delighted hum swept through the hall. We were growing up...
 
   We were like a group of buddies who’d been happily getting drunk all night in each other's company and then had begun to show up with their wives and going home at eleven. And then, already balding, surrounded by a rapidly growing number of rug rats, they’d avert their gazes as they hurried to be back home by nine: because tomorrow they’d have to drive to the kindergarten, elementary school, and work. Then one day they looked up to realize that they were sixty and they were all alone. Their kids had their own lives, and their half-forgotten friends had long since kicked the bucket.
 
   The Fallen One didn't pay much attention to the excitement of the congregation, but rather to playing with the gaga-ing baby. However, being among thousands of unconditional believers was definitely to his benefit. His sallow complexion became pink, his tired shoulders gradually straightened out, and the magic that swirled around the Fallen One gained strength and became brighter. Plus, the child himself was preying on him as best he could, deftly tapping into the family flow of energy and the bounty of others.
 
   However, the Fallen One accepted the toast in his honor, taking the bowl of artfully cut rubies that was offered to him, drinking the whole thing, grunting in surprise, and giving out an obscure buff, For Success in Your Great Endeavors."
 
   The dwarf butler nodded with satisfaction. He patted the top of a tiny barrel—holding no more than a couple quarts—that was shackled to his powerful wrist with mithril chain. Pressing the precious cargo to his chest, he left in the company of two gloomy security guards sporting the insignia of the guards of the Mountain King. These little people could always sense which way the wind blew and were famous for their striking ability to get along with any authority.
 
   But living in harmony with the Fallen One was sufficiently easy. The Fallen One had no interest in unnatural rituals or child sacrifices.
 
   In general, Slavic AIs had one undocumented feature: their enhanced emotional and social qualities. Where work required high levels of communication, care for fellow beings and responsibility (provided the corresponding moral reward was right), we were simply the best.
 
   The opposite was also true. In space, at autonomous factories and military bases, in automatic nuclear submarines and on other solo missions, cold logic was more appropriate. Such facilities were manned by individuals raised in AI-boarding schools or in those trendy three-person families.
 
   The number of people in the hall grew. In AlterWorld, night is pretty relative and filled with activity because a perfectly healthy body only needs three to four hours of sleep. Many chose to lie around in their beds longer, but only out of habit and to enjoy a brief lie-in.
 
   Places at the tables filled up rather quickly. The festivities spilled out into the courtyard.
 
   It was an impromptu celebration at its finest.
 
   Girls wore silly costumes that in the real world you wouldn't see, except perhaps at an exclusive party for eccentric millionaires. There were cascades of jewelry, yards of sheer silk, and many, many ideal, photoshopped bodies. Glitter and gloss.
 
   And the guys... everyone was a little different.
 
   Those with a penchant for armor and weapons were hung with them like Christmas trees, their cold steel catching on the clothes of their neighbors.
 
   Others just couldn't part with their newly-acquired artifacts. Like a random helmet made from a bear's skull or a six-foot scepter strung with the head of a Lich, spewing out insults and curses in the the language of the dead.
 
   Yet others proudly sported their bare torsos or wore their shirts unbuttoned more than I would be comfortable with. Still unbelieving, they’d glance every now and then at the wide plates of their pecs, huge biceps, and raised blocks of their six packs. Weren’t they the lucky ones!
 
   AlterWorld’s old-timers were easy to spot. These days, fine suede and natural cotton in the colors of the clan's emblem—black and silver—were all the rage. No rings, earrings, or amulets. Those were for noobs! Pounds of jewelry and brass knuckles started to drive you crazy already after the first thousand hours of farming.
 
   Etiquette permitted a small knife on your belt, but none of those annoying special effects. A darkness-glowing, poison-oozing dagger is fine for the battlefield, but not for the dinner table!
 
   Still, it’s true that paranoia never sleeps. I had no doubts that each and every deceptively relaxed soldier had in his or her inventory a few sets of gear for any occasion. Should an enemy's portal shoot open in the hall right now, a bystander would be shocked to see a thousand people covered in steel and bristling with magical blades in an instant.
 
   Several grills were going in the courtyard, their aromatic barbecue smoke whetting the appetite. Taking advantage of this opportunity, those with cooking skills hurried to show off their abilities and add a couple more points to their skills, just to prove to themselves and everyone else that burning time and money on Cuisine was worth it
 
   The Arena was already echoing with the clangor of combat steel amid the incessant flashing of killer spells. Warriors were busy holding fixed fights, promptly resolving arguments and conflicts in order to acquire and instantly lose considerable sums of money. I didn't mind. Whoever won them, the clan treasury automatically received five percent of the bets. The preoccupied squint and anxiously rotating ears of the goblins scurrying about were proof enough.
 
   I stepped out for a smoke, surrounded by my inescapable entourage. I still wasn't mentally prepared for the role that had been thrust upon me. Reverence often confuses a person—genuine reverence, not the self-serving kind. The constant fuss around yours truly was a strain; the mega-ton weight of my new responsibility was crushing. The rise was too sudden. I’d had no time to get used to it, my departure from my comfort zone too unexpected.
 
   Inhaling and releasing a cloud of pearlescent smoke, I flicked the strawberry ashes and glanced at Craky whose phantom head loomed over the embrasures of the wall of the inner perimeter. His pleading eyes gleamed like anti-aircraft spotlights, his wings nervously fluttering, eager to carry the dragon over the wretched barrier.
 
   "He’s a big boy now," I said to no one in particular.
 
   Nearby, Eric followed my gaze. "He is. In the last team battle, this crazy duo earned more than a hundred levels. They won't get past the arch of the gates. They're thirty feet at the shoulders!"
 
   "And what's he doing behind the walls? Too shy to enter?"
 
   The First Priest of Macaria grimaced. His cheek nervously twitched. "He eats everything in sight, the bug-eyed bastard! We won't let him in, now."
 
   Our friends around us grinned knowingly. There was clearly more to the story. Smiling in anticipation, I prodded Cryl. "What's the deal?"
 
   Eric angrily knitted his eyebrows, but my little secret agent ignored his silent protest. "Eric's tactical group combed the Ninth Sector of the Frontier. Well, the lads stumbled upon a gift from Earth: a brand new Range Rover."
 
   Eric emitted a heart-wrenching groan. "Brand spanking new! The price tag was on the windshield and it had factory seat covers!"
 
   "Yeah, it was obviously transported right out of the showroom...” Cryl agreed.
 
   "I'd been drooling over one of those since the third grade!" getting all worked up, Eric grabbed at his shirt over his chest.
 
   "We couldn't get the car going. The electrics were dead, like after an atomic blast. Basically, we pushed the car through the portal and parked in the courtyard of the Super Nova, causing dissension and jealousy among the clan members. But...”
 
   Eric distinctly whimpered, but Cryl had no mercy, "By the morning, all that was left of the car was a few worthless bits of plastic. The dragons had devoured two tons of high-tech iron without batting an eyelid."
 
   "Bastards!" Eric gulped down a fair amount of beer.
 
   Everyone around was already openly laughing. The naughty little Craky, feeling the anger directed at him, beat a hasty retreat, disappearing behind his phantom shield.
 
   Suddenly the lighthearted atmosphere ceased. Their voices fell silent one after another as the warriors’ combat intuition kicked in, making their hearts wail in grief. I turned my head towards the courtyard, looking for what caused the sharp change in mood. Alyona.
 
   The tiny two-year-old girl, the one with a piercing stare and a tattered doll walked through the crowd. She didn't touch anyone. She didn't ask them to move or get out of her way but people silently parted in front of her. Smiles fell from people's faces, their stares lingering on the barefooted figure.
 
   The little girl walked straight towards our group. One of the officers couldn't help it and stealthed, unable to look the child in the eyes.
 
   My cowardly friends parted, allowing Alyona to walk up to me. Clutching her homemade doll to her chest, she looked up. Her eyes were of an immense blue, with a teardrop frozen in a corner of one of them. I staggered, as if looking down from the top of a skyscraper. The chasm was calling me... The deep, the deep, I’m not yours...
 
   "Uncle Laith, have you seen my daddy?"
 
   I looked around helplessly. Orcus shook his head. My private chat pinged.
 
    
 
   He was left in reality. He didn't manage to digitalize. She doesn't know. No one had the heart to tell her.
 
    
 
   The little girl stared at the special agent, then shook a disapproving finger at him. "It's not polite to whisper. I can hear you. And daddy... he has to come back. He promised!"
 
   Turning towards me, the little girl held her doll even more tightly and asked, "Uncle Laith, please meet him here. I know you will! Help him, please! Don't give up! I miss him so much!"
 
   Without waiting for a response, she once again moved forward silently, whispering a children's song like a prayer,
 
    
 
   Let daddy come, let him hear me,
 
   Let daddy be always near me,
 
   I know he’ll come and smile
 
   To his poor lost child...
 
    
 
   "Oracle?" whispered one of the analysts.
 
   "The child!" Orcus snapped, gritting his teeth.
 
   I listened closely. The festive mood was gone as if it had never been there. Reality once again knocked at the heart with an iron fist.
 
   A quest message popped up before me.
 
    
 
   Search, help, and deliver
 
    
 
   Just like that. There were no "Accept" or "Decline" buttons.
 
    
 
   Reward: Gratitude of the child.
 
   Penalty: Punishment by the universe.
 
    
 
   I sighed heavily, giving the go-ahead to my entourage. "Fun's over! Alert the heads of all services: there will be a meeting immediately! Get going, boys. Time is precious. Earth may have just met its demise."
 
   Hearing the sacred and forbidden word, Earth, the crowd shuddered. Their looks were filled with incomprehension and a hidden hope.
 
   "What’s Earth got to do with it?" someone voiced the one question that interested everyone.
 
   "Once you pledge secrecy to the Fallen One, you'll find out. Let's go, everyone. To the Small Hall on the fourth floor. Bring a couple waitresses along to organize some coffee, ash trays, massaging stiff necks and so on.”
 
   Marching about nearby, Harlequin nodded and quickly started talking into his amulet. My ears caught something surprising.
 
   "... as for the wood in the fireplace—birch only. Winnie has an allergy to pine."
 
   So! This White Winnie the Pooh did boss my NPCs around!
 
   Incidentally, few people knew anything about the castle's staff everyday lives: all those security guards, numerous attendants, faceless retailers in default stores and workshops, as well as all sorts of quest characters that had somehow all ended up in the castle’s rooms and corridors. Most ex-players chose to ignore them entirely. A piece of software code wandering around, mumbling a dozen scripted phrases? What was there to see?
 
   But analysts had reported that the digitized NPCs' intelligence is growing; that passions in their families are raging; and that they have mature commodity-money relations and their own vector of interests. We're talking about basic beings, inhabiting AlterWorld by the hundreds of thousands without access to the resources of real AI, but controlled by a software emulation of pseudo-AI. Cheap, good quality, and fully rational.
 
   As it turned out, having a body to inhale the soul into was enough. The rest happened on its own. A person is a person, after all. It doesn't matter where he came from—the womb, test tube, or mathematical models.
 
   Some of the location bosses and key characters had been lucky to have received some of the AI's computing power implemented as a powerful intellect, unique intuition, diplomatic skills, or leadership talents. We still had to break our teeth on these nuts. This was exactly what Orcus was reporting about now.
 
   "... according to our information, no less than a dozen locations are under control of the Sun King, not to mention the capital itself, the City of Light. Cries for help from captured players are received every day. Our preliminary estimates suggest that about two thousand people were taken prisoner. Identifying the number of captured people is incredibly difficult. Given the average population density—two people per square mile in virtuality—we get about nine thousand. Observers’ reports confirm our calculations. The construction site of a defensive wall is crawling with convicts. Chains can be heard clinking a mile away!"
 
   "Holy shit," Eric couldn't help himself. He’d been invited to the meeting thanks to his recently-acquired officer's rank and the still-rare status of priest of Macaria sporting the freebie prefix, Head. He was the first, after all.
 
   "Without question!" Orcus nodded his agreement and looked me in the eye. "We must help them."
 
   My face twitched. The sense of urgent business grew in his eyes.
 
   Misinterpreting my facial expression, Orcus frowned and pressed his argument. "We must! We are so few, and almost everyone has a claim to the Immortal ones. In some locations, the NPCs have six-digit PK counters! We still have yet to experience all this hatred in full. Moreover, I repeat, the number of NPCs exceeds the entirety of perma players by an order of magnitude. In a single Terracotta Canyon, an army of golems forty thousand strong is now coming to life, that’s counting the officer's corps and the reinforcements!"
 
   "It was an excellent location for top guilds...” the Analyst offered thoughtfully.
 
   "The key word here is 'was'! But now it's just another land mine fifty miles from our cluster! And now, as we smoke another golem and read messages about the failing fraction, I can't help but wonder—is it worth it? This example isn't an exception, but the rule. The Sun King has just as many NPCs gathering around him than there are under the sun in the Frontier.”
 
   The people began shouting, commenting indignantly about the behavior of the audacious NPCs. Throughout the whole cluster, shops had been closing, shitty quests had been cropping up, and, with an impudent grin, the dwarf bankers had been blocking accounts and telling everyone to fuck off.
 
   War between the new arrivals and the natives quickly changed from something impossible into something absolutely unavoidable. All of one week had passed since the breach of the worlds and the cluster has already shuddered in convulsions from the internal discord.
 
   Everyone who had an ounce of strength and authority, every clan, race, and platoon, craved direct participation in the reconstruction of the hierarchical pyramid that had been destroyed. Everyone hurried to drag their bloodied stone as high as possible, kicking out competitors along the way and staining their blades crimson. It's been known for centuries that the best cement is blood.
 
   My gut told me that reconciling the cluster was going to take a lot of it.
 
   I slammed my fist onto the table, cutting off everyone's chatter. "OK! The operation for saving the Immortal ones has begun! This is high priority and time-constrained. Be ready in seven days. The heads of the appropriate services will take up measures for intelligence, analysis, and military planning."
 
   The officers' gazes glazed over as most had dived into their interfaces and begun rustling the pages of their virtual journals. We couldn't rely on absolute memory. Cases of distraction and forgetfulness have long become a mass phenomenon. Not to mention ordinary laziness and trite drunkenness.
 
   I glanced at the Widowmaker. He was a talented organizer and settled here according to his talents, managing our most precious resource—people.
 
   "What are you so happy about? I already estimated the top charts. We're moving into the top ten in almost every category. Act like it."
 
   The Widowmaker marked the attempt to rise for the report but, having waited for my signal, once again collapsed into the easy chair.
 
   "According to the latest information, the clan has retained eighty-one percent of its payroll. The main group survived almost in its entirety. The losses were chiefly among relatives who didn't manage to digitalize and machines who received a temporary clan emblem as per order number seven hundred and nine."
 
   I nodded. I had given those orders. A sort of probationary residence permit. Prove you're helpful for a year, or at the very least not the bottom of the barrel, and you get part of the upvotes from your guarantor for your own karma. The intra-clan system of rewards and punishments had become more and more complicated, accumulating a growing a body of laws and precedents.
 
   Widowmaker continued, "We found a surprising number of outcasts—one thousand six hundred and forty of them. Few of them survived their first hours after the breakthrough, so the majority of them went after finding their graves and subsequently resurrecting. Every day, the percent of successful reincarnations decreased and fewer souls responded to the appeals of the clerics. Accordingly, the number of people who left part of themselves in the Great Nothing grew. We can return most of them to the ranks, but many will have to start their lives over again from scratch. Their memories consist only of basic reflexes and vague images."
 
   The people unconsciously glanced out the window. There, through the gentle shade of the Elven garden, walked the usual therapy group for the unwell from our Sanitarium. The results were that the emptiness in their eyes gradually gave way to curiosity, and then to a reawakening of the mind.
 
   "To some extent, as if that wasn't wild enough, complete memory loss in a large number of people was to our advantage. After rehabilitation and upbringing based on loyalty, we can safely incorporate them into the clan. We can add fresh battalions of people from other clusters to our military. The number of Russian speakers among the outcasts wasn't as many as we had hoped—all of two hundred and seven cast into AlterWorld from three major ruptures of space and a dozen minor ones. The rest are foreigners of all sorts, roughly representative of the general population of Earth. Negotiations are underway for exchanges with other clusters. A few of the outcasts are asking to remain with us. In principle, they are residents of the poorest countries squeezed dry by the rich ones, those who are always willing to migrate. We've had success in the recruitment and training of agents, including deep undercover."
 
   Gulping down his coffee and taking a brief pause, the Widowmaker hurried to wrap up, "Today, our resources have exhausted themselves. All known tombs have crumbled to dust. We're assuming that the same fate befell the undiscovered obelisks. In the past day, scouts have found only one miraculous group of survivors, having managed not only to withstand eight days in the Frontier, but also partially work out their newly-acquired skills. Our yield is a universal mage of an uncategorized class and a pair of weakish tanks, able to equip and use anything they can pick up."
 
   I thought it over. They were clearly very promising. The most important thing was that I didn't upset anyone, saying something tactless like, "We can't do that!"
 
   "Take them to the little ones in the kindergarten. Let them train together under the World Without Rules program. It sounds as if it might suit them. Let’s move on now. What of Earth's loot have you already used?"
 
   Turning my gaze to Durin, I raised an eyebrow. The dwarf nodded gravely, smoothed out his stately beard, and began his report.
 
   "Warehouses and temporary storage facilities have been beaten down one hundred and seven percent. We've stacked less valuable loot along the walls of the inner perimeter. There were instances of massive personnel deaths during loading operations. For example, just one bronze screw from an ocean liner with a diameter of thirty feet and weighing more than a hundred tons crushed a couple goblins and an ogre-longshoreman. The latter, by the way, did not resurrect. And please bear in mind that some of the goods are certainly being deposited into the Immortal Ones' bags! I demand an investigation in the presence of the Hell Hounds!"
 
   Orcus winced. "We'll look into it."
 
   The caretaker hemmed in disbelief, but continued, "Estimating the bulk of the goods isn't possible. Many of them aren't recognized or classified. They've simply been rejected by AlterWorld."
 
   The Analyst raised his hand, asking permission to speak. "If I may interrupt Mr. Durin for just a moment to give a more precise formulation, we still haven't really figured it out, but it seems likely that AlterWorld's periodic table of elements differs slightly from the Mendeleev one we're used to. This is a fundamental detail that turns all physics and chemistry in our micro-universe on its head. Maybe protons have a negative charge and maybe neutrons don't exist at all, making the occurrence of isotopes—in any form—impossible. I don't know. In any case, all electronics die within a few hours. Cards and chips rot, batteries bubble with slime, and there's a peculiar kind of shrinkage in our warehouses—half a percent of the volume per day. And so it's not clear which is more valuable—a cubic meter of the latest communicators or a cast-iron radiator from the ruins of a deserted dacha. You could at least extract the metal in the latter. By the way, the recipe for cast-iron is unknown in AlterWorld."
 
   "Leave radiators till later," I said dismissively. "What's next on the agenda? Diplomacy? Mister Lazarus, any news in your field?"
 
   Over the past few weeks, the man from the Main Intelligence Directorate had aged. His official faceless avatar grayed, and he had gotten wrinkles and some pre-retirement flab. Considering the age of the retiring intelligence agent—far beyond seventy—it was difficult to expect any other outcome. After a couple months, he'd turn into quite the virile man, barely fifty years old, endowed with the health of an Olympian. From this point of reference, he'd begin to gradually shed his years, falling in love and doing deeds worthy of a younger man.
 
   "Ahem... After the rupture of our worlds, I lost most of my contacts. Some were thrown into reality, some felt the noose of compromising information and liabilities loosening around their neck and now go around the Bureau biting their tongues. But I managed to clarify something. The situation everywhere is fairly similar: post-apocalyptic as it is, with slight modifications in terms of the mentality of different nations. The Americans prefer to survive alone, atop a mountain of reserves and shooting from the narrow embrasures of their home fortresses. The Germans are rather quickly restoring "order above all else", though a highly castrated version of it. The Asians are uniting around their recognized leaders, successfully reclaiming deserted areas and setting up a streaming search of their lost ones. Do your math. Initially, there were more of them than of us by an order of magnitude."
 
   "And now?" leaning forward with interest, I interrupted the secret agent.
 
   My interest was purely selfish. I have a shitload of blood feuds in the Chinese cluster.
 
   "And now the situation is significantly better. We were seriously lucky that going perma was a global event in the Russian cluster, amplified even more by evening prime time. Out of Russia's population of two hundred million, we scored more permas than the States did with their five hundred million. Talk about lucky!"
 
   I hemmed in disbelief. Lucky, yeah right. For two weeks, the people had slept, stuffed themselves, and sh... soiled their capsules, as they retreated under the pressure of an adversary. Only ten percent of all castles remained intact in our cluster. The rest had been captured and fed into the system for a measly fucking twenty-five percent! Just our fucking luck...
 
   Lazarus, seeing the expression on my face, decided to cheer me up. "Our Vietnamese representatives have reported to me that the senior leadership of their cluster has already decided on the installation of an artifact statue to the First Priest Laith. They're asking you to approve the design and bless the monument, giving it the status on an official altar."
 
   My private chat pinged, letting me know I had received an image file. I open it. Mother of God! The Dark Lord in the flesh!
 
   My legs froze, feeling the death grip of the pedestal. My back straightened up. The Lord can only sit just so!
 
   "Holy shit!" I swore, gritting my teeth as I struggled to assume my usual, relaxed posture in the chair.
 
   Give these believers enough time, and they’d mold me after their own stereotypes! We absolutely had to follow the original plan and go solo to temporarily escape the mind-warping AlterWorld's physics.
 
   "Forget about the statues. Listen here, everyone! Don't forget your oath to the Fallen One. You say one reckless word while drinking and I'll find another officer to take your place!"
 
   They quickly sobered up, drunken glimmers leaving their eyes. In AlterWorld, inebriation is generally more of a psychological process. With the proper skill, you can get hammered on a bottle of wine.
 
   "Brothers,” I continued, “it's no secret that I possess a unique skill: opening portals to Inferno. And so I hurry to bring you good news. I've managed to get a hold of another exclusive: a portal to...”
 
   CRACK! The mahogany armrests snapped under Dan's clenched fingers.
 
   The spy, ignoring the splinters sticking out of his hands, leaned forward with his whole body and locked eyes with me. "To Earth?!"
 
   I slowly nodded. "That's right."
 
   A gasp swept through the hall. Candlesticks crashed down from the mantelpiece as a stunned White Winnie the Pooh fell out of stealth.
 
   "I'm with you!" Dan resolutely reported to me and proceeded to rearrange his equipment as if it was necessary to leave right now.
 
   "No," I added some Force to my voice. "I'm going alone. That's how it needs to be and I have my reasons. Starting with the fact that you're two hundred levels below me and are more of a liability than help. Ending with the fact that I don't want to lose any of you. No, wait!" I raised my hand, forcing Dan to stop mid-word. "Give me your family's contact information and I'll do everything I can to get them. That goes for all of you, by the way. And don't forget that this is only going to be reconnaissance. If the situation allows it, we'll bring a bigger group next time. Lazarus, I'm going to need means of communication and ID codes from the Bureau."
 
   Thoughtfully stroking his beard, the secret agent absentmindedly nodded. "I can do that. Only I’d like to ask you something first.”
 
   I closed my eyes in understanding. Real life was still alive in each of us, firmly driven into the farthest corner. It was out of reach: pointless tormenting yourself thinking about it. More precisely, it had been out of reach...
 
   Dan sat with his head lowered, his whole appearance pointing to his disagreement with the decision and his toying with the idea of going through the portal after me.
 
   I gently smiled and laid a stack of parchment on the table. "And lastly. Here's our insurance policy. If I don't return in a week, come after me. I won't resist. I won't be able to. That's all, men. It's not up for discussion. And someone please help White Winnie up...”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Russia, Amurskaya Oblast, Zavitinsk. Population: 14,000.
 
    
 
   "Ammo!"
 
   BANG! The ringing shot of the Degtyaryov Anti-Tank Rifle assaulted the man’s eardrums. The wooden butt of the rifle powerfully recoiled into his shoulder, continuing to send his arm into shock. The muscles had been hammered black and blue into numbness. It seemed like the enormous bruise went right to the bone. Today, one of the demons was going to get a gourmet cut of meat...
 
   The brand-new bolt clacked, barely cleaned from the thick layer of grease.
 
   "Ammo!" San Sanych shouted again. Concussed, he couldn’t hear well. A former city bus driver, he was now a private in the militia.
 
   His sixteen-year-old son was taking much too long to chamber his round. The young man’s frostbitten fingers, nails torn out, trembled. His eyes involuntarily glanced at the line of quickly approaching demons. Not many of the beasts, but damn they were strong and tenacious!
 
   An explosion in the minefield knocked out the invisibility spell and significantly tightened the radius of the protective shield that held the squad. The ensuing volley of the ambushing group quickly suppressed the weakened dome and then helplessly sprayed single targets.
 
   The demons’ personal shields glistened as the monsters skillfully maneuvered, brandishing their combat weapons and sparking with ricochets as their outlines blurred in the numerous activations of some mysterious skills.
 
   All around there was a deafening roar. Drowning out their own fear, the soldiers fired in long bursts until their barrels melted. There were five hundred militia—of which only a few dozen were professional soldiers: the officers and sergeants from the nearest military base plus three tank crews sent from Belogorsk as reinforcements. Special thanks to them for having brought along three truckfuls of weapons, however antique.
 
   The weapons had come from long-term storage. Some were new, some had once been shined by the hands of their grandfathers, but all were hermetically sealed with preservative grease. After a short briefing, the militia had hurried to get their gear and weapons ready. What had followed next was stunning in its incredibility: they had to dig trenches and foxholes around residential areas. That was just like back in '41, almost a century ago...
 
   They were prepared—thanks to the crew of a helicopter that had caught a magic slug in its belly and was now burning out a dozen miles to the south. The men had been true to their duty. Their thermal imagers had spotted a detachment hidden under a canopy and even managed to work them over with some rockets.
 
   The militiamen hit the dirt. Amid the clouds, a drone faintly hummed, carefully moving its electronic eyes and scanning the terrain in all available wavelengths.
 
   After about twenty minutes, their Smerch began spewing fire. The eight-meter bodies of the rockets riddled the sky above the soldiers' heads with a deafening roar. The multiple-rocket launcher didn't have time to reload. A translucent figure with clawed wings raced from the demons' side, closely following the telltale smoke trails of the solid-fuel engines. The beast ignored the frantic shooting of the soldiers. The ghost appeared to be immune to physical damage. They could only hope that the backup group had managed to get silver, or at least blessed, ammo.
 
   Human beings weren't the only ones to learn how to fight. The demons' generals from Diablo could think more or less on par with a human: damned be Blizzard and their investors! Having suffered a number of crushing defeats in attempted straight-line attacks in tight formations—the humans simply fused the demons with the earth using precision-guided munitions from far beyond the horizon—the monsters scattered across the vast country into thousands of hunting groups. No points for guessing what even a single creature could do in an urban environment.
 
   The classic front line had disappeared, transforming into hotbeds of perimeter defense and quick-response teams of tanks.
 
   To cover major population centers, there were severely limited troops. The effect of the mobilization would not be clear for a while. An armed group of people isn't an army. The core staff of the armed forces had already sustained its first losses. Their best had perished: officers, Special Forces, medical workers, and pilots, all those whose training takes countless years of peace.
 
   And the army itself wasn't that great. We had tanks, about two thousand of them. That was rather normal: Germany had dramatically fewer. Unfortunately, our country spread "from sea to shining sea" over ten million square miles! That left one armored vehicle for every six thousand miles of territory.
 
   The scant equipment in the armories was also starting to become a cause for concern. It had plenty of rounds for our shooters—but a full Smerch salvo cost about four hundred thousand bucks. Of course they were too costly to produce in times of peace. To do that, you’d have to cut the economic umbilical cord of the country. You’d have to store, guard, and maintain rockets. Electronics and fuel tended to degrade over time.
 
   The next problem was the lifespan of heavy artillery and wear of the barrels. A tank can run for five hundred hours before the engine needs to be overhauled. The lifespan of a plane's turbine is calculated to the minute and the standards of mandatory maintenance were wholly draconian. The second-rate SPG "peony" had an ammo store of four shells and a duration of three hundred shots.
 
   On the whole, full-scale modern war is infinitely expensive and couldn't last for long.
 
   Whether or not the demons experienced personnel problems, no one knew. These creatures of hell had already spread over large areas of sparsely-populated territory, wrapped themselves in a fog of war, and continued their expansion, not hesitating to launch hundreds of supply raids. One such raid fell on the unfortunate Zavitinsk.
 
   Foreseeing where the beasts would emerge was pretty simple. A squad of Hunters had been zigzagging from village to village, mopping up houses and leaving nothing but bloody pentagrams and traces of obscure rituals in their wake. They’d only come across a few human bodies, but a couple of times drones had managed to transmit images of portal arcs and lines of prisoners pouring into them.
 
   "Ammo!" San Sanych yelled again, hurrying to weaken the protective cocoon of a massive demon holding two swords in his spiky claws.
 
   This is what the tactical strategy sent from the Analytics Headquarters had recommended. Shoot and shoot until the soapy film of the force field freezes and goes out. The energy of an ordinary demon's cocoon was approximately fifty thousand joules. In other words, all it took was one magazine from an AK-47, followed by another to target the demons’ vulnerable points—head, chest, large joints—and the beast could be crossed off.
 
   Dozens of smoldering carcasses lying in the snow ploughed up with explosions quite clearly illustrated that it was possible. Still, it was taking its toll on the five hundred militiamen. Their firing abated.
 
   A "T-90A" pecked the ground with its cannon and filled the sky with a strange, purple smoke.
 
   Its unfortunate brother-in-arms was spewing green foam, silenced by a particularly nasty spell.
 
   For some reason, their third tank had opened up with friendly fire, mowing down the right flank of the militia.
 
   A Chimera happily screeched at the positions of the mortar platoon. The machine gunners were enveloped in a suffocating fog. The blurred silhouettes of the demons flashed amongst the first line of the trenches.
 
   "Ammo!" the man growled again, aggressively aiming at the bright figure of a creature in silver armor.
 
   The rustling of the tight bayonet sheath as he drew it out was so dissonant with the surrounding noises that it made him glance at his son.
 
   The young man’s black pupils were dilated to the entire width of the irises. Saliva was dripping from the corner of his twisted mouth. His blade was already drawn and in his hands.
 
   "He's under their control!" the father's heart skipped a beat. The Xeroxed manuals mentioned those abilities of the alien creatures.
 
   However, his tried and true reflexes, honed in fights, did not let him down. He seized the boy’s thin wrist and intentionally struck him in the temple. It doesn't take much for a kid. Let him sleep...
 
   His son's body went limp. The knife fell from his hands. The father gritted his teeth in frustration. He took out the next bullet—made from zinc—and drove it into the barrel. Managing to catch the demon with the flashing shield, he planted the heavy bullet directly under the slit in his winged helmet.
 
   Kinetic energy: thirty thousand joules. It could have stopped a light tank, and it was certainly enough for the injured demon. The beast's head burst, splattering bluish viscera on the pure white snow.
 
   "Take that, you son of a bitch!" San Sanych grinned, lips black from the gunpowder smoke.
 
   For a moment, he let himself look back.
 
   The militiamen had had it hard. The demons were already in the trenches with them. The surviving soldiers slowly backed away. Hardly a quarter of their guns still worked against the enemy. However, these husbands, fathers, and sons had completed their objective.
 
   San Sanych could clearly see the endless convoy of assorted vehicles crawling out of the city and hitting the highway to Belogorsk. Buses, cars, and trucks. Women, children, the elderly.
 
   The militia had been asked to hold out a little longer, if only for half an hour. They had stood their ground for twice as long.
 
   San Sanych smiled once again, kissed his anti-tank rifle, and repeated the order,
 
   "Ammo!"
 
    
 
   The rays of the setting sun basked amid the carved gold of Tanya's Shrine. The bells of the Elven garden faintly rang out a mournful melody, creating a darkened mood and bestowing random, short-lived buffs. The velvety grass trustingly poked my palms and whispered something soothing in the psy-range, competing for my attention with the purring Tommy dozing in my lap. A young mellorn tree brought its thin branches over our heads, carefully covering us with its healing shade.
 
   Sitting cross-legged, I slowly, layer by layer, freed my mind of unnecessary thoughts.
 
   The shrine was the only place where no one disturbed me. Here, for reasons unknown, communications channels didn't work, including high-priority and emergency. Was it the Universe playing strange games with mortals or the will of the gods, wanting the girl to finally get some peace and quiet?
 
   This was a place of reflection and recollection.
 
   With relief, I cast off the burdensome weight of being the leader of the Alliance and turned to the task ahead.
 
   Primary objectives: intelligence and survival. Where did the portal lead? And what was this mysterious Alpha Zone? Would it lead us straight into the dungeons of the Pentagon? Did the Earth know about Asmodeus' breach? Did magic work there and, if so, to what extent?
 
   The list of questions was not small—and answering them without dying in the process was key. Curiosity, as we know, killed the cat.
 
   Secondary objectives: establish contact with reality and escape the pressure of AlterWorld's physics. Here we’d have to play it by ear. I had a deep respect for the Motherland and as genuine a longing for its native birch as any other man, but I wanted to avoid exposing myself to the powers that be. We had only just gotten off the hook and tasted real independence—so we didn’t need any Big Brother watching over us, thank you very much.
 
   No, we weren’t going to leave our friends and family out in the cold. Orcus had already submitted to me an infinitely long list of the clan members' relatives. Over time, we were going to try and get them all out. If not everyone, then at least quite a few. People were our most valuable resource.
 
   And as for me escaping the soul-wrenching laws of AlterWorld's reality...
 
   Forced onto me by the will of hundreds of thousands of believers, the Feudal Lord and the Dark Lord had struck a temporary alliance and were now voicing their combined protest, refusing to take back seat. Hello, schizophrenia.
 
   I needed to disappear from the spotlight for a while, letting the gazes that fell upon me dissipate and easing the pressures of other people's thoughts. Then I'd think of something. I'd hide behind the back of the Fallen One, inventing a magic thought-blocker or gaining experience in the PR Department.
 
   I felt as though soon all the well-known players and NPCs would either fall into the shadows or turn out to be the meat grinders of people's aspirations. And then AlterWorld would shine with fairy-tale characters—great villains wearing black and stubborn heroes wearing white, beautiful princesses and valiant knights, dark evil and all-forgiving good.
 
   It was interesting to think how the dictators of the past had lived under the pressure of the hatred of hundreds of millions. Was it possible that the Earth was so stiff and static that even such a force couldn't crush even a single tyrant? It seemed that reality was indeed poor on magic; that only demons would have true freedom as they were fueled precisely by human passions, vices, and, of course, souls. There was a whole lot of that junk on old Mother Earth.
 
   Sighing, I made a note in my journal to add another hundred vials of mana to my kit. The extra twenty pounds wouldn't send me into overload while the reserve of ninety thousand units of magic energy could turn out to be critical. And even if I didn’t go on my own, you could never have enough mana!
 
   Yeah yeah, my strong desire to go solo had met with the unshakable wall of our friends, "Don't go out alone!" It’s the king’s entourage that makes him—and controls him...
 
   I reasoned that the boys had been right. A connection with Earth was priceless. With so much at stake, our individual lives and desires didn’t even enter the equation. History is one ruthless teacher. If you want to take Berlin, you'd better write off ten divisions from the registry. You want to prevent flanking fire from an enemy at an unknown altitude? Give the order to attack, so that later the same night you could write off the decimated battalion and fill in three hundred ‘killed in action’ notices.
 
   Yes, in a carefully selected group my potential survival rate grew tenfold, as did our chances to come back with some valuable intel. But what would happen if not only me, but the clan's elite died in the raid as well? Fuck their elite status! I wasn’t risking my friends’ lives.
 
   Snowie was a born damage dealer, capable of generating three-quarters the damage of an entire group of five players. What was going to happen if the former game NPC died in reality on Earth?
 
   Personally, I estimated my chances of resurrection as pretty high. But Snowie... I have my doubts. However, we didn't have anyone else of comparable power, ready to hack his way into a formation of demons—and win.
 
   Bomba was ignoring her ambiguous situation and was ready to go to the ends of the world for her little albino. Even if they were the ends of another world. That week of separation hadn’t been wasted, and the brow of the former-old lady was adorned by streaks of gray. Her argument was, "What if a troll's pregnancy is like an elephant's and I'm out of commission for two years? Get the hell outta here! I'm with you. If we die, we die together."
 
   I understood. She was one of the alliance's best tanks, able to take on Nagafen for forty seconds without healing. She would pull her weight. By the way, had any of you ever helped a troll give birth after their contractions started on a reconnaissance mission?! Battle is not a place for our loved ones or those bearing a child.
 
   Zena was a well-refined healer, able to pull seventy thousand hits in a single meditation. She was unwilling to leave her friend and dearly held onto a long list of grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and other nephews and nieces who would have to be tracked down and dragged by the ears to relocate to AlterWorld.
 
   Oh. They were going to love the sight of the tiny, green-skinned goblin in gilded artifact armor.
 
   But I myself wasn’t human anymore. Given the fact that the Earthlings might not be glad to see us, we would have to actively use stealth and deceptive gadgets like pendants of illusion, which endowed its wearer with a new appearance. Only enchanters could fight and cast under the illusion. All we could do was smile and pretend to be a group of giants in the company of dwarves. It was a rather mediocre disguise, but what did you want? A toy firework would never grow into a war missile.
 
   Then there was the last piece of the puzzle: Dan. A rogue filled to the brim with secrets. He's a tip-toe-er who's indispensable when it comes to intelligence and useless when it comes to high-level combat. A staff officer who grabs at his knife and doesn't listen to any arguments. The voices of his wife and children were calling him from Earth. Not even a mithril chain could hold this counterintelligence agent back.
 
   I understood and quietly accepted. Let there be an intelligence agent who, moreover, has connections with the army and Special Forces. I needed this very argument both for business and in order to sort out the rest of my "vested acquaintances." Many were eager for the raid, convinced of their indispensability on Earth.
 
   Even Katya, whom I had saved, had at some point snuck into my office, ensconced herself in the easy chair and asked, "When do we leave?" In response to my raised eyebrow, the girl confidently shook her dead communicator and said that all it would take was one call to summon the cavalry in the face of some private army which would come running to the rescue, rattling their armor and slicing through the air with their chopper blades.
 
   I had to disappoint the girl. We had no diplomatic mission and no group of contactees. Intelligence behind enemy lines, that was our objective. Or, in the most unfortunate circumstance, active reconnaissance. It also had its advantages—to detect and assess the potential strength of the enemy, his firepower, let a little blood, and bring back a prisoner to interrogate. Because they all talk, provided the interrogation methods are right.
 
   Having received the go-ahead, Dan immediately calmed down and began tackling the problem of kitting himself out properly so as to not to be a burden and to increase the chances of rescuing his family. I had no doubts that the Veterans' storage—common, officer's, and special—were going to be rifled through in their entirety so that Dan would end up wearing all the best they had to offer, doubling his combat potential.
 
   The whole clan was helping to kit us out for our journey, surrendering their own unique artifacts with no regret. I didn't know how or who managed to bypass the pledge of secrecy, but basically everyone knew about our group's objectives. People walked in one by one, full of hope, handing over crumpled pieces of paper with phone numbers and addresses of friends, girlfriends, and distant relatives. They were also eager to help in any way. People handed in rare combat scrolls that had been saved from the battle of the First Temple. They would remove the only artifact earrings in the whole cluster and hand them over to us. With a farewell kiss, they parted with a unique dagger or sword, literally forcing it down on us.
 
   Practically everyone had something still left to do back on Mother Earth. From the truly important—concerning the families that had been torn between the two worlds—to the selfish or just plain amusing, like secret requests to bring their favorite CDs, the tapes of the latest soccer championship, and their favorite books that had never been finished.
 
   Three hours until departure.
 
   After lunch, the group's soldiers received a direct—and for those outside of the service, unexpected—order. "Lights out!" And rightly so. Standing guard and setting out on a mission always requires extra time to sleep. The windows of the barracks were covered with blankets and even the guard wasn't shouting at the top of his lungs.
 
   I exercised my right as the boss and ignored the lights-out command to finally distribute the points I had saved.
 
   I struggled to tear Tommy’s claws away from the leg of my pants: he must have been dreaming about chasing some prey. Then I switched back to my internal interface window.
 
   In front of me loomed my character's skill tree. The upcoming campaign demanded the immediate distribution of all those talent and characteristic points I had accumulated. Who knew when the free leveling system of the game would bite the dust?
 
   Level three hundred and thirty-two. Just one more and I'd have triple threes. Interestingly enough, the TOP charts only had me at ninth place in the Russian cluster. Where the other eight were hiding or how they’d managed to outdo me in this leveling game, one could only guess.
 
   There were still people who had played longer than me and were more cunning. Or just more wealthy, as simple as that. However, I made a note for Dan: I wanted full dossiers on these jokers. You couldn’t afford to ignore players of their ability.
 
   I didn't have many free characteristic points. Thanks to my paranoia, I had invested most of the remaining points into Constitution, turning my skeleton into a fortress of titanium alloy—and the amount of hits my bare bones could take, to an exorbitant eleven thousand. My resistance to physical and magic damage had risen accordingly. Now, even bound hand and foot, I wasn't turning into a harmless makiwara, but could completely ignore at least a third of my incoming damage. Even if they’d thrown me into a cauldron of boiling oil, it would have taken me no less than half an hour to finally expire.
 
   I shouldn't forget my collection of acquired immunities, either. From melee damage to poison and onto ranged weapons. From mind control to soul stealing. It was true that the latter feature had already shown its vulnerability. Asmodeus had given me this immunity, then ignored it, knocking my soul from my body with little difficulty. But who was I to say that the Supreme Demon wouldn't have left a few loopholes and hushed backdoors? I still remembered how he’d transferred my soul with the snap of a finger, swapping my body for Tavor's. This creature was ancient, dangerous, and his steps were calculated for centuries to come.
 
   OK, no need to spit venom. Even the Elven garden was ringing in alarm, receiving my emanations of hatred. What did we have next?
 
   With my Strength at six hundred, I could raise a Mini Cooper above my head and, at maximum capacity, carry a second in my spacious pocket. In general, a ton was my peak load capacity moving at a snail's pace. But at a thousand pounds, I was still quite agile and quick: a perfect smuggler or thief.
 
   I could walk into a museum, inconspicuously brushing my hands along its precious displays and stashing everything away in my inventory. I'd be as rich as Rockefeller! Freebies were indeed sweet.
 
   OK, next. With Agility at more than three hundred, I could freely run along an assault bridge, no wider than one's palm, thrown over a castle moat. And while on the run, I'd be able to dodge three out of five arrows and squeeze between the streams of boiling tar poured by the castle defenders.
 
   On the whole, my ability to duck and dodge would be rather like the latest generation of Hollywood monsters. Not those ridiculous ones that shuffle along zombie-like, but those that couldn’t even stand still in your sights.
 
   Add to it my ability to invest my internal strength reserves into bending time—and I ended up as a formidable dude, capable of dancing in the rain and coming out dry.
 
   Next. Five hundred and fifty Intellect wasn't half bad for a hybrid melee fighter, but it also wasn't really the caster's build I had planned while sitting behind bars in the City of Light. Strength and Constitution had overtaken my Intellect, directly pointing to my skewed development.
 
   To add insult to injury, my available characteristic points were but pitiful crumbs.
 
   With a steady hand, I sent the remaining points to Intellect and moved on to the most important thing: Talent points. During my hyperactive leveling phase, I’d spent half of them repeatedly trying to max out my platoon of pets. The icons for my combat spells were covered in cobwebs and I had already sort of forgotten when I had buffed last or when I slowed an enemy with a DoT.
 
   Now it was time to remember that I wasn't just a raid leader, but a solo fighter.
 
   I opened the multilevel magic tabs and heaved a sigh. Hmm, in this supermarket of available miracles, I actually could afford very little. Just imagine^ you find yourself in a magic shop. You walk along the shelves and they have everything! Immortality, invulnerability, omnipotence... And all you have is a measly handful of pennies clutched in your sweaty fist.
 
   Never mind. Let's do it.
 
   Survival above all else. I'd have to keep improving my Life Absorption skill branch.
 
   I carefully and parsimoniously invested my points, getting the skill up to level sixteen. My eyebrows crept up in surprise. The spell wasn't only increasing its power, but also significantly evolving.
 
    
 
   Massive Life Absorption IV.
 
   Cast time: 3.6 sec. Mana: 270. Cooldown: 6 seconds.
 
   Effect: unfriendly targets within a radius of twenty feet from the point of activation will receive two hundred magic damage, and you will be healed by an equal amount of HP.
 
   Enhanced Effect: you have come to know life and death, and you have absorbed the blood of many people and possessed the souls of a thousand creatures. Falling under your blows, creatures will experience true terror and for three seconds will try to get as far away from you as possible.
 
   Beware! After the effect wears off, the monsters' fury will double, the aggro counter will receive an additional multiplier, and the enemy will assign you as its priority target!
 
    
 
   Hm, monsters backing away in horror. That was a good thing. And I had a platoon of pets that could intercept aggressive creatures. Besides, in a one-on-one fight, the effect was in fact an offset because there I’d be the only target. Excellent!
 
   Next, control. Divide and conquer. I invested a dozen points into Dead Man's Hand and grinned happily. Bingo! Another mass effect!
 
    
 
   Forest of Dead Hands III
 
   Cast time: 2.7 sec. Mana: 90.
 
   Effect: over a dozen skeleton hands will be ready to seize your enemies. They will hold onto the targets for up to nine seconds.
 
   Enhanced Effect: the dead flesh is subject to the will of a Death Knight of your level. Each of the enemy's seized limbs will be dealt 60 HP in shattering damage.
 
    
 
   Whoa! Sinking its caws into a single target, the spell could squeeze up to a thousand hits from its victim!
 
   After that, I started adding to the usual necromancer's tricks: DoTs.
 
   Spiked Grass, Oxidation of Blood, and Poison Cloud. Three styles that were honed for different types of resistances and didn't conflict with each other. They stacked beautifully and caused a total of four thousand damage. It wasn’t all that much for my level, but I wasn’t a pure caster, either. But for your average earthling at level 10 and a hundred hits, it was more than enough.
 
   Not that I was going to orchestrate a genocide. But all this power might come in very handy in case of an open confrontation with demons. This was practically unavoidable. Fighting a level 400 veteran from Asmodeus' Silver Legion wasn't going to be easy.
 
   OK. Next.
 
   If magic was alive and well on Earth, then I needed the ability to hold a cast. So passive shields were a must. And I had some!
 
   I sacrificed half a dozen talent points to Bone Shield. Having exceeded the standard ten points, the spell began to level up not only quantitatively, but also qualitatively.
 
    
 
   Autonomous Bone Shield III.
 
   Cast time: 11.2 sec. Mana: 340.
 
   Effect: personal buff. Absorbs 1,100 damage. Duration: 90 minutes.
 
   Enhanced Effect: bones and magic are the natural tools of a Death Knight. The spells you cast will have the ability to regenerate, gradually regaining strength.
 
   Required ingredient: bones of any creature in any form.
 
    
 
   Hm, bones... they were abound. Any store or auction was absolutely chock full of them. Skeleton-equipped locations were legion. Spare bones were frequent loot highly sought after by a few different types of crafters.
 
   Next. I flipped through the remaining branches of necromancer skills without much interest: debuffs on the living as well as enhancements for the dead, summoned, and raised beings. Mundane, utilitarian magic.
 
   Everything I needed above all else, I already had. Gate, invisibility, levitation, bind points, and other routine skills that distinguished the magician from the warrior. But without the transmutation of mana, I'd be as useful as a rock.
 
   And so, all that I had left were a precious few talent points. Absolutely compulsory were the armed combat skills. Mana was a funny thing. One minute you had it, the next you didn't! This was why many in our group were melee fighters. Only a single cleric was a pure support caster.
 
   I wondered how many elite elders from the upper political and economic echelons were ready to pay for her services. Two measly units of mana for a Greater Heal allowing you to say goodbye to all your aches and pains? Who could we test this on?
 
   I opened the combat skills tab and sighed. No wonder the developers had designed the Death Knight as a hybrid tank. The number of skills, combos, special attacks, auras, and other precious commodities was simply incredible.
 
   Even at the start of the project, the character development model was declared "dynamic and scalable." No one would reach the cap. No one could say, "There. I'm at the maximum." The skills grew linearly at first, and then later pseudo-intelligently, varying depending on how they were used, on the player's group, and his or her style of play. I mostly fought in raids, so the engine gave me group bonuses. Had I been doing a bit of PK on the sly, I would have gotten bonuses for fighting other players. Had I fought solo, I would have gotten a damage increase or some other kind of bonus, calculated by some big-headed professor using tricky formulas.
 
   They may have been formulas, but they’d become the laws of our universe. Admittedly still soft and malleable like a newborn that hasn't yet gained its strength, but... Hold on, AlterWorld. In the miserable centuries to come, the universe would have to expend energy on a cosmic scale in order to counteract them. It wouldn’t be like now when willing something to happen was all it took. Oh, no.
 
   At level 300, I had already acquired all of the basic skills that lured young knights with promises of murderous damage and pretty special effects. Beat them with your shield, slice them with your sword, strike their limbs, open up their bellies. The bright-colored bacchanalia of Asian slashers had long been the leading trend for the world's MMORPGs.
 
   I bit my lip, longingly looking at the couple of dozen talent points that remained. I hadn't become a master of combat, or even turned into a specialized fighter. All I had available was one or two signature combos leveled far enough to create the impression that they must have come from a level 300 player.
 
   I studied the abilities, indecisive, constantly switching to the internal interface. It was a miracle the forum hadn't packed up yet. Over time, it was threatening to turn into the planet's last remaining information portal.
 
   I was getting frustrated because the top players were in no hurry to divulge their secrets. There were tons of "Histories of Success" and "Golden Leveling Schemes" from players up to level 100. Level 150+ players weren’t so generous. Those who’d managed to level any higher maliciously gave you the finger. They needed neither the cheap fame nor the additional competition. It looked like I was in it on my own.
 
   I began to pare down my options, arranging them according to the weapons I had available to me. The Children of Night had captured many, but it was the Vets who’d presented me with my key asset.
 
   It was a custom-engraved two-handed sword of epic proportions as if it had been taken from the trophy wall of a mountain giant's castle. It had dozens of restrictions for its usage, from a strength parameter of five hundred to friendship with the dark side. Though far from being adamant, it was the notable Dragon Claw Cutter. Yep, that's exactly what some ogre had imaginatively called his family toothpick.
 
   Its blade was meant to mangle or ignore any armor below Unique, getting a crit strike fifty percent of the time, and sometimes feigning a block and parrying the enemy steel—but it was a one-hit wonder. You unsheathed it, brandished the hundred-pound blade in the air and hit your enemy, then waited for the cooldown to expire while studying your opponent. If he was still standing, then you’d probably missed. If he was smeared along your blade or split in two, then there was justice in the world.
 
   That brought the available choice of weapons down considerably. Out of the suitable two-handed swords, I favored the Fury and Colossus Smash the most.
 
   Despite its grandiose name, the Fury didn’t negatively affect Intellect but gave a significant increase in physical resistance to damage for a short period of time. A miniature Scandinavian berserker, minus the requirement to munch on toxic mushrooms, drool and bare your teeth.
 
   The Colossus Smash was exclusively two-handed, offering a decent chance of killing your opponent in a single hit. If the kill was carried out under Fury, your character received full healing as a bonus—not bad at all. Talk about a single-hit wonder. He came, he saw, he conquered.
 
   Unhesitantly I invested a dozen points into each and grinned. Ha! These damned things seemed to be expanding! Now, Fury covered the whole group and Colossus Smash extended a full hundred and eighty degrees.
 
   Now we were cooking!
 
   I nodded to myself in satisfaction and gently removed the heavy body of Tommy the snow leopard off me. He was pretending to be a rug and had no intention of moving.
 
   "It's time," I quietly whispered into the beast's ear.
 
   Tommy cocked his ears and glanced unhappily at me, but got up. He stretched, yawning wide, then looked up at me in curiosity.
 
   I pressed the button for the portal to the alter and repeated, "It's time."
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Five o'clock in the evening. Once upon a time, this was prime gaming time. But now it was impossible to wander around idly. Working through the aftermath of the rupture of the worlds could steal any amount of free hands for many years to come.
 
   And yet—somewhere over your head or, to be more precise, under your feet—was the enormous expanse of Inferno, left without its Master and luring you with its ownerless treasures. High above was the encapsulated Seventh Heaven which had taken along with it its angels' secrets and a long list of quests, items, and ingredients available only to them. And somewhere nearby was the mysterious Valley of Death, which currently was successfully being reclaimed by American and Korean farm guilds. Our own groups had failed to complete the cluster quest and summon the Ghost Messenger. The said quest had turned out to be, how could I put it, very special.
 
   In any case, all these sub-regions were much closer to us than Mother Earth. Not that we were looking for the easy path, on the contrary: we’d been relentlessly forcing ourselves through a closed door. Blow after blow, will before fear, until finally the lock would begin to give, wood chips flying. Then we’d be going home!
 
   The concrete cocoon of the portal hall was a regimented place, crawling with security. All clan members had their itemized tasks which they were supposed to be doing—in which case, why was the place crawling with those wishing to see us off? The underground hall with its perfect acoustics buzzed with a multitude of excited voices.
 
   I looked at Orcus, who just shrugged. The power of the grapevine.
 
   I shook my head disapprovingly, but didn't even attempt to disperse the crowd. There are limits even to my powers. I'm not the right kind of feudal lord and can punish and pardon only with a cautious eye. Discipline in the anarchic environment of gamers and distinguished retirees is as tender and vulnerable as a blade of grass struggling to break through the tarmac of a highway.
 
   I looked at the clock, took out a scroll from its tube, and dramatically looked around. The time has come, brothers! Long goodbyes, more tears.
 
   Clad in his divine armor, Snowie was once again distressing Bomba. The enormous bulk of the albino in shining armor hung over the troll. Holding her by the shoulders, he caught her moist, fleeting gaze and said something slow but weighty. My little solder had become a man! The mighty warrioress in front of him looked as fragile as any other wife sending her spouse off on a war campaign.
 
   Sending, yeah right!
 
   Snowie frowned in exasperation, apparently unable to convince his strong-willed wife. The young hound sitting nearby slowly backed away. Apparently desperate, the albino looked around himself helplessly, searching for allies in the crowd.
 
   Now: Act Two. I wasn't really supposed to know about it. “Act Two” was purely the initiative of my clan mates, but Lurch, loyal and omniscient as usual, managed to send me a word about their plans.
 
   Dana walked toward Bomba with her son in her hands, carefully stepping on the dull concrete. Her weighty and accusatory speech quickly found the gaps in Bomba’s defense. The warrior maiden lost all her ferocity and confident posture. Slouching, she couldn't take her eyes off the googooing child.
 
   I heard her say,
 
   "But what the hell are they going to do without a tank?!"
 
   I hid my smile behind the visor of my muffled helmet. Act Two wasn’t finished yet.
 
   Stepping out from the crowd was Fuckyall, the top paladin of the Russian cluster. He had changed his colors to Dark, taken a princess as his wife, built his own castle in the best gothic traditions, lead an army of the undead into battle and so on, and so forth... This man was well and truly legendary.
 
   "I’ll do the tanking," he said matter-of-factly, taking his place in the small formation in front of the portal platform.
 
   Snowie carefully moved Bomba to the side where, stunned by this cunning betrayal, she allowed Dana to take care of her. With a show of strength incredible in an Elf, Dana shoved Bomba into the heaving crowd of people bidding us farewell.
 
   Bingo!
 
   Taking advantage of this and speeding things up, I gave Orcus the go-ahead. He immediately launched the routine procedures of internal security.
 
   "Prepare to open a Class A portal! All nonessential personnel must leave the Departures Hall! There are waiting rooms at your disposal.”
 
   The people reluctantly backed away, helped along by hundreds of military guards.
 
   After a minute, the only ones left were those who were supposed to be there according to the combat schedule—in case of having opened the potentially dangerous portal to an aggressive environment.
 
   There were dart gun and golem operators, first-line fighters, and a small group of support. They had various tasks: keeping a watchful eye on our guests so as to avoid the Trojan horse scenario. They also supervised the control mage holding the portal open. In case of his potential betrayal, he'd instantly be taken care of in order to disrupt the cast. Plus opposition to any invading forces. No point destroying the valuable structure just because of a chance visit from a PK gang.
 
   The heavy gates creaked closed, blocking the passageways. They couldn't take all that many hits, but a dozen seconds in this situation could mean victory. The embrasures' shutters clanged as the crossbowmen and archers readied to meet their enemy in relative comfort. Heat poured in as the dwarves increased the temperature of the gigantic tanks of molten lead. At a meager six hundred degrees Fahrenheit, it was no magma, of course. But standing in this soup up to your knees could nonetheless be rather uncomfortable.
 
   "We can begin," Orcus said, having received readiness flash-reports.
 
   I caught the gaze of the sensation-hungry journalist who’d gravitated to us after the rupture of our worlds. The guy had worked as a virtual blogger. He’d had no plans to go perma and failed to see that the center of his interests had been steadily shifting to the digital worlds. Well, no point whining now. Enjoy your new home, dude!
 
   I was happy to see that my hands were steady. My nerves were in order, the cells of my body regenerating even as they burned out—praise be AlterWorld! I broke the seal on one of my own scrolls, activating a dormant spell. Then I cast it. Forty-one seconds of forced recitation—a record for portal magic!
 
   I didn't have time to enjoy the beauty of the arch that was about to form. My field of vision was covered with the icons of system messages.
 
    
 
   Warning! The world has learned of a new spell! Words of the ancient language have formed an unheard-of hymn that subdues the elements and brings them to order.
 
   Reward: Mad Genius. For every interrupted cast, you get a small chance of receiving the ordered structure of an entirely new spell with random effects.
 
   Reward: +1000 to Fame.
 
    
 
   Warning! You've entered the Top 100 most famous creatures in AlterWorld!
 
   Effect: your level of Fame is now grating on other people’s patience. Jealousy takes precedence over gratitude and lies, over truth. The farther you find yourself from your native cluster, the more unusual the reaction may be to your appearance. Don't be surprised if you're taken for an impostor or, conversely, the illegitimate son of one of the gods.
 
    
 
   I took in the text as a whole, wondering about its questionable advantages for the universe. With a shrug I closed the windows, sending them into the system tray of the ever-present ghostly interface, and focused on casting. Interrupting the cast and ruining the scroll was the last thing I needed. My tongue had already grown numb and the speed of my hand gestures began to slow.
 
   Complicated spells—in addition to intuitive orders and wishes where the mage alone layers the elements that were subject to his will—have crutches in the form of gestures and phrases of an ancient language. In particularly difficult cases, like long combat casts or without the free support of gaming algorithms, this can be a problem.
 
   39... 40... 41... There!
 
   The massive arch of the distant portal pierced the sky with its massive bulk, stretching a celestial blue haze between them which resembled a view of the Earth from space.
 
   We clearly had lower pressure here as there was a noticeable breeze flowing from the arch, pumping AlterWorld with strange microflora. This might cause a problem. We could all die out like the Martians in their clumsy tripods.
 
   There was an unhealthy odor of soot and decomposition coming from the portal. None of that ozonized conditioned air of sterile laboratories. What else did we expect? Asmodeus had taken care of that.
 
   I gave the go-ahead. "Send in the death row prisoner."
 
   The doomed goblin from the Harlequin's team was shoved towards the arch. He must have screwed up really badly for my caretaker to have decided to use him for experiments instead of the usual exsanguination by swamp leech.
 
   A kick got him going. The leather rope that was attached to the belt of the poor wretch began to uncoil in the hands of the dwarf guard.
 
   Now we had to wait thirty seconds. An anxious Harlequin paced at a dangerous proximity to the portal, either worrying about his associate or getting ready to kick him back in should he decide to come back earlier than the designated time.
 
   Thirty seconds!
 
   The goblin hadn't returned. We waited another ten seconds, and then the dwarf nodded. Pull!
 
   The rope went taut. Had a huge fish swallowed him? The security soldiers drew their knives, ready to perform their killer combos.
 
   There he was!
 
   Laughing nervously, the dwarf pulled out the lassoed goblin. He seemed fine on the outside, his eyes sparkling with a hint of triumph.
 
   "Well?" snapped Harlequin tensely.
 
   The bird brains of goblin cleaners had just enough space to accommodate two ideas: eating and stealing shiny things. Communicating with them wasn't easy, although the caretaker knew how to do it. Every week, he wore down another stick on the backs of the careless goblins.
 
   Looking both valiant and stupid, the goblin stood up straight and squeaked, "All according to plan, boss! I breathed deeply, just like you ordered! I broke the seal of the scroll and a fire from the lamp blazed. It was a lot of work, boss. I need to rest. I'm gonna go...”
 
   The green-skinned goblin tried to take a step, but couldn't move a limb. Judging by the tiny muscle tremors and his buckling knees, he was clearly overloaded.
 
   Harlequin's eyes narrowed severely. "Give it up!"
 
   The goblin lowered his head, reluctantly reaching into his inventory. A shiny, stainless steel bank cart tumbled out onto the cold concrete, followed by a huge piece of thick, greenish, bulletproof glass with claw marks on it. The rather large canister of a fire extinguisher, marked "Foam 100lb", clanged dangerously onto the stone.
 
   "That's all. I swear on my mother's life, boss!" the goblin threw up his hands and with great effort, slowly crawled towards the exit like a doped-up turtle.
 
   I stopped Harlequin whose blood was apparently boiling. "Later!"
 
   I turned to the hound who was sniffing. "Belka, go!"
 
   The dog looked me in the eye, encouraging our psychic connection, and then fearlessly lunged forward. She was still young, reckless, and liked adventure. It was for good reason that the pack gave us its most daring individual for the expedition. She was only level 70, but was gentle with people and had learned to slip into stealth to escape her nest and travel across the vast expanse of the Super Nova.
 
   I closed my eyes, cutting off all unnecessary data and taking in information from the hound's sensory organs. I was bound to end up with a headache today.
 
   I saw a black and white picture tinted with faint thermal patterns. Inside were many shadows, and the darkness was dispersed only by a burning magical device that the goblin had set, drawing mana from the activated scroll.
 
   Large living objects: none observed. Sources of energy: a smoldering battle pentagram a couple of dozen steps from the portal. Sounds: dripping water, distant whir of machines, the clinking of spent bullet shells under her paws. Smells: I shivered for a moment, then went blind as the hound was stunned by the sheer strength and range of unfamiliar smells. It was like having the military spotlight of a cruiser shine in your face in the night.
 
   I blinked, then opened my eyes as my memory struggled to sort through the smells: burnt insulation, rubber, diesel fuel, and the stench of corpses. Hm.
 
   I turned to my tense comrades. "It's a big man-made area with traces of a previous battle. Looks like magic works. Nothing living. We can go in."
 
   Snowie nodded childishly and, hurrying to disappear from the burning stare of his wife, stepped through the portal. Dan and Fuckyall went in next, followed by myself and Tommy the snow leopard. Zena went in next. We were through!
 
   My heavy boots crunched over the countless bullet shells and broken glass. I quickly looked over the area, using the checklist developed by our analysts. Rippling with interference, the combat radar struggled to draw out a third of its normal range. No hostile markers. The internal interface was in its place, albeit harder to call up than usual.
 
   The buffs and skills of our avatars worked, at least partially. Our usual cocktail of both Elven and Night Vision allowed us to see the entire length of the Alpha Zone hall.
 
   "We go according to the plan!"
 
   On hearing the command, Snowie, Belka, and Fuckyall as a second support tank carried out combat security while Dan and I conducted primary inspections. Zena launched a test chain of macro spells, from a simple glow worm to the Astral Protector.
 
   On the wall covered in scorch marks and pockmarked by bullet holes, there was a big red letter "A". We’d made it precisely to the right location: this was apparently how the younger generation believed “alpha” to be spelled. So much for their Greek alphabet skills.
 
   Our group slowly stole out of the enormous glassless frame of what once must have been an aquarium. This looked like an enormous receiving chamber for any otherworldly visitors. Scientists couldn't help but seal it in bulletproof glass studded with sensors and security features.
 
   I raised my head up. Apparently, I was right. I could see equipment mounting beams under the ceiling, still holding melted blocks of electronics and a bundle of four-barreled machine guns twisted together into a crazy knot. Amid all the bullet shells and hexagonal shards of tempered glass, we also discovered some shiny gold coins on the floor.
 
   "Mana regeneration in the negative," Zena unexpectedly reported. “Presence of magic registered. Cast times increased by a third. The effectiveness of spells reduced by about half. The Astral Protector isn't responding.”
 
   I chuckled. It could have been worse. Though it could have also been better.
 
   "Soldiers, check it out!” I commanded. “Belka, stay alert!"
 
   I renewed my Bone Shield, watching the restoration of my mana. My Spirit parameter was quite high.
 
   It was true, after all. It was the same as if I was standing in battle—minus nine units per tick. That’s instead of the usual plus twenty one. I crossed my legs and sat in a meditative pose, doubling the regeneration rate. Every time that the mana bar twitched, growing, I performed some simple calculations.
 
   "Minus thirty units per tick. During meditation I have a positive balance of plus thirty-three."
 
   Fuckyall quietly added, "Confirmed. Minus thirty and plus fifty-one."
 
   So! I knew that paladins had many Spirit-boosting practices but this was just too much.
 
   However, this was to our advantage.
 
   Zena once again broke into the conversation. "Guys, are you following your health? Have you been hit by that poison DoT?"
 
   I nervously shuddered and searched for the icon in an acid-red frame among the smattering of other icon buffs. It featured an evilly grinning skull with two drops of blood and an infinity sign under it. This meant that it was a poison of average strength and unlimited time, most likely tied to the area.
 
   "Twenty per tick," Snowie said, almost nonchalantly. Trolls had a high natural immunity to poisons as well as a natural and professional regeneration which could make an easy job of any weakish debuff several times over.
 
   "Forty-six," Dan echoed. "It seems that having received organic matter—instead of gold—in the form of angry demons, the Yanks sprayed the room with some sort of chemical weapons agent to sterilize the portal zone. In laboratories, security protocols at such a level are fairly standard."
 
   I looked around at the mess, paying special attention to the enormous vault-like doors that had been ripped out along with the massive doorframe that now lay helplessly around the black gap of the exit.
 
   "Well, it doesn’t look as if it helped them a lot."
 
   "Nope," Dan said, pulling yet another cart out from the debris and standing it on its rubber wheels. He squinted appraisingly at the mutilated machine gun. "We could throw it in with our trophies."
 
   Zena sparkled with the dim lights of low-level magic. "Guys, I'm testing antidotes. I'm starting from the most basic. Light Generic Antidote—not much... Medium Generic—insignificant attenuation of the poison. Strong Special—there's a decrease!"
 
   Fuckyall shook his head in amazement. "This is some strong combat chemistry. It poisons you gently but tenaciously, like an STI."
 
   I didn't agree. "Maybe for you it's gentle. It would kill a human in two ticks. By the way, we're taking on poison again. This area is definitely contaminated. Pointless trying to heal now. In any case, regeneration is interrupting the damage." Continue the inspection!"
 
   Wagging her bald stick of a tail, Belka ran up to me and dropped another discovery at my feet. It was a severed human hand in a tactical Kevlar glove. I peered at a pale tattoo that read, SF Airborne ODA.
 
   Having been brought up by TV and video games, I was completely indifferent to the sight of the dismembered hand. I was more interested in the pistol that was clutched by its bluish fingers.
 
   "Clever dog," I praised the hound. Unwillingly she released her trophy.
 
   A Beretta. My favorite name of a girl. Wiping the dust off of it with my sleeve, I read the label: 92FS. This was the easily recognized Italian classic, so loved by the army and Special Forces. Comfort, power, and precision. At a hundred and fifty feet, its dispersion wasn't greater than a packet of cigarettes. I was no weapons expert, but he who’d ever played Jagged Alliance could always find his way around a gun shop!
 
   The slide was back in the locked position. Cartridges: nil. The one-handed commando had emptied the clip firing.
 
   I tucked the pistol away into my inventory and stroked the armored snout of the dog who had a weakness for affection. "Good find, girl! Now if we could only find a crateful of ammo somewhere, we would have no need for Santa Claus."
 
   For a second, my mind got sidetracked. Could our kids really will the bearded red-robed old man to life? The children's faith was surely strong enough! Santa definitely belonged with our divine ilk. Knowing the power of materialization, I was quite prepared to add my own spark to the emanations of the children's hearts. Let the old man ride around in his sleigh, handing out presents to the little ‘uns. Why not?
 
   I shook my head, coming back to reality. Ah, Max. There you were, contemplating the pure and good in the world whilst walking over severed hands and studying pentagrams of some bloody rituals. The mind boggles.
 
   I moved farther out in a spiral, simultaneously checking our current time. Thirty seconds in Alpha Zone. According to our plan, we had ten minutes until the first exit. At this point, we would send a messenger to our nervous clanmates—a short situational report—and then we’d go out on a long independent expedition, collapsing the mana-intensive portal behind us.
 
   "There's a body over here," Dan commented on his find.
 
   I walked toward the sound of his voice. Some rickety crane girders blocked my way—that was where the Americans must have been moving big cargo. I ducked under the crane, then walked around the collapsed server rack already cannibalized for the crystals of its disk drive.
 
   Dan was leaning over a body in a dirty lab coat. Before my very eyes, the counterintelligence agent removed the ID badge from the unlucky guy’s lapel and put it in his inventory. Bringing home the bacon. Did he want a trump card for talks with his colleagues in Moscow? Quite possibly...
 
   Our interfaces tagged the victim as Dead Body. No interactive markers available. No extra info: neither decomposition timers nor icons for any special abilities or professions. I knew that you couldn’t really use the word “flaying” in relation to a person, but we are men of games—simple and as utilitarian as a crowbar.
 
   Just in case, I commanded, "Zena, try to reanimate this lab rat."
 
   She knew better than question the order. Silently she cast Resurrection. The heavenly trumpets sounded a little duller than usual, and the miracle didn't happen. Zena sent us a screenshot of her interface:
 
    
 
   Cannot revive an inanimate object
 
    
 
   I glanced at the open chest of the body, at the hollow space where the heart should be, and silently agreed: it was inanimate indeed. This was a body without a soul. And I had a funny feeling I knew who’d taken it.
 
   Dan winced, completing his search of the body, turning his head away as far as he could. The stench was deadly, though it could have been worse. The decomposition had been decelerated by the almost-complete sterility of the lab.
 
   Finally, Dan moved back. Picking up scraps of paper from the floor, he began to scrub his hands in disgust. Then his gaze locked onto the printed text. He paused, reading. He tensed; then quickly he began to rake up the scraps of paper into a heap. In one smooth motion he swept it into his inventory.
 
   "What is it?" the curiosity was killing me.
 
   "Logs for the cargo shipments," Dan reluctantly responded, continuing to rake out pieces of paper from under the shelves.
 
   "I see. Even though it’s useless to us, your Office would have loved to lay their grabby mitts on them, wouldn’t they?” I tested the waters, trying to understand the expert's motives.
 
   "Yeah," he read the document header with pleasure. "Top Secret."
 
   This meant that should this information get out, it could pose a threat to the national security of the United States. There was also a list of personnel granted access. All those names! Not bad at all!
 
   "All right. You have my approval," I authorized the collection of other people's secrets without much interest or even a special need.
 
   Our present task lay in a slightly different area. Apparently, our expert had his own greedy little pig! Probably wearing the same kind of glasses and sporting the same characteristic squint!
 
   I turned to Fuckyall pensively fiddling with a plate ripped from a bulletproof waist by someone's claws. “Scheduled return is ten minutes. Go on to the other side, report, and gather the video and logs. We'll wait for you."
 
   He nodded and headed towards the portal, touching everything he could on his way and redirecting it to his inventory. The trophy team would later sort out what's what. The loading capacity of the paladin was epic.
 
   The turquoise portal veil rippled. The group temporarily lost one of its members.
 
   Tommy the snow leopard kept getting in the way, snorting, trying not to get separated from the group leader. He must have felt uncomfortable in this alien environment devoid of magic.
 
   The hound sniffed the pentagram which was rather simple in my amateur opinion. It had a five-foot circumference into which a twelve-pointed star was inscribed, consisting of four offset triangles. At its center I discovered fragments of a used ruby accumulator and dozens of demonic runes.
 
   Belka raised her head and looked me in the eye, sending me a mental image: the dim figure of a demon throwing his hands to the sides, then tearing out the hermetically sealed door of the laboratory in one smooth motion. Glancing at the one-and-a-half-foot thick hinges, I pursed my lips. Those bastards were strong. I couldn't even imagine the pressure that had to be applied in order to crush such a massive piece of stainless steel.
 
   Obeying an inexplicable instinct, the hound walked over to the nearest column and lifted her hind leg. Its armored plates rustled, parting. A stream babbled throughout the quiet of the enormous room. Having done her business, the dog lowered her leg and looked at me in surprise. I answered with the same puzzled look.
 
   "What was that? Next thing, you'll start barking...”
 
   A stealthed Dan gave a quiet laugh. “Looks like your Belka-Strelka is a boy, man...”
 
   The incident didn't fit in with the simple physics of AlterWorld's living creatures. Apparently, having come to a world with different laws, we had begun to obey those laws whether or not we wanted to.
 
   It was logical, in principle. After all, hadn’t we organized courses for those orphaned by Earth, where we taught them how to call up the game interface by simply willing it to appear. With this weary “been-there-done-it” expression on our faces, we explained that they would no longer be sick, that four hours of sleep was plenty, and that separate bathrooms for men and women were unnecessarily atavistic. What a world we lived in! Here, the number “π” was not 3,14 but less than three and Plank's constant was chaotic and undefined.
 
   And talking about bathrooms...
 
   I concentrated on my own sensations, then ironically asked in a low voice, "Hey guys, does anyone have any toilet paper? I have a feeling it's going to come in handy soon...”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   USA, Arizona, Grand Canyon Cave Complex. Temporary residence of Asmodeus.
 
    
 
   The Supreme demon sat on a throne of fresh skulls and thoughtfully moved his fingers through the air like a foodie searching for the perfect piece of fruit in a bowl of peaches. Directly in front of him, the herders lined up an uneven chain of the most valuable prisoners, suppressed by mind control and transferred from the neighboring continent by a portal at night.
 
   Three priests of various faiths, a gray-bearded man, a few girls of perfect beauty, four sets of twins—a rare delicacy—and a homely woman of forty.
 
   "What happened to this world?" Asmodeus asked himself as he looked at their auras. “Finding a pure soul has become more difficult than finding a diamond in a pile of shit. And this—this is the best we've got from the daily catch of our three hundred Hunting Groups?”
 
   The demon admired two of the church bishops. They were genuine believers: a quite valuable albeit trivial find. He disdainfully waved off the third, despite the abundance of gold in his robes and his high rank. His Spark wasn't even smoldering. He was nothing more than a religious businessman.
 
   Asmodeus peered at an old man. Good but nothing really special. Before, these were a dime a dozen.
 
   Twins were always in demand because their souls could offer a drop of strength even to a Supreme one. It was simply a matter of their rarity.
 
   There were some openly good and even chaste girls who had managed to preserve their purity of thought and had pride in themselves. Sisters?
 
   Asmodeus easily broke through the feeble barriers of their mind and studied the scant lines of their biographies. Sure enough. Sisters, from Siberia.
 
   Having greedily taken it all in, the demon nodded his agreement. He would add these two to his ever-growing collection. His personal reservoir of souls wasn't infinite. At this point in his development, a six-digit figure was the ceiling. In the limited space of AlterWorld, he couldn't even dream about such numbers, seizing and crushing under himself whatever he could reach: the useless hearts of children and the rotten souls of sinners, the chaotic consciousness of the insane and the collective mind of those who have given themselves to the darkness.
 
   Yes, he’d admittedly famished. But now was the time to turn quantity into quality.
 
   Asmodeus focused on the last prisoner and raised a surprised eyebrow. She was a mother of many who used to volunteer in an orphanage simply out of the goodness of her heart. The kids used to call her Mom. Hmm, almost a saint... After the next rebirth, her soul was almost certain to attain the next level of enlightenment. This was a significant discovery.
 
   It was no wonder—no wonder at all—that he had decided to fight the war on two fronts, having imposed his reign on two continents. North America was tactically important, offering his demons a much-needed source of energy. Eurasia was strategically indispensable with its inexhaustible reserves of souls. This wretched planetoid was poor on sparks of True Light. And without getting hold of these particular kinds of souls, demonic creatures would practically make no progress.
 
   Having sorted through his catch, Asmodeus thought about his priorities. Things were going... so-so. As it had turned out, humans had become very skilled at killing their own kind. Robotic systems controlled by AI centers of mobile defense, remote means of destruction, the dreaded multiple-rocket launchers, and strategic bombers—you name it. And the cherry on top—tactical nuclear weapons.
 
   It was to those that Asmodeus had lost four of his Supreme allies. And if the ordinary creatures of Inferno regularly respawned according to the laws of their parent world, the time for the resurrection of Supreme beings couldn’t even be predicted by the Dark Oracle.
 
   So when, where, and with what minds would his fallen brother, Azmodan, be resurrected after having been incinerated by the plasma of a thermonuclear reaction?! And he really was his brother—or rather, yet another avatar of the true Asmodeus, may he burn in the fire of the original flame!
 
   Asmodeus furiously gritted his teeth. Demonic resources weren't infinite. He'd already been forced to do a number of good deeds, having lured out half the princes from the world of Diablo and having freed hundreds of thousands of miles of captured territories from the creatures of Inferno.
 
   He’d even had to sacrifice half a million in Tucson, setting the entire population of the city to work on the creation of the hecatombs for the portal's breakthrough to the virtual world of Might and Magic. As one of the oldest games, it naturally fit in with the virtual, along with its entire army of fans.
 
   For many years, the owners of the infernal castles had amassed armies of many thousands. Now, they wandered aimlessly along the borders of their property, afraid of starting a squabble with their neighbors for fear of their troops mutually annihilating each other.
 
   But as soon as they’d been promised real strength, new spells, more souls, and unique artifacts. Like recent opponents, they’d formed an armistice pact and greedily crowded by the portal gates to Earth.
 
   Asmodeus gave a crooked smile. Useless rats! They were only too happy to send their legions of imps, packs of hell hounds, hordes of Cerberuses, and hordes of succubi, pit lords, and devils into wasteful battles. And then, empty-handed, they returned to their deserted castles and once again began looking forward to new meager litters of all those creatures.
 
   As in, “According to astrologists, this week is protected by the sign of Demons. The population of demons has increased. +5 to the inhabitants of all dwellings!”
 
   Phoo! The Supreme One spat irritably. Deceiving these idiots felt truly embarrassing.
 
    
 
    
 
   Fuckyall was back in less than five minutes, slightly stunned by the warm reception of his clanmates and sporting traces of lipstick on his scarred cheeks. They had greeted their paladin like the first man in space. He had been to the legendary Earth!
 
   Coughing sheepishly, Fuckyall waved off our curious questions. "Everything is just fine there. Their tears of farewell haven't even dried yet! They say hello and are waiting for us. So are we going in or what?"
 
   I nodded. "Let's move!"
 
   Belka (was she still a girl?) crossed the boundary of the hermetic hatch in a single bound and dashed off into the unknown, gathering intelligence in the interests of the group and satisfying her own craving for adventure.
 
   Dan lingered for a moment at the vanquished armored door. He checked out the thickness of the hinges.
 
   "It's about fifty tons of high-end steel. At a wholesale price of forty gold per pound—that's a million gold. Durin would eat us alive with this wealth sitting under our feet."
 
   Fuckyall squinted at the mega-doors, clicked with his tongue, and nodded vigorously. "Nine mil' hits. You can all eat shit—my castle needs some gates!"
 
   Taking a piece of chalk out of his pocket, he confidently wrote on the armored steel, "Mine! Don't touch! I will seriously hurt you. -Fuckyall"
 
   I shook my head. He was one hell of a paladin in his own way, stubborn and uncompromising. I remembered how he’d brazenly wanted to acquire the entire stock of smokes for himself in the overcrowded tavern... Wait a sec! Where had he seen the number of hits for the door?
 
   Straining my brain, I stared at the charred hinges. Reality flickered, rolled up its sleeves, and identified the object.
 
    
 
   Damaged gates of an unknown alloy. Needs repair before use.
 
   Strength: 2,031,712/9,000,000.
 
   Weight: 130,000 pounds.
 
   Armor: 3,000.
 
   Defect: the steel has experienced a demon's touch. The feeling of terror has become part of its structure. Effect: damage from demons is tripled.
 
    
 
    
 
   My greedy little pig stirred indignantly. We needed it ourselves! I had to give him a clap behind the ear before acknowledging the value of this trophy.
 
   "I like the armor,” I said. “3K! No amount of arrows, rogues’ daggers or fist-pounding monks can make a dent in it. The bar of minimal incoming damage is just too high!”
 
   Fuckyall nodded contentedly and patted the steel composite in a business-like manner.
 
   "My preciousss... Laith, ask Aulë to trim the hinges, will you? He seems to like projects of this scale. I have no idea how to heat this fucker up in the furnace to straighten it out."
 
   I grunted at the vassal's simplicity. Not promising anything, I shook my head. "We'll see. Everything has a price.”
 
   Being a true Russian, Fuckyall got the hint. "No problem. Add it to my bill."
 
   "Mana at hundred," Zena stated quietly, sitting in the lotus pose.
 
   I glanced at my own status bar. The blue bar expectedly crept down, halving every quarter hour. Every fifteen minutes we'd have to take a smoke break to meditate. I'd hate for us to be caught with our pants down and our energy bars empty.
 
   "Let's move. If something living pops up, try not to kill it immediately. We're not in a game anymore."
 
   The hound crept ahead, sending us images of bodies, smudges of exhausted pictograms, and the bitter smell of cordite fumes. A steel track for trolleys glistened under our feet. The freight traffic from AlterWorld had long since exceeded the utility of manual transport.
 
   After three hundred feet, the rails turned off to the side, forking off from the main corridor to a bifurcation marked Warehouse #3. The crumpled checkpoint hut and fluorescent poster fiercely demanded our attention:
 
    
 
   Stop! Red Control Zone!
 
    
 
   Tommy the snow leopard was poking his way through the entrance. He sneezed and backed away. The smell of real-life dead bodies was not to his liking.
 
   Catching Fuckyall's inquiring look, I shook my head. "Later! I doubt there's anything left after the demons."
 
   We resumed our advance. Magic glowworms hung above our heads. Our radars, set to paranoia mode, soothingly chirped, flashing green. What we saw around us wasn’t so much the traces of battle but rather of destruction and vandalism. My guess would be that the Silver Legion of Asmodeus had crushed the Americans’ defenses without even falling out of step. Then they must have begun to run around, chasing personnel along the long corridors and gutting their captives for the sake of maximum energy yield. After the meager rations of AlterWorld, a feast of several thousand orphaned souls must have intoxicated the demons and severed the brakes on their strict discipline for some time.
 
   I leaned over another decapitated body and took a badge from its dirty uniform. Arizona Base-6. Janusz Bzheniski, Junior Researcher. Clearance Level: Yellow.
 
   "This is Arizona, dammit. Of all places! How on earth are we going to get back to our own shores, Dan?"
 
   He shrugged. "Depends on the degree of chaos on the surface. We'll have to observe and assess the risk. Maybe we could use Invisibility to get onto a passing plane or hijack a decent yacht. Alternatively, we can always go to our embassy and knock on the door.”
 
   I shook my head. This was a recon mission, not a Bond movie.
 
   Happy that I had steel gloves on, I quickly searched the body. A wallet, a set of keys—this was the extent of this person’s wealth. We had enough money on us, anyway. Cash kept coming up quite regularly among the various goods being transferred to AlterWorld. In total, we’d amassed something like sixty thousand bucks. A thick bundle of various denominations now sat in my inventory.
 
   "He doesn’t have a comm, does he?" Dan asked without any hint of hope.
 
   I shook my head. "Just a standard-issue bracelet for intra-base communication and identification."
 
   "That's understandable. This is a classified facility. I'm guessing they left the communicators at the guard post. If we're lucky, there's a whole box of gadgets with unlimited roaming waiting for us there. Damn. I'd have given my life for one call."
 
   We exchanged nervous glances. After the rupture of our worlds, Dan had been on the brink of insanity. Only this last chance of finding our families had brought our old purposeful, cold expert back to us.
 
   Fuckyall hurried to change the subject. "Even better, tell me where the munitions are."
 
   Dan didn't play hard to get. "I think they’re either on the negative-first or negative-second floor. Sufficiently close to the entrance while still hidden from bombardments and brazen assaults."
 
   "And where are we now?"
 
   The specialist pointed to the inscription on the wall: B17. "Elementary, my dear Watson! We’re seventeen floors underground."
 
   Yet another glowworm under the ceiling imploded with a pop. I shook my head. Four minutes ahead of schedule. The world deprived of magic was taking its toll.
 
   I cast a simple spell and once again gave the order to move. We inspected the adjacent rooms as we went. Offices, laboratories, lounges, briefing halls... Everywhere, there were traces of acid, fire, and mud from the fire systems that had been triggered. We’d come across a feeble attempt at a barricade—doors taken off their hinges—and the occasional cartridge. The walls were covered in crimson stains, deep scratches from claws and fangs, and pictograms of demonic runes.
 
   "Straight out of Doom,” I finally realized what it was this deserted base reminded me of.
 
   Fuckyall perked up. "That old shooter? A couple years ago they finalized it for full immersion, though rated "M". It does look similar, you’re right!"
 
   "I’m laughing out loud,” Zena grumbled, glancing at a human outline on the wall surrounded by the burnt blotch left by an infernal fireball. "This is Hiroshima and the Twin Towers all in one. Something doesn't sit right with me. Let's get out into the open air."
 
   In about five minutes we reached the center shaft of the base, through which all the other floors were strung like a children's pyramid. Along the way, Tommy had killed a level 2 rat, wherever the hell it came from. The incident wasn't much to write home about, but it had offered us another piece of information about Earth. What was the highest level creatures could have in the real world? And who might have it? An elephant? A tiger? Or Chuck Norris?
 
   Here too the doors of all the elevators appeared to be torn inside out. Demons seemed to hate everything that stood in their way. Peering into the shaft, I blinked blindly. I couldn't see shit. I didn't have control over the glowworm that hung above my head shining rather poorly, like a dim torch.
 
   "Where are you, my three-thousand-lumen Surefire...” I muttered to myself as I poked through my inventory. The idea of having to climb eighteen floors through a concrete mineshaft was not a happy one.
 
   Finally, I found the Staff of True Flame in my pile of goods. Incidentally, I still hadn't paid the Vets for it. That made three borrowed torches hanging over my head.
 
   I checked the Staff’s battery. Before the raid, it had been charged to the brim. Out of twenty thousand units, however, this greedy reality had already pumped out a hundred and fifty. This was bad. Very bad. How long would the scrolls and vials last until the last of the magic was used up and we lost all of our magic abilities? Complex items had batteries which at least could be recharged! But the most basic things could present us with some unpleasant surprises.
 
   I dug deeper into the Staff’s settings. We didn't need the strobe setting. I wasn’t a traffic cop. The Wall and Fire Stream were also clearly superfluous. I reset the power adjuster to the minimum setting, the intensity of light to the maximum, and the frequency of light to a soft, sunny yellow.
 
   Activation!
 
   Not bad at all!
 
   The light was so strong that it hurt my eyes. Under the pressure of a myriad of photons, the gray concrete of the elevator shaft began to steam, drying up right in front of my eyes. I raised my head, illuminating the shaft with my portable version of the Lighthouse of Alexandria.
 
   Not good. Not good at all.
 
   "Dan, look at this."
 
   The expert grabbed onto the opening and bravely hung out into the shaft. He looked up, and then asked me to shine the light down.
 
   "Apparently, the security system worked,” he chuckled. “The hermetic partitions isolated all the floors from each other. We should check the fire escape, but I have no doubt it's going to be the same thing."
 
   "The demons got through somehow, right?"
 
   Fuckyall's voice came from the stairwell, "They did it their usual way, straight through."
 
   And so they had. The steel partitions that were fire, explosives, and assault-proof were riddled with demonic inscriptions. They’d been ripped open crosswise. Runes for Hagalaz, Raido, and Sowilo—respectively Destruction, Path, and Integrity—could be read on the mangled petals of the doors. We could see the sharp outlines of negation characters along with streaks of blood from sacrificed creatures. Creatures from Inferno could, and loved, to work with living flesh, expertly syphoning off its enormous reserves of energy.
 
   As usual, the hound’s claws were the first to hit the steps. After a ten-second pause, we followed. There was a flight of stairs, another hermetic door torn open, and the twisted hinges of the entrance to the seventeenth floor. After a minute of inspection, it seemed that this was a technical level crowded with powerful diesel engines, air purification systems, pumps, compressors, condensers, and machine rooms. We, being the Swiss Family Robinson in a technology-free world, found all of those extremely valuable and tempting.
 
   I marked them down on the map. We moved onto the next floor. It seemed to be the recreation area. It had a dining room and a lounge, plants everywhere, and dead flat-screen TVs on the walls.
 
   Fuckyall couldn't resist the habit of his destitute school days, so he raked in a rich collection of music and video crystals for his inventory. He topped them up with an expensive Sonus Faber Homage Amati Anniversario speaker system adorned with a silver nameplate Handmade in Italy. It wasn't for nothing that the speakers were named after the legendary violin master Andrea Amati from Cremona. Some wood, a secret glue formula, and a tad of varnish. No one is so versed in expensive watches and cars as the poor.
 
   The Americans had definitely put their budget money to good use! Or had they had a music-loving caretaker? And how on earth was Fuckyall going to play his music without electricity?
 
   I repeated the last question out loud. He just threw up his hands in response, impersonating his own greedy pig. "Oink-oink!"
 
   That bastard was still smiling! I shook a reproachful head. If he began slowing the group down by being overloaded, I would personally make him smash his precious speakers.
 
   Fuckyall understood it better than I did. He quickly began emptying his inventory of everything he could part with, choking on sandwiches and dumping dozens of bottles of kvass in a corner.
 
   The hound forwarded me their picture accompanied by a puzzled inquiry: had we lost them? Weren’t they government property?
 
   I began to collect the bottles. I still had seventy pounds of available capacity left. Then I gave the go-ahead to move onto the next floor.
 
   Fourteen... thirteen... twelve... eleven... ten...
 
   The tenth floor was the intermediate center for the base's defense. The elevator shaft ended there, requiring a transfer to another elevator. A narrow control corridor was supposed to cut off and destroy any enemy that had broken through. There were both passive and active security systems, automatic turrets, electrical arc cores, and sprays filled with paralyzing and toxic formulas.
 
   The base security must have had time to wake up and meet the demons head on. The massacre of the science and technology personnel must have put the demons in a cheerful mood. All the more surprising must have been the strong blow to the face—complete with blood and smashed teeth—dealt to the advancing troop of these Infernal creatures.
 
   No, we hadn’t seen the bodies of any demons, let alone tombstones. However, the hound's higher instincts repeatedly reported to us about wormholes in the Astral plane, a sure sign of a magical creature’s recent death.
 
   We hadn’t found any intact human bodies, either. The demons had fully appreciated the heroism of their resistance. A truly gloomy fate awaited the prisoners. Their bodies had been quickly gutted on the field altar while their courageous souls had found their final resting place in the personal reservoirs of the Silver Legion's soldiers. This was one case where courage and valor were punished by a terrible afterlife. However, the fate of the weak had been, to some degree, even worse. Their souls had been promptly passed through a magical press, losing any chance of rebirth and being exchanged for energy at bargain rates. Waste is waste. It wasn’t worth five cents on sale.
 
   On the other hand, there were a bunch of weapons lying around. As far as automatics, there were mostly compact XM9 assault rifles with shortened barrels for close quarters combat on the premises. They had all the extras that were characteristic of majors, the elite, and PMCs—all the possible trim, tactical handles, under-barrel lights, laser and pricey night vision sights.
 
   As far as pistols, there was a wide range of models and calibers. Each person purchased their own last-chance personal weapons according to their own taste and budget.
 
   I almost howled out loud, clutching half a dozen automatics to my chest and not having the strength to let them go from my hands. My inner greedy pig's beady little eyes were bugging out of its head: master, what do we need all this useless steel for?
 
   But Dan understood me. He walked around the floor plunging through the mangled doors and broken walls, dragging out the fallen panels from the suspended ceiling. Like a magician, he pulled still more and more guns from the rubble. The pyramid of firearms kept growing as tears of avarice rolled down the men's cheeks. Zena, the wise old woman, sat down in her usual lotus pose and, with her chin propped up on her fist, followed our bustling about with her all-understanding gaze.
 
   We went through the scraps of gear found on the bodies, removing the precious electronic tinsel: tactical radios and headsets, electronic warfare systems, and intelligent first-aid kits. We reached into the victims’ pockets, gingerly removing the plump bodies of M68 fragmentation grenades, the smashed black cylinders of the M84 flash bangs and magazines for carbine rifles, both emptied and full.
 
   What a treasure. A real man's treasure.
 
   Seeing Fuckyall clip a heavy Glock to his operational hip holster, I sighed and gave a conflicting order. "OK, boys, we've had our fun. Now that's enough. This is nothing but fluff and self-indulgence. Right here, the Legionnaires smoked fifty Special Forces soldiers, who didn't even have time to make a peep. Firearms don’t work against demons. Steel and magic—that’s the answer!”
 
   However, Dan didn't support my sentiment. "I don't agree. First of all, these guys died with dignity and some of them have been sent to their respawn points. Second of all, we’re not the same as human beings anymore. Their men could be killed with one hit, they crumbled to ashes from a single fireball with no chance of dodging it or ignoring damage. But you, for example, have enough hits to last a whole assault regiment. I'm not even talking about your agility, speed, and resistance to mental attacks and elements. Put a gun in your hands with enough silver and charmed ammo, add some enchanted runes to its butt, and you might just have yourself a very interesting combination!"
 
   I thought about it. There was something to his words. It didn't take much to persuade me. I myself was looking for an excuse to avoid parting with the firearms.
 
   I sliced through the air with my hand. "Lads! No more than two barrels per person—one long and one short. Ammo—a dozen magazines of every caliber and all the grenades. Make sure you don’t go into overload! We can’t go into battle hung with physical debuffs."
 
   After a quarter of an hour of mental agony, our medieval appearance was jazzed up with modern militaristic hardware. My brains melted as I looked at Fuckyall—a paladin with grenades at the ready and a Glock on his hip! Brings a tear to the eye.
 
   We piled the rest of the firearms into an upended safe, having generously poured rifle grease over the moisture-sensitive steel. With this kind of conservation, it should outlive us.
 
   We continued our advance. Breathing became more difficult from the still-smoldering islands of fire that had burned out the oxygen of the last floors. Our faces grew somber. It looked like any exits to the surface were blocked.
 
   We came to rest at the obstruction on the minus fifth floor. Here, the collapsed concrete stairways had sandwiched the elevator shaft, flattening it completely.
 
   Dan used his thieving abilities to investigate: Search for Voids and Caches, Finding Shelter, and Piercing Vision. This wasn’t enough of course—he was still far from becoming a real master-prospector—but his conclusion was reliable enough. Above us was thirty to thirty five feet of reinforced concrete.
 
   Fuckyall scratched his head.
 
   "Commander, what are we going to do? Call the dwarves?"
 
   I thought. What methods were available to us? Could we blow it up? Dig it out? Drill through it? Melt it? Hmm... Melt it?
 
   Shaking the Staff of True Flame in my hand, I once again opened its menu. I switched it to Stream of Fire, slid power to the far right and the length of the flame to the minimum of five steps. The icon promised a brilliant white flame with a temperature of about four thousand Kelvin. I mean, Kelvin? What the fuck was that in Fahrenheit? And would it melt concrete?
 
   It turned out that yes, it would. It also made it explode, generously dosing the hapless welder with bits of shrapnel. Cutting through the passageway involved lots of pain and constant healing, panting from the wild mixture of carbon monoxide and standing ankle-deep in the melted components of the cement mixture: sand, crushed granite, and white-hot puddles of molten reinforced steel.
 
   The Staff's charge lasted half a minute. During this time, I had managed to claw through a little more than six feet of the obstruction. Then I reloaded the crystal, rested, and continued the slaughter. Miner's Day was going to be my holiday from now on.
 
   After three hours, the torch had burned through the top layer of the collapse, opening a path to the sun and the unexpectedly cold, fresh air. The last three feet had been difficult. No idea what kind of fire had raged on the surface, but the ceiling had fused into a thick glaze.
 
   One by one, we climbed out. We stood, absolutely stunned, in the middle of a hundred foot crater, ignoring the alarming beeps of our respective interfaces and squinting from the unbearable brilliance of the snow. Tommy the leopard was already frolicking in the snowdrifts.
 
   I blew at my rapidly stiffening fingers. “Did you say Arizona?"
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   The enormous white troll sat on the snow bank, studying with a childlike amazement the jewelry structure of a snowflake in his hand. After a second, its weightless beauty turned into a turbid drop. Snowie indignantly furrowed his brow, then turned his big head to us and with a sweep of his hand pointed theatrically at the snowed-in vista around him.
 
   "This is your Earth, eh? What a boring, monotonous place...”
 
   "You still haven't seen the taiga!” Fuckyall blurted out angrily. “How about Baikal? The Volga? The Black Sea and Bora Bora? The historical buildings of St. Pete and ancient Kiev where the most beautiful girls on the planet live?! Wait before you speak, Snowie!"
 
   The albino raised his mighty hands in the air. "OK, OK! Stop yelling! Show me this Bora Bora on the Black Sea. Maybe it will truly catch my eye."
 
   The discussion was interrupted by Zena's anxious voice, "Guys, we have a problem. A cumulative debuff with a bunch of nasty side effects. No one has any headaches yet?"
 
   Momentarily forgetting the greatness of the moment, I stopped shooting a panoramic video clip and switched over to the chirping interface.
 
   Uh oh... The corner of the screen was flooded with red-edged radioactive danger and biohazard signs.
 
   The black quad-circle of a biological threat reported an "Unknown DoT" and quickly gathered damage momentum. Twenty per cycle... resist... thirty... thirty five...
 
   It was tolerable, for now. I turned my gaze to the second icon.
 
   It was the easily recognizable yellow circle with three black petals inside. When I focused at it, it began to shake and crackle with the ominous soundtrack from Stalker, informing me of Cursed Areas that carried a punishment of 1200 Roentgen per hour. Whoa! We had to make ourselves scarce double quick!
 
   Dan reacted fast, “One hundred thousand rem! Half an hour in the hot zone, and you’re toast! No amount of grandma healers can bring you back.”
 
   Zena laughed ironically. This ex-grandma religiously believed in the power of magic. But this time she didn't argue. "I recommend we immediately leave the epicenter of the blast. I can't guarantee that magic will heal us."
 
   We ran, slipping on the ground fused into glass towards the nearest edge of the crater. Dan began undressing as he went, throwing equipment into his inventory.
 
   "Hide all your armor! If your armor's irradiated, it’ll stay radioactive for years! And cover your mouth, even if it's with a scarf or sock!"
 
   We promptly obeyed. Our run slowed sharply as my clanmates opened their interfaces. Using their virtual cursors, they began whipping off various items and shoving them directly into the depths of their digital backpacks. This was the fastest way to undress, expressly practiced in case of any instances of PK attacks.
 
   "Are radioactivity levels so bad here?” Fuckyall asked curiously.
 
   Dan’s grin promised nothing good. "A tank can save a crew half a mile away from the explosion of a tactical charge, but then it will kill them within twenty-four hours with its own induced radioactivity. So yeah, it’s quite high."
 
   Looking at our naked army with socks in their mouths, I couldn't help but smile. “If anyone saw us now, they would piss themselves with laughter,” I cast a glance at our lumbering, nine-foot-tall troll in his loincloth. “Or maybe with fright.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Russia. The Creeping Vine Orbital Complex of the Satellite Intelligence Center.
 
    
 
   The second lieutenant of the analytical department carefully looked at the latest pictures sent by the Lotus-E9. Why had the AI singled them out from the thousands of others and marked, "For the operator's manual processing"? With every such case, there had to be an expert report with a mandatory entrance into the archives. In these cases, they always found something extreme.
 
   So what did we have here? An hour ago, the Lotus-E9 passed over the USA, focusing the mirrors of its fifteen-foot telescope on the most promising areas. Naturally, the point of the tactical nuclear charge's explosion was a zone of heightened interest.
 
   A picture in the infrared range showed an anomalous increase in temperature inside the crater. Was it a fire in some underground rooms? What kind of basements don't collapse after a nuclear blast? According to the latest data, that was where the operational depots of the USARAK 25th Infantry Division were located. Nothing outstanding or top secret. Although... The place was clearly suspicious and marked with an orange dot, meaning Special Attention.
 
   The next picture was of the surface of the crater: thermal emissions and the output of the combustion of a high-temperature fire. It's true that the spectrometer gave a rather strange picture. Something very murky and unconventional was burning down there.
 
   The lieutenant tensed up as he studied the third picture showing some strange, unearthly figures around the steaming, underground passage. Was it another breach? However, this wasn't much of a sensation these days, but rather just an excuse to maneuver troops. Even more so if more monsters had appeared on foreign territory.
 
   Feeding the picture into one of the streams of the AI Know-it-all for identification, the officer skimmed through the rest of the screenshots. His eyebrows shot up in surprise. In the high-resolution photograph, five naked figures running across the white snow inside the crater of the nuclear explosion were clearly seen. WTF?
 
   And where were they running? The lieutenant traced the vector of their current course and frowned. The anomalous Fog of War began after fifteen miles, concealing a considerable portion of the surface.
 
   The chirp of Know-it-all distracted the officer from his thoughts. Having received the file, he opened the document and was stunned.
 
   The report said,
 
    
 
   According to the aggregate image, there is a 98.12% probability that the figures shown on the picture are players and NPCs from the Virtual RPG AlterWorld.
 
   With 82.13% probability, figure "N1" was identified as the player Laith from the Children of Night (Max Nazarov, year of birth: 200Х, citizen of the Russian Federation, passport number 78 12 417833, declared comatose since October 8, 203Х).
 
   With 93.41% probability, figure "N2" was identified as the NPC Snowie from the Children of Night (identification code: 9724389831288-РТ, catalogued October 22, 203Х by the search engine "Crawler-7739E.")
 
   Figure "N3"...
 
    
 
   Reading the analytics’ report, the lieutenant blindly groped the call button for the senior shift officer. Discovering a perma player back on Earth was the long-awaited Class A event that had a clearly-defined protocol.
 
   "This is Analyst 7 reporting! Code Red, scenario Guest! I repeat, code Red!"
 
    
 
    
 
   CRACK! The caked crust of the crater snapped, turning under my feet, once again trying to pull me into its radioactive bowels thirty feet down.
 
   I managed to throw my body forward and fall on my stomach, losing hits and rather awkwardly rolling to the side.
 
   Goddamn overload! I grabbed too much, after all! Wretched greedy pig...
 
   I flipped over, jumped to my feet, and just barely managed to catch Zena who rocketed over the melted edge. This was typical of Snowie. Precision goblin-throwing just wasn’t his sport of choice, apparently.
 
   The hound was the next to rocket past like some yapping, spotted cannonball. Tommy followed, successfully landing on his four feet. He proudly showed me the drops of blood on his claws which might have something to do with the barrage of cussing coming from below.
 
   The last to climb up was the troll himself. His powerful soccer kicks left deep indents in the vitrified earth, leaving a makeshift staircase in his wake.
 
   While he was climbing, I looked back and saw the remains of some kinds of buildings a few miles from us. Making sure everyone was present and correct, I waved my hand. "Summon your mounts and hit the gas pedal!"
 
   To set an example, I blew into my bone whistle, quietly praying to everything that’s holy. What if it didn't work?
 
   ROAAAR!
 
   "Hummungus! My big lump! No time for a hug, brother, just move it!"
 
   I grasped the harness, placed my foot in the stirrup, and in one leap threw myself up onto the high, knightly saddle. I mentally spurred the bear and opened vials of mana and hits as we set off. There was no time to meditate or use healing spells, so we used paid medicine. We were facing the unknown. And traveling with our life and energy meters at half was a very stupid idea.
 
   Hummungus sped up famously. The automap barely managed to keep up with us, the odometer clocking up hundreds of miles of traveled distance. Nearby, the hooves of Fuckyall's unicorn rang out; Dan's large, camouflaged horse snorted while Zena's rideable swamp lizard lagged behind considerably. The earth shook and reverberated as Snowie was trotting by his own power, crushing ice beneath his mighty, size-thirty-seven feet. Tommy meowed indignantly, lagging behind. The snow leopard wasn't designed for cross-country: his element was rather a sprint to his prey. Well, he’d have to grin and bear. Our target was a little less than half a mile away. Once he’d leveled up a bit, we’d be able to add a few points to his Speed.
 
   After a minute of traveling, we took refuge in the heap of concrete debris: all that was left of a former village. The radioactive DoT showed a huge decrease in radiation intensity, allowing us to slow our roll and not rush blindly towards our one objective: distancing ourselves from the source of radiation.
 
   Zena jumped off the lizard, rubbed her battered behind, and shook her hands, readying for a cast. "Guys, stand closer together. We're going to have a group healing session."
 
   Magic blazed: the blue sparks of Mass Healing, the green stars of the Strong Special antidote, and the turquoise glow of a fifteen-minute Regeneration.
 
   All our aches and pains promptly disappeared. Our energy was once again in full swing, our usual state of perfect health beckoning for adventure. I just love magic! Thank you, Grim Reaper, Sir, for a kick in the right direction.
 
   I stretched my wrists and looked around. Ruins and snow, snow and ruins... Off to the side I noticed the bumper of a car that had been crushed by collapsed building. I walked closer, crouched, tossed aside some debris and rubbed the ubiquitous gray concrete dust from the license plate: ALASKA VAB-831.
 
   Fuck it! "This is Alaska, guys!"
 
   From behind me I could hear the sound of stomping feet, broad shoulders jostling, and muffled cursing.
 
   "And just why are you so outraged?” I demanded. “From Alaska to Russia it’s all of two and a half miles! On a clear day you can see it with a naked eye.”
 
   Dan did not share my enthusiasm. "You mean the Diomede Islands? In that case, we would still need to get ourselves there. What I know is that Alaska is the biggest state in the U.S.—more than a million square miles. We would be walking and walking and walking...”
 
   Fuckyall worked a bit of his knowledge into the conversation. "By the way, do you know how much Alexander II sold this land for, that was filled to its very core with gold, oil, and fur? No? Five cents a hectare! Incidentally, I have a souvenir dollar lying around somewhere. Anyone happen to have twenty hectares of Yukon gold to sell?"
 
   I gave an ironic smile. "Yeah, right, they can’t wait to sell it back to you. Alright, that’s enough. The radiation levels are catching up with us. And I still intend to have kids, you know. Our immediate goal is to find out what part of Alaska we're in. Maybe if we clear out the wreckage and wipe away the dust, there will be an atlas in the car, or receipts or some kind of check."
 
   Dan shook his head. "No, guys. Handling this dust is not a healthy idea. Inhale just one speck of it, and it will leak gamma radiation like a reactor. And then you’ll keep dying from lung cancer once every week like clockwork."
 
   I involuntarily held my breath and stepped back from the heap of concrete. I looked skeptically at Zena. Is that true?
 
   She just shrugged. "No idea. I'm not a freaking doctor, am I? I'm only a game cleric. Listen to the officer: it's his specialty, that’s what they’re taught in their academies. 'In the event of a nuclear explosion, the machine gun should be held at arm's length so that the molten metal of the barrel doesn't drip onto the government-issued boots.' Something like that. Dan, my boy, tell me. Can we get dressed already? I'm shaking something awful."
 
   Fuckyall nodded his agreement, dancing in place. "I’ve never been so cold in AlterWorld. There, even our bare-assed Elves sleep in the snow. At most, they'd get a Frostbite debuff with minor penalties to hits and agility."
 
   Dan thought for a moment, then began to wrap himself up, layer by layer, in the equipment he had removed earlier. Long underwear marked with the Veterans’ blue monogram, made in the clan's workshop. Fatigues: suede and silk. They were for comfort and for showing off, as they added nothing to your stats. A rogue's combat PvE set followed, all artifacts and rare items, along with a bunch of mismatched, bulky jewelry.
 
   Looking at him, the rest of the soldiers also hurried to get dressed. The cold of the weapons greedily syphoned the heat out of our bodies, not causing any damage or even giving a debuff, but delivering a psychological discomfort and threatening us with a phantom frostbite.
 
   Without thinking, I turned my staff to the nearest boulder and raised its temperature to several hundred degrees, hoping to warm up by this manmade radiator.
 
   And warm up we did. The evaporation of the solid ice was explosive, causing micro-cracks in the stone, whistling granite shrapnel, and ringing metal fragments.
 
   "Jesus Christ, Max! My passive shields are crippled!"
 
   I shrugged and smiled sheepishly. "My bad. At least we're warm. Passive shields are going to expire soon, anyways. My enchanter's Bubble is already blinking and my wizard's Wall only has thirty-two minutes left. Only the Invisible Armor cast by Zena is still pretty fresh. After that, we'll have to go on to our personal shields and scrolls, but the latter are extremely low. Our reserves of parchment and consumables are very limited.”
 
   Fuckyall nodded, offering his hands to the rock that was breathing heat. Then he shook his head in disagreement. "Well, suppose our consumables were no problem. I personally have three stacks of agate, lapis lazuli and amber for hit and armor buffs. In case of an especially fucked-up scenario, we have some first-class stones: ruby, emerald, sapphire, and other jewels. They will ensure my combat amok levels are at their highest. It's true that angels will no longer answer my calls, but the Nightshadows have a passion for blue diamonds. They're moody creatures, however. They only want the best of the D-IFs with a fifty-five facets Marquise cut."
 
   Snowie butted into the conversation, "Don't forget about me! Bomba personally packed four tons of supplies!"
 
   That made me wonder. No one really controlled the albino's inventory and his characteristics were calculated only by indirect stipulations. Did that mean that his strength was over four thousand? Holy hell!
 
   "What kinds of supplies?" Dan asked.
 
   Snowie smiled proudly and began cheerfully unbending his fingers, counting.
 
   "Gamy meat in red-eye marinade: fifteen hundred pounds. Flour worms," the albino greedily gulped and continued, "marinated, four hundred pounds! Stale beer with a moldy residue: three barrels. By the way, it's quite pricey at the Tumbleweed Inn: a piece of gold a mug! So, guys, we're not going to die of starvation, and we'll certainly find something to drink! You can see for yourselves what kind of worms they are so you know I'm not exaggerating—no dead ones, only the highest quality. Cool, huh?"
 
   Snowie shoved his hand into his bag, producing a handful of sluggishly wriggling pale worms sprinkled with a white powder.
 
   Suppressing my gag reflex, I nodded a reluctant approval. "Well... OK... that's a great snack with beer... Maybe... But don't forget, Snowie, we have Elves here, goblins, and humans. Stale beer might not agree with some of us. So you'll have to eat and drink it all yourself, somehow...”
 
   Dan waved his hand in desperation. "Just think they’ve loaded him with wretched food! With his Capacity, he could have carried a third of an alchemical warehouse complete with vials!"
 
   I pulled out a vial of mana from my quick-access slot and looked through it at the sun. It was turning pale, de-energized. "Yeah, and you know what would have happened? All our reserves would have gone bad. This magicless Earth siphons mana like a sponge. By the way, maybe we are the ones who’ll have to fill the universe with magic via stationary portals. We could fling them open and wait until the levels of magic even out. Not now, of course, but it’s probably a good idea to patent a company offering "Terraformation of the Universe—your money, our mana!"
 
   "Freakin’ dreamer...” Zena muttered, then pointed at the hound standing tensely. "Look at the doggie. She must have sensed something!"
 
   Startled, I returned to reality and reached out my mind to Belka. She whispered, almost inaudibly, in my head.
 
   "Magic... A strange, foreign and yet... familiar?"
 
   My attempt to join the flow of her magic vision only gave me a headache. It was a continuous chaos of shadows. And I was no Eskimo with forty words to describe the color of snow. My perception palette counted the standard sixteen colors. Leave the two hundred and fifty-six shades of gray for computers and hell hounds.
 
   Grimacing, I pointed to the west. "Belka... or is it Strelka... the dog, anyway... she sensed some kind of magic over there. Something strange, but with a touch of Inferno. Shall we take a closer look?"
 
   Dan nodded his agreement. "The West is good. That's where we'd normally find the Bering Straits, Chukchi Peninsula, and our border guards. Let's go. But we should improve our group invisibility using one of wizards’ scrolls. That’s the only way we can camouflage our mounts. Personal spells won't work there."
 
   "OK."
 
   I gathered everyone into a group, broke the seal on a ten-gold scroll, then watched as the figures of my clanmates rippled, acquiring an eighty percent transparency. To me, they were just as visible as before, but all an outside observer could see were clouds of exhaled air and our footprints in the snow. As for other wavelengths like thermal and magic, I wasn’t really sure. I'd never tested it. I supposed that an average infrared sensor would be able to detect our movement.
 
   Magic camouflage is great for petty crimes: you can shoplift till you drop or pay a visit to the girl's locker room. But against serious security sensors with their multiple sensors—seismic, audiometric and the like—it was a joke.
 
   We kept moving. Our cruising speed was fourteen miles per hour. Zena's wretched lizard just couldn't go any faster, not to mention it had begun coughing suspiciously. Was it getting a cold? Zena listened anxiously to her swamp pet's hoarse coughing, but she couldn't do anything on the move other than shrug and whisper something soothing. Dan scowled. The sneezing reptile would give us away. However, only the deaf would fail to hear the snow crunching under our feet and the rumbling of our cavalry. I don’t even mention the trail of footprints that stretched through the pristine landscape in or wake.
 
   After half an hour, we re-upped our invisibility and continued onward. Soon, a dark strip of enormous, sluggishly rotating clouds appeared on the horizon. The hound confirmed: this was our target.
 
   The cloud grew as we approached, stretching out in a perfect circle with a radius of no less than two miles. Still at an unhurried pace, we plunged into the manmade darkness.
 
   Dan craned his neck, evaluating the altitude and density of the overhanging blackish-red mass unmoved by the winds.
 
   "This is Fog of War. Someone really wants to evade outside observation."
 
   "I can see a castle!" Snowie rumbled, being the tallest and biggest-eyed.
 
   "Where?" Dan stood up on his stirrups and activated his Zoom. "Whoa...”
 
   Following suit, I stood up on my saddle, threw a veil of Eagle Vision over my eyes, and stared into the distance. Whoa...
 
   I saw a landscape of black and crimson, lava streaming amid the floating lines of an unfamiliar architecture. Floating high in the air was a cluster of flying islands shackled together by huge chains, and tiny ferries scurrying between them.
 
   Fuckyall smiled, recognizing the virtual world. "If this isn’t Virtual Heroes of Might and Magic! The Castle of Inferno! There’s the Capitol. A little further is the Kennel of Fury. That means the players have opted for the Cerberus version, not the Hell Hound one. I’d argue this decision but whatever turns them on. The Hall of Forbidden Desires. That's where you can hire beautiful Lilim virgins. The Hall of Agony. That's for hiring Fiends. That's it. Luckily for us, he didn't have time to build up more. The castle is only about a week old."
 
   I looked at my friend, dumbfounded. I was absolutely stunned by his hidden talents.
 
   Fuckyall shrugged sheepishly. "College lectures are long and 3D-Goggles are virtually indistinguishable from regular glasses. The most important thing is not to twitch when you're battling. You should remain still on the outside."
 
   I nodded, and once again gave the order to move. We slowed down. Our mounts took softer steps, giving us time to observe and lower the overall noise level of the group. The sneezing lizard had finally got some first veterinarian aid and now just sported an occasional sad sniffle from its snotty orange nose.
 
   It was Fuckyall who noticed something wrong with the castle, which wasn't surprising. He frowned, peering into the distance and standing up in his stirrups, and then said resolutely,
 
   "There's an extra building that doesn’t fit! Most of it is hidden from us by the wall and the corner tower, but part of it is visible, nonetheless. The color stands out, as well as its structure. And overall, Inferno isn’t the right place to build, er... white pyramids."
 
   Once again I peered into the distance, ruining my eyesight. Finally I shrugged and clanged my visor shut. "There's something there. Never mind. Once we get closer, we’ll take another look."
 
   A mile from the looming enormity of the castle, we came across the first patrol. There were a dozen Maniacs, fiery lashes in their hands, jingling in chains, along with three three-headed Cerberuses. We barely managed to keep the hound from attacking them on sight.
 
   We could take on the creatures with one hand tied behind our back—the Maniacs ranged from levels ten to twenty, and the Cerberuses to level forty. Those with higher levels had clearly tasted blood long ago. They had battle scars on their bodies and morbid decorations on their belts and collars shaped as fresh skulls or necklaces of blackened human hands.
 
   Fuckyall forwarded his own thoughts into the chat. “These are first and second rank units—dumb pieces of meat and dangerous only in large formations. Apparently, the oldest beings in this castle are of fifth rank. If I correctly understand the conversion factor, that's levels fifty to one hundred, respectively. It seems that the AlterWorld engine has calculated this level of danger for us."
 
   I narrowed my eyes. "We'll cut through them like a hot knife through butter."
 
   Fuckyall didn't agree. "Bigger legions rule in Heroes. The game is already three years old. There, the earth shakes when those armies walk. They'll put you up against about a thousand Maniacs and just as many Cerberuses, plus fifteen thousand other monsters of higher rank, and then five hundred level 140 Lords of the Abyss on top of that. But the cherry on top will be a hero-player who will have a cheat book of spells. Either these legions will begin to clone themselves every thirty seconds or Armageddon will fall from the sky to the earth. Then all you’ll keep doing is biting the dust."
 
   As always before a big punch-up, I felt an itch in my eyebrow scarred when I was still a child. Checking out the trodden patrol path, I glanced at the trail we’d left behind. Now was the time to come to a decision. If we crossed the path—even if we activated Levitation and advanced hovering above the snow—the Cerberuses were bound to catch our scent. Weren’t they magic dogs? Their noses were twitching already. One head took the lower scent, another took the upper, while the third one was busy feeling for the auras and catching magical undertones.
 
   Snowie impatiently fidgeted in place, holding the silently wheezing hound by its choke chain. He looked at me with hope. "Are we gonna brawl?"
 
   Zena spoke. "Can we go around them? Do we need to? We're just a recon group, after all."
 
   Fuckyall frowned. "An active recon group! We need prisoners and trophies: artifacts from outside of AlterWorld, breaking the balance of strength! Plus, we're testing our soldiers in Earth's conditions and surveying the terrain! We may not even meet another living soul over the next three hundred miles. This is Alaska, after all! And the most important thing, Inferno's castles are connected by portals. If we capture this one, then we can jump to another, maybe even to the suburbs of Moscow, the Fallen One willing...”
 
   I nodded. Those were valid arguments. Then I turned to Dan. Not that we had much in the line of democracy, but it befitted me to hear all points of view before I gave the order. I had no illusions about myself. As a special unit commander, I was rubbish.
 
   Dan gave a weary sigh. "We need to fight. We need information like we need air. Maybe the entire Earth is already just like this?" he nodded in the direction of the lava flows that caressed the black colossus of the Inferno castle. "What's more is I saw some kind of white, unidentified structure...” Dan involuntarily paused dramatically and then pursed his lips into an evil line. "What I saw was a sacrificial ziggurat. Made of skulls. We must assume that they're human. Don't you understand? A hundred-foot-tall pyramid made of hundreds of thousands of human skulls!"
 
   I gritted my teeth and reached for the scarce Soul Stones. It was time to summon my pets.
 
   "Men, to battle!"
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   The very first cast spells stripped us of Invisibility. Zena jumped down from her lizard and hid behind our backs. She couldn't cast from her mount, but she also wasn't in a hurry to get rid of her pet. It was an extra target for the monsters, if only enough to spread a little damage to the rest of the group.
 
   Dan fell out of formation and stepped off to the side, dissolving into stealth and taking the vulnerable cleric and the operational rear under his own responsibility. Freed from its metal leash, the hound darted forward and in a few powerful bounds had covered fifty paces, instantly knocking down the nearest pair of Maniacs.
 
   The monsters turned out quite brave—or they simply didn't have the instincts for self-preservation. Low-level demons were like that. Their whole lives were in service of pain and destruction. Within the first few seconds of the fight, Belka had managed to generate a heap of aggro and immediately became the priority target. She got too close, inflicted damage, and debuffed with a war cry. The wave of Maniacs that had been hitting the hound rushed back, leaving four motionless figures in the snow.
 
   The Fallen One as my witness, this wasn't a fight, but a lazy swatting of mosquitoes.
 
   Finally, Tommy the snow leopard found a rival for himself and violently attacked the largest Cerberus. Four furious jaws of two creatures began to fiercely tear into each other.
 
   Not receiving a direct order, Hummungus didn't lower himself to the fight. He didn't see an enemy in the feeble demons and wasn't looking for cheap glory.
 
   Fuckyall did not dismount. His unicorn allowed him to ride into battle while it fought and even took on part of the damage. The unicorn, having just changed from white to black, only managed to take a few steps forward when all of a sudden we’d run out of enemies. Only Tommy continued to tear into the belly of the dying Cerberus with his hind legs. The cheating snow leopard had been healed by Zena and now clearly felt invincible.
 
   Snowie, having just extricated his club from its sheath behind his back, bellowed resentfully. He didn't even make it to the targets.
 
   Finally, I finished the long and tedious cast of raising a pet. The snow around me bulged in a big hump. The once permafrosted land cracked, giving birth to a twelve-foot, level 360 spider. The beast clearly had residual memory and fixed its eight eyes on me, but it couldn't resist the will of its summoner.
 
   Coming out of the shadows, Dan swore under his breath and turned away. The sight of Lloth's creations stirred people's primary instincts: fear and hatred.
 
   I gave a mental shrug. I hadn’t had much choice. I only had two kinds of Soul Stones: Black Widow spiders and demons from the Silver Legion. We hadn't had any more battles with high-level enemies over the last few weeks.
 
   Moving to the side, I flipped through my book of spells and turned to the abilities tab. Where's my Split?
 
   "I'm going to multiply my pets,” I warned my colleagues. “Don't be afraid!”
 
   With a crunch of torn tissue and a barely audible groan from the violated universe, one spider was mirrored into twenty-five projections. All of them were level 360. They had impressive strength. The DPS of my pet platoon certainly exceeded that of an average raid group.
 
   And now we're going to war!
 
   Fuckyall appraised the raised army, admiring the black-crimson bodies of the demons on the snow, and smiled. “Easy! Liking taking candy from a baby."
 
   He then frowned. An alarm rang out over the Inferno castle.
 
   The rebellious paladin spat irritably. "Game mechanics. The castle owners always know about attacks on their troops. By the way, I want to warn you. Demons from "Heroes" have an excellent command of spatial magic—teleporting is their favorite feature. Their racial skill is especially unpleasant: Opening of the Gates, the ability to summon reinforcements onto the battlefield. Follow the pentagrams that appear on the ground. They're direct gateways to Ur-Hekal, the demonic capital.”
 
   Dan viciously narrowed his eyes. Once again, someone stood between him and his family. He took out a vial that shimmered with the gray sparks of poison and refreshed the deadly chemistry of his pair of blades. He turned back to Fuckyall.
 
   "What else can you tell us about them?"
 
   Fuckyall shrugged uncertainly. "I normally played for the Elves. And even then it was the offline version. Hmm. As for Inferno, it's a typical fraction of Sword: all units are hand-to-hand, with the exception of one flyer, one shooter, and one caster. It's a shining example of Chaos. They kill, simply because they can or want to. Their worldview: "Truth in force." The ability to carry out a crime is sufficient reason to do it. Strength above all else, don't deny yourself anything, corrupt the fools—the strong rule the weak."
 
   The hoarse roar of battle horns interrupted the paladin's speech. The unbelievably large castle gates creaked and slowly moved to the side. They were irrationally tall like the Black Gates from the pages of the legendary Tolkien.
 
   Uneven but numerous rows of enemy troops tumbled out of the crimson bowels of the castle. Hundred after hundred, cohort after cohort, legion after legion. There wasn't much order in the enemy ranks. The demons squealed impatiently, snapping at each other, starting quick and often bloody fights.
 
   The icons of Low Morals hovered over the troops like black banners, knocking them out of step and adding additional commotion. But as for Luck, these creatures had plenty, its colorful rainbows sparkling over the rows of demons.
 
   "They’re too many,” Fuckyall muttered, stuffing fresh vials into the empty quick-access slots of his belt. "Although... In Heroes, damage is distributed among the whole group. So each hit will smoke an entire squad of little vermin. Snowie alone with his tank barrel will send the demons flying by the platoon!"
 
   Snowie eagerly peered at the army that was coming out of the castle. The troll's legs, dressed in mithril armor forged by Aulë, impatiently trampled down the blanket of snow. The albino was thirsty for a fight.
 
   Gently wiping the frost from the kill counter of his club, he looked at me expectantly. "Finally I'm gonna hit four digits! I was already embarrassed in front of Bomba. All of eight hundred frags, what a disgrace. How can I explain to her that it’s not just hares and rats, but rather some uncategorized mobs!”
 
   I didn't share his enthusiasm. My expression became all the more gloomy with every hundred that marched out of the gates. Yep, every monster had a gray level of danger. But that didn't mean that they were harmless as a mouse. They weren’t going to offer their throats to our knives! They'd fight till the last. They knew how to fight and they loved it. This was the whole meaning of their short, deadly lives.
 
   Last from the gate was an enormous ballista accompanied by a caravan of loading trolleys. A medical tent was set up in the rear which immediately began to accept and heal the creatures that had been injured amongst themselves.
 
   Well, these were the cannon fodder, that much was clear. But where was the ringmaster of this circus?
 
   As if answering my question, trumpets howled again, causing a toothache as they welcomed the owner of the castle with their cacophony.
 
   "This is the Player,” Fuckyall identified him instantly. "We've gotten lucky, to some extent. He's not a mage but a soldier. Abnormally lucky though. According to legend, the Chaosites seek the grace of their master Urgash by getting involved in more and more dangerous adventures, gradually learning to change the rules of destiny and fate according to their own wills and desires. In short, they’re gonna hurt us good."
 
   I assessed the informational contour of the figure clad in black armor. It was pale green: the system apparently didn’t believe him to be much danger but was quite prepared to offer a meager bit of XP on top of some minor loot.
 
   "He's green for me. Somewhere around level 250, I think."
 
   Dan shook his head. "Yellow for me. So it'd be 210 max. However, his legions will be fighting for him. His actual level is secondary here. Well, boys? Fancy a bit of a warm up?"
 
   "Hell yes!" I nodded in agreement and turned to our resident expert on Virtual Heroes. After all, he'd had thousands of similar battles. It'd be a shame not to use him. "Fuckyall, what do you say? Should we stay on defense or attack them ourselves?"
 
   Fuckyall didn’t hesitate. "Full steam ahead! We're all hand-to-hand here, but the enemy has the Lilim who are all distance wizards, and the Matriarchs who are acid shooters. Judging by the looks of it, they have something like two thousand of them!”
 
   Still, the enemy leader beat us to it, promptly demonstrating the harmfulness of passive tactics. The Player raised his sword and joyfully exclaimed, "Urgash!"
 
   The name of Chaos' Original Dragon rang out in the frosty air.
 
   "Uurrgaassh!" the demonic legions repeated.
 
   The ballista snapped, launching the battle timer and sending us a fifteen-foot-long arrow with a crudely forged tip. The artillerymen chose the largest and most dangerous target in their view: Snowie. However, even our troll had enough agility to dodge the shot of the low-level unit in a single, lazy motion.
 
   Then the gray sky was painted with the bright strokes of multi-colored fireworks as fifteen hundred Lilim and five hundred Matriarchs gave the first salvo.
 
   We consisted of thirty targets. Seventy shells each was quite tolerable. The flight time was less than a second, and the creatures' levels were all below 80. We waited with interest and a touch of irony, not particularly twitching.
 
   My sight glitched. Clumps of black magic filled the entire visible sector, overexposing my retina and causing my eyelids to contract reflexively. However, the interfaces were still there. I read the battle chat line by line, slightly stunned by the barrage of explosions and flashes.
 
   The passive shields obediently swallowed the damage. That was what they were meant to do: they were the first to meet the enemy, even before the activation of the numerous formulas for armor, abilities, dodges and blocks, parries and counterattacks. With proper persistence, even a little rabbit could dismantle a high-level character's passives.
 
   Minus thirty... minus fifteen with an attempt to poison—this was clearly a Matriarch. Crit, minus sixty-five—a gift came from another Lilim in the triggered glow of her Luck.
 
   The overall damage was a little more than two thousand. Our shields shrank by half and the next salvo would lick them clean down to the very armor. Not bad. I expected worse. However...
 
   Just imagine yourself wielding an enormous sword amid one and a half legions of Lilim. This would be like mowing a hay field from dusk till dawn! They had plenty of time to sort me out. The only good news was that the number of shots was strictly limited. Fuckyall didn't remember the exact value, but it was a two-digit number and the first digit was probably a one, not a two. The game loved active fighting and despised protracted firefights through sections of the castle walls.
 
   Damage was within the expected values: three to five shots were plenty to off an ordinary earthling. And with a lucky crit, one could be enough. It was similar to regular pistol fire, only here ordinary bulletproof vests were unlikely to help because the incoming damage had magical and acid modifiers.
 
   I opened my eyes, blinking. Around us, and next to Zena in a solid mass, huge blotches of crimson pentagrams stood out against the once white snow. Were those Gates? I didn't know what relations the Player had with Urgash, how much of the appropriate skill he had, or the number of soldiers that were produced with every summoning.
 
   The primary tactic of the enemy became clear: they put pressure on with free reinforcements and mowed down the hits with skirmishers. Well, we didn't need to play by their rules.
 
   It was my turn to throw up my hand. I bellowed,
 
   "Barrraah!"
 
   We drifted and went for it. Tommy alone thrashed around desperately in the rear, meowing pleadingly. In this fight, his life was going to be measured in seconds and I really didn't want to lose the precious XP to him. It would take me a week’s worth of non-stop farming to regain it. So I selected a block of ice farther from the battle front and issued the key command, "Protect!" Desperate to join the fight, the snow leopard sensed a catch there somewhere. But there was little he could do. He was probably wishing he could sink his claws into me—once I survived the battle, of course.
 
   An armada of low-level Maniacs rushed out to meet us. Four of what looked like standard legions—four! Four thousand creatures armed with white-hot chains. Ahead of the enemy shooters, detachments of sluggish and indifferent Cerberuses lined up. Everything had a price, including synchronizing three heads on a single body.
 
   The anticipated thunder of the clash was essentially nonexistent. This wasn’t two honest armies about to clash, shield to shield, on Alaska's white snow. No, the sound of this battle was different: the nasty screeching of minor demons, the whistling of magic ripping through the air, the slapping of blows, the clanging of chains, and the reverberation of the many-legged arachnid lawnmowers.
 
   Here on Earth, two alien armies hacked at each other. Our poor pale blue planet, will you survive this Armageddon?
 
   Our formation didn’t last. We weren't the typical Roman legionnaires where the shield of the one standing to your right covered your weapon hand while your own shield covered your left flank. AlterWorld's soldiers were individualistic, therefore closer to the Hollywood idea of Vikings or barbarians. The enormous square figures of our warriors clad in steel gripped their oversized swords, making their way through a raging sea of demonic flesh.
 
   And then, the first fateful moment. Earth's physics readjusted to the gaming conventions, dividing the faceless legions into single units. Instead of the expected Smite seven with one blow scenario, we had to destroy the targets piecemeal. Damage wasn't spread out among the whole detachment and there was no sense in thrashing the vermin with thousand-hit blows when there were a couple hundred lives on board.
 
   Fuckyall was the first to understand the cost of our mistake. His voice was heard over the noise of battle, ringing with alarm which made us tense and forget about his insubordination.
 
   "Into a triangle! Back to back! Zena and Dan on the inside! Otherwise we'll be crushed!"
 
   Swarmed by monsters on all sides, we moved sluggishly like flies caught in jam. The demons had our hands tied and hung like grapes to our feet. Our mobility practically went down to zero. All we could do was stand in place and pulverize the hordes that rolled by.
 
   I quickly understood how unfortunate my choice of weapon had been. It was an insanely slow sword with fantastic damage and a chance to kill in a single hit. It was created to fight uncategorized beasts and was totally unsuitable for killing small fry. AlterWorld's mechanics didn't allow me to slice a few creatures at once in sweeping strokes. I had to either use damage skills or work the old-fashioned way: choose a target, strike, choose a new one. No bulk discounts.
 
   I would have blasted the Staff of True Flame with a maximally defocused beam, but infernal creatures were basically immune to fire. For them, a thousand degrees of boiling magma was home, sweet home.
 
   I would tear into them with my automatic, but cartridges were scant—two magazines per gun. And our firearm skills were approaching zero, anyway. Can you learn marksmanship in battle, having sixty cartridges for ammo against a few legions? You'd be delusional.
 
   The fastest things I had were my bare hands. DPS was one and a half seconds per strike, in comparison with the seven seconds it took to swing a two-handed weapon. So I sheathed my sword behind my back and switched to street fighting. I'm no melee-monk or some crazy rogue who had invested in brass knuckles, but I should be more than enough for these demons. Strength in place of skill, hatred in place of talent.
 
   Strikes with my thirty-six-pound fists broke through skulls, crushed ribs, and knocked out fragile vertebrae. Every hook brought death. Each uppercut lifted their fragile bodies into the air or tore the next loser's head off from his shoulders. I involuntarily shook my head. This was Bollywood, not a real fight.
 
   The Maniacs almost instantly gnawed through my passive shield and began to doggedly beat my artifact armor. Their black claws repeatedly took off micron chips from my armor. Their white fangs maimed my mithril with thousands of micro-dents. Pools of acid and thermal shocks knocked out molecular chains of my unique steel. Water wears away stone, blades of grass break through asphalt.
 
   The difference in characteristics was fantastical. It was easier for the beasts to kill themselves against my mithril armor than to pierce it. But there were a hell of a lot of them. Strikes to the back ignored my abilities which were meant to be used in a fair fight. I couldn't dodge or block; only my modifications to physical resistance and armor were working. Damage was almost always marked with the asterisk of a crit, even though the damage number was most often a zero. From the outside, this probably looked beautiful: red numbers of damage received rushed out to the sky in an endless stream:
 
    
 
   0... 12... 0... 0... 4... 0*... 0... 0... 21*... 0... 7... 19*...
 
    
 
   A little too fast...
 
   Hundreds of scathing hits per second were still hundreds of hits. The chains and claws found cracks in my armor, acid flowed into the joints of the armor, and the incessant fire of arrows hit right or wrong. That's the demons' philosophy: the enemy should suffer more than you do. If the enemy is overtaken, then it's no shame to die at the hands of your own.
 
   Life flowed out of me in a very fine, but very fast, stream. I barely managed to look around, trying to maintain control of the fight. The guys were practically invisible, only noticeable by the way the huge piles of demons moved unnaturally. The small creatures had overwhelmed and inundated us. We were enveloped by them as if by chains that exploded like rotten thread under the strain of the level 300 muscles of our epic heroes.
 
   Healing wasn't working for us. Casting under a barrage of blows was practically impossible and we were in no condition to form a normal rear. Zena fought like everyone else, hiding behind a small shield made from the enormous scales of an ancient dragon and quite deftly wielding her glittering club. However, it was hardest of all for her. A cleric is no warrior and she has no passive hand-to-hand skills. Hits to her were rough and often. The kill counter showed just over fifty dead to her credit, but this old lady-turned-mercenary had already lost half of her hits. Her regeneration was choking and vials were melting away, but her overall health debit was still negative.
 
   I gave Hummungus the command to protect her, though there was little sense in it. All it did, it planted the large bulk of my bear next to her tiny shape. My pet wasn't able to get the attackers off of her. This was one case where Fortune was on the side of the large battalions.
 
   Our healer couldn't gain any distance. There was no rear and all around her was a sea of low-level evil. After a second, I received a sad reminder of this. First came a cheerful Ding! followed by a message,
 
    
 
   Your familiar has received a new level!
 
    
 
   And a moment later,
 
    
 
   Your familiar has fallen in battle!
 
    
 
   The bastards had gotten to him, after all.
 
   I winced. Shame about the XP. I checked the life bar of the next contender about to die: Belka. The hound's hits were in the orange. She looked like an armored Doberman fighting a pack of rabid cats. I yelled out in the psychic range,
 
   "Get out of there! Kite! Pull them behind you and we'll deal with them later! We'll take them off you!"
 
   The hound understood. Hobbling on three legs, dripping blood onto the snow and losing plates of armor, the hound took off towards the horizon, taking along one of the hundreds of Maniacs.
 
   Snowie mowed down the demons like dry grass. They blindly rushed forward like partridges towards a combine harvester, trying to divert the iron monster from their nest. The effect was hardly more noticeable. Our troll was already at eighty percent; from time to time, he needed to let off his military pressure, taking short pauses to use his vials.
 
   I looked at the state of my pets. The spiders had dropped by ten percent. Their time for natural regeneration at rest was about two minutes. However, damage was gradually increasing: their chitinous armor plates were damaged and in some places torn off and corroded with acid. Repeated strikes at these points were happening more and more often and protection modifiers weren't cushioning them anymore.
 
   My zombie platoon kept fulfilling its orders: to rush towards the shooters, knocking their way through two legions of Cerberuses. The infernal dogs hung on by their paws like grapes, shattering their teeth on the insectoid armor, dying in their hundreds. In this battle, their racial skills were useless and compensation was critical. Biting the three targets in front of them wouldn't work: counterattacking every hit was physically impossible. All of the spiders' attacks were fatal.
 
   After three minutes of battle, one of the Cerberuses’ units fell. The spiders tore through four dozen dogs, wiping out the first legion of magical archers.
 
   The enemy leader roared another command, switching the shooters to more dangerous targets and deploying the next thousand Maniacs. That was a good decision. Strikes to the spiders' backs were definitely more of a priority than jostling in the sea of little demons, waiting their turn to be smacked by Fuckyall or Snowie. The area of our contact with the enemy was finite and the maximum density of attack was two dozen Maniacs at any given moment.
 
   Finally, the Player couldn’t take it any longer. His huge black stallion reared up as he threw himself into the most dangerous part of the battle. One of the spiders had worn down the thin chain of Cerberuses and rushed into the ranks of the marksmen, vulnerable to close combat.
 
   The Player was a hundred and fifty levels below my pet, but it didn't bother him. There was no balance between the two worlds. Levels, equipment, skills, and artifacts were all controversial and unequal. The Might and Magic’s most basic artifact—the Five-Leaf Clover with a Fortune modification for five hundred gold—became a unique crafting cheat in AlterWorld.
 
   The enemy sparkled with battle combos, fighting confidently and effortlessly, quickly lopping off the unfortunate spider’s legs turning him into an angry immobile hunk of flesh. The leader's retinue—a dozen level 150 Lords of the Abyss—finished what he had begun, slicing the pet with their black, Darkness-oozing swords.
 
   Zena kept fading. Her hits had dropped to a third when Fuckyall decided to pull out one of his trump cards. Activating a thirty-second invulnerability—a paladin's ability with a six-hour cooldown—he cast a Mass Healing, hoping to heal everyone within the spell range.
 
   The effect was striking. The magic of True Light scorched the earth around the paladin within a sixty-foot diameter, destroying demons and mixing the ashes of their bodies with the white of the Alaskan snow.
 
   Ha! We’d forgotten about their ultimate vulnerability to the Light! Praise be the game balance and Korean random!
 
   Fuckyall liked the result. Hundreds of beasts were sent to the underworld and friendly targets regained seven hundred hits.
 
   The Legion of Maniacs couldn't stand a vacuum. Once again the sea of demons closed around Fuckyall, only to crumble to ash once more. Under the cover of invulnerability, Fuckyall was able to repeat this trick four more times, practically halving the remaining legion who were blindly fulfilling the last order of their Master and were left without the supervision of the Player.
 
   One problem was that a hybrid tank was no caster, so he wasn’t expected to have lots of mana, and mass spells were as thirsty as a steam liner.
 
   "Mana at twenty... Drinking vials...” Fuckyall reported, not very intelligibly, in voice chat.
 
   I tried something I should have tried long ago. I forwarded all ten percent of the reserve of the First Temple's Altar to Fuckyall.
 
   The chat lit up again.
 
   "Thanks. I can see the icon of divine attention. The effect is pretty minimal—plus thirty two units per second. How much of the mana flow did you divert?"
 
   I grimaced. "All of it. It's total shit: the First Temple is barely able to reach Earth. Either it's too far or the barriers are too strong."
 
   "I see," Fuckyall wheezed. "Never mind!"
 
   Once again the paladin was covered up to his eyebrows with enraged creatures trying to bury him, crack his armor, bite through the cracks in his armor, lift his visor, and cause any damage possible to the figure clad in artifact steel. And they seemed to be succeeding.
 
   Mosquitoes are quite capable of killing a man overnight in the taiga. A school of piranhas will tear a swimmer apart in minutes. A thousand crocodiles can make a quick job of a regiment of Japanese soldiers, as had indeed happened in 1945.
 
   However, we were hardly fighting mosquitoes, rather the creations of Chaos and Inferno, endowed with magic and remarkable strength. Having said that, we were no bunch of winos that had carelessly fallen asleep in the woods—nor the unfortunate medieval Tatar who’d been strapped to a hundred-year-old Siberian cedar on Ermak’s orders and left there for the night.
 
   There were a lot of Maniacs. A whole lot. They also had one very unpleasant ability: every strike robbed the target of one point of Attack and Defense and passed it on to the other soldiers of the demonic legion. The enemy slowly but surely robbed us of our armor and strength.
 
   If in the beginning of the battle my valiant hooks had been stripping the enemy of seven hundred hits, then already after ten minutes my blows had been weakened by a third. Only when one of the legions collapsed, I received a hundred and fifty points of potential damage back. They were a very tiresome enemy.
 
   As it turned out, it was even harder on my pets. A hand-to-hand with a Lilim was an exotic way to commit suicide. The demonesses’ racial ability, Charm, didn't work on the spiders, of course. Their second ability, however... Incoming damage to the Lilim was cut by twenty percent. Of the remaining, another twenty percent damage reverted to the attacker, which was a fatal surprise for us.
 
   I was literally distracted for five minutes—tearing one of those voracious little things off me, giving it a few hits, and trying to cast a massive Life Absorption. During this time, three regiments practically annihilated each other. You might as well wipe the spiders, Lilim, and Matriarchs from the game board and cross them off the list.
 
   The enemy still had over two thousand Maniacs, a bloodied legion of Cerberuses, and the Player himself, along with a dozen Lords of the Abyss. And we... we had suffered our first losses. Helplessly cursing, I watched as the lives of my colleagues dwindled. The slaughter of the innocents produced a lot of blood.
 
   Zena's snotty lizard was the first to fall. The unfortunate amphibian hung on for some time only by his Devour Flesh skill, kicking and clinging to life for all of four minutes.
 
   Zena was next. The cleric was not a full-on fighter and Dan, coming out of stealth, wasn't able to turn the situation around and take the monsters off of Zena. The girl had spent all of her abilities and last resort skills.
 
   "Don't forget to resurrect me...” she whispered and expired.
 
   It filled us with hope and fear. Everyone had their own scrolls of resurrection, but whether or not they were going to work... that remained to be seen.
 
   I heard Fuckyall grit his teeth as he didn’t dare to spend his life-saving skill, Holy Hands, on the least useful—in this confrontation—member of the group. It was a difficult but right decision.
 
   Dan, having fallen into a disadvantageous exchange of close combat, escaped death by a hair’s breadth and, ducking abruptly to the side, was able to once again disappear into stealth. But not for long. Anguished with the loss of his trusted cleric, he decided to carry out a suicide attack that, if successful, just might have tipped the scales in our favor.
 
   I understood him. An officer could not sit back in stealth, passively watching his comrades die. But there was no point crying over spilt milk. If he were to be swarmed by fifty demons, his death would be meaningless. How would that benefit the group?
 
   A flanking march of the battle field didn't take long. Still hidden, the rogue easily slid past the low-level creatures in a wide arc, making his way towards the enemy leader. Violating the rules of voice chat, he was whispering softly to himself like a sniper who, gently squeezing the trigger, silently urges his target to "stay there, don't move... that’s a good boy..."
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I followed his movement on the map. I didn’t say anything. Stealthers were individualists, sliding through their own dimension alone, choosing their targets themselves, and making their own decisions about the attack. It's no use telling a father how to raise kids.
 
   After a minute, his friendly-green marker reached the red star marking the enemy leader. The two markers overlapped. In a heartbeat, the battle chat exploded with lines of the rogue's attack.
 
   I took an exhausted swing to punch yet another Maniac, shook off five more demons that were hanging onto my arm, managed to step on the slowest one's back and whispered under my breath,
 
   "Good luck, Dan."
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   We inched toward to each other, approaching the apex of the triangle. It was too late, too clumsy, and not very effective, but we still managed to fall into a basic combat formation.
 
   The radar interface was a blazing red blot. It sported just a few green dots of the allied markers, but the enemies were simply innumerable. The battle script was lagging, failing to process the torrent of new combat log entries. The number of the enemy's losses was an approximation, but they were appalling: after twenty minutes, our group had smoked over five thousand beasts. XP was at zero, our finances and factional relations with Inferno plummeting, our gear in shreds and in bad need of urgent field repairs.
 
   The snow was gone. Under our feet was a solid carpet of dead bodies of the Maniacs and Cerberuses. Whenever I accidentally brushed my hand against another carcass, the loot window popped up in my mental view. Normally it would be two or three gold, a few pieces of still red-hot chains, a wide variety of grayish demonic innards, an occasional small item from the lower sector of the loot table—or a priceless crystal of a Demonic Soul.
 
   There was no time to examine the loot, and there was nowhere to store it. My inventory was stuffed and Hummungus, my staff loading truck, was about to kick the bucket. At the last possible moment, I shoved him back into the summoning artifact. I needed my mount! Alaska was huge. Fuckyall had already long been fighting on foot. I didn't know whether he too had unsummoned his hobby-horse or whether he’d lost it in battle.
 
   I cussed, collapsing yet another unwanted loot window as hits from the brazen Maniacs showered my armor. A moment's pause, a quick glance at my clanmates slashing away not far from me, then I was back in the battle.
 
   We could already turn our backs to each other. Pressure from the enemy was much weaker at the rear and the demons couldn't manage to seep through our flanks in large quantities. Our skills began to pool together, merging, filling us with the feeling of camaraderie that reached out and wrapped us in the caring radiance of the Paladin's aura.
 
   Snowie roared wildly and slammed his club against the ground, breaking the enemy's legs for dozens of feet around him. My quickly-yellowing health bar unexpectedly began to soar. Fuckyall had held his concentration and under a hail of blows carried out another Mass Healing.
 
   I seized every available moment to cast several more Life Absorptions, robbing the demonic crowds of two hundred hits each. The monsters were losing life, rapidly withering away and losing blood. And I, basking in the glow of the cheap horror movie's special effects, enjoyed the honestly earned spoils. If an outsider was to look at us, he wouldn’t know who to root for: me or the sorry-assed Infernal creations.
 
   My Death Knight skills seemed to be designed to work against dense arrays of low-level creatures. My name wasn’t butcher, but the Reaper. After a three-and-a-half-second cast, I was healthy again, like a Paladin who had used Holy Hands on himself.
 
   I fought, growled, and gritted my bloody teeth, barely managing to hold myself and on the brink of combat madness. What was that? The leftovers of Frenzy still circulating in my system? Or was it the powerless anger from losing yet another member of the group?
 
   Yes, we’d lost Dan.
 
   My eyes were clouded with rage and pain. I roared like a wounded bear, driving a kick into the shoulders of the middle skull of an attacking Cerberus.
 
   So much for my being their leader! Some commander I was! I’d lost two of my group members, useless idiot! Couldn’t they have thought of something more clever than a straightforward head-on collision? Hadn’t I seen the legion's banners?! "A hundred thousand Chinese warriors, come and have a good scrap!" Motherfucking wonder-warriors.
 
   There were also these Lords of the Abyss. Had they not intervened in the fight, Dan would have managed. A hit from a high-level rogue in the back of an untrained individual was almost always fatal. His combos maimed, paralyzed, knocked out joints, and tore nerve centers. After a dozen seconds, the counterintelligence officer had dropped the Player's life into the yellow zone. Another two or three combos, and he would have gone under. But a dozen demon guards had used micro-portals to jump him, surrounding him and pushing him away from their Master, taking hits upon themselves and slicing Dan’s leather armor with their black blades.
 
   Their levels were almost equal—Dan was nearly two hundred and the demons were a hundred and forty. But there were thirteen of them and only one of him.
 
   I once again gritted my teeth. With a blow to the back of the head, I knocked away a Maniac that was clinging to my scruff. I noticed a quick-moving shadow in the sky and intuitively covered my eyes with my armored forearm. A gush of acid rain lashed both friend and foe, corroding flesh and generating green clouds of toxic smoke. The Gates' pentagrams duly supplied the Player with reinforcements. Not a lot, but regularly—a hundred at a time at intervals of one and a half minutes.
 
   The Player had mainly ordered shooters and had practically restored the legion of Lilim that had been destroyed by the spiders. Those summoned weren't souped up—they were all level thirty, the lowest possible—but there was a shitload of them. The damage was no longer spread over three dozen targets, but focused on three horrifying figures that were swarmed by a living shield of demons.
 
   A heavy salvo knocked down a quarter of the hits and friendly fire mowed down the attacking small fry within a radius of a dozen paces. Taking advantage of the pause, I cast an Absorption, simultaneously pulling out the cork of a mana vial and choking on the wretched cinnamon.
 
   I looked around. The enemy ranks had thinned considerably. Only two standards towered above the battlefield—that of the halved legion of Maniacs and that of the even scanter legion of Cerberuses. Formation density had fallen, our spells went through more frequently, and victory no longer seemed so ethereal.
 
   One problem: the summoned Lilim began luring us with their demonic charms from a hundred and fifty feet away, pressurizing us with Charm and regularly loosing off thousands of magical sparks. The demonesses could become a real problem. The potential of falling under heavy fire or killing yourself from their auto-reply to incoming damage was very real.
 
   If the Player's guards didn't disappear with his death, then we wouldn't make it without the help of our pets. However, reading off the forty-second spell under a barrage of punches simply wasn't realistic. The Concentration ability was able to absorb one or two kicks, but certainly not fifty!
 
   I considered a long combination of passive shields: an instant cast of six hundred hits with Shield of Yangur—I still hadn’t parted with my favorite childhood toy. Under its cover I could raise the Autonomous Bone Shield for one thousand one hundred points. Plus, Fuckyall could put up the Charm of the Fairest One—another nine hundred cash. However, the timing of this series of spells didn't work out: there were too many enemies and I couldn't even fit it in the break between salvos.
 
   I sighed, exasperatedly driving my teeth into another Maniac's throat, shrugged off a second with my elbow, redirected the flight path of a Cerberus on a jump attack with a short hook, and loudly warned my clanmates,
 
   "Plan B, boys! I'm activating the emergency reserve!"
 
   Fuckyall happily grinned. Snowie, not understanding, continued rhythmically swinging his club.
 
   I switched to the panel of divine abilities, mentally crossing my fingers for good luck and whispering, "Fallen One, don't fail us."
 
   I clicked on the Shield of Faith. The familiar effect of black sparks and the sudden surge of my mana to seventy percent told me that divine abilities worked in all worlds! Not to their full capacity—the blue mana bar should have regenerated in full—but at least it was working!
 
   The sounds of monsters beating on my armor became muffled. The battle chat exploded with messages, reporting complete disregard for damage. The thirty-second invulnerability began its countdown halfway down the timer—which was logical as the Fallen One wasn't omnipotent on Earth, after all—but thanks, anyway! Fifteen seconds was all I needed.
 
   Grinning, I pulled out a Soul Stone from my bandolier and summoned another pet. The raised spider was a bit weak—level 309—but it was more than enough for our current enemy. Moreover, Lloth's creation had saved a few abilities of its prototype: Venomous Bite and a massive Poisonous Spit. I cloned the single spider into a whole platoon and assigned each of my fighters a pair of the arachnids as bodyguards. The rest went to crush the shooters.
 
   "Bite!"
 
   Twenty eight-legged towers rushed towards the Lilim while the rest promptly began mopping up the surrounding space. The maximum paranoid mode of assist and protect demanded that the bodyguards clear the radar of all red markers. The game was on.
 
   Fuckyall sighed wearily and leaned on his sword, exhausted. His Stamina had long been drained. Our bodies’ muscle memory didn't allow us to endlessly brandish a thirty-six-pound hunk of steel without the need for rest. Otherwise, it would force a debuff on your brain and devour units of Agility and Strength. Such passive effects were absent in AlterWorld. Here, the cold tended to bind your limbs, hunger quickly used up hits and mana, and heat squeezed moisture from your body.
 
   I calmly activated a Bone Shield and was pleased to notice that the red markers had extinguished all around me. The cleansing was in full swing.
 
   The enemy leader wasn't stupid; he assessed the situation just as fast as I did. The Player furiously yelled something obscenely threatening, pulled out a stack of expensive-looking parchment with gold seal, and tore open the first one.
 
   The gray blotches Fog of War spread out over our heads. The next moment, it was studded with stars and then those very stars rained down upon our heads.
 
   "An Armageddon!" yelled Fuckyall, whipping his shield from behind his back and raising it above his head, trying to hide his considerable bulk beneath the shadow of the steel pentagon.
 
   Pointless. The meteor shower rained down on the earth, plowing it up dozens of feet deep, knocking out boulders that weighed many tons and easily kicking them hundreds of feet around. The fire immediately burned up all oxygen and the air collapsed, greedily filling the void and reaching those who had managed to survive the flames and shockwaves.
 
   I shook my head, knocking the ringing from my ears and looking around, stunned. Holy shit. It was as if an insane gunner had launched an entire cluster of missiles with thermobaric warheads from a Smerch multiple-rocket launcher.
 
   Snowie and I had lost half of our respective Lives, the Analyst three quarters, and the spiders a third. There was a scorched area a hundred and fifty feet in diameter and no signs of the demons that had attacked us. Did they kill their own just to scare us?
 
   One or two more of those rainstorms and we'd be done for.
 
   The Player laughed and, after a moment’s pause, reached for a second scroll. They couldn’t have been cheap. Had he too had to dip his hand into the Civil Reserve?
 
   "Go! Take the freak down or we're toast!" Fuckyall took off, setting an example.
 
   I shot out behind him, redirecting the spiders to the more important target. I added a bit of my own military wisdom, “Spread out!"
 
   The maneuver was a good idea, even though we hadn’t practiced it enough yet. The Analyst shook his head and went left. Snowie, on the other hand, slowed down and began to move his lips in thought as he always did in moments of the highest intellectual effort.
 
   We didn't manage to get out of the strike zone. Once again, incandescent meteors beat us into the ground. The shockwave kept our hands tied and our armor was whipped by a variety of fragments. Blinking, I anxiously looked at the radar.
 
   Statistics were a capricious bitch, smiling at some and making faces at others. Snowie had been in the center of the Armageddon. Now his snow-white grave decorated the manmade basalt ridge. Fuckyall and I crawled out of it on our elbows and sheer will. Our hits were in the red, our interfaces ringing in alarm, reporting our injuries and fractures and hastily counting the fuzzy characteristics.
 
   The Player, who was only a leap away, growled in irritation and took out a new scroll. The trumpets sounded.
 
   Fuckyall and I quietly glanced at each other. My face was apologetic and slightly guilty, and his was thoughtful and analytic. He pursed the lips of his bloodied mouth, spat out saliva black from the filth, and whispered,
 
   "Hold on."
 
   In the next instant, I was enveloped by the encompassing darkness of the Dark paladin's Holy Hands. My red life bar joyfully leapt forward, stopping at the hundred-percent cap. Dumbfounded, I looked at Fuckyall, who had sacrificed his life-saving abilities for me.
 
   He grinned menacingly and yelled, "Go! Tear him apart!"
 
   He himself could barely stand up on his broken legs. He pulled an unusual bow out of his inventory.
 
   BANG! A string slapped across his bracers. A sparkling magic arrow rushed towards the enemy General in a steep trajectory.
 
   Swallowing the lump in my throat, I shot forward. The flames of Judgment Day once again screamed through the skies, but I ignored them, contemplating the paladin's deed. Logically, he was right and the math was as simple as two times two. I was a stronger fighter and as long as I was alive, my summoned pets would fight. But in my heart... Who could say whether death was reversible on Earth?
 
   The Armageddon violently shook the ground. The hellish flames bit into flesh and permafrost. Fuckyall crumbled to dust, and only an unusually colored gravestone indicated the spot where the Russian cluster's most powerful paladin had died.
 
   I lost a third of my hits, but my loathed target was already close. The Player didn't want close combat. His fire-breathing black stallion reared up, turning in place. The Player dug in with his spurs and took off at a gallop, trying to hide himself in the welcoming, open gates of the citadel.
 
   Overtaking me by a dozen steps, six of my pets rushed ahead: a squadron of clattering paws, evil hissing and clicking of mandibles, and the snowy comet tail behind. The Lords of the Abyss intercepted the former creations of Lloth, trying to engage them in battle to give the Player a chance to get away.
 
   They paid me extra special attention. Seven huge demons simultaneously jumped out of micro-portals and constructed a fluid wall of bristling black blades in my path.
 
   There was no time for a showdown. Reaching for the Fallen One's strength in my soul, I sharply accelerated and at the same time pulled to the side at the minimum necessary arc to avoid obstacles. The Dark Energy was viscous and unyielding, burning up almost immediately—like over-dried gunpowder—and the effect was unexpectedly weak and anemic.
 
   No, time still yielded and slowed, but its speed lagged not by an order of magnitude but by a fraction. Creating miracles on Earth was a complicated and very expensive business. The matured metrics of the ancient world were far from the plasticity of the newborn AlterWorld.
 
   I exasperatedly grabbed the very heavy Dragon Claw Cutter from behind my back and slashed it across the nearest Lord of the Abyss. One shot! The top half of the demon's carcass began to infinitely slowly slide down. The horror of what had just happened shone in the beast's eyes. I was already passing over the demon barrier and after a dozen seconds had overtaken the Player. I was at the gates.
 
   The Dragon Claw Cutter lived up to its name, ruthlessly shortening the enemy General's horse by two black ham hocks. The unfortunate animal fell onto its side, crushing the rider and crippling his leg, leaving it in the stirrup.
 
   I ran up to the fallen rider and rested the all-powerful sword on the lower section of the steel helmet's scales that protected his throat.
 
   "Die, you beast!" I yelled deafeningly, barely being able to stop myself from pouncing on the crossguard of the sword with all my weight and pinning the monster to the ground. "Raise your visor, now!"
 
   The Player's shoulders shook. A muffled, rumbling laughter escaped from under the helmet. Red sparks of coals shone through the peepholes.
 
   "You fool! Do you really not know that once the Path has been chosen, the armor of a Chaos warrior fuses to his body and feels like a second skin? However, it's no use to hurry and torture me. The sensitivity of this outer covering freely regulates itself. All the way to absolute zero, praise Urgash!"
 
   I dubiously glanced at the sinister-looking armor, densely covered in thorns and cutting edges. OK, we're still going to take a look. I cast a quick glance around. The spiders had already killed the Lords of the Abyss and were now smoking the Lilim. There were few of both of these, but the outcome of the battle had been decided. And I... I was the only one left.
 
   Rage once again stirred in my mind. My eyes must have been glowing just like the Player's. With effort, I controlled myself and continued the interrogation.
 
   "Who the hell are you? What are you doing on Earth?"
 
   The Player chuckled uncertainly and learned forward, ignoring the blade at his throat. The all-powerful sword easily slid through the fine scales of the armor and pierced the prisoner's skin. Drops of dark red blood seeped through the cracks of the armor. Leaning back, the enemy gave a weary sigh and then spoke,
 
   "I'm not afraid of death. Ahead of me lies eternity, and behind, dependable support. This is a good castle, but it is only a bonus from a benefactor, nothing more. I propose an exchange of information. Question for question. Don't lie. I can tell when you are."
 
   Squinting, I peered into the slot of the muffled helmet, trying to catch a glimpse of the enemy's eyes. There was only darkness and the crimson sparks of a wolf's pupils.
 
   I slowly nodded. "OK. But I suggest you don’t lie, either."
 
   I psychically reached out to the hound that circled nearby. "Belka! Come!"
 
   A moment later, the bloody jaws of the hellhound hung over the enemy. My lie detector had arrived.
 
   I repeated my question. "Who the hell are you? What kind of castle is this?"
 
   Even in this position, Chaos managed to shrug his shoulders. "I was a man... Now, I'm a player in the Virtual Heroes of Might and Magic—hardcore mode based on nine Heroes, PvP-server. Perma, naturally. I'm in the Top 100 of my segment. Our world is multilayered, you see, according to the number of servers. What else... hmm... I just thought it would be fun to cross over. You can never have too much battle experience.”
 
   I greedily drank in the information. "And what about the castle?"
 
   He grinned. "It's my turn to ask a question. Who the hell are you? Have the Gods of Light forsaken you?"
 
   Shaking my head, I reluctantly gave him carefully-filtered information, interspersed with useless facts. "I'm a perma player from Alternative World, Russian cluster. A Death Knight. Specialization: pet summoning. I’m conducting reconnaissance in the interests of our Alliance. Now you. What kind of castle is this and what's the purpose of the pyramid at its base?"
 
   Chaos thought it over. "It's your average citadel of Inferno, part of the Small Transportation Ring. It's rebuilt at sixty percent. It serves as a transfer station for the transport of troops from my world and protects the ziggurat. Which is exactly what you saw there: a truncated pyramid made from 666,666 souls... n artifact masterpiece."
 
   "The ziggurat—is it a portal to the world of "Virtual Heroes?"
 
   Chaos shook his head. "Not fair. It's my turn to ask! What's the name of your Alliance? How did you come to Earth? What's your name?"
 
   I chuckled ironically. "Don't mess around. Choose one."
 
   The Player thought, deciding on his priorities. "How did you come to Earth? Tell me everything! Portal? From where?"
 
   I gave a faint smile. "From He himself. The gift from Asmodeus—have you heard of him?"
 
   Straining for an answer, the Player weakly sat back on the crushed ice and whispered, "Of course I do. So the Supreme One started to pit his allies against each other? He seems to be in a hurry. The battle for Earth had only just begun...”
 
   I latched onto a familiar word. "What's the situation on Earth? What's happening in Russia? Are they still holding on?"
 
   The Player laughed quietly and shook his head. "I've learned all I needed to. My master is waiting for my report. See you soon, Death Knight! Your skull will take its rightful place in my collection."
 
   The Player abruptly leapt forward, impaling himself on my blade. He frantically threw his hands forward and grabbed the crossguard of my sword, increasing the impact force and severing his spine with a crunch.
 
   The Player was about to say something else but only a gurgling stream of blood flowed out of the slit of his armor. He convulsed and died. The last red marker on my radar disappeared.
 
   “You son of a bitch,” I managed to curse.
 
   My vision was blocked by an inopportune system message window,
 
    
 
   Glorious victory! For his calmness in battle, Laith has received 4,459,006 Experience.
 
   Losses on the battlefield:
 
   Offenders:
 
   Maniacs, 3,429;
 
   Cerberuses, 2,000;
 
   Lilim, 2,711;
 
   Matriarchs, 1,309;
 
   Lords of the Abyss, 13;
 
   Players, 1
 
    
 
   Defenders:
 
   Mounts, 1;
 
   Pets, 42;
 
   Players, 4
 
    
 
   Captured enemy artifacts:
 
   Pendant of Death
 
   Tarot Cards
 
   Traveler's Gloves
 
   Part of the Armor of the Damned set: Shield of the Yawning Dead and Blackshard of the Dead Knight
 
    
 
   Basic statistics:
 
   Duration of battle: 31 minutes
 
   Level of difficulty: Nightmare
 
   Probability of winning: negligible
 
   Impressions of bystanders: shock and awe
 
   Hits given: 11,022
 
   Hits received: 62,941
 
   Hits countered: 3,991
 
   Hits blocked: 12,831
 
   Spells cast: 163
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received a new level! Current level: 333!
 
   Racial bonus: +1 to Intellect!
 
   Class bonus: +1 to Strength, +1 to Build!
 
   Five characteristic points are available! You have five undistributed characteristic points!
 
    
 
   Attention! New achievement: Lucky Number 333!
 
   Magic numbers always go hand-in-hand with good luck! At your current level, loot will be generous like never before! You will crit often and crafted items will offer unique characteristics. Your loot’s class has increased by one point! The number of dropped gold has doubled in the Universe!
 
   The reward is so high and the lucky number is so attractive that you don't want to part with it! Effect: 300% reduction of experience at this level.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received a new level! Current level: 334!
 
   Racial bonus: +1 to Intellect!
 
   Class bonus: +1 to Strength, +1 to Build!
 
   Five characteristic points are available! You have ten undistributed characteristic points!
 
    
 
   "What the fuck!" I grunted with indignation.
 
   No, of course I was happy for the levels. It looked like the system was skewed in favor of the mechanics of The Virtual Heroes, allowing me to single-handedly receive all of the XP over the course of the whole battle. But to race past an entire mountain of wonderful bonuses was just cruel!
 
   Gasping in frustration, I threw my sword behind my back and stepped away from the steaming puddle of the Player’s almost-black blood.
 
   Every step in this life is important and this one immediately resulted in a deafening fanfare:
 
    
 
   Victory! You have captured a castle: Alaska.
 
   Losses on the battlefield:
 
   Offenders, 0.
 
   Defenders, 0.
 
   The castle has been transferred under your control, including the contents of the warehouses and the treasury. You are free to destroy the Citadel, but you cannot change the factional affiliation of the castle.
 
    
 
   I looked down at my feet. The barely-visible line of the open gate ran precisely underneath my right foot and had now turned from red to blue. On the tower spires, flags of "Children of Night" were slowly raised.
 
   A pleasant, albeit expected, bonus. But as much as I would like to tear into the vaults of this castle earned in an honest battle, I had something more important to do. I had to resurrect my men.
 
   I quickly called Belka, summoned the exhausted Hummungus, and posted the surviving five pets to guard the gates.
 
   I sought out a grave’s gray marker on my radar, took the bearings, and quickly made my way to the tombstone that was lost among the heaps of bodies. I literally had to dig it out: that was where my spiders had got to work, cutting out one of the cohorts of Matriarchs.
 
   I stripped the area clean, slapping my hands over the bodies and taking the loot from them. I threw most of it back on the frozen ground: masses of bluish entrails, human and demon meat, and junk loot. I took only money and weightless things, folding them into stacks of twenty items: vials of blood and poison, scrolls and all sorts of small fry: contact lenses with a notched reticle, armored scales, and the fertilized spores of the shooters. Ugh, what vile crap...
 
   I then highlighted the grave with my cursor, awkwardly crossed myself, made the sign of the Sacred Circle (much more deftly), and then, to round it off, crossed my fingers—in other words, performed all the good luck rituals I could think of, ensuring help from every god I knew. I broke the seal on a resurrection scroll and threw myself into the ritual, muttering the necessary recitation and gesturing with my arms like a traffic policeman.
 
   The reading took longer than it should have. The heavenly trumpets blared at random. The light effects blinked uncomfortably. For some reason, the spell began to pull from my own personal mana, regardless of the fact that everything that was needed had been incorporated into the parchment at its creation.
 
   Twenty-seven seconds of nerves and a tight chest. I bit my lip and closed my eyes, not wanting to see the disaster unfolding. The trumpets played their highest note and fell silent. A blinding light burned through my eyelids.
 
   "You took your sweet time!’ Dan’s voice exclaimed angrily. “Heh! If only you knew how empty and dreary it is in Earth's Great Void! There’s nothing there! It’s like an old, abandoned closet! Even the damn weekly timer, counting down the hours until complete disembodiment... eh, Max, do open your eyes and check to see if I've got any gray hairs. Scared the shit out of me, there...”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Moscow. Main Intelligence Directorate headquarters. Presentation room, protection class: AAA.
 
    
 
   The walls were shaking ever so slightly, preventing the copying of information via vibro-acoustic channels. The hair on the back of the hands of everyone present stood up on end, an unavoidable side effect of the operation of a device that jammed radio-microphones: the Shtora-9 broadband white noise generator. Cellular signals were blocked by the Barrier. The Tempest-3E took on the suppression of voice recorders. The ubiquitous power lines and ground circuits were disrupted by the Gray Swan.
 
   The armored diaphragm of an autonomous security module hung under the ceiling like the sword of Damocles, ready to repel invading forces or destroy those in possession of state secrets along with the secrets themselves.
 
   Standing at the interactive screen, a high-browed officer sporting the epaulettes of a colonel and a yellow wound strip hastily made his report.
 
   " ...at 17:41, we were able to re-orient the satellite Lotus-E14 to the object of interest. At the same time, we went up through the ranks and had the top brass send out a Pike-B drone which was on ready alert in the Beaufort Sea. The spy-copter has just over an hour’s flight there. I warn you in advance: we might get complaints from the Navy about the threat of uncovering their nuclear subs...”
 
   The general grimaced and casually waved it off. If the operation succeeded, they would forgive him everything. If the operation failed, no amount of excuses would save him: ‘Criminal passivity and lack of initiative, fear of taking responsibility and the inability to work under a tight time constraint,’ yeah right.
 
   "...At first, there wasn't much information,” the officer continued. “The Fog of War was still screening practically the entire spectrum of measurable frequencies. The Lotus only spotted flashes of light of varying intensity, high-temperature fluctuations, and powerful bursts in the psychic range. Presumably, our Guests had run into some demons and gotten into a fight. It's unlikely that the five of them would willingly risk attacking the target, the camouflaging of which took a seven-mile shield capable of driving a rocket's electronics crazy and of rather successfully absorbing special munitions' explosions in the stratosphere."
 
   Stills on the screen moved from one to the other, showing something like a cross between a weather report and a sonogram. Digital decoding of the colorful peaks and chaotic blotches also didn't clarify the picture very much.
 
   Sitting at the head of the table, the General grimaced. "Keep going!" he said in a tense voice.
 
   "At 17:53 at an altitude of twelve miles, a dense cloud of high-speed objects materialized almost instantly with a motion vector towards the epicenter of the battle. Approximated characteristics of the phenomenon: sixty submunitions weighing about two ounces each, accelerated to their escape velocity. The damage radius was about twenty-two thousand square feet. This spell had already been observed by us in battles with the visitors from Virtual Heroes and was classified as an Armageddon of average power."
 
   The static image on the screen was replaced by a streaming video. The very first salvo of magical meteors had successfully torn through the Fog of War, showing the general picture of the battle. There were thousands of demons and three figures, plastered with enemies, rushing towards the gates of the gloomy castle through the living sea.
 
   "It is a castle, after all," the general stated the obvious.
 
   In the current standoff between realities, a demonic citadel was a high-priority target that had to be destroyed at any cost. Even if it was on enemy territory: the beasts that had invaded Earth didn't recognize borders. An enemy's lair on another continent was still an enemy lair. Portals reduced distances to zero and an ocean was no longer an insurmountable obstacle.
 
   Another meteor shower flashed across the screen. The number of Guests taking its hit was down to two now, and after the next salvo, all of one. The gray-haired general admired the tenacity of one-man armies. Shaking his head, he softly whispered,
 
   "He’s just like Mowgli battling the red dogs...”
 
   The picture flickered like a badly edited videotape. There was a flashing frame, and in front of the last player—tagged by the intelligent system as "Max Nazarov"—a wall of huge demons grew from out of nowhere. In an instant, the Elf himself disappeared, only to reappear behind an enormous rider clad in spiked armor. In a single blow, he took out the knightly horse's hind legs.
 
   "Technical failure?" the general asked.
 
   The officer shook his head. "Most likely, a micro-portal. By the way, the game mechanics of AlterWorld make no provision for them. That's another question for Nazarov, if we manage to get hold of him, of course."
 
   "Not if—but when!" the General pressed his companion with the implacable intonation of a die-hard intelligence officer. "I will not accept any other option!"
 
   "Yes, Sir!" the colonel shot up.
 
   After another five minutes of looking at stills from the selected video clips, the image of the massive black castle reappeared on the screen, its banners already replaced by the two-toned flags of Children of the Night.
 
   The presenter looked at the clock and wrapped up, "Nine minutes ago, our Guests went inside the citadel and haven't appeared in sight of the camera since. The Lotus has flown beyond the horizon and its blind window will be a little less than an hour. We'll carry out observation by means of the Pike drones. In the absence of counteractions, its battery will last twenty-four hours. If alerted, the first battalion of the Special Forces' 25th regiment will be summoned. If ordered, saboteurs are ready to be dropped onto enemy territory to meet and escort the Guests. Our analysts strongly recommend befriending them. According to AI estimates, those five from AlterWorld took down no less than six thousand demons. With the current ratio of our losses—three to one in the army, or sixteen to one including civilians—these guys have already saved an entire city along with a couple whole divisions. And considering that the last survivor managed to resurrect his fallen comrades...”
 
   The alarm for emergency communications interrupted the colonel. The general furrowed his brow and, with a slightly anxious expression, pressed the button for speakerphone. "Yes?"
 
   "General, Sir, I've got Colonel Semyonov on the line. He has received a report from the division of Electronic Warfare. The Americans' Radar-603 has gone off and they've sounded the alarm at the Joint Base Elmendorf–Richardson for the 11th Air Force. There's activity in the 7th and 9th Strategist hangars."
 
   The intelligence officer winced. "Six zero three, you say? Ad an alarm at ER? So we're ninety-nine percent sure that a tactical nuclear weapon is going to be launched... What do you think, Colonel, where are they going to strike? Everything is covered by the Fog of War, but the American equipment in orbit is enough."
 
   The presenter wiped the sweat from his brow. "We need to warn our Guests!"
 
   "Are you sure they're worth saving?"
 
   The colonel nodded grimly. "The identities of all the visitors have been fed to our AI network, Recruiter and Freud-69. Their loyalty is beyond doubt. Contacts with hostile intelligence agencies have not been established. The chances of recruitment, deception, and mental tabs are minimal. The AI Archivist is working in four full streams, digging their lives inside and out, carefully sifting through terabytes of information. Social networks, search requests, browser history, receipts, OS reports, credit cards, and video from surveillance camera and home appliances. No skeletons have been found and outbursts of anarchism and social protest are within the statistical norms. Just trivial, mundane crime like tax and traffic violations."
 
   The general glanced at the monitor where 3D images of the Guests were slowly rotating. He winced and said, "Contacts... we need contacts and information like air! We have an entire legion of enemies and shit for allies. Colonel, I need them here! In four hours, I have a scheduled presentation with the Minister of Defense and I won't be able to keep this quiet. After that, the information will go to Staraya Square! The task of establishing contact with the perma world is of the highest priority and is being monitored by the President himself."
 
   Looking up, he again gave his subordinate a hard stare. "How do you intend to warn our Guests? There's thirty minutes until the strike—forty, at most. Sit down already! That's enough standing up! Come on, connect the analytical group and the free AI streams! Let's put our heads together. There's no time to spare."
 
   The colonel sat down on one of the hard chairs reserved for visitors. He pulled out his army communicator—the enhanced officer's model with the Bureau's customizations,—launched the virtual panel and deftly ran his fingers over the holographic menu. In no more than two minutes, the faces and icons of the Brain Storm group were projected around the perimeter of the room. One after another they showered the general with ideas.
 
   "Forced activation of all communicators and means of connection in the given area with a signal from orbit."
 
   Verdict: Impossible, the Electronic Warfare Bureau's satellite fleet doesn't cover Alaska.
 
   "Marines, agitation buoy, laser drawing in the stratosphere—it's all real, but won't fit in our narrow time frame."
 
   The high-browed captain with the clever eyes of an intellectual tensely rubbed his head. "Of all the equipment in this region, we only have a drone. Is there any way to use it to send a message?"
 
   The general leaned forward. "It doesn't have any speakers, but isn't there some kind of information display system? A monitor, holographic projector, even a fucking pencil up its ass?!"
 
   The captain, pensively gnawing on a pencil, looked at it in surprise and then put it aside in disgust. "Permission to get in contact with the technical group and delivery of the classified documentation of the drone?"
 
   "Permission granted!" the general nodded. "Think, boys, think! There's not much time...”
 
    
 
   Thank the Fallen One, resurrecting my clanmates hadn’t presented any insoluble problems. The spell groaned, guzzled mana, fell apart a couple times, but in the end it had pulled all of my AlterWorld compatriots—who’d failed to get back to our home world and were doomed to an early oblivion—from the earthly reservoir of souls. The magic had even worked on Snowie. The mechanics were simple: once you’d been able to anchor yourself in reality via a tombstone, Resurrection obediently pulled at that thread, bringing you back to life. But if your friends tripped up and failed to do it within a week, the obelisk crumbled to ashes and the only thing left to do was hope for a miracle and the gods' mercy.
 
   "Be my guests!" I gestured towards the open gate of the Inferno castle. "That taken with might is yours for the fight!"
 
   My clan members still looked a bit dejected. Seeing the illusion of their own immortality shattered was both difficult and disappointing. That, and also the fact that Earth’s moth-balled soul collectors were a far cry from the Garden of Eden. According to the guys' descriptions, the feeling was akin to being buried alive in a coffin. The oxygen runs out, your fingernails are scratched into the oak board—a special "thank you" to your friends who didn't skimp with the cheap pine—and your throat has become hoarse from all the hopeless shouting. Terror and gloom.
 
   Snowie alone hadn’t lost his former enthusiasm.
 
   "Oh, a tavern!" the troll rejoiced, actively sniffing the air of the castle’s courtyard with his moist, black nose.
 
   Could he smell beer? That was his weakness, actually.
 
   "It might be worth a look," Fuckyall nodded in agreement. "I’d love to wet my throat with something different from AlterWorld's recipes and even just to look at the local NPC Heroes. Usually they all sit there on the benches waiting for someone to hire them. Low-level and mainly without armies of their own, but still.”
 
   "Heroes?" I thoughtfully raised an eyebrow. "Interesting."
 
   The tavern was grim. Inferno's design had left its mark. Thick lava blazed in the center, stone gargoyles bared their teeth from the walls, and the hot basalt walls made you sweat, filling the room with melancholy.
 
   Behind a heavy black table which looked more like the slab of a sacrificial altar a pair of generals available for hire pumped beer.
 
   One of them was a faction one: an infernal mage, level 40. The second, who must have been the victim of a random number generator, had been abandoned by the unforgiving game mechanics in the enemy's lair. She was a human girl, level 47, in a blue cloak embroidered with a paladin's gold cross.
 
   Oddly enough, the two irreconcilable enemies didn't conflict with each other and carried on a friendly, though drunkenly confused, conversation. The tavern was a neutral zone where mercenaries' Loyalty was traditionally maxed out so that the idea of betrayal didn’t even enter their algorithms. In order to override it, the heroes would first need to go perma and acquire free will.
 
   Standing behind the counter, a chubby demon in a greasy apron bowed his head before the new owner and his guests.
 
   "Would my lords care for a drink? I could offer you a trophy Elven wine—a solar harvest from the year 7111! It was found in a cellar that had miraculously survived in the ruins of the Forest Song abandoned by its previous bankrupted owner four months ago."
 
   Fuckyall happily rubbed his hands together. Elite booze has one way of making stressful experiences disappear. "Bring it out!"
 
   I let my eyes un-focus slightly to be able to pull out the tavern’s control menu. Virtual interfaces had the same layout everywhere, so I didn't have to start poking around blindly. They were all intuitive, designed to a single standard. The latest state-of-the-art capsule used the same principle as the free Virt-Fi in the Moscow metro. The only resistance was offered by Earth's physics which only reluctantly acknowledged a second layer of reality.
 
   Struggling like a fly caught in thick honey, I pulled up the translucent and shaky systems window. There weren't very many options. It was a basic design whose functionality was a simplistic 8-Plus: minimum text, maximum picture icons.
 
   Price settings, stocks of food and alcohol, a rather poor cash register—a few hundred large gold of the royal imperial measure. Without many qualms, I grabbed all the coins, threw them into my inventory, and passed a few to the guys for inspection.
 
   "Cool...” Dan assessed. "If you take the weight into account, they'd go for ten or fifteen to one by AlterWorld's standards. Ours just weigh a single gram."
 
   I nodded, continuing to poke around the menu. I flicked through the possibilities of upgrades and expansions, including an option to build a module for the Thieves Guild capable of supplying statistics on all the players. Unfortunately, the button was inactive and a 24-hour cooldown timer was ticking. I queued the building up for construct: I really wanted to find out the number of enemy castles and the strength of their troops.
 
   I eyed the mercenaries available for hire. Lady Cordelia, a Warrior of Light who had followed the Force. Specialization: Not a step back! whatever that was supposed to mean. She came bundled with six human archers, level 20, and a couple of gryphons, level 30.
 
   I chuckled. An ability like that was crucial for the protection of the castle. I pressed Confirm Hire. The girl sobered up before my eyes. Good. I was very reluctant to leave a demonic Hero in charge. What if he was to suddenly give the key to Asmodeus?
 
   Fifteen hundred of Heroes’ Gold was taken off the balance without a hitch. That meant that there was money in the treasury.
 
   Cornelia jumped up from her seat—staggering either from the pins and needles in her legs or from the remnants of alcohol—and devotedly looked at me, awaiting orders.
 
   "Lady," I nodded my greeting, then presented her with the task with no further niceties. "You have been appointed commander of this castle. Your main task is to prevent the surrender of the citadel. I will send as many reinforcements as possible. Dismissed!"
 
   Silently she bowed her head and left the tavern, followed by the envious gaze of the infernal mage. I opened his brief biography. Tynan, former human, reborn as an incubus after his execution. Warlock, specialization: The Charmed One. His entire squad consisted of nine seductive succubi. Was it his personal harem?
 
   Thoughtfully rubbing my head which was sweating underneath my helmet, I finally decided to find a job for him too. I clicked on the money icon and confirmed debit. My inner greedy pig kicked his legs nervously in his sleep—these prices were biting like hungry bed bugs in an abandoned house.
 
   The mage sat upright. His feline eyes focused on me loyally. I checked the map and waved my hand in the necessary direction.
 
   "Go to the shore as fast as you can. Objectives: recon and map making. I should be able to follow the movement of my troops via my interface. Don't get into any fights and avoid the enemy! Find me an outlet to the sea and better yet—to the Bering Strait."
 
   The mage rushed to the exit.
 
   We wearily sat down at the table, pausing for a second to relax our minds and taste the floral bouquet of the Elven wine.
 
   The front door creaked again. A sour-faced dwarf Hero squeezed into the tavern, followed by a half-decomposed General Lich from Necropolis.
 
   I inquiringly looked at Fuckyall. "Are the building's resources endless or what? How many do they think we can hire?"
 
   The paladin took a sip from his tall glass, curiously glanced at the shiny thingy that hung from a platinum chain above the Lich's cloak, and nodded. "Yep, you can hire all you want until your money runs out."
 
   I shook my head. "Very expensive, almost senselessly so. They’re too weak to join our group. They can’t defend the castle, either, without an army of their own. Let's take a look at the treasury first and see what we have there. It doesn’t accept AlterWorld's gold though: apparently, it’s too light.”
 
   Having robbed the innkeeper of a few more bottles of the weak, sweet Elven wine, we set off to inspect the captured castle. Our legs quickened their pace as our backsides warned them of an impending threat.
 
   The interior of the citadel was austere and uncomfortable: minimalism at its finest. There was almost nothing to loot. The barracks were empty. We still had three days before the beasts resurrected. I frowned. Without these disposable troops, there was no way we could hold the castle.
 
   Besides, the very fact of the existence of this demonic nest meant that things were bad for the people of Earth. And then there was the ziggurat. Six hundred and sixty-six thousand souls—that was practically the entire population of Alaska. Were any living people left on Earth? Or was this the worst possible shit-hits-the-fan scenario?
 
   The massive doors of the treasury screeched aside, obeying my mental order. The first thing that caught my eye—and caused a bit of disappointment—were the neat palletfuls of crushed stone and the cubic yards of wooden bundles along the walls.
 
   Fuckyall grinned cheerlessly, "At least the castle has a quarry and a sawmill."
 
   Dan was more categorical, "What the fuck do we need here? Guys, we've got to call it a day and get out! If they trap us here, then no one will fucking resurrect."
 
   I nodded in agreement. "The mercenary has already moved out and illuminated the road. Now let's quickly examine the castle and get going."
 
   Meanwhile, Fuckyall had reached the far corner of the treasury. "Hey, guys, it's not all bad! The demons managed to develop the surrounding land! Apparently, there’re deposits of gems and gold somewhere nearby!"
 
   I walked closer to assess his findings. A large compartmentalized iron-clad chest sat majestically against the wall. One of its compartments was a third filled with coins: ten or twenty thousand—I could check the exact number later in my interface. The others were packed with fat leather purses covered in taut lacing and elegant monograms.
 
   Fuckyall had already undone the drawstrings, shoveling out a handful of gold dust from one purse and a handful of multi-colored stones from another.
 
   "There's a pound of gold in each bag,” he commented with the air of a connoisseur. “It looks like this is the daily output of the mine—the minimal unit of the resource. As far as the stones are concerned, I couldn't say exactly. I'm not an expert. But they closely resemble sapphires, only they come in all colors. By the way, do you know what they call red sapphires? Rubies. So there! The dust and crystals here are two-weeks' worth of extraction. I like the stones most of all. If they're real, they're worth quite a lot."
 
   I nodded. "We'll take them all! Snowie, how's your load capacity? Think you can carry it?"
 
   The troll chuckled ironically. The word "overload" wasn’t even in his vocabulary. He shouldered Fuckyall aside and began stolidly shoveling the treasure into his bottomless inventory.
 
   The paladin took no offense. He was already hurrying to the adjoining room which was most easily discovered by smell. The aroma was... hmm... specific. The persistent stench brought tears to your eyes, forcing you to breathe through your mouth.
 
   "Is this Inferno or Necropolis?" Fuckyall muttered, lighting a Firefly under the dark ceiling.
 
   I glanced over the large room. “Holy mother of Jesus!”
 
   The demonic legions had clearly managed to invade the surrounding towns and villages stripping them of everything they could reach. The hellish creatures were no magpies, but they too were greedy for gold and other shiny objects. They pilfered weapons, armor, and whatever else took their fancy, like ornate chrome-plated gadgets, brushed brass trinkets, cascades of crystal chandeliers, the entire contents of costume jewelry booths and posh boutiques of Swarovski crystal.
 
   All this junk ended up here, and by no means in sterile condition. Kevlar helmets, still containing the brains of their former owners. Earrings and gold teeth, with lumps of flesh still attached. Body armor, smeared with putrid blood.
 
   The castle wasn't heated, but Inferno inhabitants didn’t like the cold, anyway. The castle rooms bathed in thick lava as if the citadel was rooted deep in the earth's crust, greedily pulling the magma out of the planet. The temperature in the rooms was well beyond 120 degrees Fahrenheit, and going down into the basement was only possible with a fire resistance buff.
 
   "Aladdin’s cave...” even the normally-unruffled Dan was impressed.
 
   Trinkets were of little interest to him, although there were multiple tons of various jewelry here. Our expert was drawn to the weapons.
 
   He compassionately stroked a machine gun brutally torn from its mounting frame. He kicked through a pile of assault rifles until he fished out a sawn-off double-barrel shotgun held together with some blue duct tape. Last time I’d seen one of those was in a movie about the 1918 Russian Civil War.
 
   I thoughtfully looked around the storage space. "Don't take too much, guys. Back on the Arizona, we got some elite gear and this is just ordinary army junk. Only heavy weapons are of interest to us. But I don't see any ammo for them. Demons don’t know shit about firearms."
 
   Fuckyall shook his head. "Maybe we could open a portal for half an hour and get Harlequin's goblins to come round? This loot could outfit an infantry regiment hung with gold like an Indian bride!"
 
   I thought about it. My heart was a battlefield of greed and caution.
 
   What if or another powerful being of hell Asmodeus paid us a visit? He’d crush our frail outposts in seconds and burst in on us in the very heart of our Super Nova? He’d desecrate the First Temple, capture the souls of our clanmates, and destroy the Altar and Lurch. How could we live without the gods, how could I look people in the eye, justifying the catastrophe with a handful of garbage loot? OK, OK. The gold and weapons were hardly garbage. Add to it some beautiful ladies and this would be the quintessence of a soldier's values.
 
   I grabbed my inner greedy pig by the scruff of his neck and shook my head. "No, I shouldn’t risk it. Not for the sake of this junk. Until we know what exactly happened on Earth, we’ll limit ourselves to recon missions."
 
   Looking back, I caught Snowie’s gaze thoughtfully inspecting a dull yellow cube pressed from thousands of wedding rings. The chunk of gold disappeared momentarily within the albino's inventory, then reappeared in his hands.
 
   "Sixty-six pounds and six ounces," Snowie read from his internal interface. "And why are demons so fond of these three sixes?"
 
   Zena fished a gorgeous diamond bracelet out of the heap which looked as if it had come from the showcase of the best jewelry boutique in Soho. Trying it on her hand, she admired its sparkling brilliance.
 
   "It's from the Bible,” she answered Snowie’s question. “The number 666 stands for the name of one of the Beasts of the Apocalypse."
 
   I nodded in agreement and summed up, illustrating Zena’s theory with AlterWorld's practice. "For centuries after the Bible had been written, people tried to endow the number with the power of their own faith. Anyway, numerology isn't very relevant right now. Dan! Pick up a couple machine guns, preferably with ammo. Load up Snowie. Everyone else, you get my permission to dump half your inventory of food and drink. It doesn't matter what you get rid of; just rake in the jewelry. Make sure you don’t go into overload though. You’ve got three minutes!"
 
   My heart bled as I rid my inventory of a couple stacks of elite drakeflesh sandwiches. Oddly enough, hamburgers weren't only useful and gave long-lasting buffs, but were also crazy delicious. After dumping a bunch of flasks of fruit drink—which quenched thirst for eight hours and gave +30 to Agility—I scored pounds of what looked like a museum coin collection.
 
   I was saving them for posterity. There weren't many genuine artifacts from Earth in AlterWorld. Junk found in a tourist's suitcase or a rust bucket dumped at a parking lot could hardly be considered artifacts, were they?
 
   We’d barely made a dent in the contents of this militarized Aladdin’s cave. Still, we moved on, walking around the castle structure.
 
   The Magistrate building promised to bestow on me two thousand gold coins every day, which was equal to about seventy pounds of precious metals of the highest standard. Not bad at all. The castle-controlled mines kept sending in heavy bags of gems and heaps of native gold daily. We hadn’t discovered any oil or sulfur deposits, but the area abounded with stone and wood.
 
   Creatures of Inferno slowly matured in the Mad House, the Kennel of Fury, and the Hall of Temptation. It was an unappetizing and rather hot sight, like looking into some sick foundry.
 
   Another surprise lay in wait for us in the Market building. In addition to the useful opportunity to exchange useless wood beams and quarry stone for lightweight gems, an Artifact Trader was discovered among the colored tents.
 
   A dark-complexioned demon motioned around his modest storefront, inviting us to purchase a dozen items. Rings, armor, amulets, clothing. The prices were astronomical—everything had three or four zeros after it.
 
   I thoughtfully looked over these alien artifacts.
 
   A Traveler's Ring increased the speed of allied troops in combat by ten percent. How it combined with items from AlterWorld wasn't yet clear. Would it increase attack and cast speeds? Would the effect combine with identical buffs from druids and enchanters? And who the hell were these "allied troops"? Was it the raid under my command or just one summoned pet and a meowing familiar?
 
   The Levitation Boots allowed one to cross water and mountain barriers. I immediately had loads of questions. How would I cross the mountain barriers? Would I be able to cross Everest on foot? With an altitude of six miles, I could touch the ozone layer with my hand! And what's with the ridiculous additional condition, The player's course must be terminated on the ground?
 
   And the price... Yep, ten thousand gold. That's over three pounds of gold! Were they out of their minds?
 
   Not wanting to upset myself, I walked out of the shop.
 
   Snowie demonstratively patted his faithful club, which sparkled with the magical flashes of three gods, and raised a quizzical eyebrow.
 
   I shook my head—no good trying to beat the artifacts out of the trader. The game mechanics were too different. Now, if we managed to drag him into AlterWorld and keep him there for a couple weeks to ensure a full immersion experience, then maybe...
 
   Hmm. With an evil smile, I made a mental note.
 
   Next building. It was a looming black tower with monsters grinning from the reliefs and the moaning figures of hellish martyrs in the frescoes. The building blazed with heat, power, and human agony. Hair crackled from the temperature and tried to stand on edge, responding to the induced fear.
 
   My inner animal bared his teeth and gave a muffled growl. They dare frighten me? In my own house?
 
   Instinctively I slowed down time and burst forward, diffusing into a blurred shadow to the outside observer. My uncomprehending clanmates drew their weapons unbearably slowly. I had already burst through the invisible film blocking the doorway and frozen in place, staring at a widescreen service message:
 
    
 
   Welcome to the Magical Guild. Level of building: 4. Possible improvement: construct a building of the Academy!
 
   There are four level-1 spells: Agony, Deceleration, Magic Dispersion, and Fire Arrow. Minimum requirements for study: a Hero on the path of Magic, Intellect: 50.
 
   There are three level-2 spells: Mass Agony, Plague, Stone Skin. Minimum requirements for study: a Hero on the path of Magic, Intellect: 100.
 
   There are two level-3 spells: Fireball, Creation of a Phantom. Minimum requirements for study: a Hero on the path of Magic, Intellect: 150.
 
   There is one level-4 spell: Earth Shock. Minimum requirements for study: a Hero on the path of Magic, Intellect: 200.
 
    
 
   Warning! You have studied ten new spells! Would you like to place them in a magical book?
 
    
 
   Once again, time stopped. Slowly turning my head towards my clanmates bristling with steel, I gestured my hand reassuringly and wearily exhaled. "And now we absolutely must open a portal home...”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Tearing open the fabric of two realities proved to be difficult. The spell fell out of step, its cast being repeatedly interrupted, eating up my mana pool for some unknown reason. At the fifth attempt, the wizard's scroll disintegrated. My soldiers were covered in a cold sweat. Our chances of remaining on Earth forever increased dramatically.
 
   I took a sip of hundred-year-old cognac to calm myself and noisily tore out another parchment from the tome. Spatial magic—all those portals and gates—took at least a quarter of my finances. With personal immortality, the last thing I wanted was to get stuck in some lethal medium or be trapped in an abandoned well.
 
   Finally, when the area of the future breach had been sufficiently primed by dozens of failed attempts and the surrounding astral had been sated by the pilfered mana, the progress bar obediently filled to the end. The majestic arch of a portal burst open in the middle of the infernal castle's basalt slabs.
 
   Insubordinately the men crowded around the rainbow canopy, eagerly taking in the smells of our home world. We were a bit like astronauts on the ISS meeting a freighter from Earth, pushing at the opened hatch for one breath of home air.
 
   I nodded to the rogue. "Dan!"
 
   He understood. Wrapped in stealth—which was almost useless in the case of an emergency—he dove into the portal.
 
   We waited the exhausting forty seconds that was allocated for the identification procedure. Chat and private only worked within the cluster, so there was no connection whatsoever. These last few hours we found ourselves in a terribly unfamiliar information vacuum. Normally, the chats were buzzing like a crowd on market day. General, guild, trade, group... they were legion.
 
   A barely audible buzzing in the sky distracted us from our forced meditation. We looked up, instinctively reaching for our arms. Blinking with landing lights, a large drone with a gray-blue navy camouflage quickly descended onto the area.
 
   "Wait!" I managed to stop Snowie's club in full swing—his standard response to everything he couldn’t understand.
 
   Eight motors strained at their maximum RPMs, cutting their incoming speed. The spring-mounted supports absorbed the shock of a rather hard landing. The propellers died down. The frost covering the machine began to rapidly melt, showing us an anonymous hull number and two tiny flags on the horizontal planes of its surface: our homeland's tricolor flag and the white-blue saltire of the Russian Navy.
 
   Sailors? Our own?! In the middle of Alaska?!
 
   We silently looked at each other and shook our heads in confusion. No idea. Who had dropped this copter on us and why? Was it intentional or had we just happened to witness the emergency landing of a spy intruder?
 
   Fuckyall spoke up, "Maybe they want to make contact with us and want us to write a message on the copter’s side? I have a couple vials of paint lying around somewhere—I wanted to decorate my cloak with some noble purple, but I never made it to the dyeing tool...”
 
   I shook my head. We didn't need brushes and coachwork on the sides. I always carried a letter kit with me—a fountain pen with five hundred and twelve colors (two hundred gold with the Parker logo and five hundred without) with registered forgery-proof ink. Plus, I had watermarked paper with monograms of my own creation.
 
   I meticulously surveyed the sleek copter. Well, where was I supposed to shove the note? I blinked and struggled to open my interface windows. They might tell me something I didn’t know yet.
 
   Hmm... the system kept evolving, adjusting more finely to the realities of Earth and more precisely identifying the degree of danger. In addition to the fairly logical level 20, the mechanoid drone was assigned an additional "weapons index". In this case, a pitiful bonus of zero.
 
   The clack of the maintenance hatch as it swung open brought me back to earth. It revealed the drone's electronic innards: tidy bundles of wire, service connections, and a tiny LCD screen with three system error codes. Then our attention was drawn to the exclamation points that flashed on it.
 
   A gust of cool air from the portal alerted us to Dan's return.
 
   "Well, well, well..." he whispered in interest, immediately cutting into the situation and squatting on his haunches by the six-foot body of the spy-copter.
 
   As if waiting for the audience's attention, the screen turned off for a second and then switched to marquee mode, slowly scrolling a looped message in front of us.
 
    
 
   ... ... !!!... ... Warning, danger! The US Air Force will carry out a nuclear strike on the castle in ~10 minutes! Fellow countrymen! Follow the drone to the meeting point! Course 97, distance 50 miles. We are interested in cooperation! Max, your body is OK, and your friends say hello. Daniel, your wife and children are well... ... !!!... ... Warning, danger! The US Air Force...
 
   Hmm... my body, my friends... or rather, my Friday beer buddies. Their experts didn’t have to try so hard. I didn’t any ties left with Earth. My entire life was in AlterWorld. But Dan, on the other hand, seemed to have taken the bait.
 
   Dan was pale but smiling, like a rogue soldier receiving news from home. I understood his emotions, but the countdown to trouble quickly picked up its pace.
 
   "Dan, so what did you find over there?" I brought the officer back down to earth.
 
   The stealther slowly drew in a breath, exhaled, and returned to the business at hand. "It's OK, commander. The watch group is keeping guard. We met as per protocol. I sent the package along with a report. They mobilized all forces and rushed to the portal zone. The mages received a code red and hurried to the arch."
 
   "There's no time to spare! Take the order to retreat to the clan. Meanwhile, I'll run to the ziggurat. Whether or not it can take a nuclear blast is unclear, but I really don't want to leave such a thing behind. If we want to fight our own war, we’d better do it right."
 
   I quickly typed an order into the virtual keyboard and signed it electronically. According to my order, Harlequin's mages and looters had exactly six minutes to strip the place down. Anyone who failed to either get to the Tower’s contents or get back the portal in time—well, tough. A blast wave followed by a radioactive cloud forcing its way into AlterWorld through the pinhole of the portal arch were the last things I needed.
 
   I also gave the order to Lady Cornelia to get the hell into the portal along with her troops. There was no point destroying the Heroine in the plasma of an atomic blast—but I’d be very interested to see if a Heroes NPC could go perma in AlterWorld.
 
   I ran up the steep staircase of the north wall of the castle. I didn’t have to seek out the altar: the top of the ziggurat was a good hundred feet up. Skull after skull, large male ones and toothless old men’s. Numerous female craniums were ranged with those of tiny children filling in the spaces between them.
 
   The worst was the aura of infinite despair and the light of half-life in their empty eye sockets. I gulped. The skulls acted as material vessels for the hundreds of thousands of captive souls, giving up their energy for the interplanetary portal gates.
 
   Without taking my eyes off these black hellish deeds, I blindly pulled out my tome of parchment. I flipped through the pages to a red bookmark of uncategorized spells and tore out the parchment for Astral Mana Dispersion.
 
   The enormous skulls of the ziggurat’s sentries, creatures unknown to me, slowly spun in place and searched me with their eye sockets. An artifact of this level inevitably takes on a semblance of intelligence and feels like a threat. The pyramid creaked, camouflaging itself from this stranger with a thickening haze of darkness.
 
   I gave an evil grin and focused, selecting a target, then broke the fancy seal.
 
   Space trembled. A vortex formed above my head and began to spin. The earth groaned. Using the High Spell scarred even the long-suffering astral of AlterWorld which had seen it all—let alone this ancient, magicless planet that had long fallen into a senile slumber.
 
   The first seconds of the spell began. The mana bar drained in bursts. The spell’s cooldown laid its iron hands on my shoulders. The sharp snapping of lashes added to the roar of the vortex: the ziggurat was defending itself! Magical whips swept around, breaking through the air. Stone fragments whistled; one of the wall merlons crashed down.
 
   I frowned, praying they didn’t disrupt the spell.
 
   However, faithful Snowie appeared alongside me after a moment, covering me with a tower shield and then shuddering from a powerful blow from the pyramid.
 
   A manmade storm seethed in the sky. The magic tornado twisted air currents into an artificial cyclone. The castle walls heaved. The angry planet shuddered in its skin, trying to shake off these brazen insects.
 
   One and a half minutes. Seventeen ticks of the spell. APM went into self-help mode. The mana bar began to fill in. Now it was an Absorption and not Dispersion.
 
   The ziggurat shifted, deforming the pyramid’s intricate shape. Its magical binds began to give some slack. The cooldown from the High Spell was palpable, pressing me to the ground. The basalt slab cracked under my feet as the first stones of the wall rained down.
 
   Twenty ticks. How much mana had this thing used?! My collar bone snapped; now it was me shifting and deforming.
 
   The bells of healing magic rang out behind me. Zena was here.
 
   "The portal closed!” Dan anxiously followed the timer's readout. “Our people already left! The others' spells only got ninety-six people. They airlifted seven tons of cargo from the treasure. Four minutes until the airstrike!"
 
   I couldn't answer. My teeth were clenched; my tongue was heavy and clumsy like a fighter pilot's in nine Gs. Magic gushed into the astral as every tick released millions of units of free mana. The planet happily choked on it as did all the half-dead mummified astral beings who’d gotten the chance to last another couple centuries.
 
    
 
   Five seconds.
 
   Tick 23. Dispersed: 4,000,000 units. Absorbed: 40,000
 
   Five seconds.
 
   Tick 24. Dispersed: 8,000,000 units. Absorbed: 80,000.
 
   Five seconds.
 
   Tick 25. Dispersed: 16,000,000 units. Absorbed: 160,000.
 
   Five seconds.
 
   CRACK!
 
    
 
   The ziggurat jolted, lost its shape and crumbled into a white bone dust. In the middle of the man-made sand dune sat a great jewel: the heart of the pyramid, the essence of the artifact's power. The thousands of its facets sparkled in the cold light of the stars, reflecting the crimson lava flow. The power that had been locked inside it was now bursting from within. The intelligent artifact didn’t let us destroy itself entirely, creating a safe chamber and concealing its most precious elements inside.
 
   "Holy fuck," was all I could whisper.
 
   I glanced at the timer, gritted my teeth from the crushing pressure of the time constraint and cast a levitation spell on myself. The shortest distance between any two points is a straight line. Especially in three-dimensional space.
 
   I turned around. My group stood behind me, all present and correct, slowly coming back to life. Fully-fledged New Year's fireworks were but a single firecracker compared to the effects of a High Spell. You felt it with your animal instincts, like a wild beast can sense an earthquake. Your aura stood up on end, tainted by the marks of its presence. Not fully-fledged marks, you understand, but enough for those in the know.
 
   "Everyone, follow me! Let's move it!"
 
   I squeezed between the battered merlons and stepped off the sixty-five foot drop. There was an alarming cry from above, and then cursing. Snowie quickly dropped past me. You fool!
 
   BOOM! The albino rammed the basalt, losing his passive shields and knocking out three quarters of his hits. If he had had a brain, he would have gotten a concussion. This way he got off with some damage to his gear, medium injuries, and a dose of expletives from Zena.
 
   We floated down like autumn leaves. Time rushed swiftly; we had just over three minutes left until the alleged strike. Giving up the castle was a damn shame, but we were in no condition to keep it. But we’d gotten a clump of wool from this black sheep: some jewels, firearms, and artifacts of uncertain value. The most important bonus was the set of unique spells.
 
   Most of them had analogues in AlterWorld—like Deceleration and armor buffs. But the devil is in the detail. What was the cost and speed of the cast? Were there any resists? Stacking effects? Their ability to be used by other classes? This was the heart of the matter!
 
   My feet hit the surface. I bounced off it back into the air. Laith the hovercraft, yeah right.
 
   I shoved a Levitation scroll into a groaning Snowie's hands and rushed to the sand dunes left in place of the ziggurat. My mithril boots with glittering enchantment stones were sinking into the bone dust. My mind was cold: I wasn’t really concentrating on the fact that I was stepping on human ashes. The cartoon-like existence and immortality of AlterWorld had necessarily changed our consciousness. We didn't know fear or true suicide. We were going to live forever. We calmly looked down at our own guts streaming out of our torn bellies, and we opened up our enemies’ stomachs with an equal ease.
 
   Above our heads, the drone circled anxiously like a wounded, voiceless seagull. The copter made inviting jerks, motioning us to the side and staring at us with its camera, then promptly returned, again inviting us to follow it.
 
   Behind me, Dan was already behaving like a madman. Of all of us, he couldn't die. The bureau had done its homework, pinpointing his most vulnerable spot: his family.
 
   "Max, what are you doing?! We need to get out of here! This thing will blow any moment! Who the fuck is going to resurrect us then?!"
 
   I nodded, picked up the precious crystal and almost blindly rushed after the spy-copter. The sound of the motors was clear, but my field of vision was blocked by the statistics of the artifact I had just picked up.
 
    
 
   Scalable Soul Stone. Artifact, indestructible.
 
   Contains the souls of:
 
   Humans 666,661
 
   Titans: 4
 
   Archangels: 1
 
    
 
   Choose your path! If you’re our Dark brother, use the accumulated beings to summon pets and strengthen infernal rituals. If you’re a creature of Light, take the risk of freeing the captured souls, provided you're not afraid of releasing the Holy force. Are you ready to become a freak angel?! Muahaha!!!
 
    
 
   Hooves clopped on the ice as my group switched to their mounts in order to move faster. Our short, twenty-second sprint wasn't bad, but a long distance like this was easier to overcome on four legs.
 
   "Saddle up!" Dan grunted.
 
   I wiped the stats of this two-edged artifact from the screen and blew my whistle, summoning Hummungus. Teddy appeared with a resounding roar, exposing all of us and summoning all potential enemies to battle. Typical. Pointless fighting with him. He was an alpha-male to the third power.
 
   I grabbed the pommel of the saddle with a gauntleted hand and heaved myself up. Hummungus grunted almost inaudibly from the strain—the weight of the items in my inventory had been zeroed, but the inertia and kinetic energy had been retained, just like in zero gravity.
 
   I wanted to offer my hand to Zena who had lost her snotty albeit charismatic lizard in combat. But the goblin had already hopped onto her spare Pegasus. The winged horse was not as rare or prestigious as her swamp creature. It couldn't fight and had a lower carrying capacity, but it was fast—and its rather decent soaring properties allowed the rider to cross ravines and small rivers.
 
   We skipped along quite briskly: nineteen miles per hour. We could have gone faster, but we adjusted to account for Dan's massive truck. We followed the law of the sea: “The speed of the squadron is the speed of the slowest vessel”. But the rest of the brutal naval adage — "but only until we come across the enemy's submarines!" — we didn't use. We don't leave our own.
 
   The curvimeter that followed the dotted line of our path on the map, showed that we had gone more than than two miles from the castle. And there was still no blast. Could it have been disinformation that we’d stupidly bought into like blind kittens?
 
   Fuckyall showed his optimism and ability to use a clock. "The time is plus four minutes! Is it over?"
 
   Dan shook his head incredulously and once again dug his heels into the bloodied sides of his frothing horse, exchanging hits on the unfortunate animal for speed.
 
   The drone that was looming ahead suddenly soared upward, anxiously listening in on something, and then rushed back down. Its propellers rang, accelerating, as if it was trying to warn us about something. Then it jerked to the side and collapsed behind the massive body of a rocky hummock, dropping to the ice.
 
   Dan was the first to understand. "Everyone, down! Take cover! There's a blast behind us!"
 
   I shoved the resentful bear back into his artifact—he didn't like being pulled back and forth—and dropped onto the ice near the drone. It faintly hummed its mechanisms, hastily going into hibernation: sheathing its delicate optics and turning off its EMP-vulnerable electronics.
 
   Zena used her magic behind us, quickly renewing the group's shields.
 
   "Zena, get down!"
 
   "Just a couple more buffs!"
 
   A barely visible shadow crossed the horizon. At the last second, the gliding aerial bomb corrected the trajectory of its fall, working its engines and driving the nuclear weapon precisely into the geometric center of the infernal castle.
 
   Dan buried his head down, simultaneously shoving my curious face into the prickly snow.
 
   Flash!
 
   Night turned to day. Anyone who hadn’t turned away in time got a long-lasting souvenir in the form of a whitish glare in the retina of their eye. About five seconds later came the shock wave, knocking down everyone within its reach. Zena's marker went out on my interface: she hadn't managed to take cover in the acoustic shadow of the hummock.
 
   Then the sound wave finally reached us and beat our ears, pushing our eardrums into our skulls and forcing blood out of our noses.
 
   BOOM!!!
 
   The earth tried to kick us off its surface, causing our noses and lips to bleed.
 
   Dan stopped pushing my head down and jumped to his feet. The most destructive aspects of the atomic blast were over. He pulled a scroll from its binder and began an indistinct recitation of Resurrection. OK. We would have to change casters for a pure experiment.
 
   Snowie squinted shortsightedly, rubbing his eyes with his huge fists in spiked gloves. He must have looked at the thermonuclear flash.
 
   A crimson mushroom cloud was forming where the castle had been, spinning with dusty spirals and reaching for the stratosphere.
 
   The cork of a vial of mana popped open. Dan was refueling: resurrection on Earth was a costly thing. The store rooms of the Great Nothing were dusty and immense. Finding and retrieving a lost soul in them was not easy.
 
   The drone buzzed and rose up onto its supports, emerging from sleep mode. It released its near-view camera, then hummed its servo motors, focusing its lens to count those present. The result seemed to have alarmed it. Its camera searched for Zena's tombstone. Having located it, the copter’s ailerons drooped.
 
   It was as if it was a living thing, I swear.
 
   The heavenly trumpets announced her successful resurrection. Zena accepted the customary and slightly embarrassed congratulations from the group that had failed to protect its healer. The drone enthusiastically circled around. This looked more like an unhurried farm raid than a reconnaissance mission in a new reality. Another day at work.
 
   I smiled. Let them relax. It's not every day that a nuclear bomb explodes overhead. And the successful experiment on our immortality was clearly a win.
 
   Judging by Dan's steely eyes, I wasn't the only one following what was happening with a cold stare. This was a psychologist’s nightmare! Around me, in the guise of their teenage bodies, were wise old women and hardened counterintelligence officers. Good luck to anyone trying to second-guess their reactions and behavioral patterns.
 
   Dan stopped patting the face of the already-conscious Zena and pulled a silk bandana over his face like a cowboy.
 
   "That's all, guys,” he pointed to the drone that circled overhead. “It's time to get out of here—the copter is giving us a hint. Cover your faces. It looks like the wind is blowing in our direction, but better safe than sorry. Max, if I understood correctly, we’re allowed to make contact with the authorities?"
 
   That asshole had already made up his mind. He was only asking for the sake of being polite. For him, family was the highest priority. Discipline and subordination were lower down on the list. I had to remember his Achilles heel and protect it with all due diligence.
 
   I nodded. "Yes. In principle, that's what we planned from the start. We were considering making contact with the officials through my connection with Lazarus Moiseyevich, but the Bureau has found us herself, bless her. They work hard for their bread and caviar. So everything’s going according to plan."
 
   We calculated the right direction, then set off at a cruising speed of sixteen miles per hour. We would be at the rendezvous in a little over three hours. The copter acted confused, circling over our heads, betraying our advance and diverting our attention. Snowie tried to wave it off like a pesky fly, then offered to swat the annoying mechanoid. After Gimmick's betrayal, he overtly distrusted golems. Though if you asked me, the troll was just jealous, competing for his clanmates' attention.
 
   Dan suggested that the copter must have lost connection with the base due to the nuclear explosion’s electromagnetic impulse and now, in the wake of its damage, it followed the commands generated by its rather primitive on-board AI emulator.
 
   We cast an Invisibility. Still, the machine hadn’t lost us but confidently continued to hover at an altitude of six hundred and fifty feet where its horizontal flight propellers were barely audible.
 
   I frowned. Our famed stealth only worked to the naked eye. A simple thermal attachment to the enemy optics, and—voila!—you could just as well begin writing your last will and testament in large, legible handwriting.
 
   This theory was rather quickly confirmed. An hour later, we heard the dull whirring of an approaching helicopter. It turned out to be much closer than it had first appeared. We barely managed to take a guarded stance when the predatory hull of the Apache copter jumped from behind the nearest rocky ridge, showered us with unguided missiles and ducked behind the closest hill.
 
   The rockets sullied the frozen ground barely twenty steps away from us. This was precision fire—which, although spectacular, wasn’t all that effective.
 
   Thermal and high-explosive effects were zero. Too far!
 
   Shockwave: meager damage. Too far, plus we were too heavy.
 
   The massive hit of the fragmentation warhead flechettes had completely reset our passive shields, scratched our tank's armor, and took a third of the hits from our cleric and rogue. Our mounts took on more, but their fate was secondary.
 
   Stamped from simple steel, the two and a half gram arrows dumbly lacked the sufficient kinetic energy to cause much damage. It could rip through exposed flesh, but we were different. Like it or not, we couldn't be categorized as “manpower”. In terms of armor and survivability, we fell into "light tanks", at least. And in terms of firepower, we were akin to an attack helicopter.
 
   "They're going in for a second pass!" Dan yelled as the most versed in the tactics of the likely enemy, pulling a crossbow and some dangerously glittering arrows out of his inventory. "Get down where you are, don't clump together, and stay away from the walls! Like hell we're going to give them a group target."
 
   What walls was he talking about in the open field? However, I abstained from teasing him. Through the cotton in my ears I heard the sucking sound of the helicopter blades, eagerly slicing through the air compressed by their speed.
 
   I pulled out the Staff of True Flame and maxed out the beam, sacrificing the power and size of the light spot. A tight laser is better than a long-range floodlight.
 
   The copter stayed in the ravine to the last, skillfully hiding in the folds of the terrain. About six hundred and fifty feet from its target, the pilot abruptly threw the aircraft upwards and to the side, tracing an arc around us, quickly discharging unguided missiles and kicking up a dust cloud from the aircraft’s minigun. It was an attack helicopter in all its glory. Retribution from the skies!
 
   Our kamikaze-drone bellowed mournfully with its motors and threw itself into a suicide attack, futilely scraping its delicate electronic insides against the outer armor of the tank destroyer.
 
   I caught the cruel machine in my light beam, taking screenshots and calculating the necessary lead for the moving target as I went. It wasn’t for nothing I’d served in the Air Defense! You never forgot the training. The length of the striker was seventy feet and it had an angular velocity of two hundred and sixty feet per second. My Staff worked at the speed of light: 186,282 miles per second. So why would I even need to calculate the lead? Take that, you bastard!
 
   The plasma beam nailed the engine. The Apache immediately began to smoke and sank through the air, causing Fuckyall to curse as he overshot from his bow. The aircraft swayed and turned its tail to us, minimizing its target profile, then took off towards the horizon on one engine. The nervous pilot shot off flares, treating us to some farewell fireworks.
 
   Dan, who’s miraculously survived, snarled. "He’s not gonna make it! I put three poisonous bolts into him. He bled a lot: six percent per tick."
 
   No idea how Earth's reality calculated enchanted DOT from arrows landing on the steel belly of a helicopter. Oil gushing out of pipes, loss of pressure in the pneumatics, or maybe a poisonous mist in the cockpit? No idea. The main thing was that it worked. In general, the Apache’s armor could take a fifty-caliber round from a DShK.
 
   It's a matter of which is tougher: a heavy company machine gun or an artifact crossbow from the Lunar Forge.
 
   The sky blazed with a distant flash. We heard a thunderous crash.
 
   "Gotcha," Dan smiled. With one hand he pulled an expensive Full Healing scroll from his tome. His other hand had been smashed by a thirty-millimeter round and hung limply, revealing frightening white shards of bone and quivering, torn muscles.
 
   Fuckyall began to look like a pin cushion. Each unguided missile had two thousand submunitions. Each package had nineteen rockets. And they had fired four racks at us. That's more than a hundred and fifty thousand tiny arrows! So the paladin was now busy cleaning his gilded armor by pulling out the sharp spikes. I wouldn't recommend our girls visit Earth in the once-fashionable armored bras...
 
   Catching my gaze, Fuckyall winked at me. "What is it you love saying? If we can’t fly ourselves, no one will! But the pilots surely ejected. Maybe we should go and find them? Beat the snot out of them? Just imagine: a SEAL rescue crew comes to pick them up and they’re all sporting nice big shiners under their puffy eyes! "Oh,” they’d say, “we hit them with rockets and machine guns, and those bastards punched us on the nose...”
 
   I chuckled. The guy was in shock.
 
   I assessed our losses. Our tanks had anywhere from a third to half of their hits left: their armor had been beaten pretty badly. It wouldn't be a bad idea to deploy the camp forge and patch up the durability of our equipment. Ordinary soldiers would have been done for a long time ago. But we were an elite cluster. Sad.
 
   I used to think that a good mage stood much higher in the rankings than a combat helicopter. One good thing: we were as immortal and stubborn as cockroaches. The abandoned copter was worth seventy million dollars. Add to this the ammunition and expert pilots who couldn’t be appraised at all considering their ten years of training and service experience.
 
   How many combat helicopters did the U.S. have in all? About a thousand. And I didn't need to go to a fortune teller to find that out: I remembered the number from my army classes. So now we had cut the American helicopter forces of either the Army or Navy—I’d have to check the screenshots as I hadn’t had time to notice any affiliation markings—by a fraction of a percent.
 
   Next. They'd smoked all of our mounts: the beasties had less hits and armor and made for much larger targets. Again I’d have to pick through the logs, trying to understand how many hits were removed by a direct hit of the high-explosive shells from the aircraft machine guns and how much was shaved off by an explosion of the seventy-five millimeter rockets.
 
   Well, the final loser of the day was Zena. Despite her full plate armor, the stats of a cleric weren't the same as a fighter's. The former had weaker hits and lower armor. Add to it her exceptional bad luck: even though our goblin was a tiny target, she had still managed to find herself under the minigun's fire. It's no bullet to the heart, but rather four hundred, followed up by a high-explosive round. That one must have really hurt.
 
   Her rickety tombstone was barely seen among the countless potholes and craters. Well, who was going to resurrect her? Fuckyall? A paladin's relationship with death was nothing to sniff at, even if the said paladin was a Dark one. I’d say they were on back-slapping terms with each other. That was the nature of a paladin: he laid people into the grave with one hand while blessing and resurrecting them with the other.
 
   Indeed, Fuckyall didn’t waste time. After a minute of muffled curses and false chords of a disrupted cast, a tired Zena smiled wryly, accepting her third set of congratulations in a day.
 
   The girl cast an apprehensive glance into a bronze mirror. Okay, so she had a gray strand in her hair, big deal. People paid good money for those kinds of highlights!
 
   Wrapped in the cloak of invisibility, we resumed our leisurely run to the rendezvous point. Gone were our mounts and the copter: we were moving on our own two feet now. With a five-hour journey, we'd be running until morning. I still had no desire to sleep. It wasn't in vain that I had rested before we left. In general, the ideal healthy body grew tired slowly and recovered significantly more quickly. We didn't need any of those combat chemicals like pilot's salt in order to stay awake for three days on the trot behind the enemy lines.
 
   As we ran we exchanged our impressions about a “warm” greeting we’d received. Fuckyall lovingly stroked his bow with its massive limbs and tension of three hundred and thirty pounds. How else could one interpret the items restrictions of "Minimum strength: 330"?
 
   "Did you see that? I got it with my last arrow at thirteen-hundred feet! How the hell is that possible?! In AlterWorld, you can make a hit at fifty steps, no more. But here!"
 
   "I suppose it's easier for Earth's reality to add range to the item,” I said, “than to mess with the physics and aerodynamics of the world, trying to stop the arrow after a hundred feet. What's easier, erasing one number from the bow or rewriting the entire system? But I'm more interested in where the hell that helicopter was going!”
 
   Dan shrugged. "Probably to verify the results of the tactical nuclear strike, gathering further intelligence, and finishing off survivors, if there were any. The Longbow has a flight range of a thousand miles and could even take off faster than a bomber. They brought the heat and hit us with everything they had. They aren't moving under invisibility, so it's no matter."
 
   I nodded thoughtfully as I tripped over a piece of ice for the umpteenth time. I swore under my breath. Simultaneously running and studying screenshots was not easy. Snowie habitually held me by the arm. Thanking him, I continued,
 
   "It's entirely possible. By the way, I noticed the crystal quality of the military equipment and the level indices according to its arms. On the first screen, the copter was recognized as ‘90 (440)’. Meaning its hull was level ninety, but with its current arms system it was equal to level four hundred and forty. After it shot off all its unguided missiles, that coefficient fell to three hundred. This is still a lot, but its durability is minimal and it would crumble after a dozen hits. Thus, we have its level of survivability: ninety. The strength of a crystal vase...”
 
   Dan grinned. "Good theory. It explains a lot. You shouldn’t confuse an average level-ten gunner armed with a spade and one equipped with a DOT machine gun. See my point?"
 
   The horizon was already brightening as we ran up to the next hill and were finally able to see the rendezvous point. We weren't at all sure there would be anyone there waiting for us. Instead of the twenty miles per hour we’d been doing with the drone, we were now going three times slower. However, they were waiting for us. They were holding out by the skin of their teeth!
 
   On the ground, the hull of the transport helicopter was smoking. Overhead, a couple of very familiar K-52M helicopters were having a run-in with a bone dragon.
 
   "They're fighting our own!" Fuckyall cast me an expectant look.
 
   "Let’s go!" I snapped, unhesitantly taking the side of the red-starred machines.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Our K-52s didn’t need help. They were steadily circling the dragon, making the whole fight look like a dance with them in the lead. The two 440-level copters had an advantage over the 170-level monster when it came to speed, maneuverability, and firepower. The creature was still alive only thanks to its physical damage resistance and an outrageously high HP. Outrageously high for the current reality, that is.
 
   The dragon could have taken out the 52s with one direct hit if he could have reached them. Creatures of the game surely laugh at the frailty of all living and non-living beings created by nature and at the hands of earthmen. Even the lamest newbie from AlterWorld’s nursery could easily sustain ten blows of the sword from a human of the same level. But an earthman wouldn’t even survive a mere stab in the liver.
 
   The 52s sharply flew aside when needed, thus keeping the dragon at a safe distance – 1,500 feet at least. The creature spat acid, created veils of poison, tried to manipulate its enemies’ minds, and helplessly sliced the air with its spiked tail. All in vain. The copters adhered to the Pokryshkin technique: altitude, speed, maneuver. What idiot had sent a lone monster to battle without any magic cover? That’s how the Nazis burned our tanks back in the 1941: the tanks had no infantry cover. Field manuals are written in blood. Didn’t demons know that?
 
   Guns thundered ceaselessly. Free-flight missiles exploded everywhere, leaving clouds of flames in their wake. The large-caliber machine gun of the transport helicopter rattled away on the ground. The 52s had to use up all their gun and unguided missile ammo. By the end of the battle, they were twice lower in level, down to 230. They were probably very low on ammo—either that or their guns were jammed or overheated.
 
   Dan and I exchanged glances.
 
   He was watching his ex-comrades in arms, biting his lip. “It’s a one-way fight. How could they allow such a mess when there are thousand-strong demon armies freely roaming the continent, and when nuclear weapons are being used?”
 
   The next moment, we saw one possible explanation. Chimera’s ghostly form materialized out of thin air, familiar to many warriors who had been to the Ice Wastelands. Completely immune to physical damage, she flew through the whirring blades of one of the copters and seized the rotor.
 
   The helicopter started helplessly spinning in place, trying to throw off the creature. A barely visible glow appeared around the copter and began eating up the ghost’s HP point by point. Whatever it was, it was too slow.
 
   The bone dragon seized the chance. Slewing around on one wing, he slowly flew away, splinters of his ancient yellow bones raining on the snow. The high-explosive shells had heavily injured him.
 
   We kept running, trying to get closer to the level-200 Chimera so that it would be within our magic’s reach. This beast was hard to handle even for a well-organized unit; it was vulnerable only to magic or magic weapons, which clearly excluded most of the tanks and infantry.
 
   The other helicopter was helplessly circling the first, having no idea how to help. Finally, the pilot decided to attempt a risky stunt. Hovering 150 feet away from its struggling comrade, the helicopter started firing at will. Strange as it may be, it damaged Chimera’s ghostly flesh. Of course, the damage was negligible. Every 23mm shell took only a few hundred HP. But the amazing part was that it actually took away HP in the first place.
 
   Fuckyall stopped right behind us. Putting his faith in the power of his bow, he started shooting at the enemy from a distance that was inconceivable for AlterWorld. The damage was less than he expected. A bow really isn’t the right weapon for a paladin. Nevertheless, the arrows enchanted with fire magic each took off a solid three to four hundred HP. Plus, according to the offline Bestiary, Chimera had about 40,000 HP.
 
   We were almost there when the pilot of the helicopter under attack noticed us. Instead of trying to fly toward us to let us handle the mob that was an easy target for a well-coordinated group, he heroically flew away from us, dragging the monster along with him in order to save us precious guests.
 
   Fortunately, the Alligators didn’t get far. The 600 pounds of armor in the cockpit were still holding up, but the engines couldn’t handle the strain and failed.
 
   The pilot was a knowledgeable fellow; he managed to land the smoking 12-ton aircraft on autorotation. The landing was obviously rough. The chassis broke, the tail bent, and the helicopter fell on its side, smashing its ESSS.
 
   Chimera was thrown off upon impact. The deafened creature fell on the ground, shook itself off, then tossed its head, and seized the poor helicopter again, its claws easily cutting through the aircraft-grade aluminum and the high-tech polymer. The armor plating crumbled between the monster’s teeth. The helicopter’s life bar was wearing thin before our very eyes. The damaged computer malfunctioned; it catapulted the second pilot’s seat, launching him 90 feet into the air. He then fell to the ground. His parachute had been damaged by Chimera’s claws and didn’t fill with air. It merely covered the poor fellow like a burial shroud after he landed. It is possible to survive a nine-story fall while tied to a chair, but not without serious injuries.
 
   Almost there, fifty paces left! I halted and slapped a delayed DOT on the monster. The magic spell took the shape of a viscid, bubbling bog of poison that wrapped around the enemy’s sharp-clawed feet.
 
   The next spell was Fear. It was rendered as a cloud of laughing skulls. The panicking monster released the half-eaten helicopter and ran for dear life, trying to get away from the cursed wizard who’d lashed it with horrific spells.
 
   This scenario was every assassin’s dream. Dan was right behind the monster, slicing it up at lightning speed with his short blade. My snow leopard ran right next to Chimera, helplessly bouncing off the monster’s armor. Snowie ran in leaps toward the battlefield, making the warriors around us tremble with fear. I was sure that they had never seen anything like this before.
 
   The machine gun on the fuming transport helicopter ran out of ammo and fell silent. The guards bustling around it started firing their machine guns, not so much helping as getting in the way and causing friendly fire damage; the bullets flew right through Chimera, and some of them hit Dan.
 
   “Cease fire, ###%%%###!!!” he yelled furiously in a loud and clear commander’s voice. “We’ll do fine without you bastards!”
 
   I was quickly dosing the mob with long-lasting DOTs. Once I cast everything I had, I switched to life drainers. I didn’t want to chase the monster waving a giant sword. Snowie and Fuckyall were already doing that. And this monster was hardly a challenge for them.
 
   Out of the three of us, each man could have easily defeated the monster by himself. This whole mess was just us playing to the audience. It was a declaration of our intentions and a show of power; We’re on your side. we’re priceless allies!
 
   The guard soldiers and the pilots of the crashed helicopters were nervously clutching their useless guns. Feelings of doom gave way to a feeling of hope. But such a close brush with death had left its mark on them; some now bore deep wrinkles on their faces, others came out with new mental scars and guaranteed nightmares.
 
   I smiled. Shock and trembling, eh, boys? Hang in there, things are going to be different now. The rules of the game are changing. Magic has entered our world! Not without my help, true. And that is something I’ll have to learn to live with...
 
   Zena was already running over the deep snow toward the transport helicopter. The bodies of the wounded formed a bloody line next to it. Their life bars were slowly shrinking. The injury symbols formed entire clouds above them. Some of those boys were almost out of time.
 
   Moaning, Chimera reared, spun around like a top, then fell to the ground, dead. The loot was minimal; the least you could expect from a drop. We weren’t surprised; the monster was too weak for us, not a good source of freebies. And, frankly, freebies weren’t our primary concern at that moment.
 
   Two men ran to us from the transport helicopter. Their once white uniform was now so dirty that their badges were indiscernible. The first ran fast; his equipment didn’t jingle, and his bullet-proof vest didn’t hinder his movements. The second had less gear, like he had been dressed in a rough-and-ready fashion. His equipment dangled on him like a clown suit, but he had a confident look on his face. What’s he, a greeting committee, an attached secretary?
 
   The athletic one allowed the sloppy man to catch up and pass him. The man stopped in front of me and, barely catching his breath, saluted me. “Max Nazarov? I am Major Nechaev, special staff division of the Eastern district. I have been appointed as man in charge of your evacuation. Did you get here all right? We were getting worried, you’re four hours late! Great job taking that beast down, by the way! Bam, bam, and she’s a puddle of slime! We’d need two attack planes or a copter unit to deal with just one such monster. If we’re expecting it, and if the battle happens on our terms... Wow, attaboys!”
 
   I let the excited major sing his praises to us; when you’re saved from certain death, such euphoria is excusable. As he kept jabbering on, I took note of the important things he said and frowned – he had gotten here suspiciously quickly. How far is Alaska from staff headquarters?
 
   I asked him this question. The optimistic major gave me a friendly smile: “Why, that’s no secret, the staff headquarters are in Khabarovsk. It’s on all the maps, even tourist maps.”
 
   I guessed the distance, shocked, “So it’s safe to say that Khabarovsk is 2,500 miles from here?”
 
   The major nodded, “Almost three. This is all a coincidence. Due to the military situation and the lack of commanding officers, I was deployed along with a unit from the 14th special mission brigade to protect the base of... never mind the details; the point is, the base is on the Chukchi Peninsula. We turned out to be the closest unit to you that was also qualified to conduct an evacuation, and I’m their senior intelligence officer. Honestly, I’m no task force member, just a staff officer. But an order is an order. Besides, it’s not like they could send a submarine fleet to get you. By the way, please meet Captain Sichyov. He’s in charge of our escort.”
 
   The major nodded at the athletic fellow. The latter took off his three-fingered glove and extended a hand in a Kevlar tactical gauntlet. “Call me Sich,” he briefly introduced himself, stating his call signal.
 
   I smiled. The captain must have allowed the nickname to replace his real name, as that was what the system labeled him as:
 
    
 
   ‘Sich,’ Vladimir Sichyov. Human. Warrior-assassin. Level 38 (117).
 
   Health: 142/190.
 
   Specialization: ???
 
   Main skills and abilities: ???
 
   Perks: ???
 
    
 
   “Laith,” I said, gently shaking his hand.
 
   The man wasn’t a milksop, but I now had a grip that could rival a pneumatic press. Plus, the Fallen One’s spell allowed me to crumple metal like silly putty. I was like a freakin’ self-taught blacksmith. And I really wanted to conduct a certain experiment.
 
   “Captain, could you lay your machine gun down on the snow for just a moment?” I asked. “I would like to test something.”
 
   Sich pretended not to hear me, deciding to ignore the request of some obscure weirdo of questionable authority. I smiled understandingly and cast a pleading glance at the major. The latter didn’t refuse; it looked like he had an order to be as friendly and helpful to us as possible. This indicated that things were really bad on Earth. They probably needed us like a drowning man needs air.
 
   “Sichyov, carry on. Haven’t you seen what they can do? Your iron is practically useless.”
 
   The captain pulled a face, but didn’t dare disobey the direct order of a superior. He carefully placed his AK on the snow, then just stood there like a statue, ready to roll away at any moment in case I suddenly attacked him. He would grab his gun on the way and open fire.
 
   I checked the captain’s stats; his armament index had dropped by 40. Of course, I could have continued to pester the captain, making him put down his handgun, grenades, then his knife, one by one. But I decided not to. My theory was confirmed, and I could always get the stats later.
 
   I nodded gratefully and gestured for him to pick up his weapon, then turned to the major, “What’s our route?”
 
   “Anadir-Khabarovsk-Moscow. With transfers and refueling. The main objective is to get out of Alaska. Of course, it’s a war, but it is still extremely rude of us to be here.”
 
   I grinned, “Yep, and we had to take out an Apache along the way. The bastard fired non-guided missiles.”
 
   The captain looked at us with growing interest, while the major just stared.
 
   “Holy...” he breathed, then jerked up his head. “All right, screw it. We’ll address our problems as they arise. In about an hour and a half, a spare vehicle will arrive from the base. Our flying cow got slaughtered; the dragon spat some sort of organic acid, burning almost half the chassis... Can you cover us till the vehicle gets here? We’re stuck here, just us three... What if a star-spangled assault team comes after us? It’s their right...”
 
   “We’ll give them a proper welcome,” promised the captain, his eyes flashing. Clearly he had his own score to settle.
 
   I made myself think. “Maybe we can use a Veil of Silence. It’s an artifact, usually installed in castles. Doesn’t provide invisibility, but can get our transparency setting down to zero.”
 
   The major frowned. “I don’t know which is worse. If Americans see this outrage, they’ll drop something big on us. At least I think they will. That’s what we would do; respond with tactical ballistic missiles at least, an explosives group weighing half a ton.”
 
   “We can put up a Minor Dome Shield. But it only has a 100,000 HP. I doubt it’ll hold.”
 
   The major grew pensive, then nodded at Chimera’s corpse: “How many of these HPs does the ghost have?”
 
   “This is a Chimera. Its HP is about 40 to 50K, depending on the level. I’ve never farmed Ice Wastelands, so I can’t say for sure.”
 
   The major looked happy. “Great! Ballistic missiles can’t take her, and neither can the BM-21 "Grad" multiple rocket launcher – we’ve tried. That means your dome should survive a ballistic missile attack as well.”
 
   I shook my head, “That’s different. Chimera just had an immunity to physical damage. I still don’t get how you’ve managed to injure it.”
 
   The pilot from the crashed helicopter limped over to us and said grimly, “The copter has a special BK-rifle. The bullets have 23-karat silver cores. The copter itself has been blessed by the metropolitan from the Holy Mountains Lavra, and painted with icons and prayers. I don’t know which of these factors helps, but at least one definitely does. I, um... I wanted to... Can your, ahem... magician take a look at my partner? He’s badly hurt. Ribs, lungs – all busted. He’s coughing up blood. I’m afraid he won’t make it back to base.”
 
   I glanced at Zena who shone with magic. She was taking her time. Five wounded plus the pilot, one healing spell per person – that should’ve taken 40 seconds maximum. The warriors should have already been throwing the tiny she-goblin up in the air in gratitude, but they were still on their backs.
 
   I said pensively, “She’ll definitely take a look at your partner. But things are a bit complicated, it seems.” I hollered, “Zena! Updates?”
 
   “Hold on!” the self-appointed doctor called back, the sparks of her Regeneration-III spell filling the air.
 
   This spell ensured a 40-HP increase per person every second for 15 minutes. For an ordinary earthman with his pathetic 100 HP, this was a super cheat. Were they hurt that bad?
 
   A sanitary officer by one of the helicopters ran up to us. Ignoring the major, he hastily reported to Sich: “Sir, she’s doing it! Lyoshka is already recovering; she stretched him out, and now he’s breathing on his own! The autodoc gave him a good prognosis, whereas just five minutes earlier, it was suggesting an Easy Death injection. It’s real magic, sir! Broken bones are healing as we speak, burns and shards are disappearing, the wounds are skinning over. They look as if they already had a month of postsurgical therapy. A short confinement to bed, then some time in a health resort, and they’ll be back in service!”
 
   The captain heaved a sigh of relief. His tightly sealed lips finally relaxed. To lose soldiers he had personally nurtured would have been unbearably painful.
 
   Zena walked over to us, tired and a bit haggard. Her hands were covered with blood – real blood, not game blood. She didn’t realize it, but there were tears on her cheeks. Her gaze was absent. Truly, she wasn’t a professional doctor, and the sight of a twenty-year-old with broken bones crusted over with black chemical burns can unnerve even the most unfeeling cynic.
 
   “That’s all I can do,” Zena whispered. “Thirty percent HP. Can’t restore the rest. Those boys are just lying there, in bloody bandages, bone shards poking out... I wanted to fix the head of one of the boys, but my fingers broke through his skull... He’s calling for his mother. He just fell asleep, feeling slightly better. Max, they need to go to AlterWorld! I can almost certainly have them back on their feet in a minute if we take them there.”
 
   I nodded and looked closely at the cascade of open interfaces. Fuck the deceptions and conspiracies! We’ll take the boys to our side to save them! Hell, none of the earthmen present had a full life bar. Not even the pilots and Special Forces guys, the healthiest of the healthy, the ones who regularly passed medical inspections and always took care of themselves like they were invaluable operating tools. Life on Earth is a poison. It damages the body no matter how careful you are.
 
   “Zena, take a look at the pilot. He’s over there, orange parachute. I’ll get you a portal. Major, land that second helicopter and camouflage it. We’ll wait a few hours on our side, for safety’s sake. Captain, why is your wounded soldier running around like a decapitated chicken instead of asking for medical help and lying quietly like everyone else?”
 
   “Who?” the captain frowned, looking at the few soldiers left standing.
 
   I pointed to an Asian soldier – either a Tatar or a Buryat, it was hard to see. He was wielding a shovel, briskly covering up his parachute with snow. His HP bar was dangerously orange, and the black pictogram of a long-lasting DOT was sucking it dry.
 
   “Avas, get over here!” the captain ordered in alarm.
 
   The shortish, broad-shouldered young man ran over to us, stopped within three paces and froze, awaiting orders.
 
   “Sergeant, are you wounded?”
 
   “No, sir, they missed!” replied Jackie, a hint of surprise in his voice.
 
   I bent down—my height of 6’2” and huge shoulders were intimidating for Earth dwellers—and looked into the sergeant’s eyes. “Kid, judging by the amount of HP you have left and the frequency of those DOT strikes, you will die in 49 days. Are you sure nothing is bothering you?”
 
   The captain grabbed the sergeant by the shoulders and shook him: “Avas, cut the crap! I saw with my own eyes as you downed painkillers, so quit bullshitting about toothaches. What’s going on?!”
 
   The sergeant swallowed nervously: “Well, a couple weeks back, I got this pain in my side... I thought it would go away, but it got worse. I didn’t want to go to the medical unit. We barely have enough boys to keep watch as it is. We’re short on manpower.”
 
   I looked at Zena: “What’s the prognosis?”
 
   She shook her head and, stepping forward, gently took Avas by the hand: “Don’t scare the boy! It’ll be all right, my dear. We’ll open a portal, do magic for about seven seconds, and you’ll be just like new, a lady-killer! Easy as pie. Cancer, kidney failure – doesn’t matter. We’ve cured far worse, put mincemeat back together into sentient beings!”
 
   The sergeant recoiled, pulling his hand out of the strong grip of the tiny green-skinned monster that barely reached to his waist and was clad in armor that looked like it belonged in a museum. Zena smiled understandingly with a hint of sadness in her eyes, then spoke in a different tone – a harsh and angry one: “Dumbass, do you want to live or not? Stand still!”
 
   I grinned, showing my Elven fangs and making the young man freeze in shock again. Well, earthlings sure lack the racial tolerance of AlterWorld inhabitants. Scared of an ordinary goblin! As for Snowie and the hellhound, earthmen wouldn’t even dare to come near them. Only the snow leopard received admiring glances and was occasionally petted through the gaps between his armor. Yes, kitties are always the objects of cooing adoration.
 
   The major and captain stepped aside the moment I started casting the portal spell. The shadow of a future portal arch appeared on the snow. The spell gave me no trouble this time. It was a normal scroll: ‘Permanent portal to point X.’ The parchment was in great shape: ‘Grade AAA+’ and filled with its creator’s mana – 5,000 points. It was the best option for long-distance and group travel. An arch like that could last 24 hours in AlterWorld, and 15 minutes on Earth. It was enough for our purposes.
 
   As usual, Dan was the first to dive into the fuzzy opening. He came back the next minute, bringing Durin and ten goblins with him to carry the wounded.
 
   The dwarf gave me a respectful bow, then carefully scanned the area in search of loot. He picked at the snow with his foot and frowned: Useless frozen liquid. He quickly pounded his tiny hammer on every single rock around us and spat. He looked very intently at the damaged helicopters and the extra fuel tanks on the ground. Then he walked over to me, ignoring the already-existing tracks and pushing the snow out of the way with his chest.
 
   “Max,” he asked, “who killed Chimera? Our guys? We ought to loot it then; she’s got about 10 gold plus Fog Vials. They make good invisibility potions. Oh, and...” the dwarf hesitated. “Does the metal junk have an owner? The alloy’s super-interesting. I’d love to examine it.”
 
   I sighed with admiration. He’s the best supply manager ever! I’ll never promote him. Let him be the model ensign. No wonder other soldiers called them ‘bits.’ They always wanted to steal an extra bit wherever they went. How does that joke go? Americans threatened to nuke us, and we retaliated by dispatching a strategic reserve landing party of a thousand ensigns to their territory; the ensigns ripped off the country’s economy in a week!
 
   I inquired: “Major, what are your plans for the crashed helicopters?”
 
   He shrugged: “Follow the emergency landing on foreign lands protocol. I’ll extract the loggers and processing unit, use thermite to destroy the friend-or-foe recognition system, the radars, and the rest of its innards. Then the aircraft will be detonated.”
 
   “I have a better idea. Would you mind if we took the copters with us? To display them as a memorial to the valiant pilots, or find some other use for them. They have great guns. We might use those.”
 
   The major didn’t hide behind bureaucratic directives. He wasn’t afraid to assume responsibility and therefore decided without hesitation, “Take them. It’s better than if they become souvenirs for Americans. But I will still destroy all communications. Sorry, must be done.”
 
   I nodded; that stuff won’t be missed. What interested me was installing the helicopter’s quick-firing gun on Hummungus for some badass steampunk action.
 
   The major had an idea, “Um... Can we also bring the intact one with us? So we can use it later? Because disguising it as a pile of snow won’t fool a blind man.”
 
   I had to disappoint him, “I wouldn’t do that. Technology deteriorates quickly in our world. I doubt it’ll fly after staying there. Instead, let’s cover it with a force field, then cast a Veil of Silence to hide it from prying eyes. That way we’ll also find out if concealment magic can hide objects from satellites. I’m sure some curious folks are watching us from space right now.”
 
   The major thought about it, then started rattling off orders. “Offer accepted! Filiminov – stay here to greet our troops. You’re on the walkie-talkie, working according to schedule. Captain, leave a few soldiers to cover him. Do not reveal yourself; stay behind the force field and do not stand out! We’ll be back in... um... an hour twenty minutes! Is that doable, Max?” Bastard knows my name, I thought, then nodded, “I think so. Let me check something first.”
 
   I stepped aside, disappearing behind a hummock for a moment, and shoved a Soul Stone into one of the cracks between some ice blocks. I covered it up by stuffing the crack with snow, pushing the crystal in deeper and deeper until was no longer noticeable. Then I opened my spell book and smiled with satisfaction; it worked. The ‘Portal to Alpha Zone’ section now had a drop-down window with an optional list of coordinates of arrival locations. Attaboy, Max!
 
   I came back out, adjusting my fly to make it look like I had to take a piss. The soldiers understood, but Zena and Dan looked at me in astonishment. I’ll explain later, guys. Right now, we need to concentrate on evacuating the wounded and the helicopters. We also had to give the soldiers a proper welcome; after all, this was going to be the Russians’ first semi-official visit to our world.
 
    
 
   Major Nechaev – an analyst from the recently established 13th GRU department of magic technologies – stood side by side with the captain and slowly puffed on a damp cigarette. Every time he drew on it, he covered his mouth with his hand so that no one could read his lips. The throat microphone on his neck and the tiny earphone allowed him to talk almost inaudibly, “Vladimir, what do you think about our guests?”
 
   The captain watched pensively as a giant troll easily dragged the 12-ton Alligator into the portal. Spitting tobacco crumbs with irritation, Sich whispered, “Wizards. Damn wizards! Just like those monsters that turned Omsk into one big burial ground.”
 
   The major gnashed his teeth. It pained his heart to recall the destruction of a city with millions of civilians, the biggest catastrophe of the current war. Yet he found the strength to answer,
 
   “That’s right, wizards... But these are our damn wizards! They speak Russian, not Eredun. They came to our aid, they’re offering to heal our soldiers. They can change the outcome of this war. Or at least provide us with evacuation territory. Stop fidgeting! You know that headquarters are considering all possible outcomes, even the gravest ones.”
 
   The major was doing a good job at acting out the cheerful staff officer. But he stopped mid-sentence. About ten paces away, a shortish assassin with a weary yet cold gaze appeared out of thin air.
 
   The major remembered the dossier that had been sent to him from Moscow in a rush:
 
   “Captain Stanislav Ivolgin, age 39. Previous duty station: company commander at the 56th special assault brigade. Highest achievements in both combat and politics. Multiple Afghanistan missions. Nine medals, four stripes for combat wounds. The last wound was serious. Spinal injury, paralysis, disability pension. A young, beautiful wife and three kids. Self-searching, looking for a place in life, gone perma voluntarily. A stable, constantly increasing cash flow from the virtual world to the real one. A major change of plans last month; family was getting ready to be digitized. They didn’t make it in time.”
 
   The dossier had included his full personal profile, recommendations on how to communicate with him, potential pressure points, and compromising evidence about his wife. Overall, this one was a great officer; the backbone and pride of the army. Such soldiers were always in demand.
 
   In a soft gait, the captain approached Chimera’s body. He slapped it, getting down on one knee for a second. The corpse disappeared, leaving a handful of gold and silver coins in the captain’s palm. With a friendly smile, he walked over to the Earth soldiers and held out the loot: “Take it, boys. Some gold souvenirs. Can I steal a smoke? Kinda tired of the army’s red-eye.”
 
   As he drew on his cigarette, the captain looked at the communicators in the cargo and asked, “How’s your connection? Do you have access to civilian lines? I need to make a call ASAP.”
 
   Without much hesitation, the major pulled a device out of his pocket, unlocked it by entering a password, and gave it to the visitor, “Here you go. The connection will go through our secure communication hardware, but still, keep it under a minute for safety’s sake. This is Alaska, after all; there are but a few signal sources here, so a call like that is easy to trace.”
 
   Ivolgin quickly took the communicator in his finely-decorated leather gauntlet, and pressed it to his chest. “Thank, boys! I owe you!”
 
   He stepped aside, hurriedly dialed a number, and held the device to his ear. After ten beeps, he finally said with relief, “Katie, it’s me!”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The portal transfer went well; a second of dizziness, and the cold morning of Alaska turned into the hot morning of the Frontier under its searing sun. Our interfaces regained their power and shone in our faces. The life-giving magic filling the space around us rejuvenated our auras. Everyone’s mana flow began to refill, its blue bar extending further and further to the right.
 
   Because of the huge size of our trophies, we were forced to switch our exit point to the portal square right in the heart of our Super Nova, much to the delight of our honorable guests. Cramming the Alligators into the concrete anteroom would have been quite pointless, as the helicopters could never fit into a space that was 30 feet wide.
 
   In a matter of seconds, the entire clan knew we were back; one chat message and ten private friend list updates was all it took to spread the news. The first Alligator’s nose had barely emerged from the portal arch when joyful cries and the clanging of sword against shield rang out all around us.
 
   Our clan mates welcomed their leader as he returned from his journey with glory and spoils. We heard the incessant clapping of portals as people rushed to greet us.
 
   AlterWorld inhabitants became ecstatic at the sight of the military aircraft. The dream of any typical looter – looter in a good sense – is “to find a virgin store filled with stuff.” The looter’s age, pleasant memories, and childhood traumas determine the type of stuff: ice cream, jewelry, trashy souvenir kiosks, beer-snack-cigarette stands, ‘Latest Records,’ ‘Apple Store,’ etc.
 
   And now, this dream was slowly coming true for many; last night, the goblin unit came back with countless small arms and valuables. The wizards that had followed them gained something that couldn’t possibly exist on mother Earth: new spells. The unit hadn’t even finished telling their clan mates about their adventures full of shocking twists and raids and how proud they were of their clan leader, when early the next morning, the portal from Earth opened once again. Only now, instead of petty guns, out of the portal came the K-52M attack helicopter – the worst nightmare of tanks and infantry divisions.
 
   It didn’t matter that it was slightly damaged, with jagged holes in its armor plates. A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. It was still the joy and pride of the Russian air force, the symbol of battlefield supremacy that reminded our people that they were part of a great power. And it still had its two four-barreled guns on its external sling. Our blacksmiths and artifact makers drooled at the sight of it. Even the least experienced apprentices recognized the properties of the armor composite:
 
    
 
   Mithril: 9%.
 
   Gun steel, grade A: 14%, grade A: 12%.
 
   Armor steel, grade AB: 17%, grade B+: 11%.
 
   Other: unknown alloy materials (handle at your own risk! Various chemical, magical, and metaphysical reactions are possible. Explosions, artifact destruction, transmutation, etc.)
 
    
 
   The blacksmiths were most interested in mithril. There was nearly a thousand pounds of it. Our strategic stocks of moon silver had been locked up in the castle treasury long ago, and whatever had been allotted to crafters was lost when Gimmick the Hero saved us all from the berserk ubergolem. No one blamed the clan leader for refusing to erect a monument in his honor; the damn genius could’ve built the golem out of something else.
 
   The artifact makers and other scientists greedily eyed the new metals. It was rare and valuable loot. The chemical components of the new reality had not yet taken their final form; thus, their properties were not yet finalized. The future elements of AlterWorld’s periodic table were still sublimating, oxidizing, and settling in the alchemic retorts.
 
   The militarists, on the other hand, along with patriots and those who simply felt nostalgic for home, were in ecstasies about the two-inch barrels, the familiar emblems, and the red stars of their homeland’s air force. They were just as excited to see the cargo-and-passenger aircraft; extra metal, heavy machine guns visible through the open doors, and the nearly-invincible mechanisms.
 
   The heavily bandaged, wounded soldiers on the stretchers were met with bewildered gazes: Why are they still down, still bleeding? Who are they? What’s with their rag-like, snow-white armor, and where did the clan leader recruit these beaten noobs? Last time, he brought us the quite attractive Lady Cornelia, who was a bit too ferocious for her level and had a funny NPC escort. Level 10 wonder-warriors.
 
   “Laith! Earthlings... Soldiers... They’re our soldiers!” cried an individual who was smarter than the rest upon discerning me and my group of warriors and officers in arctic camouflage.
 
   The crowd came even closer, held back only by the double-sided force field which had been so prudently set up around the portal square to cover it from both unwanted guests and loot lovers. It was the only thing that saved us from bear hugs and getting thrown up in the air by our cheering clan mates.
 
    
 
   The major passed on observing proprieties and kept turning everywhere as he tried to take extremely detailed pictures with the wide-frame tactical camera attached to his helmet. Unlike the other guests, he kept all of his gadgets instead of leaving them with Filiminov. The chance to take home a high-quality info packet with several videos and gigabytes of invaluable data collected by the sensors in his armor was worth a whole set of burned AI blocks.
 
   We were quite a sight to behold. Firstly, AlterWorld didn’t look like a virtual world. No minor lagging, which is usually unnoticeable to the eye but causes mild discomfort. The visibility was infinite. Fast-moving objects weren’t blurred. The sun was hot and made you want to take off your clothes. The smell of shish kebabs filled the air. The wine really hit you, and the girl that brought you the goblet, dressed in silk that barely covered her firm body, could arouse you against your will.
 
   Truly male occupations are like that; they boost testosterone. Risking your life maximizes reproductive instincts, forcing the lively male to want to leave descendants so that his life will not have been in vain.
 
   Secondly, the castle dwellers themselves were benevolent, happy, and strong, like the legendary hyperborean soldiers or the epic heroes of ancient fairytales. Even the tiny, limping goblin calmly and proudly carried the 500-pound armored pilot’s seat in his arms.
 
   And inner strength could be seen in their eyes. The major knew this gaze well; he had seen it on the faces of professional hand-to-hand combat soldiers who had perfect confidence in themselves and their ability to deal with any problem. This gaze was also common among people belonging to an influential group or clan such as leading politicians and untouchable secret service officers.
 
   The major squinted at the locals, estimating the potential of the warriors and wizards that flickered around him, and analyzed what that meant for battle units: Dome cover, invisibility, hidden enemy recognition, curing the wounded, adding magical damage to ammunition, and much more. With proper configuration, each of these soldiers could become a match for an entire peacetime company, or even an entire battalion honed by years of service. The major saw before him not thousands of permas, but hundreds of new divisions that – for him – had literally fallen out of the sky.
 
   Thirdly, he noticed the beauty and riches. Humans had created an entire world with minimal effort. The stonework of the giant castle encircled by three protective walls did not take 150 years to complete like it would have on Earth. The gold that now sparkled on everyone’s attire, armor, and molding, had been acquired easily. No one had to pan for that gold in an icy mountain stream, getting a mere fraction of an ounce for every ton of frozen mud. The dwellers of AlterWorld were lucky. The riches of an entire world had fallen right into their hands like a ripe fruit off a tree. No effort, no cost. All they had to do was to take it and live. A dream come true for millions of escapists and romantics.
 
   Of course, future generations of AlterWorld would most likely have to master the actual arts of architects and masons. The days of total communism probably wouldn’t last forever. Although... Magic, that damn magic...
 
   Nazarov, who was leading the short line, stopped for a minute to give a series of orders. He talked rapidly but quietly, sure that the others heard him. The major looked at the gray-haired Elf with professional interest, noting the scars and the distinctive mimic creases, reading them like a book; will, tragedy, smiling, the first traces of toughness, or maybe even cruelty.
 
   How did this simple fellow go from an ordinary computer technician to a distinguished leader of an entire cluster? Why did the seed of leadership within him remain dormant on Earth and grow only in the virtual world, where he was longing to go throughout his childhood and youth? Even the president mentions him now in his reports. What has been overlooked? What has the Bureau’s education system and their small-meshed net missed in all this? Maybe the generation of PCs and tablets is not lost after all?
 
   A scary-looking orc approached Nazarov and placed a hand on his armored shoulder. While they greeted each other, the major listened to the crowd’s hubbub. Many were calling to the guests from Earth:
 
   “Any of you from St. Petersburg?! Sammich, grachki, junk djor, gym shoes! Hey!”
 
   “The Kravchenko family, from Rostov! Do you know them, by chance? Svetlana and Olesya Kravchenko! Wife and daughter. Come on, fellas, why won’t you answer?”
 
   “Yo, Chelyabinsk? Earth boys?!”
 
   “Guys, write this number down! Tell my family I’m still alive! Guys!”
 
   “Omsk! Dear servicemen, I hadn’t even had time to pick up my son from preschool! Can you find out how he’s doing? I’m begging you!”
 
   Omsk... The major’s face darkened. He barely refrained from covering his ears. Finally, he was saved as someone offered, “Guests, let’s go to the donjon. We’ll have something to eat and rest while there is still time, and we’ll also discuss our plans.”
 
    
 
   We came back from our break in a whole different mood. The earthmen hopped like bunnies as they proudly carried 500-pound trunks with gifts. No wonder; their HP had been restored to a hundred percent, and they all received the Infernal Raid buff set. Now, even their puny operator could easily kick the ass of any martial arts champion. Their skin was like steel thanks to the 400 armor-factor, which could deflect up to 90% of damage from cold weapons wielded by weak earthlings. Of course, we wouldn’t ask Snowie to test our guests. Even a medium-level warrior from the clan’s combat division would break this type of armor in a second, dealing an injury and a crit; the level gap was simply too big.
 
   The guests’ new extreme agility allowed them to catch flying arrows, and their HP could handle a short AK round. Yes, we tested that too; found a volunteer among the Earth soldiers, who had become euphoric and blindly believed in magical medicine. Either he was just a fanatical secret service man or a great analyst, who knew that his chances were pretty good and decided to risk his health for yet another piece of information. Who knows...
 
   Overall, the earthmen now looked like amazingly healthy human beings. They had velvety skin without a single pimple, snow-white teeth without a single cavity, and full heads of thick, bushy hair which had grown out in mere seconds much to the annoyance of the special squad soldiers. That’s what perfect health looked like. Most of the men had never had it even as infants. But now, provided they would change their profession and take good care of themselves, they might live to be a 150 at least.
 
   We split up their group. The major stayed with us, wanting to gather more information and assess our potential. That would definitely get him a special star on his shoulder straps back on Earth. I didn’t mind. I was sure that the earthmen couldn’t compete with us. Plus, I wanted to help and compensate them for the evil which we had unleashed upon their planet. I had no doubt that the creatures of hell would have found a way to travel to Earth even without me; they had longed to go there for a while. Either way, I couldn’t allow myself to doubt it, for such doubts would have driven me insane; I was looking at millions killed in Russia, a completely wiped out Africa and Australia, and a South America engaged in guerilla warfare. And this wouldn’t stop any time soon. Earth would see new catastrophes; recolonization of the Black and Fifth continents, complete overhaul of the world’s political map. The weak would die. All those who refused to feed their armies would end up feeding demons.
 
   Captain Sich now wore an XM9 Compact on his back, which he had gotten in exchange for his beloved AK-12 after some long, intense haggling with Dan. Had I not known Dan, I would have fallen for his act myself. The AK wasn’t the only gun he had wheedled out of the captain; Sich also parted with his GSh-18 pistol with high velocity cartridges. One hell of a bargain. We had no Russian weapons at the time, but we sure wanted them. Anyway, both sides were happy with the barter. Sich would write off his AK as a battle loss; it was a war, after all. If you lost two helicopters, you could have easily forgotten the small change inside.
 
   Badaboom and a clan wizard flew after the special squad soldiers to provide cover. The wizard would mark the path and create the first portal network stations. The GRU officer nearly wet himself in ecstasy when he heard about this opportunity; AlterWorld’s physical limitations were the only thing that saved his pants.
 
   It was no wonder he got excited; freely maneuvering armies and dispatching reinforcements to any point was a huge advantage. Slow response was the number one reason for human losses. If you have no line of battle and a battle in every home, then where do you get enough soldiers? Let’s say a portal opens up in a quiet neighborhood, bringing a thousand small demons within a minute. A brief zerg rush, and a few long, sixteen-story buildings lose their inhabitants. The fast response units would still be putting on their armor while the demons would already be disappearing back inside the portal arch. How do you win under such circumstances? The government would be able to protect its people only when there would be so few of them left that an army of five million would be able to cover them. A merciless fact of war.
 
   There was no point in me going with the first group. Two days to get to Moscow – Um, no, thanks. I had plenty of worries here in AlterWorld. Besides, I had an idea how to step on the demons’ toes and help the people of Earth a little.
 
   The plan was clear; the wizard would mark the territory for future transfers. I would return to Alaska in about 12 hours, when he reached Khabarovsk the wizard would pick me up and send me to the Far East, where I would bury yet another Soul Stone in some safe spot so as to mark the exit point on Russian territory. My next stop after that would be Moscow. The thought gave me butterflies in my stomach. I pictured myself in the political arena of the real world, free from gaming elements, all ‘grown-up’ like...
 
   The portal to Earth opened without any difficulties. We experienced no glitches on our side. The magic worked as usual, like a trusted tool. A stealther dove into the arch. After searching the perimeter and making sure that there were no signs of an ambush, he returned.
 
   We first dispatched our cover party accompanied by a pride of hounds Belka had gained six levels during her last raid, and now had an intricate design of weapon marks on her armor that aroused envy among the other hounds.
 
   Next went the soldiers with the gifts – vials mostly; Healing, Invisibility, True Vision... Basically everything that worked on its own and didn’t require mana or a talent for magic. I couldn’t even imagine the price of a Healing vial at a Sotheby’s auction... Considering how the human body ages on Earth, 30 percent HP must be an extra 20 years of life. Maybe someone had already pocketed the precious vials? Americans still had their Alpha Zone, after all. We would have to research their generals, politicians, and moneybags, in case some of them suddenly started looking younger.
 
   On Earth, four more Alligators and a couple of huge trucks were waiting for us. A Tupolev 160 White Swan – a heavy strategic bomber aircraft – was making circles in the sky. Not bad! Looks like the mission status had gone from ‘All right, let’s risk a few vehicles’ to ‘Get this done at all costs!’
 
   The helicopters kept their engines warm, burning precious fuel. The major who had come back with new reinforcements nervously waved to us: “Hurry, hurry! Get in! The exit point has been discovered, we’re leaving the hard way! We had to shoot down a US drone, and an R-7s got one of our copters, broke off its tail! They made an emergency landing though, so they’re not going anywhere. Can you take the copter to your world? We don’t want to leave that kind of evidence. We’re already in enough trouble as it is.”
 
   I looked at the warped helicopter with its smashed-in nose and nodded, “Sure! I’ll let out a hundred more goblins, they’ll pick up everything to the last burnt bullet casing. They’ve an excellent sense of smell, no metal detector necessary. All right, go ahead and take off, we’ll cover you the best we can.”
 
   The cleric standing next to me caught my gaze and shook his head; buffs couldn’t be applied to technology. But a blacksmith dwarf who had a maxed out skill in operating weapons and driving heavy golems had an idea. Cautiously walking over to the helicopter on the ground, he tapped it with his tiny hammer pensively, then quickly wrote some magic runes on it with chalk. One of the pilots stuck his head out of the cockpit and started swearing and waving his fist at the dwarf, but the latter ignored him completely. But dwarves have a good memory. Should these two ever meet in a more peaceful setting, I wouldn’t put my money on the pilot walking away without getting a serious beating.
 
   The helicopter could really use a fivefold strength increase. Earth’s fragile technology was in desperate need of extra HP and armor layers. It had teeth, but no brawn – a colossus with feet of clay.
 
   The major gaped at the dwarf, then turned back to me, “And you? I have special instructions for you.”
 
   I smiled. Shove your instructions up your ass. “I don’t have time to make trips. I’ll meet you at the control points, the closest being in Khabarovsk. This is non-negotiable. Good luck, and may the Fallen One watch over you!”
 
   After I saw the helicopters off, I let out Snowie with a team of goblins to drag the damaged helicopter to our castle. I called aside the smartest and most cunning goblin, handed him a Soul Stone, and ordered him to go West as fast as possible. Sixteen miles from here, he was to hide the Stone in the ground somewhere, then camouflage himself and wait for the portal to open.
 
   I followed the tiny green creature with my eyes as he took to his heels, and wished him luck. He was on a suicide mission. But I had no choice; in twelve hours, this place could be teeming with American soldiers. And while a wizard in stealth mode could teleport himself with ease, the appearance of a fifteen-foot arch leading to an alternate reality would not go unnoticed.
 
   Our fifteen minutes were up, and we went back into the portal, tightly sealing the door to Earth behind us, leaving behind only multiple paw prints, plus a few cuss words someone had written in the snow. Our guys just couldn’t help it...
 
   We shook hands with the officers who greeted us. We had only been gone a short while this time, but a trip to a different planet was still perceived by our people as a trip to outer space. I gave a series of orders: “Inner circle, meeting, now! The rest are to prepare for a raid on Inferno in two hours. Duration: two days. Alliance and all fighting partners are expected to show up, along with anyone who can be trusted and can get here on time. Old-timers to battle only; minimum levels for warriors – 180+, and 140+ for supporters.”
 
   We dined during the meeting. We had odd food; packed army meals. Increased IRP-5 field rations made in Starodub. It was something. Good thing we had traded our elite grub for these meals with the Russian diversionists. The ten-year-old cognac wasn’t bad either, just like Elven wines. But we had plenty of those, while none of us had had real Earth food in a while.
 
   We savored every bite of canned meat, sausages, liver, condensed soups and milk, jams, and fruit sauces. We even chewed gum with the looks of true gourmets, delighting in its true chemical flavor. MSG is the bomb!
 
   I made coffee in a plastic cup, took a sip, and made a face; There’s something I don’t miss! I quietly asked the castle, “Lurch, can you make us some decent coffee? Triple Dwarven from the Friday Recipes cookbook.” Then I turned to Orcus, who was pensively examining a multivitamin pill from the ration. “Leave it. You’re not at risk of vitamin deficiency. Report on the clan’s mood.”
 
   The orc flicked the yellow pill into his mouth, then thoughtfully massaged his narrow brow, “They’re mostly recovered from the shock caused by the rupture of the worlds. They’re crying less, and the health resort actually has free spots now. The people took great interest in finding and sharing out earthly loot. And, of course, our explanatory campaign helped a lot; eternal life, perfect health – that’s all you need. But once we started opening portals to the other reality, the situation’s changed again. We’ve already received over a 100,000 requests for Earth travel rights. Most ask for only a short, round trip; they want to see their friends, kill their enemies, persuade or kidnap their lovers, solve financial problems. The most vital issue on the clan forum is what to sell on Earth and what to bring back here. There are those who want a one-way ticket; mostly newbies who got stranded here during the rupture. They’re some 209 people total.”
 
   I had been expecting something like that, and nodded, “Calm them down. After we receive confirmation from the authorities on Earth, I will open portals for those interested. Meanwhile, make lists, develop rules and procedures; what to bring along, how to behave, etc. I want the people to understand; Earth is no resort – it is in a state of war. They could be sent to their home city a lot sooner, along with the entire clan and in battle formations. Quite frankly, Earth is making it only thanks to the people’s morale and willpower, but they are slowly losing ground.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Portals. Again. I’m sick of them, I thought.
 
    
 
   Astrologists announce that this week’s patron is the magic of Space. Quantity of portals in your life: +5. Portal travel distance: increased.
 
    
 
   Damn... After Tianlong had gained flesh, the border of the Valley of Fear naturally receded up to the canyon which was securely blocked off by Yavanna’s fortress. I didn’t regret the loss of territory; it is much more convenient to meet enemies when they are in a narrow pass than when they are in formations in the spacious valleys of the Frontier. Plus, the underground reservoir in the Dwarves’ Mountains was full again. Should an enemy decide to dance on a rake, I would always be able to turn the stone pass into a raging river. Not for long, but long enough to drown and crush all of the unwanted guests.
 
   And should the new space ever become crowded, there were millions of miles of unexplored lands all around. The perma designer AIs could always generate more if needed. Our planet can’t have just one continent. Or can it? Hm...
 
   Doubts tormented me, drawing some cussing from me as I thought about the quality of modern education. Do the illiterate masses believe that our world is flat like an infinite disk? They had probably heard postulates about something round and infinite. But only the gods knew how people’s minds processed the random fragments of documentaries on Discovery and National Geographic.
 
   I decided to poll my clan mates. I had a feeling that our people knew, but I wasn’t so sure about the Americans and Africans.
 
   The colorful arches of extracluster portals illuminated the granite canyon and the gigantic fortress wall. Too bad that the hundreds of thousands of graves had disappeared; that would have been a worthy monument of our love for peace. I toyed with the idea of issuing an ordinance; ‘Citadel passing is taxable. Tax will be collected in the form of a life-size gravestone.’ I also considered opening a mason’s shop next to the entrance, enforced by the clan. We may well restore the monument in a decade this way, make a small profit, and create a riddle for the archaeologists of the future.
 
   Warriors coming out of the portals lined up, looked around, and froze open-mouthed; the work of the goddess instilled deference. And so did the field of AlterWorld’s greatest battle with its site of the death of two gods. It fascinated like Egyptian pyramids, rendered visitors speechless like the Lighthouse of Alexandria, and blinded them like the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.
 
   This place sent shivers down your back, made the hair on the back of your neck stand up. The mysterious corners of the Siberian taiga with its senile wood goblins and numb old witches paled in comparison. I could see crowds of pilgrims coming here tens of thousands of years from now. Some would not even remember why they were so eager to go to this particular canyon with its suspiciously rectilinear hill and the remnants of a fortress wall overgrown with grass. They would think of it as a holy place left by their ancestors. The memory will fade, but the tradition will remain. This will be Mecca of AlterWorld.
 
   I looked at the army of allies. There were at least 7,000. Considering there was currently a shortage of manpower, this was an impressive number. We could raze Washington D.C. to the ground in either reality. According to the major’s calculations, one of our warriors was worth two hundred soldiers on Earth. In that case, we were like an Earth army of a million and a half. Awesome!
 
   The major was going with us. Wrapped in buffs and heavy armor, covered by two annoyed she-elves, he was obsessing over the safety of his video camera, which had been placed inside a lead cage for extra protection.
 
   We had fifteen minutes till the start of the raid. Our allies began to arrive at the meeting spot I had specified.
 
   There were Chinese from working clans. They flashed us friendly and somewhat ingratiating smiles, yet looked around wisely. They were many, but could have been more. Many of their warriors were busy confronting the perma criminal triads. Many of these criminals had escaped to the virtual world to evade merciless socialist justice. The best social protection measure was execution by firing squad, always welcomed in the People's Republic.
 
   The criminals had established themselves firmly thanks to their money, discipline, and herd instincts. The Chinese war against them was going to be intense, and we would most likely have to get involved. Duty to a friend is a holy duty. One must use caution, of course, as politics is a dirty field. Countries have no friends, only temporary allies and their own spheres of interests. But still...
 
   I saw the next few decades as a series of constant wars. Division of gold and widening of borders is a lengthy, bloody process. Even earthmen could battle for years; take the Hundred Years' War, for instance. Four generations of English and French slaughtering each other. Now imagine us, immortals.
 
   The larpers and reenactors stood in a separate group, a melting pot of a team. Their love of a hobby had outweighed everything else. Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, Israelis, Americans... a micro country of its own. They had their internal problems, but from the outside, they were like an orb of solid steel. At that time in history, they were our loyal allies, and we had even given them a most valuable parchment granting them the right to erect a fortress in the Valley of Fear. They weren’t in a hurry to use this privilege, however, and had no right to resell it. They loved their own nanocluster, where they had managed to conquer the laws of physics through selfless faith. Their bows had a realistic range, hundreds of feet. A single arrow in the eye could actually kill. I couldn’t say whether this was for better or worse, but I certainly hadn’t heard of any idiots trying to rob them lately. Such idiots were all extinct by now.
 
   The Vietnamese stood next to them, followed by the perfect squares of the Korean army. We had managed to get in touch with them just the day before. They had completely new leaders now; the rupture of the worlds and the anarchy that followed had reshuffled their entire hierarchy. But the new rulers confirmed their allegiance to us as well as the mutual aid treaty. They also sent us an unexpectedly strong battle unit; over a thousand wizards and warriors.
 
   As always, the Asians made wise decisions. They demonstrated their loyalty to us, and showed us off to all their enemies. No one would dare hurt them while they were allied with the Russians.
 
   The Japanese... Exceedingly polite, observing every single part of the treaty. They practiced ‘bushido’ and followed the warrior’s path. Not that this made communicating with them any easier; most of the time, I could better understand Hummungus. But they were great, selfless warriors, eager to go where they had a greater chance of dying, such as the first breach rank, or the retreat cover party. True samurai, in short; ‘Of all the paths, choose the one that leads to death.’
 
   The pictograms of the independent detachments in my raid-leader interface turned a calming green. The sub-leaders reported that their troops were ready. I nodded, starting the one-minute countdown timer. The bard who had just joined us emphasized my orders by blowing his horn. The piercing sound nearly made my gentle Elven ears roll up. But I have to admit, acoustic signals are convenient. You don’t always have time to read chat messages in battle.
 
   I shook my hands like a pianist getting ready to perform a complex composition, and activated the Portal to Inferno spell. The streams of magic were gentle and tame, easily forming intricate patterns. Yavanna’s fortress had the highest possible concentration of magic. Here, the barrier between Layer Zero and the Astral world was at its thinnest as this was the place of the most recent battle of hundreds of thousands sentient and uncategorized beings and top gods.
 
   I considered asking Aulë to move the wall. It was better to keep such a divine location under control.
 
   Kaboom! The portal arch opened its crimson jaws. The scorching air of Inferno mixed with the hot air of the Frontier. The ash of thousands of volcanoes spun in the sky.
 
   After a minute’s wait, thousands of our men and a few hundred women heaved a sigh of relief. Not that we were afraid of a counterattack, but you never know. It was all rather frightening. The word ‘Hell’ alone instilled fear which we all had inherited from our ancestors.
 
   “Scout dispatched,” came Cryl’s phlegmatic voice.
 
   I was too high in rank to give such orders at that point, so I merely watched. We had fine-tuned our raid mechanisms a long time ago, and considered all possible exceptions to the rules. The captain would man the helm only as a last resort.
 
   The scout hurriedly reported back via chat. A group of remote analysts deciphered the data of automated scripts and data dumps; “Interfaces: radar, script ‘Dangers,’ KOS list – clear. Visual recognition: first sector – clear... Screenshot sent, map archive sent. Second sector – flying mobs in sight. Third sector – clear. Last sector – motion detected. Identifying... Infernal cows, a herd of 40. A thousand feet away, outside aggro radius. No shepherd, no dogs. They’re creating like they haven’t been milked for a while. Rubbing their sides on the basalt, peeling off their armor.”
 
   I nodded. Most likely it was true that they hadn’t been milked. They were kept only for chitin plates – the most valuable material for trading and selling. And if there was no one there to peel off the chitin, the animals were surely suffering.
 
   I gave an order: “Get Lena here! Yes, the eighth grader. And Spark too. Those two will try to reach an agreement with the cows. Our clan gives them life, troughs with the best pumice stone, and regular chitin peeling. And they give us... hm... Let’s see what they offer us. Don’t mention the plates of armor, hide your interest in chitin.”
 
   Lena was soon found. It turned out she was hiding under Draky’s wing. Offended at not being included in the raid, the girl had decided to sneak into the army and gain a few levels along with the mithril dragon. Her skill with animals was more than enough to get Draky on board.
 
   That silly girl didn’t understand that we were trying to keep her at level nine for a reason. We just couldn’t deal with all the kids crossing the critical line. Despite all the bans, the youngsters were still leveling up by hunting castle rats and other small critters. And I won’t even mention the fights they arranged with hell hound pups, whose thirst for higher levels could be rivaled only by their thirst for a cup of fragrant coffee.
 
   The exit point control group went into the portal. Lena proudly followed, rubbing her red ear; my mom had a strong hand, and believed in old-school upbringing. In AlterWorld, a smack on the ear was virtually painless, but quite degrading; no one wanted to walk around with a scarlet ear and a light injury marker ‘Clifford, The Big Red-Eared Dog.’ Especially in the gloating, merciless child community.
 
   Draky avoided my gaze, pawing the ground and guiltily looking away. It was both funny and amazing to see a 32-foot-long mithril dragon behave in such a manner; they were one of AlterWorld’s most dangerous creatures. Our allies were impressed, and my clan mates swelled with pride; Even dragons chicken out like lap dogs at the sight of our clan leader! Fear and tremble!
 
   Craky puffed out his armored chest proudly, happy about not having been caught. But when he heard the order, “Wing inspection,” he slowly backed up sideways until he disappeared behind the nearest mountain. When he came back out, he spread his wings with restless eyes, and put on an offended look as if all our suspicions were nonsensical. What a baby!
 
   Our army of 7,000 formed a spiral which was slowly disappearing inside the narrow arch.
 
   Lena’s cry distracted the warriors from keeping in step: “The cows agreed! Don’t hurt them! They promised to eat twice as much so that the dirty pumice wouldn’t conceal the noble basalt from us. It’s a big sacrifice. Their bellies hurt from eating so much, and their hide peels too!”
 
   Orcus chuckled. I shook my head; our bad. Some negotiator we had sent. At least we wouldn’t be distracted from the raid’s main objective by having to slaughter 350-level cows. It was no simple task. Those cows ate meat too, not just pumice. Their bites were very painful and left wounds which were slow to heal.
 
   I gave an order via chat: “Harlequin, Durin, and twenty goblins from the third line cover platoon – to the portal! Take care of the animals. Carefully peel off their armor plates and send them to the treasury. And no swiping! This isn’t a bunch of sundries we’re talking about; chitin’s worth its weight in gold. I’ll tear your arms off! Lena, we are responsible for those we tame. Take the herd under your care and be ready to negotiate with more herds; chitin’s the main export product on Asmodeus’ territory.”
 
   Then I gave an order to the raid army: “Everything’s going according to the plan. Proceed to the zones you’ve been assigned to. Guards of the First Temple – clean-up of Asmodeus’ domain. Larpers and Free Vietnam – lands of Verenus. Korean Alliance – Astaroth’s princedom. Chinese brotherhood – Python's domain. Remember what I asked of you; if you see a Bundle of Nerves emitting bliss and pleasure, do not kill him, he’s mine!”
 
   That’s right, Tavor, you bitch! I haven’t forgotten about you!
 
   The army split up into independent formations and keen-eared search parties. The party was starting. Our objective was to acquire records of the enemy’s communications, start slaughtering the fat logistics officers, and loot supply warehouses. What could be more fun for a warrior inclined to pillage?
 
   Thanks to our former alliance with Asmodeus, we had retained a map of Inferno, and an almost fully complete one too. The entire territory of hell wasn’t too large: an almost perfect circle with a radius of a predictable 666 kilometers. It had 40 castles and over 200 smaller locations: settlements, forts, mines, and reinforced, isolated farmsteads.
 
   Our goal was total genocide, a clean-up op that would leave no one standing. After the destruction of all official settlements, a location always changed its status from “inhabited” to “wild.” It would cease to generate income and no longer supply its former owner with warriors. Evil spirits would inhabit the mines and ruins, and the randomizer would spawn aggressive monsters in large quantities.
 
   In order to reclaim such a territory, you had to remove the wild flora and fauna until their numbers became what they initially were. You would then build a castle and populate it – at least with hired NPCs.
 
   Our strategy – to deprive the demons of respawn points and leave them without access to reinforcements. At least AlterWorld reinforcements, which made up the strongest part of Asmodeus’ invasion army. According to the major’s intel, Asmodeus had gathered allies from three different worlds. But two of them were limited to zerg rushes – mass attacks by low-level monsters. They could be taken out even with simple arrows, although heavy bullets were preferable.
 
   These monsters had the same chances against us as bears would have against military gunners. A thousand bears could wreak havoc in a quiet suburb. But in an open field, pitted against a regiment in trenches, a thousand bears wouldn’t even make it to the first line of defense. Intimidating roaring, impressive vitality, and running at the speed of fine trotters would not help them.
 
   With us, things weren’t so straightforward; we also had magic. But the analogy is close enough. We had gotten skilled at killing. Those who were poor killers had already disappeared from the world political map. Our biggest problem were the AlterWorld legionnaires and creatures far over level 300. It took even us around top 10 warriors to deal with one of those. Now imagine earthmen; a tank squadron per every top creature. And the creature would respawn, perhaps not right away, but in a week.
 
   For the first half hour, the Alliance moved forward together, marking all the interesting places on the map and quickly scouting them. From time to time, small detachments would split off from the army to clean up micro-locations. We slaughtered stone quarry and mine workers, eliminating familial homes of all creatures loyal to Asmodeus. Our hell hounds fiercely tore apart their kin from enemy clans. They harbored age-old hatred toward each other, and their blood feud would go on for centuries. Any hounds that couldn’t pass under the belly of a young female without bending their knees were killed. The pups that passed this test were adopted. The pride left nothing in its wake but empty hills, the hot wind blowing straight through the destroyed burrows within.
 
   Pretty soon, we ran into a few surprises.
 
   One of our search parties which happened to consist of only elves and humans encountered a lost couple from Earth. The young man and woman – dying of dehydration and on the brink of insanity – had survived by pure luck and by virtue of AlterWorld algorithms that were starting to kick in. Ten days they had been hiding in the mountains from various creatures, slowly going insane. It was understandable; the young couple had been at home, drinking champagne and getting ready to make love, when all of a sudden, reality shifted, and they were thrown into the depths of hell. Good thing some food from their table got transported along with them.
 
   The two were given into my mother’s care and sent to the clan’s sanatorium via the nearest portal, so that they could recover their sanity. A young hell hound followed them – hell hounds were the best therapists of all time. The canine snorted with displeasure, but obediently followed the matriarch’s orders; she mentally extinguished the young couple’s panic attacks and negative emotions.
 
   Soon, we had to call another evacuation team; our sideline watchmen detected a smoke of an unusual color and sent a scout to find its source. His discovery was astounding; in the middle of a hidden valley was a Canadian attack plane—a heavily damaged one.
 
   Fifteen tons of creased and melted metal wasn’t a bad find, although it didn’t change the lay of the land. But what interested us the most were the two tilted gravestones. It looked like the crash had happened very recently. Had we not just returned from Earth, we would’ve deemed this find priceless. But now, things were simpler. We resurrected the pilots, advised them to loot their graves, then quickly transferred them to the Super Nova. We would chat with them, then return them to Earth.
 
   The Alliance’s main division – 3,000 warriors – approached the first castle. We had sent them ahead just in case; we still didn’t know how the demons were taking this insolent invasion. According to our scouts, there were only cripples with permanent injuries and weak youngsters on the walls. But, better safe than sorry. Who knows how fast info could travel between worlds? Should Asmodeus show up, we’d be in for a blood bath; we had a shortage of adamant.
 
   We easily seized the castle, almost in no time. A fortress’s strength is not in its walls, but in its defenders. We brought down the 200,000 HP gates in two minutes. A short yet intense massacre in the inner court followed, then – a rapid clean-up of the premises. We slaughtered everyone, regardless of their status – demon slaves, crafters, gatherers. Three of our warriors could take down a 200-level imp in a few minutes. On Earth, a teen imp could crush an entire tank platoon.
 
   We spent half an hour pillaging. The loot was scant – very few valuables. Army supplies were minimal, craft and alchemy ingredients – practically non-existent. I presumed that the war on Earth had taken up all of Inferno’s resources. Not without reason it is said that wars are the single most expensive enterprise invented by man.
 
   I wondered if demons were short on gear. I recalled how the elite Silver Legion demons got respawned naked. The war on Earth was intense; after losing a few armies in nuclear explosions, the new army had probably been left without equipment. This could mean good news for us.
 
   I couldn’t let the major know just yet. He had died three times during castle raids; the low-level fellow succumbed to every single blanket effect. After a series of resurrections, he decided to continue his experiments in a more peaceful setting.
 
   A few third-line supporters were currently helping him to level up. Our plan was to make him gain 50 levels in a few days, then send him to Moscow and see what kind of Terminator we will have had created. If the system worked, and he really would become stronger in every respect, then we would have a super cheat at our disposal that would radically alter Earth’s reality. Honestly, I was already fearing the outcome, as the logical response from Earth would be an insistent request to level up a few SWAT divisions.
 
   Our dwarves and goblins were still transporting trophies, while the heavy hitters had swapped blades for smashing weapons and started hammering away at the main citadel’s wall. A cloud of dust enveloped the castle yard. Flying pieces of basalt struck everyone, taking HP and drawing some hefty cussing.
 
   After ten minutes, the complex math algorithms responsible for calculating damage in the game computed the citadel to be unstable. The warped donjon collapsed with a loud creak. The citadel’s green marker turned gray, signifying that it was now nothing more than ownerless ruins. It would become red in a few days as deadly creatures would inhabit the abandoned quarters. In a week – voilà, a new monster lair. Aggressive loner mobs would now begin to multiply, mature, and gather treasures. In half a year, this location would be titled ‘Infernal Ruins’ or something along those lines...
 
   Our looters got second wind; free building stone, specifically infernal basalt with fire immunity and not just some trivial sandstone, was quite the thing, especially for a thrifty dwarf.
 
   I didn’t mind; those greedy pigs still had 10 minutes left. We were resurrecting our fallen, rebuffing, and fixing our damaged accoutrements. Besides, I didn’t want to kick the people around for no reason; the wise management had already thought everything through a long time ago.
 
   Before we even began our battle at these castle walls, our scouts accompanied by wizards were already on their way to the next points marked on the map. A network of portals was slowly but surely enveloping Inferno. All we had to do was wait until a friendly arch popped open before us, inviting us to the walls of the next citadel.
 
   We divided into two groups for the next attack: North and South, so we could take two targets. We had no time to spare, plus, our manpower was huge. Speed and suddenness were our key strengths.
 
   This strategy proved useful. In an hour and a half, I was getting reports that the attacks had been successful. I skimmed the operations summary. The South group steamrollered the former border castle of a demon prince. The tiny garrison couldn’t put up an adequate resistance.
 
   The North group had a harder time. The ancient citadel turned out to be a company town; it was the heart of production of battle artifacts and various alchemic substances. A hundred veterans guarded it, inexhaustible sources of magic crap at their disposal.
 
   My warriors got into serious trouble; many ceaselessly vomited bile, having encountered colorless airborne poison dust. It had no antidote and nearly turned the men inside out. Many were in hysterics; chemicals burned their eyes, and the 24-hour blindness timer scared them to death. Internal interfaces would be their only salvation for the near future, providing access to books, movies, and other positive things. The wounded would just have to relax, stop scratching their bleeding eye sockets, and concentrate on a fun story.
 
   There were surprisingly many heavy injuries. Traps took warriors’ limbs, artifacts damaged aura and severed mana flow cords. For the next 24 hours, we would have to do without over a hundred warriors. The rest of us grew tense. If tearing out your spine with a special ability could leave you paralyzed for an entire day at this point, what could we expect next? Disability groups? It was frightening. Inferno managed to bare its teeth after all.
 
   Fortunately, the loot was terrific, although we would have to figure out several of the artifacts; they had no means of external control. Some displayed the malicious Limited Access note in response to our attempts to control them via internal interfaces.
 
   The Mules Guild was a big help in emptying the industrial warehouses. After the rupture of the worlds, the guild had lost over 90 percent of its staff as very few of the members were permas; the boys merely ran a successful business to ensure prosperity in the real world.
 
   Luckily, one of their permas was a good buddy of mine whom I had met in previous raids – Burly. He had managed to seize the reins of government and crush the anarchists and mutineers, shedding hardly any blood. Most of them were aiming to pocket the contents of the leased-out storehouses – tens of thousands of square feet of freebies. This sum was too large to be defended by a mere hundred dwarves, even if they were unnaturally powerful. But with our Alliance’s protection it was certainly possible...
 
   The South group split up into two smaller groups as the nearest targets could be taken without too much manpower. The North group did the opposite; they tightened their formations, got both dragons to help them, and summoned a dwarf hird from the reserves. They had a difficult target ahead – the former family castle of one of the Grand Princes whom Asmodeus had killed.
 
   The castle’s gates and gratings all had over a million HP. The walls bore various runes. There were several towers and catapults. I wouldn’t have risked attacking such a huge thing under any other circumstances, but the number of demons we saw flashing between the merlons and on our radars was ridiculously low. That couldn’t be it, could it? A mere three hundred, most of them not even warriors.
 
   All right, let’s take her, I decided. I couldn’t even remember how many castles I had already taken. But who cares? Charge, boys!
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Bering Strait. US Navy missile defense torpedo boat.
 
   “...target signature recognized: three Ka-52-M ‘Alligator’ attack helicopters. A couple Ka-60 ‘Swallow’ military helicopters. Distance: 142 miles, altitude – 200 feet, bearing – 60, moving away. Russians, sir! They’re leaving; will cross our air boundary in 40 minutes. Detecting jamming signals... change of carrier frequency... Target tracking has been made more difficult.”
 
   The early warning radar beeped, signaling the discovery of new objects.
 
   “New targets detected! Target number six, presumably an EW A-90 aircraft. Distance: 411 miles, altitude – 35000 feet, bearing – 81. Target number seven, positive identification: strategic bomber Tu-160 ‘Gray Swan.’ Distance: 509 miles, altitude – 45000 feet, bearing – 77. They’re over neutral territory, sir!”
 
   “Attention! Permission received to open fire on targets 1-5. Representation code correct. Safety catches removed from weapons systems. Homing radar activation, forwarding data to SM-6 control system. Probability of hitting target with one missile – 82%, two missiles – 97%. Opening missile cells 12-22. Ready! Launch! SAMs in the air. Shooting off accelerators. Activating thrusters. Missiles on intercept course. Ninety seconds till rendezvous point.”
 
   “Attention! Registering jamming signals on all frequencies! Hard rays detected. Source – target number 6, the EW aircraft. Target designation failure! Missiles following pre-mapped route. ‘Fledgeling-9’ has abandoned course due to horizontal rudder failure. ‘Fledgling -17’ – failure of both control units, self-detonation. Loss of remote sensing of ‘Fledglings:’ 3, 8, 11. Reassigning targets. Targets within homers' perceptibility, 15 seconds till target interception. Homer seizure! ‘Fledgeling-4’ has abandoned course. Interception in: three, two, one! Multiple explosions. Detecting destructive agent clouds. Targets... Targets not hit! Repeat, targets not hit!”
 
   “Sir, receiving orders to repeat attack with full stacks on both sides.”
 
   “Attention! We’re illuminated by a radar. Source – target seven, ‘Gray Swan.’ Sir, these are our waters, we’re in our own right! Will they really dare return fire?!”
 
   “We’re illuminated by another radar! The ‘Swan’ has launched two missiles, looks like antiaircraft missiles. Oh, God, SOS! We’ve a 120 seconds till interception! Sir, requesting permission to abandon ship! Sir, what are we to do?!”
 
   “Do your duty! Repeat attack! Open missile cells 1-32!”
 
   “Sir, we don’t have time! Long-range SAM preparation takes over three minutes! An entire minute for the gyroscopes alone!”
 
   “Load half the clusters with air defense SAM cartridges. We’ll try to intercept the Russian missiles for a start. May God help us!”
 
    
 
   Eight hours later.
 
   A heavy mithril barrel of a 120 mm caliber took a wide arc and smashed into the skull of the dungeon boss. Crunch! The monster’s legs gave way, and the giant creature fell to the stone floor.
 
   The trichromatic sparks of divine magic flew everywhere, mixing with the monster’s brains and black blood. The 5-digit crimson crit number slowly floated up to the ceiling and vanished. I took a screenshot; such a hit was worthy of a painting in Super Nova’s Hall of Fame.
 
    
 
   Status alert! You’ve received experience.
 
   Congratulations! Group mission ‘Ancient Lair Clean-Up’ complete.
 
   Reward: +710k XP (personal). Gold (per each group member): +500.
 
   Rating: bonus difficulty boost for next personal dungeon. Your cakewalk days are over!
 
   Relationship with Inferno faction: improved! Thank you for clearing the lands. Current level: Hatred! Diplomatic status: War!
 
    
 
   I gave the demons a middle finger in my mind, You’ll never have my friendship. This war would have no gray areas; it was us vs. ultimate evil. There were millions of victims in Russia alone, and ziggurats built from the skulls of children.
 
   I gnashed my teeth, sighing; the thought of my involvement in the catastrophe was weighing me down. I couldn’t fix what I had done. I could only survive until they invented Time magic and travel to the past to kill myself when I was an infant. Damn Terminator...
 
   It was all just stupid dreams. But I certainly could influence the here and now. The main thing was to avoid making the age-old mistake of the kind-hearted: we had to crush the evil in its lair, not letting the sprouts of evil spread over our own garden.
 
   These considerations influenced my order; no prisoners, kill all. My clan mates grumbled; slaughtering elite crafters was like slaughtering chickens laying gold eggs. All of my greedier warrant officers objected to such an illogical order and agitated the warriors for a rebellion.
 
   I had to insist; no exceptions! I had already tried to reach an agreement with a demon once; that led to the death of two continents. Australia was completely silent, even on radio frequency bands. As for Africa, the remnants of the Egyptian army were barely making it, surrounded by the enemy. They survived only thanks to the ancient pyramids which suppressed magic for several miles around. Maybe there were still a few wild tribes here and there, protected by powerful shamans and generally not very crucial targets for demons. But these were more like death pangs for a continent...
 
   Tired, I plopped down on the hot cave floor, patting the space next to me to invite Zena to sit. Then, I reloaded my overheated gun and holstered it. I just couldn’t resist the manly thrill I got from firing it all the time, and tried to pass it off as a scientific experiment.
 
   I had rented the piece from Dan. The bullets I had gotten from SWAT in a trade. The GSh-18 dealt pretty good damage – around a dagger stab’s worth of damage. The firing rate was a lot faster than flinging knives, but I had to account for reloading and frequent misfires; the caps often failed to ignite, the action frame kept getting jammed, the bullets got warped. My low firearm skill was probably to blame. The damage was huge due to my high level and insane stats. I really couldn’t tell if it was my strength or agility. Basically, if I wasted a thousand bullets at a shooting range, then perhaps I would be in good shape. I had to empty five clips into a monster a few minutes back, being unable to draw its aggro away from my pet, who was clearly dealing more damage than my gun.
 
   I ordered my assistants: “Rovers, sit!” then turned to the loyal troll, “Snowie, scout the castle, check the walls for hidden treasure, maybe get a point toward observance.”
 
   The albino lowered his gaze guiltily. He had missed a destroyer hiding in a recess during battle. The creature had poor camouflage and stalking skills, but dealt the leading raid squad quite a blow from behind. I almost died. To be stabbed in the back by a 400-level monster is serious stuff.
 
   Zena was the one who saved us, spending several precious abilities with lengthy rollback times; and also my seven pets – I didn’t have crystals for more. Soul Stones were the exact reason why we had engaged in this fight in the first place. Where else could we find enough monsters that were a match for me and weren’t labeled as uncategorized? I was way too advanced compared to the bulk of players and was now regarded as a statistical error. When generating new locations, the game algorithms no longer took my interests into account, and continued to spawn farm fields and raid zones for groups of levels 150+. The monsters still grew bigger and stronger, gaining XP. But it was happening too slowly.
 
   I assigned the next targets on the list to the commanders of independent detachments, then took Snowie with me as the clan’s top damager, and also Zena as a supporting healer. With jealous eyes upon us, we headed to the next unexplored area and went straight for its greatest gift – a group dungeon with the difficulty rating of ‘Nightmare.’ It was an ancient structure abandoned for at least a year, filled with treasures to the brim. The demons couldn’t conquer it, and no strangers ever got close enough to try.
 
   According to the game’s Wiki and the average strength of local monsters, I expected creatures of my level. That was going to be quite a challenge as I was extremely advanced. But considering my powers and Snowie with his divine gear, I knew we could take them without much effort. Yet the system disagreed; ‘Nightmare’ means ‘Nightmare.’ Hardcore players only.
 
   The mysterious algorithms strengthened the monsters a lot; the weakest monster we met was a level 400. I couldn’t get away with just one pet; I was forced to summon all the zombies I could. Zena was happy like a child; every half hour we could hear the sound of bells signaling her leveling up. I only gained one level, but at such heights that was truly an achievement. We received silver by the pound – in Inferno it was as valuable as gold. Pity we had no one to trade it with.
 
   The dungeon’s top boss dropped an artifact – a Night Diamond. It was an enchanted stone that increased a stat of your choice by 200 points. Alternatively, it could be placed on a weapon giving it a Moon Sculptor effect – a small chance that the body of a slain enemy would turn to stone, with the type of stone or other material being random, anything from sandstone to mithril being possible.
 
   Snowie was silent, but kept glancing at me with the eyes of a begging kitten. I couldn’t say no to my loyal bodyguard, and soon the diamond shone on his club. Snowie happily fondled the weapon, promising that the first dragon he met would be turned into a mountain of gold.
 
   I received 38 Soul Stones, more than I had spent. The raid still cost the demons more than it did us. By the way, how are the guys doing? I thought.
 
   I had no urgent messages, and the interface showed no panic alerts of the highest priority. Raid discipline suffered in the public chat; the clan relaxed in my absence. When the cat’s away, the mice will play.
 
   I brought this to the senior officers’ attention. The chat instantly filled with moderator warnings. The most zealous violators were temporarily muted.
 
   I skimmed through staff reports and target statuses. Everything was going according to the plan. Our forces were slowly drawing closer to Asmodeus’ favorite citadel, circling it like a pack of wolves and biting off pieces of the Top Demon’s lands. Where are you, you bastard? I wondered. Will you not run to the rescue of your sacred place? I still remembered the underground vault: a storage of precious silver, a bestiary filled with bodies, and massive streams of magic emitted by something very powerful, most likely an altar, a source, or an artifact.
 
   Well, we could wait. I conjectured that traveling from one world to another with an entire army was no easy task, even for a powerful creature like Asmodeus. Having seen the Fallen One’s careful response, I realized that the leader of the Dark Pantheon wasn’t ready to engage in an open fight with the Top Demon – especially on foreign territory, be it on Earth or Inferno.
 
   I opened the raid leader tab, checked the stats diagrams. We weren’t experiencing a decrease of average warrior level as usually happened during a super-difficult raid. XP for slain demons outweighed death penalties. We met almost zero true soul reapers – no arch demons, no warriors from personal legions. They had all probably gone on the expedition to Earth.
 
   The loot curve kept steadily climbing. According to the horribly inaccurate Kravchenko catalogue, which appraised loot based on pre-perma tables, we were three million gold richer now. It seemed like a solid sum – $300,000. But divided among all of the Alliance’s warriors, it would be a mere $100 per soldier. Minus ammo costs, equipment damage, supporter ad crafter services, clan taxes, and everything else. We’d be left with mere pennies – a mover’s fee really. Compared with tens of thousands spent on leveling up, this sum evoked tears. There was no personal gain in a raid; only the clan’s top warriors got anything, and the main reward was strategic dominance. Real money was made not during these risky events which were akin to gambling, but during depressing farming of medium-level locations, where the gold per hour ratio was guaranteed to the thousandth decimal place.
 
   Someone touched my shoulder. I didn’t flinch, having nerves of steel. I minimized my interfaces and squinted; it was dark in the cave, and my eyes had to readjust after the bright interface screens.
 
   Snowie. He piled everything he had found at my feet. The loot consisted of a few chests nearly crumbling from old age, which contained silver and gold coins with the faces of emperors who never existed; a handful of tiny crystals from deactivated traps; one Torch of True Flame; a bit of local flora. Snowie had never increased his gathering abilities, therefore the alchemic ingredients he found were random and insignificant.
 
   “Attaboy!” I nodded to the happy troll, going back to my interfaces.
 
   The timer was buzzing like a mosquito in my ear. It’s hard to be Robocop – you can’t smash the clock against the nearest wall.
 
   I looked at the hint that popped up. Twelve hours had passed. If everything was fine, then my wizard and his guard, Badaboom, were already in Khabarovsk. It was time to visit Alaska...
 
   I checked my Portal to Alpha Zone spell. It was fine; a third navigational beacon appeared in my list of available exit points. The tiny goblin succeeded. If he survived, I would give him a personal name: Amundsen, or Papanin, whoever explored the Arctic. The goblin was a traveler, and I was a dumbass. I thought I was so smart; Can’t give Soul Stones to players, so I’ll give one to an NPC. But it never occurred to me to give it to a wizard. Ouch. I would take more risks from now on, affirming the theories of forensic science textbooks: the perp always returns to the crime scene.
 
   “Snowie, Zena, let’s head out. We’ll rebuff, go into stealth mode, and jump to the promised land. But first, we’ll send whatever scouts we can.”
 
   We went as the usual team – one does not swap horses while crossing a ford. Just in case, we opened the portal directly from Inferno; if there was a US tank squadron on the other side waiting to invade AlterWorld, they would only be punishing themselves.
 
   The massive, pearl-colored portal arch had barely opened when a snow-covered goblin fell out of it, blue from the cold.
 
   “Papanin, that you?” I smiled, truly glad the little smartass was alive.
 
   The goblin batted his icy eyelashes in perplexity, then tried to stand to attention, “Sir, Murash has carried out your order! All’s clear on the other side. There were some steel birds scanning the area, but Murash hid in the snow, Murash is smart!”
 
   “Papanin. That’s your new name. You’ll be known as the great explorer of the icy plains.”
 
    
 
   A tender ray of light scattered into fragments. Reality laughed and nodded in agreement.
 
    
 
   Dan gave the goblin a friendly slap on the shoulder, activated stealth, and stepped into the portal. Trust but verify.
 
   Dan came back the next minute, armed with a snowball that had clearly been made by a human with a 300-point strength stat. He was excited over the long-awaited phone call to his family, and someone was about to get a boo-boo; with a cry of joy, Dan threw the icy ball at Craky’s armored head. Craky had stopped by as phantom dragons are sensitive to spatial magic and are always attracted to the echo of a newly opened portal.
 
   Champ! Craky adroitly caught the ball in his jaws, pensively rolled it around in his mouth, then swallowed it with pleasure and looked at Dan with anticipation, wanting more.
 
   I myself wouldn’t mind eating something cold in Inferno’s heat. I turned to my team, pointing at the Earth officer who was playing with his gift – a morphite blade. The weapon flowed through his fingers, taking on various shapes: dagger, universal lock pick, knuckle-duster, metal file, steel gauntlet, handcuffs, a cable with a latch hook, a harmless-looking bracelet... It was the dream of any spy or diversionist.
 
   “Let’s go!” I said. “Major, bring up the rear. Your new level 40 is cool and all, as well as your 500 HP, but don’t overestimate them. A Chimera can kill you with a sneeze.”
 
   This was his weak spot; he wanted to live, and live long and comfortably. That’s why he had allocated all of his newly acquired points toward constitution. And after an hour of hard effort, he had finally managed to make out interfaces. His eyes bled afterward, but he still did it.
 
   As usual, the portal shifted consciousness, distracting us from random thoughts. I looked around; snowy virgin lands everywhere. No footprints: Dan had used levitation wings while the goblin hid near the Soul Stone, which was always warm. Even if it couldn’t warm you up, it still made you happy.
 
   Badaboom responded instantly. The mega damager burst into an incoherent speech which wasn’t typical of him. I heard him out and realized why he was worked up; to sit in a cargo helicopter like inside some tin can and watch a group of supersonic missiles catching up to you is really frightening. And hearing them explode could make your hair turn gray. Praised be our buffs; the aircraft were okay. They had made it out of the destructive agent clouds and fled to their own territory disguised as cast-iron tanks. The dwarf-mechanic who had marked the helicopters with runes probably made mincemeat out of the pilots and SWAT.
 
   They’d landed half an hour ago. Their bosses were pestering them all this time: “Where is Max Nazarov?”
 
   Moscow wanted us. All flight paths were cleared, and the officers had already been reprimanded for the delay. Thousands of people were waiting for the leader of the AlterWorld mission who had vanished into a different reality.
 
   Our major was on his communicator, trying to reach the satellite, but I knew that the communicator was dead. Its durability bar was down in the dark-red section: a pitiful 3/20. AlterWorld had finished off the delicate gadget.
 
   I gave the go-ahead to transport Badaboom and the wiz; Let them follow the assigned course. I estimated that we would meet in about 15 minutes. But the harsh reality crushed our plans.
 
   The team got to their destination just fine. Invisibility concealed them from enemy eyes, and levitation allowed them to travel without leaving any tracks. But after that...
 
    
 
   The military pseudo-AI 51-224 was napping in power-saving mode. It would have gladly turned on the active systems and watched the outside world; curiosity and thirst for self-development had been installed on all AIs, even on the gelded 51 series. But turning on these systems would have shortened the AI’s time spent on watch and interfered with its number one priority: to monitor the perimeter and control the minefield.
 
   The mines were fresh. They had been dropped by an airplane a mere six hours ago at the site of the last contact with the enemy after a satellite had detected suspicious activity, a drone had observed the take-off and landing of a group of unidentified helicopters, and the officers had made arrangements to offer resistance. An air defense ship was to intercept the helicopters, and the military AI 51-224 would greet the supposed diversionists at the matching point.
 
   The alarm signal was sent from multiple sensors simultaneously. The analytic scripts deemed irrelevant the loud pop that came from the sound detector; a stone could have cracked or rolled off a hill somewhere. The seismic noise was ignored for that same reason, but it gave the AI a questionable excuse to switch to active mode.
 
   Its sensitive probes soundlessly protruded from the snow. They included a visual control system, radio scanners, and detectors of infrared, ultrasonic, radioactive, and VHF activity.
 
   The readings came in quickly; a thermal diagram of invisible objects; breathing sounds and deafening heartbeats; electromagnetic disturbances of VHF-waves as they met with solid objects.
 
   The AI would have smiled gloatingly if it could. This sly enemy had failed to fool him. Having calculated the invaders’ course, the AI waited for four seconds, allowing the invisible enemies to go deep into the minefield. Then the AI gave a short, encoded signal, and a series of explosions rent the silence.
 
   Boom, boom, boom!!!
 
   Two small antipersonnel mines should have blown off the intruders’ feet, and the M86 PDM should have sent shrapnel flying everywhere, putting an end to the unidentified subjects.
 
   The flame and shrapnel destroyed the intruders’ invisibility cloak, but didn’t deal much damage. The enemies looked stunned and a bit bruised, and a ghostly shroud could be seen melting around them. Looking around in confusion and trying to find a hiding place, they were nervously conversing in an aggressive-sounding language.
 
   The AI determined it to be Russian. It lacked a simultaneous interpretation module, but had other means to establish which side the subjects belonged to; by analyzing sounds, for instance.
 
   The Russians’ inactivity gave him time to reorient a few directional charges.
 
   Boom! Boom!
 
   A few M18A1 Claymore mines exploded. Each sent a 700 fragments flying, killing everything within a distance of a 164 feet. This time, the intruders were wounded. Five-millimeter holes appeared in their bodies. Blood spattered the blackened snow. The skinny diversionist in a strange, colorful robe now had a broken arm that hung limply at his side.
 
   The AI determined the damage as lethal with no chance of recovery. But the damn Russians didn’t even think of dying. They were now well aware of the cause of the explosions and took to their heels, racing straight into the heart of the minefield.
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   Explosions rang out non-stop. Fragments spurted like fountains from tiny antipersonnel mines here and there. The M86 PDMs erupted like deadly fireworks, leaving growing clouds of smoke. M18A1 shrapnel whistled through the air. Surely it was impossible to survive this hell. But the Russians, wrapped in a blue glow, emerged unscathed from deadly zones time after time.
 
   The AI overheated from indignation and incomprehension. It calibrated several sensors on the go, comparing their current functions with their factory settings. Everything seemed to be in order except for the fact that the fragile human flesh of the targets remained intact.
 
   Things got more fun once the odd light surrounding the Russians went out. Now, the explosions started to affect them; blood and shreds of flesh flew everywhere. But the enemies were already leaving the AI’s perimeter.
 
   The vexed and stunned AI 51 used a last resort weapon; a hollow-charge anti-tank projectile shell.
 
   The explosively formed penetrator from melted copper was capable of piercing 100 millimeter armor from a 170 feet away. It sank into the Russians’ backs. The skinny one instantly doubled over, turned into a gravestone, and fell on the snow. The stocky robust fellow clad in gilded armor survived even this time, although there was a gaping hole the size of a fist in his chest.
 
   The AI tested its analytical threads, saw that they were in order, but restarted the entire system nevertheless after forwarding the extremely important information on the strange intruders to superiors. This, however, disclosed the AI to the enemy, and as it rebooted, it was completely sure that it would not wake up again.
 
   The AI was right. A hypersonic death was approaching it from the distant Gray Swan...
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The minefield made things harder for us. We had to run for over six miles to retrieve the wizard’s dead body, trying to calm Badaboom via chat on the way. We cast an antithermal veil and invisibility on ourselves, as well as levitation to help us get there faster. Meanwhile, a battle raged in the skies and in the world’s political arena over who would get to keep the AlterWorld guests.
 
   There were flashes and peals of thunder up ahead; rockets kept striking the perimeter. Americans were trying to cut us off from the landing site and stall until the truce envoys arrived, accompanied by a paratrooper regiment.
 
   The Russians shot down all ballistic targets and employed electromagnetic attacks to fight the smart technology. We were good creators, but even better destroyers.
 
   The planet’s two greatest powers were battling for the unclaimed trump card. All gentlemanly agreements had been cast aside. Details no longer mattered. Courteous smiles turned into scowls. The little white lies and flicks on the forehead were about to turn into an all-out war.
 
   I frowned. Do we really need this? Will they run us ragged within the Kremlin walls? To go from being on the dirty streets of a bedroom district right to being a world leader is nothing more than a Cinderella story with a sad ending. We would instantly get sucked into someone else’s intrigues. The groups in power would each be pulling us in different directions, looking for different ways to influence and pressure us. These groups would be countless, from SWAT to the military to personal security councils of oligarchs and State Duma deputies. They wouldn’t let such powerful individuals as ourselves remain uncontrolled. We were influential enough to be noticed, but too weak to be independent.
 
   And what would happen to AlterWorld within the next decade? After three million mobilized ex-soldiers will have been sent there to get to level 400? Would they return? Or would they try to dominate our long-suffering cluster, or even all of AlterWorld? After all, there were barely any people there now; one or two million at most...
 
   Should we quit? Leave by portal and cut ourselves off? I would once again become the First after God, the head of the most powerful alliance and clan, the feudal lord and future king of my lands. I would never have to deal with any of those shady KGB and GRU generals, undercover diplomats, seasoned politicians, each with 50 years of service, or old oligarchs and oil tycoons. Some wanted us as a weapon. They would heartlessly send us to die in battle if they deemed this to be the most profitable course of action. Some wanted us as suppliers of advantageous or dangerous technology to take out their business rivals. Some saw us as a source of perfect health and immortality.
 
   Should we flee? Get our freedom back? Most of those who had gone perma voluntarily were anarchists, escapists, visionaries, and the elderly. None of them wanted to serve in the military and live under a monarch, to be nameless bolts and cogs in a giant machine.
 
   But what about earthmen? There were billions of humans dying at this very moment, sentenced to a painful eternity in demonic power pools. It didn’t matter what their skin color was, or which country they were from; no one deserves such post mortal existence.
 
   These were all real problems. But these were our human problems. As long as there was a common enemy that saw our wives and children as a meaty delicacy, nothing else really mattered. Especially to me, a man who had activated the Soul Stone, giving demons access to Earth. So I silently gritted my teeth and pressed forward through the snowstorm, doing what had to be done, constantly assessing all the different options. I was responsible for the people who trusted me. Earth, AlterWorld... Which is more important, how do I defend the interests of both?
 
   To the ceaseless beeping of the drones and the flashes of intercepted rockets exploding, we found the fallen wizard’s grave amidst blocks of ice. The lengthy resurrection cast was drowned out by the voice calling to us in English from the sky. Americans promised us respect and kindness, total forgiveness and mountains of gold as well as warm tea and their hospitality.
 
   The major kept giving us alarmed glances, mechanically reaching for his gun. Did he have an order to shoot us should we try to surrender to a potential enemy? What a complete fool.
 
   Dan laughed too happily, like a madman, flipping the bird to the skies. Soon, very soon, he would embrace his wife and children...
 
   The wizard returned with a slight tremor in his limbs and a streak of gray hair, the typical attribute of all who had been to the abandoned mud box for earthly souls. Gladly patting us on the shoulders, he hurriedly activated the portal spell.
 
   Boom! We were gone.
 
   In Khabarovsk, we were met by people in striped uniform trousers and sunny weather which was unusual for this latitude. There were so many generals crowded in the airplane shed in which we found ourselves, that it was almost like we were in Moscow. They were all trying to make it seem as though they were a part of this successful mission, involvement in which surely guaranteed more stars for their shoulder straps. It is said for a reason that “Victory has a thousand fathers, but defeat is an orphan.”
 
   After warily shaking a few dozen hands, I noticed a sullen lieutenant general, head of the city’s defense. He stood out like an old stray cat at an exhibition of elite kittens.
 
   “I have an order to send you to Moscow,” he said with a twitch of his unshaven cheek.
 
   I looked him up and down severely. You tend to get bad habits like that when you’re 6’2, broad as an ox, and a leader of 25,000 people.
 
   “But what?” I prompted the lieutenant general.
 
   He bared his teeth angrily. “But I need you here! We barely have enough servicemen and mobilized units to defend the city perimeter. Excluding three suburbs; we had to evict tens of thousands of families and crowd everyone into the downtown neighborhoods. There are over a 100 residential communities, small facilities, and fragmented garrisons in the area. We have ten guns for every half a mile of trenches! Every day, these territories are disappearing one by one.”
 
   “Well, evacuate them,” I suggested the obvious.
 
   The lieutenant general shook his head, “Not enough manpower. Any group with a weak escort will get slaughtered. Sadly, I know this from experience. And if we provide a group with a big escort, the city will be left defenseless against internal attacks. The demons have portal coordinates for all neighborhoods and human informers who’ve sold themselves out. All we can do is watch individual wrist bracelets go out on the map. Neighborhood after neighborhood. Before, we would send artillery troops to an area left defenseless. While looting, the demons started hiding behind stationary shields. In response, we bombed our own enclaves, even if they were still fighting back. Every time our troops at a location lost 70% of their personnel, we dispatched a bomber squadron, bombed those who were still alive...”
 
   He lapsed into a mournful silence, looking absently into the distance. The chief of staff, who stood by his side, spoke, “Our superiors deemed this tactic rational and recommended it for all defended localities. It gets many objectives accomplished at once; deals maximum damage to enemy troops even with the use of cheap, inaccurate ammunition, destroys bodies of the victims, and minimizes the number of humans taken hostage by the demons.”
 
   As I looked at these two men, battered by the unexpected and unusual war, I tried to understand, were their words sincere? Were they really grieving for those they couldn’t save? Or was it all just an attempt to ensnare us with feelings of sympathy and a sense of duty?
 
   Oh, Fallen One, what have I become? People are dying, and I’m still on the lookout for intrigues and manipulation.
 
   The lieutenant general sighed heavily, “If you can, stay for at least a day, help us fight our way through the enemy hordes and evacuate our people. I’ll come up with an excuse for the aircraft’s delay. We’ve already made a list of areas with the highest populations of children. If we can just get them out of the bombs’ way... My pilots don’t even go outside anymore; people shun them, and some even try to get them to rebel, to surrender to the demons. They think the demons won’t hurt everyone, only clergymen and the righteous.”
 
   I shook my head. How familiar. This was just like the Nazis saying they wouldn’t hurt you if you gave them Jews.
 
   Then I spoke, my mind already made up, “Don’t delay the aircraft.”
 
   The lieutenant general involuntarily gave me an understanding yet disgusted smile. He was about to say something nasty, but I continued, “My portalist will go to Moscow; that’s enough. I’ll assemble a team of volunteers and help you evacuate your people. Come on, General, lead us to your headquarters, away from prying eyes. Man is weak and covetous, easily tempted by immortality. Let’s go, Pyotr Alekseevich, let’s think. Give us just one communicator with a secure channel and civilian network access; one of my men needs to call Moscow.”
 
   The county staff had excellent equipment; they had invested heavily in the army over the last few decades. Anti-radiation doors opened soundlessly, and the automated gun rings kept their barrels on us as we walked by. The latest generation AI greeted the general through its loudspeakers, then thoroughly researched our status and clearance level, asked us stupid logic questions, tried to get inside our heads, and contacted some unknown superiors for orders.
 
   The general patiently suffered through the AI’s tedium, explaining it to us briefly, “Testing of sentient beings for demon mind control. We’ve had very unfortunate cases, such as attempts to play us off against Americans so that we would nuke each other. So now we administer regular and situational testing in the event of even slightly odd behavior.”
 
   I nodded in agreement. I knew what mind control was from personal experience. And as for odd behavior, all I had to do was look in a mirror. No wonder the AI was alarmed; the general was about to lead weirdos that looked like Lord of the Rings characters into his sanctum.
 
   The first thing I noticed in the operations room was the 3D interactive city map. In addition to everything else, the Fallen One’s request weighed heavily on my mind. As I listened to the general who indicated the still-inhabited enclaves on the map with a laser pointer, I kept glancing over the accidents of the ground. All right, there are a few good spots; I’ll have to inquire about their current state without arousing suspicion.
 
   The general kept talking, “...according to our analysts, we’ve been invaded by a horde from the virtual world called Diablo. There’s about 500 of them. The average vitality of one monster equals roughly a 100 kJ. That is, it takes a round of heavy machine gun fire or two OTs-14 cartridges to kill it. The average monster respawns in about 72 hours. At least that’s for how long the Diablos cease all activity after heavy losses. They don’t do anything except recovering for that time period, then attack again.”
 
   I estimated these demons to have 6,000 HP each. That put them at around level 50. Too much for earthmen, and too easy for us, yielding neither XP nor loot. I caught the general looking at me intently. What’s he trying to find in my face? Fear? Doubt?
 
   I nodded reassuringly, “No problems so far. Give me a full list of these monsters, with all their skills and special abilities. I’ll bring wizards and warriors. The wizards will create portals; the warriors will seal off the defensive perimeter while you evacuate civilians. I doubt the demons will just sit back while we take away their forage reserve. But that’s their problem. If they attack, all the better for us. All you have to do is meet the refugees and provide initial transport for our portalists. Can a single helicopter make it to the surrounded area?
 
   The general shook his head, “Let’s avoid air travel; they burn our copters on sight. It’s best if we take a few armored infantry carriers with a tank. The demons are happy to see the city defense weaken, and will gladly let these vehicles out. But they’ll never let them go back in, that’s a fact.”
 
   I made a plan; each motorcade would get a wiz and a five-man cover group capable of holding back a low-level, one-minute zerg rush, protecting the portalist until rapid response forces arrived. The highest-risk detachment would get a 100 warriors. A 150 people in total. Totally doable!
 
   I nodded, “Prepare the vehicles. We’ll leave in two hours. Where could the Diablos be hiding? This legend on the map is an abandoned mine, I presume?”
 
   “Correct. But the monsters no longer hide in such obvious spots; we have raided these locations with chemical weapons. Now they come by portals from faraway locations we can’t reach. Africa, Australia, or the Arctic; can’t say for sure, satellites haven’t confirmed yet.”
 
   “Understood. No more questions. I’ll go back to my world, assemble warriors to cover your detachments. I’m leaving my intel agent in charge. Go to him if you have any questions. Oh, and, General... I suggest you talk to my cleric; you are in very poor health. Another year or two living like this, and even a Resurrection spell won’t help you.”
 
   I saluted him and left the dumbfounded general to his thoughts about the afterlife. Forwarding my orders to my warriors, I cast a portal spell. Impressions are worth more than money; I wanted to leave in style.
 
   Magic also liked style. The cast was error-free, successful on the first try. In 12 seconds, I plopped into the soft, ergonomic armchair in my Super Nova chambers.
 
   “Greetings, Sir!” Lurch said cheerfully. “The following events have occurred during your absence, listed in terms of priority: 47 tons of loot have been entered into warehouses and treasury; 16311 points of ammo distributed, over 3,000 of them having gone toward suspicious invoices and officers’ orders. The Fallen One showed up in the Temple for two milliseconds. Hellhound offspring; seven new pups, one showing a talent for magic. An apprentice dwarf tried to infiltrate the secured location and obtain a chunk of morphite. He was neutralized by the interior guard orcs. The dwarf elders paid his bail; the violator’s weight in silver. Four sentients seem to be pregnant. The youngest cook, Anastasia, was sick this morning.”
 
   He continued to report something completely unimportant. I relaxed and smiled, Home, sweet home.
 
   My clan mates had obviously written a script that alerted them every time I went online. The chat filled with greetings and questions. Those with access to my private chat were already contacting me.
 
   I uploaded photos of Khabarovsk to the clan’s screenshot album, along with pictures of familiar bedroom district buildings and T-90 white camouflage tanks and their permanently dirt-stained crewmen. Squeals of delight and tears of homesickness came in reply. There would be plenty of volunteers for the Khabarovsk mission...
 
   I made an announcement about assembling a team to help the civilians of Khabarovsk and shared the video with the general’s emotional speech. Perhaps it was excessive, but the people of AlterWorld needed to see the state the people of Earth were in.
 
   My clan mates were moved. Their party mood turned into a burning thirst for blood.
 
   I chose the strongest from the average clan members and also those who had relatives in the Far East. I didn’t want to take warriors away from the Inferno raid; long-lasting injuries had already weakened our main forces there. A fifth of our troops had bad alchemy poisoning and suffered mutilation in artifact traps.
 
   It was frightening that the clerics’ magic was beginning to malfunction. The instantaneous cure for such trifles as a severed head was more like a game miracle now rather than an everyday reality.
 
   There was some good news too, however. The garrisons of smaller castles were retreating to Asmodeus’ main citadel, where they were drawing a gigantic pictogram. They were probably making a passage to their leader. It would have been nice to slaughter him along with his entire army. A creature of his level would take years to resurrect. Asmodeus had gained an insane amount of power. He was about as strong as an average god and was confidently climbing the Stairway to Heaven.
 
   But such power had its drawbacks. Many gods had waited thousands of years for their respawn, until a bunch of dolts created a game identical to reality and prepared the right avatar by virtue of their faith.
 
   Time went by quickly in the Super Nova. The volunteers lined up, anticipating going to Earth with butterflies in their stomachs. A hellhound was unobtrusively snooping around, feeling the warriors’ moods in an attempt to detect traitors in case some were planning to escape. We wouldn’t keep anyone in AlterWorld against their will, but the players’ bottomless inventories and absolute memories could mean potential loss of valuables and classified information.
 
   I sighed as I pulled another Soul Stone out of my ammo belt. A portal cast was impossible without it. A little earlier, I had to hide yet another Soul Stone on Earth, at the Khabarovsk airbase. Soul Stone supplies were dwindling insanely fast.
 
   Wrapping myself in a Wings of Levitation spell, I jumped out a window, gliding down to the square by the donjon. Clerics and enchanters reported to me that they had renewed buffs for the mini-raid. The heavy golem drivers exhibited first-rate skills. They signaled to us that they were ready.
 
   I nodded and created a portal, and a scout with a hellhound went in. The spectators and warriors in the rear stretched their necks trying to catch glimpses of Earth’s scenery. Soon, the scout and the hound came back; all clear, no ambush, no surprises, no one intent on attacking us.
 
   I felt paranoid. But you had to be paranoid to survive under such circumstances. If the demons seized the commanding officers’ minds, the latter would greet us with five ZSU-23-4 SPAAGs to strike down the division coming out of the portal. Who would resurrect us then?
 
   We got to Earth just fine. Some of my warriors had a fit of coughing though, tugging at their collars. The air on Earth was very bad, and its low mana concentration made them feel like they were being crushed by a concrete slab.
 
   The general was there to meet us. He looked at my diverse army in confusion. The small creatures failed to impress him, although they had enough power to make the sky fall. He was happier to see the mighty ogres and trolls. Their muscles nearly caused their armor to burst, while their weapons weighed up to a 100 pounds or more. The 110-pound hammers commanded respect.
 
   The general showed most interest in the dwarves. Classic walking tanks – that’s something a soldier of a technogenic world could really appreciate.
 
   Finally, the general sighed, admitting his own lack of knowledge of such an army, and spoke, “The escort is ready. The enclaves have been informed of the situation, and the chief officers at each location are expecting us. I hope you know what you are doing.”
 
   I nodded, “I doubt bloodshed can be avoided, but we will do our best to protect your people. Because you’re not digitized, you only have one life in the virtual world, and you can’t be resurrected with magic. Only as a zombie, perhaps.”
 
   The general shook his head, indicating that this wasn’t necessary. His collar dug into his large neck muscles. Brawny fellow, I thought, did he used to be a wrestler? My absolute memory told me that he was just an old man with flabby skin the last time I saw him.
 
   “By the way,” I said, looking at him appraisingly, “you look great. Our cleric’s procedures really did you good. Your HP bar is full. And Zena has generously given you ten personal buffs as well as long-term regeneration. It’ll all wear off after some time, but you will keep some of your strength.”
 
   The general blushed. He clearly considered it improper to enjoy his new great health during a war. “You won’t believe it, but I haven’t felt like this even when I was 20. I feel like an ancient engine which had been taken apart, then reassembled with all new parts made from space-grade alloys and nano-oil. My body is like that of a gymnast. I’m so strong it’s frightening! I forced an air lock door open with my bare hands. Tore off chunks of meat – the flesh is weak – but everything healed in half an hour! And my brain is working like an ideal mechanism. My mind is clear, and I don’t feel sluggish at all!”
 
   I smiled, archiving the video I made of him saying all this. It would make an excellent commercial of our healers’ services. I wondered how much an aged oligarch might be willing to pay for a second life. Maybe a fixed price was best; 50% of his assets. A fair deal. Is the Fallen One not fair? He approves.
 
   “I believe you,” I told the general. “All permas have gone through this phase. You wake up one morning, and realize that nothing hurts, the body’s so nimble that you can scratch your ear with your toes, and the mind’s as clear as ever – write poetry or solve equations in your head. All right, Pyotr Alekseevich, we’re moving out. I’ll accompany one of the columns. Be nice to my emergency squadron, don't pick on the goblins, don’t arm wrestle the ogres. Don’t offer them bullets in exchange for gold and diamonds. Understand that these large and mighty creatures are mostly 15-year-olds and seniors playing war.”
 
   The general laughed and nodded understandingly – there’s some truth to every joke – and we went to our assigned detachments.
 
   I had Convoy 4 with extra forces. It had the longest run ahead and consisted of two tanks, a mechanic, a tank truck, and three armored infantry carriers. The machinery had decent characteristics. Not much HP, but excellent armor stats. Minimal possible damage threshold was quite high; the T-90 couldn’t be brought down with a knife.
 
   The armored cars’ HP equaled 5,000 and had 400 armor. One of them caused concern, however; its HP was down in the orange, its exhaust pipe emitted heavy black smoke, and the vehicle gave odd sounds.
 
   The tank boasted 16,000 HP and impressive composite and active armor. It was no golem, to be sure, but for flimsy earthly technology it was quite good.
 
   My convoy rode on the BMP-2 infantry combat vehicle, breaking the regulations. Oh, well, the regulations were written for mortals; we didn’t need to fear landmines nor sudden machine gun fire.
 
   After an hour riding over gullies and rivers, the column came as close as it could to the target perimeter. I gave the lead officer a high five, cast stealth, and slid off the carrier to continue on foot.
 
   I spent two hours traveling on Levitation, controlling the rescue operation at the same time. There were a few short skirmishes. We kicked the demons’ backsides, and they retreated in bewilderment.
 
   My guys flexed their muscles in front of the blushing town girls. The shortage of females in AlterWorld and their surplus on Earth was a huge factor. Marriage contracts were made at first sight. Not everyone was lucky, though; noble humans and beautiful elves made up less than half of my convoy. The rest had gone perma in less attractive forms.
 
   The snow-covered refuse heaps of rocks indicated that I had reached the correct location. The ancient tin mine had been abandoned back in the rough 21st century. The main tunnel was unguarded. The massive doors had long ago been used for metal.
 
   I dove inside, stopping for a second, taking in the realm of raw concrete, moldy arches, and rusty iron to allow my night vision to kick in. Heaving a deep sigh and suppressing claustrophobia, I began my long descent.
 
   Mankind has been endowed with the ability to feel fear for a reason. Had I been an ordinary man, I would have died in those caves at least four times. Twice I had wandered into dead ends and depressions filled with all kinds of things except oxygen. My HP began to drop every time, and I hurriedly got out of the danger zone.
 
   In the former pumping room, I inhaled harmful chemicals seeping from cracked accumulators. Then, in some tunnel overgrown with whitish moss, I picked up some harmful bacteria which gave me a light yet infinitely long-lasting debuff. An ordinary digger wouldn't have lasted more than three to four years with that debuff. A dangerous hobby these guys have...
 
   Soon, I left the modern part of the mine behind and entered ancient tunnels. There were no concrete and no rusty railways in there. Rotten wooden supports could be seen under the ceiling. About a mile deep, I injured my foot on a copper nail hidden beneath the water. A healing spell took care of it, and I thanked magic for the umpteenth time. This trap intended for a careless digger got wasted on me.
 
   At last, I climbed down deep enough. Going deeper was dangerous even for me. If the ceiling caved in, immortality would be useless. No one would ever dig up my grave.
 
   I found a crack deep enough, then carefully pulled out a gallon-sized vessel containing the blood of the Fallen One. I didn’t need to be that careful as the vessel was extremely strong, but still...
 
   The Fallen One wanted to leave a way to get to Earth just in case. To accomplish this, I hid the invaluable vessel of crystallized blood in the crack. Looking around furtively, I also stuck a smaller vessel in the crack. This second one contained ruby-colored crumb – my own blood. I was no god, and my trip up the Ladder to Heaven had just begun, but who knew what awaited me in the future? An extra passageway wouldn’t hurt...
 
   I still didn’t trust this new divine blood technology as it had not yet been fully tested, so I took out a Soul Stone and placed it in the crack as well just to be safe.
 
   I filled the crack up with small rocks which I then turned into a monolith with the Staff of True Flame. Then, eyeing the rotten supports mistrustfully, I decided to take my chances and summoned a level-370 pet.
 
   “Guard this place,” I ordered. “For millennia! The emanations of divine blood will give you enough strength.”
 
   I summoned the Creator’s Spark from the depths of my soul, drawing tremendous power from it, then severed the threads binding my pet to me with a single blow. From that point on, anyone could draw the aggro of this mob capable of crushing an entire tank regimen in an open field. Now imagine what it could do in these narrow tunnels. Poor archeologists!
 
   My chest burned; the Spark was acting strangely, as if I had given it power, not drawn power from it. The flame grew brighter and almost blinded me from within with the light some distant stars.
 
   Sungoddammit! And I was planning to push the tunnel walls closer together! I wouldn’t risk it now; it just didn’t feel safe. I could set myself ablaze like a supernova. I had heard of spontaneous combustion, and realized that the Spark could be responsible for such phenomena.
 
   I backed away from my pet who was shaking his armored head dumbfounded. I was no longer his master, and he could attack. I wasn’t sure I could take him on... He was a warrior, and I a hybrid with unbalanced stats who had been lucky enough to level up fast. Wasn’t worth the risk.
 
   I entered the neighboring hall, set a crystal trap on the floor. It wouldn’t last more than a week in this magic-deprived desert, but would stop any curious intelligence agents that might follow me.
 
   I broke the seal on a Personal Gate scroll that our wiz had created just a few hours ago, and was relieved to get back to the airbase in Khabarovsk. Cheating, you say? Envy me, diggers!
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   The airfield was jam-packed with people. There were a dozen portals open, emaciated civilians continuously pouring from them, wheezing and swearing as they dragged their belongings along with them in trunks. The roar of engines could be heard as army trucks scurried to and fro, salvaging what they could from the warehouses of the towns that would be left for demons to have fun with. Individual transport was pushed, not driven; there was a shortage of gas.
 
   Magic flashed everywhere as my clerics used their skills to grant the people good health and several extra decades of life. A row of ambulances was parked nearby. The doctors crowded around them, stunned. They had never seen a time when their assistance wasn’t needed, and decided that they might as well consider a change of career, seeing that the world of magic had no demand for them.
 
   The emergency squadron shrank to a third of its initial size; most of its members went to defend the towns Glukharinyy and Kalinka. The demons were running from one location to the next, trying to find a weak spot in our defense lines.
 
   My heart missed a beat as I looked upon the children huddled up to their pale, haggard mothers, and at the citizen soldiers who were hurriedly taking off their bloody bandages which they no longer needed. Have I saved them, or was I the original cause of their suffering?
 
   One of the portals blinked as a few AlterWorld dwellers stepped into a crowd of shouting women. At first I thought the Earth dwellers wanted to hang my warriors, judging by their angry yelling and the sticks and sharp steel they waved. But upon a closer look, I realized that Badaboom, covered by two broad-shouldered warriors, was holding a demon.
 
   It was a real demon. A small one, hanging from Badaboom’s grip like a kitten.
 
   I shook my head, chuckling. The boys were just showing off their strength and valor. I shook off the dirt from the mines, then approached the growing crowd. The general had already rushed to the scene to see a live demon in person. This was a very rare opportunity for Earth soldiers.
 
   I came closer, impudently pushing the civilians aside, shook hands with a few people, then squatted next to the helpless, battered demon whom they had affixed to a concrete slab. Badaboom prudently held on to the creature’s tail, clutching it in his fist.
 
   “Can you understand me?” I asked.
 
   The yellow eyes with vertical pupils turned to me for a second, then turned away indifferently.
 
   Some smartass decided to butt in on the interrogation: “Sir, he probably speaks only Eredun.”
 
   I gave the windbag an angry look. He understood and disappeared back into the crowd.
 
   “I see you do understand me,” I continued. “I’m a Death Knight. Are you familiar with this object?” I pulled out a Soul Stone. Its light made the crowd take a few steps back in fear – thank Hollywood for clichés.
 
   The demon glanced at the crystal and spoke reluctantly, “You won’t be able to do that. The soul crystallization process is a random one. The chances are almost zero. My pool is stronger than ever. The astral body won’t be affected.”
 
   I grinned and reached into my inventory again, taking out the broken-off tail end of my former adamant staff. “Can you read the object’s stats?”
 
    
 
   Empty Soul Prison that has known divine blood.
 
   It can no longer contain a Higher Being, but the crystal’s walls are strong enough to imprison creatures of a lower rank.
 
    
 
   The demon grew pale, and I dealt the final blow to the infernal creature’s will power, “And now, read the Soul Stone’s description.”
 
    
 
   Scalable Soul Stone. Artifact, indestructible.
 
   Souls contained: humans: 666,661, titans: 4, archangels: 1.
 
    
 
   The little demon stared at the huge diamond, fascinated. Then he licked his chapped lips with his forked tongue and said, “At your service, Sir.”
 
   I nodded with satisfaction and rose, “Get him to the headquarters, we’ll talk there. Are you coming, Pyotr Alekseevich?”
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, the demon turned out to be practically useless. He knew very little and never stuck his nose in his superiors’ business. He confirmed that there was a horde. A large one, its forces innumerable. Their lair was a cave, a cold one, and no one had permission to leave, the gates being guarded by one of the Elders. The warriors accessed battle zones via portals only. The little demon had grown almost twice as strong during his stay on Earth. I say “almost” because he had died three times. When asked who were the Elders, he said that they were powerful demons and that he would become one himself someday. The only downside of being an Elder was the long resurrection time. The ones killed during the first battles had respawned just now.
 
   The little demon looked at me with servility, obediently standing to attention. He didn’t even notice the technician who came up behind him and affixed a small patch to his armor – a radio beacon.
 
   Catching on, I said to the general, “Well, should we release the little scumbag?”
 
   The general pretended to think hard, ignoring the nervous clickety-clack of demonic hooves on the floor. Then he waived his hand and called security, “Lead him out of the city and set him free! But be warned, ya little stinker, if we catch you again, it'll be the Soul Stone for you!”
 
   After the demon was taken away, the general threw open a window, disgusted by the stench of sulfur. “Maybe he’ll actually lead us to their lair? By the way, what’s a Soul Stone? A real diamond? But diamonds like that don’t exist.”
 
   I shrugged, “Maybe it is a diamond, maybe it isn’t. I’m no jeweler. But a Soul Stone’s value isn’t determined by its purity or size...”
 
   The general glanced at the security cameras on the ceiling, listened to the speaker implant in his head, and only then asked for clarification: “What does make it valuable then?”
 
   Smart guy. He diligently followed his superiors’ orders, yet he always kept reminding me that he was under surveillance. Yes, I understand, Alekseevich, thank you for your honesty. I’ve saved your people, given them back youth and hope. I’m sure that’s a lot more than anything the Moscow generals have ever done for you.
 
   I decided not to make a big secret out of Soul Stones. Their use weighed heavily on my conscience as I’ve seen the nine-story ziggurat made of human skulls. Besides, I had a good idea how to use this stone for the greater good, no matter how banal that sounded.
 
   Pensively scratching my scarred right brow, I asked, “General, do you believe in angels?”
 
   He shrugged, “I do now. If you skim the classified bestiary of all the monsters discovered on Earth, you’ll believe even in sentient slime.”
 
   I shuddered. I could easily believe in sentient slime, especially after having seen it with my own eyes. Where are you, Tavor?!
 
   Driving away the thought of the hated creature, I got myself together. I have an eternity; revenge will be mine.
 
   I said to the general, “Then this will be easy for you.” Raising my voice, I carefully reached for my Spark, not to draw power, but to increase the strength of my call until it was as powerful as a raging flame, “Uriel, guard of Heaven! I call upon you as you are in my debt! Come!”
 
   What did the archangel say to me? Call me when you need me? Well, I did just that.
 
   Boom! came a deafening portal clap. We were met with a blinding flash of the purest light, which prevented us from taking a peek at the Seventh Heaven.
 
   “You have called me, dark friend?” we heard a majestic voice echoing through the domes of a thousand temples.
 
   After my eyes adjusted with great difficulty, I turned to the voice and squinted. The archangel’s wings glared, making it seem like the sun itself shone behind his back.
 
   “Uri, I’m glad to hear your voice. Could you shine a little less brightly? I can’t see jack shit.”
 
   Uriel suppressed a chuckle, then replied, “Remnants of a long-range portal. It’ll go away. Where have you summoned me, mortal? What are these outskirts of the worlds?”
 
   He sniffed the air, tilting his head to one side and listening. His eyes opened wide in amazement. “Is this... Earth? The ancestral home? I’m... the first! The first in millennia!”
 
   The mighty, multi-faced archangel fell to his knees and gently passed his hands over the floor. The surveillance cameras on the ceiling hummed loudly as they refocused and hurriedly spun around, trying to capture everything.
 
   To help Uriel save face and get him off the floor, I stepped forward and helped him rise. “It is Earth indeed, Uri. In all its glory and hatred.”
 
   The angel tossed his head up, giving me an inquisitive look, and I continued, “There has been a breach, Uri. Demons from three different realities have broken through. The victim count is in the billions, two continents have been completely wiped out, and the rest are barely making it. We need the help of Seventh Heaven.”
 
   The archangel wrinkled his brow and shook his head regretfully, “The hierarchs won't approve a new war. They have already reached the peak of their development and status, and any changes are for the worse in their eyes. Demon Soul Stones are valuable only in times of peace. During a war, we can’t ransom our captured brethren, and further losses are inevitable. Besides, I feel the presence of a powerful dark god. We are no match for him.”
 
   I was expecting an answer of this sort. Angels are made in man’s image. We created them, unwittingly transferring our own behavioral patterns onto our image of them.
 
   I nodded and said, “I know. It’s Asmodeus, and I’ll handle him myself. And I have something that will interest the hierarchs.”
 
   As the archangel eyed me mistrustfully, I pulled out the Scalable Soul Stone. Uri's expression once again changed to one resembling an anime character; his eyes opened wide and shone so brightly that the floor began emitting smoke.
 
   “Brother Michael... We thought you were disincarnated... Souls... Hundreds of thousands of poor souls... Free them, and the energy of bliss will overflow Seventh Heaven. Our brothers will enter the next level of development. Hundreds of seraphims will join the ranks of the celestial army! Max, this is truly an enormous sacrifice you’re about to make. Do you know what you could achieve using this Soul Stone yourself?”
 
   I gave him a crooked smile, shaking my head. “This is why they say that the Devil is a fallen archangel. Don’t tempt me, for man is weak! Instead, tell me, will the army of Seventh Heaven fight alongside the humans of Earth to clear the Ancestral Home of the evil that invaded it?”
 
   Uri forced himself to look up from the giant crystal and shrugged with a sad expression, “I... I don’t know... The hierarchs will be the ones to decide. Their ways are inscrutable.”
 
   I sighed, knowing that I'd done everything I could just as duty dictated. Handing the archangel the Soul Stone, I said, “Here you go. Release the souls, do what you must.”
 
   Uri stared at me in disbelief, then gave me a deep bow. This must have been the first time in known history that an archangel bowed to a human.
 
   “Thank you, my pure-minded friend,” said Uri. “I will remember this! Regardless of what the Hierarchs decide, I’ll join you, with or without by brethren! Just summon me. If you succeed in destroying Asmodeus and assemble most of the earthlings under your leadership, then the will of the Hierarchs won’t matter so much anymore. You are children of the Creator, and are capable of breaking through the barriers between worlds and summoning us by the power of faith alone.”
 
   The general, who was still as a statue, suddenly spoke in a husky voice, “Our security cameras are recording this meeting. I guarantee that if this footage airs, millions of earth dwellers will pray for Seventh Heaven’s help.”
 
   The archangel rose to his full impressive height and nodded with content, his eyes flashing in triumph, “This will give us enormous power! We will come when you summon us. Till we meet again, humans. Thank you, Max!”
 
   There was a thunderous clap, and the archangel vanished, taking 666 thousand souls straight to heaven.
 
   The general plopped down into his armchair and wiped his sweaty brow. “Was all of this real? No hypnosis, no circus magic?”
 
   I reached into my inventory, took out a bottle of 100-year-old cognac, and poured us both a shot. “You can watch the surveillance footage later to ascertain yourself of its authenticity. Pick up your glass, let’s toast to our future victory!”
 
   The general took a sip and gave me a dumbfounded look. No wonder; the cognac gave him 700 constitution points. This would last only for 12 hours, but good things don’t come easy.
 
   Closing the bottle with care, I placed the precious liquor back in my inventory. The general looked into his glass again, making sure it was empty, then sorrowfully set it aside. “Max, how will you find Asmodeus? The Top Demons are hiding in different layers of reality; it’s hard as hell to fish them out. We’ve heard rumors that Americans once managed to take out one of the Diablo gods with a tactical nuclear weapon. Since then, we rarely ever catch a glimpse of those top demons, only via satellite, and only for a few minutes.”
 
   “Asmodeus will come to me himself!” I declared. “My Alliance is currently wiping out his dominion, decreasing his inflow of warriors and imperiling his sources of power and respawn points. My troops are closing in on a castle that’s very important to Asmodeus. Things are already in motion. He simply has to show up.”
 
   “But what if he doesn’t?” the general inquired, stealing a glance at the cameras again.
 
   “I have a backup plan for such a scenario. The Summoning Ring. Although it’s not a guarantee; last time, Asmodeus had sent a substitute...”
 
   “So how do you kill him? With what?”
 
   I leaned forward. The bets were all placed. I had already revealed some of my trump cards and demonstrated my willingness to give this war everything I had. Your move, dear earthling! I thought as I answered, “That’s the part where you come in. During the initial stages, you will help me by supplying technology and manpower in order to make it look like we are in a difficult situation. This will make Asmodeus personally intervene in the battle. After that, you will provide me with a special weapon, a hundred kilotons in power and of a reasonable weight, one that can be detonated with a single click of a button. I’ll place it at the Archdemon’s feet, then there’ll be a big boom. The demon army will be left without a leader. The rest is a technical matter; we summon angels, mop up any demons that will be left on Earth, then go to war over who gets to colonize the empty continents. That last part may be unnecessary...”
 
   The general smiled sadly. He knew that defeating demons was just the beginning. The world had changed and would never be the same again.
 
   “Are you sure the special weapon will work?” he asked. “A nuke is not just a chunk of plutonium compressed to critical size during an explosion. It’s also filled with the most delicate mechanisms. On Earth, a nuke can degrade in 10-20 years. And in AlterWorld? A rugged army camera that one of my officers brought on an Inferno raid came back melted into a brick.”
 
   “I don’t know... We have different laws of physics, that’s for sure. Let’s just hope that the nuke’s chips can withstand AlterWorld conditions for at least a minute. If not, I have a backup plan for that too. But don’t ask what it is. I trust you, but not whoever your superiors are.” I smiled and waved at the camera, “No offense, dear generals.”
 
   The Khabarovsk general listened to the orders he received on his implant, and nodded with content, “You’ll get both manpower and a nuke. I just received permission from Moscow. The written order will arrive later, but we have the go-ahead!”
 
   “Wonderful! Then prepare the nuke. It should be ready in ten minutes. Extract the detonator, wire it to a button. Bring some ancient technology back into service, preferably something from your warehouses that lacks any new parts. Antitank guns, SP gun mounts, mortars, and heavy machine guns. Lots of BKs. Line them all up, and I’ll show you the portal coordinates so that you can roll everything in as fast as possible; the attack lasts only 15 minutes. That’ll be all. I'll return to AlterWorld to keep creating chaos in Inferno. Best of luck, general!”
 
   The next 24 hours were intense. The Alliance and its partners went round and round in Inferno like nomads on the rich lands of farmers, leaving nothing but smoke and ruins in their wake. We destroyed everything that could increase the demons’ power. It was pure genocide – us, or them.
 
   We encountered almost no resistance. Inferno had no reserves left as the demons had used all their power to wage war on Earth. Perhaps they hadn’t counted on us interfering? I couldn't say.
 
   When one group of ours returned from some downtime, I received an alarm signal; “Max, they’re slaughtering slaves and hostages in Asmodeus’ castle. Mana flow density has greatly increased. The pentagram is burning so bright it can be seen from space!”
 
   I flared my nostrils. So it begins!
 
   “Clan-wide alert! Code Red Reality Zero troops are to take defensive positions. Those on Inferno raid—return to your assigned perimeters.”
 
   After giving orders, I rushed to the portal square, where the massive crimson arch of a huge stationary portal stood out darkly against the sky. Here I come!
 
   The exit point was guarded by 50 third line warriors. Buffers were clustered together nearby.
 
   After getting my share of improvements and blessings, I teleported to Asmodeus’ Minor Citadel—just in time to witness with my own eyes the rupture of worlds and the entire demon army of three realities coming out of the Gates.
 
   Bada-bada-boom! That was impressive... Entire legions descended from the skies, climbing down a ladder of fire that streamed through the air like a lava river.
 
   I wondered if I had overestimated myself. Had I called for winds, but summoned a storm? Should I have invited archangels here instead, leaving Earth for later, or making it fend for itself?
 
   The citadel couldn’t fit everyone. Demon hordes poured from the wide-open gates, then formed tight square formations. Inferno, Diablo, Heroes of Might and Magic... they were all there.
 
   “Asmodeus!” came the husky roar of thousands greeting their overlord.
 
   Oh, it’s on now! flashed across my mind as I gave my wiz the go-ahead and teleported a mile to the side, to the positions we had already assigned to Earth’s armies. That area consisted mostly of trenches, covered mortar areas, and artillery caponiers.
 
   I pulled another soul stone out of my ammo belt and cast Portal to Alpha Zone with the sublocation set to the Khabarovsk airbase.
 
   Boom!!! I teleported to the airbase with my personal guard and a very gloomy Snowie. I looked appraisingly at the long line of military tech; the MT-12 and 2A75 anti-tank guns being towed, the legendary classic D-30 and the slightly younger Msta-B howitzers, platforms of ammo, and machine gunners and artillerymen sleeping side by side.
 
   The clap of our portal woke everyone up. The headquarters’ windows were flung open, and we could hear several doors slamming.
 
   I nodded to the officer on watch, “It’s time.”
 
   This nearly started a chaos on the airbase blocked with old technology. Hurry, boys, hurry! My warriors are about to get slaughtered!
 
   The army truck with the nuke I had ordered zoomed over to us, escorted by an entire column of smaller armored vehicles. I listened carefully as the technician hurriedly explained the instructions, “Nuclear mine, power – 70 kilotons, weight – 540 pounds. Controls have been duplicated; there's a push button and a five-minute timer. Proceed with safety device removal?”
 
   I nodded again. The technician quickly entered some codes into the ‘invincible’ laptop attached to the bomb, checking them against what was written on the cards around his neck. “All set!”
 
   I thanked him, placed my hand on the nuke and hid it in my inventory with an effort. Wheeling around, I raced to the portal into which the technology was already disappearing.
 
   “Good luck, and forgive me...” the technician whispered.
 
   All of Inferno was rumbling by that time; cannonades, mortar blasts, long machine gun rounds. All this motivated my soldiers. The front lines had already collided with the demon legions and were making mincemeat of the low-level opponents. Asmodeus had begun the battle by getting rid of cannon fodder in order to exhaust us, to make us use up our abilities, and to see if we had any surprises for him.
 
   Portals were opening near us, although we couldn’t hear them over the gunfire. Our allies were joining the battle.
 
   But we were not the only ones getting reinforcements; the whirling fiery ladder was like an infinite source of fresh meat, pushing the demons onward. Legions and legions...
 
   I summoned a pet, multiplied him. Then I caught sight of Asmodeus’ giant frame. He was still as a statue, clad in an intimidating-looking armor, and was giving brief orders, advancing his army along the battlefield.
 
   I clenched my teeth and waited. Our SPGs weren't doing so well, pulverizing only some of the demons. Frightened Earth reporters moved in and out of the portal which we used to deliver ammo. They captured what they could of the world’s most lifelike horror movie, then hurried back, hoping to save the footage on memory cards. The flaming ladder was like a magical conveyor belt, bringing more and more creatures from the worlds of demons.
 
   The demons weren’t even attacking yet; we were merely at the edge of the boundless sea of enemies, and already it overwhelmed us, washing away our troops like sand castles.
 
   Oh, Fallen One, where are they getting so many?! And why? This was clearly excessive just for protecting the castle and even for a clean-up of the entire Inferno. Perhaps what we have done really touched Asmodeus on a sore spot, and he decided to finish off the impudent AlterWorld warriors first instead of waging a war on both fronts?
 
   What we did to the Alaskan castle and the ziggurat with portal gates to the reinforcement zones and Inferno respawn points – all that was painful and could not have gone unnoticed. We most certainly could have angered the Archdemon...
 
   I decided not to wait any longer. The enemy troops could have traveled outside the certain damage radius at any moment. I sent my pets to attack Asmodeus so that they would cut a straight path for me through his hordes. They were strong enough to resist even the Silver Legion for a certain amount of time.
 
   I gave an order in code via clan chat. As had been planned, my warriors started backing up. Mobile Domes opened behind them.
 
   I repeated my order aloud, and the Earth soldiers rushed to the portal, leaving the hardware and weapons behind. Not all earthmen left. Some didn’t hear me, and others had too large of a score to settle with the demons; dozens of guns kept firing at the enemy.
 
   I silently shrugged, Everyone chooses their own path.
 
   I hugged Snowie, then nodded at the rear: “Retreat!”
 
   He shook his head. My gloomy ear-choppers stood nearby. Nothing short of a bulldozer could have moved them away from me.
 
   I quickly looked away so that they wouldn’t notice the content in my eyes; I realized that they wouldn’t be able to keep up with me. I drew on the flame of my Spark, gasped as fire began to rage inside my chest, then abruptly sped myself up. Charge!
 
   Everything around me grew still. Only projectiles and hot bullet trails slowly crawled through the air. I rushed forward, speeding up more and more, my outline blurring, my body leaving a bloody trail in the air as the wind ripped off pieces of my flesh.
 
   Snowie bellowed sorrowfully behind me; he also sped up by some miracle. He could barely move, but he could still perceive his surroundings.
 
   I ran over the corpses of demons whom my pets had torn apart. Then I got ahead of them still looking frozen in space, I jumped on top of the boundless mass of demons, and kept running on their heads, leaving hundreds with broken necks and crushed skulls.
 
   My skin burned as did my heart – my Spark blazed furiously, threatening to incinerate its carrier. I shut my eyes, trying to preserve them till the last second, and used the radar and my intuition to find my way.
 
   Soon I received a sensory shock; Asmodeus’ glaring figure came into view in all the spectrums I was able to detect.
 
   I opened my eyes. Oh, Fallen One, how much power that demon had! He had literally become a god. How many billions of victims had he used to get to this point?
 
   “You just won't stop, will you?” the demonic god roared, reaching for me with his infinitely long paw.
 
   I was filled with awe, my soul prepared to submit itself to the will of the higher being and leave my body. But the demon burned his paw on my Spark and jerked it back, hissing. The blazing Spark was far from helpless. Its fire burned my body, but guarded my soul.
 
   My charred flesh creaking, I whipped the nuke out of my inventory. I barely managed to smile and pressed the button.
 
   Nothing...
 
   The demon roared with laughter, delighting in the moment. “Fool! A nuclear reaction is impossible in a world of magic, and promising immortality to your technician was all it took to guarantee your failure! Who do you think you’re up against, Creator's maggot? I am always a hundred steps ahead!”
 
   My mind was clouded. I willed myself to stop feeling pain, but this dulled my perception of the world around me. My Spark no longer simply burned my physical body; it twisted my astral body into a bizarre pattern. It felt... strange...
 
   With an effort, I clenched my fist and felt for the massive Ring of True Flame which I had gotten after the death of the Sun God.
 
   Asmodeus looked at me suspiciously. He was clearly in control of the situation, easily reading my mind and foreseeing my actions. It took him one instant to read the ring’s stats. Shocked, he could no longer concentrate. The demon slowed down and for the duration of a single heart beat dropped out into regular space and time.
 
   This gave me an advantage, although I would have had enough time even without it. How do you like ten cubic miles of the sun’s coronal mass? Eat it, bastard!
 
   Activation. Flash. Darkness.
 
   A mile-wide explosion consumed the Citadel, burning everything around it...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Status alert! You have leveled up.
 
   Status alert! You have leveled up.
 
   Status alert! You have leveled up.
 
   Status alert! You have destroyed yet another god.
 
   Status alert! You have received a new astral mark. Conversion of quantity into quality.
 
   Status alert! You have taken another step up the Stairway to Heaven. Transitioning to a new level of being.
 
   Status alert! New locations available: The Halls of Heaven, Junction of the Virtual Worlds.
 
   Status alert! New branches of development available.
 
   Status alert! Forced regeneration.
 
   The world welcomes the new god. Choose a name and remember – you have an eternity ahead of you, and infinite possibilities...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
                                             
 
   Author’s afterword
 
    
 
    
 
   Greetings, dear reader. You have just flipped the last page of this book, clicked on the last page, swiped your finger across the screen, or finished listening to the final chapter. And I have written the word “END” just a minute ago...
 
   I’m tired and drained, both mentally and physically. Catharsis... I clutch the future book to my breast, celebrating it like the birth of a child, and wishing it a happy life. May it be a lucky one!
 
   It took me two and a half years to finish this series, and now it has reached its end. Yes, Max’s story has been told. He has completed his journey, gone from a beginner level one Elf to a young god. In these seven books, we have read about his adventures, his development and character formation. I hope we have even learned something. I wouldn’t want to waste trees on paper without good reason.
 
   Much has been left untold, for I ran out of room. This is just Max’s story, but there’s a whole world around him. I think we will hear more about AlterWorld. I would like to tell you about Snowie and Dan, about Fuckyall and his son, about the Fallen One and the nameless fellow who had been cast deep into the heart of the Frontier during the rupture of the worlds and did his best to survive.
 
   I missed Taali, but dreamed of resurrecting Olga...
 
   I have written two sequels: Forty Days Later and Forty Thousand Years Later, but did not include them in this series. Let this tale end with an ellipsis...
 
   A big thanks to all the fans of Play To Live! Rest assured, we will meet again.
 
   Yours truly,
 
   Dmitri Rus.
 
   Moscow, April 2nd, 2015.
 
    
 
   To discuss the book and ask the author about anything, please visit the author’s website:
 
   http://www.d-rus.ru/forum/
 
   Friend the author and follow the news at:
 
   http://vk.com/rus_dmitriy
 
   http://dmitri-rus.livejournal.com/
 
   https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100001353933625
 
   


 
   
 
  

MMORPG Glossary[i]
 
    
 
    
 
   AFK
 
   Away from keyboard
 
    
 
   Aggro
 
   As a verb, it refers to a hostile mob that has noticed a player and is actively trying to attack that player. As a noun, it refers to the amount of “hostility” the player has generated on the mob. In typical combat strategy, the fighter tries to take as much aggro as possible away from weaker players such as healers and mages.
 
   Alt
 
   Short for "alternate". It refers to the alternate character a player has from their main character. This is not a stable category as sometimes alts can outlevel mains and sometimes mains become moth-balled.
 
    
 
   Alt Tab
 
   The act of using the ALT+TAB keys to jump from application to application
 
    
 
   Bind
 
   In certain MMOs, characters are teleported back to a safe spot when they die. This spot is predetermined by the user. The act of determining the safe spot requires an explicit action by the user. That action is known as a bind. The spot is typically referred to as a bind spot.
 
    
 
   Bind on equip
 
   This term refers to items that become soulbound to the player after they have been equipped. In other words, the item can be traded as long as no one equips it.
 
    
 
   Bind on pickup
 
   This term refers to items that become soulbound to the player after it has been picked up from a monster. In other words, the item cannot be traded once a player picks it up. BoP items commonly cause looting conflicts and disputes during game-play.
 
    
 
   Bokken sword
 
   A wooden training sword
 
    
 
   Buff
 
   Temporary boost to character attribute or combat ability
 
    
 
   Camp(ing)
 
   The act of waiting in an area to hunt a specific mob or a specific spawn
 
    
 
   Caster
 
   A mage or a wizard
 
    
 
   Char/Toon
 
   A player or their character.
 
    
 
   Class
 
   Professional archetypes. In D&D games, these would be warrior, healer, rogue and mage. The most typical class types are: close-range damage, ranged damage, healing, crowd control, support.
 
    
 
   Cleric
 
   Typical healing class in D&D style games
 
    
 
   Combo
 
   A combination of hits, especially causing severe damage like paralyzing or bleeding
 
    
 
   Corpse
 
   In certain MMOs, a corpse appears where the player died. Sometimes all the player’s items and money are left on the corpse and the player is teleported back to their bind spot. Corpses typically will decay after a certain time proportional the character’s level.
 
    
 
   Corpse Run
 
   The act of retrieving your corpse after you have died. This is typically a dangerous thing because people tend to die in dangerous places rather than safe places.
 
    
 
   Crafting
 
   A general category of skills that allows players to manufacture objects from raw resources
 
    
 
   Crit
 
   "To crit" refers to landing a critical hit either with melee or spells. Effective damage is usually increased from a base of 150% to upwards of 250% with extra talents/skills/buffs.
 
    
 
   Crowd Control
 
   Refers to a set of spells / abilities that temporarily paralyze or stun other mobs or players. Crowd control is an important group support ability when fighting multiple mobs.
 
    
 
   DD
 
   Direct Damage. Used to refer to a class of spells and abilities that allow players to damage enemies from a distance. The firebolt is the archetypal DD.
 
    
 
   DD/DPS
 
   A character whose primary role in a group setting is to deal damage to the opponents.
 
    
 
   Debuff
 
   The opposite of a buff. An offensive spell cast on enemies that weakens an attribute or combat ability.
 
    
 
   Donator
 
   A player who invests real money into virtual gear
 
    
 
   DoT
 
   Damage over time. Refers to a class of spells that deals damage over a period of time. These spells typically do more damage than DD spells overall.
 
    
 
   DpS
 
   Damage per second. Used when figuring out weapon speed and damage.
 
    
 
   Drow
 
   A Dark Elf race
 
    
 
   Druid
 
   Hybrid class in D&D style games—part healer, part support, part fighter.
 
    
 
   Enchanter
 
   A mage specializing in buffs
 
    
 
   Epic
 
   An extremely rare item or quest. Has come to mean something exceptionally cool and hard to get.
 
    
 
   Experience
 
   A quantity gained when completing tasks/quests, killing mobs, or various other achievements in games. When enough experience is accrued, characters often "level up" and become more powerful.
 
    
 
   Familiar
 
   Same as pet
 
    
 
   Farm(ing)
 
   The act of accumulating currency or a specific item by repeatedly killing a mob or repeatedly performing a series of actions
 
    
 
   Gnoll
 
   An NPS (AI-controlled character) race of humanoid hyenas
 
    
 
   Guilds
 
   Semi-permanent player groups. In typical games, players must use a substantial amount of capital to start the guild.
 
    
 
   Health/HP
 
   A base attribute of characters
 
    
 
   LFG
 
   "looking for group"
 
    
 
   Lich
 
   A race of the undead
 
    
 
   Loot
 
   Currency or items that are dropped by a mob when it is defeated
 
    
 
   Mana
 
   A commonly-used pool of magic potential (magical analog of health points)
 
    
 
   MMORPG
 
   Massively-Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game
 
    
 
   Mob
 
   An AI controlled monster. 'Mob' originally comes from the MUD era, where it was short for 'mobile', to differentiate monsters that would patrol a set of rooms as opposed to monsters which would stay in one place until killed.
 
    
 
   Mount
 
   Any riding animal from a donkey to a dragon
 
    
 
   Newbie
 
   A new inexperienced player
 
    
 
   Newblette
 
   A new and inexperienced female player
 
    
 
   Noob
 
   The pejorative form of newbie or an unskilled arrogant player
 
    
 
   NPC
 
   Non-player character (i.e. controlled by AI)
 
    
 
   Nuke
 
   Refers to casters, to cast the highest damage spell or spell combo to effectively pull or finish of a npc. Mages usually are the most effective class in highest burst damage.
 
    
 
   Nuker
 
   A caster who throws a lot of damage spells on a target.
 
    
 
   Perma
 
   Permanent, permanently
 
    
 
   Pet
 
   A creature that can be summoned to help and defend a player
 
    
 
   PK
 
   Player Killer—a derogatory term—as in a person who primarily plays to kill other players
 
    
 
   PK counter
 
   Shows the number of players already killed by a PK and allows to calculate the chances of his dropping an item if killed by another player
 
    
 
   Port
 
   Short for teleport. Used as a noun and a verb.
 
    
 
   Powerlevel
 
   Same as rush. When a higher level player tries to help a lower level player level faster. Most games have mechanisms that prevent power leveling.
 
    
 
   Pull
 
   A standard hunting strategy where a player lures a single or a group of mobs to the group so that the group can hunt from a safe area instead of hunting in areas where new mobs may spawn.
 
    
 
   PvP
 
   Player vs. Player combat
 
    
 
   Quest
 
   A set of tasks of a player to complete
 
    
 
   Quest item
 
   An item needed to complete a quest
 
    
 
   Race
 
   Typically fantastical creations, such as Elves, Trolls and the like.
 
    
 
   Raid
 
   A more substantial engagement involving a large organized group of players typically set in a dungeon and involving difficult mobs
 
    
 
   Regen
 
   Short for regeneration (of health, mana, or other replenishable attributes)
 
    
 
   Resist
 
   A parameter showing one's chances to resist a spell, whether partially or completely
 
    
 
   Respawn
 
   A character's resurrection after being killed
 
    
 
   Rogue
 
   A game class used for scouting and spying
 
    
 
   Root
 
   Can refer to a class of abilities as well as its effect. A root spell immobilizes a target. The target is then said to be rooted. Early versions of these abilities involved references to plants, hence "root".
 
    
 
   Rush
 
   Same as powerlevel
 
    
 
   Server
 
   Due to technical reasons, each server can only support a limited amount of players. Each MMORPG typically has several servers. Players cannot interact with players on other servers.
 
    
 
   Slot
 
   A storage unit, especially in a player's bag
 
    
 
   Snare
 
   An ability which slows down a character's movement speed, but they are still capable of moving.
 
    
 
   Solo
 
   The act of playing alone, hunting mobs alone.
 
    
 
   Soulbound
 
   An item-control mechanic where an item cannot be traded. In other words, only one person can own the object and it cannot be traded. See also BoE and BoP.
 
    
 
   Spawn
 
   Resurrect
 
    
 
   Stealth
 
   A type of invisibility that lets stealth characters sneak up on others for large critical strikes or for scouting.
 
    
 
   Stun
 
   A typical form of crowd control ability that immobilizes an enemy
 
    
 
   Tank
 
   As a noun, refers to character classes that can take a lot of damage. As a verb, refers to the act of drawing aggro from mobs before other team members strike with their abilities.
 
    
 
   TSB
 
   Toxic Sperm Buildup
 
    
 
   Uber
 
   Slang form of super
 
    
 
   Wonder Waffle
 
   From German Wunderwaffe, a wonder weapon
 
    
 
   WTB
 
   "want to buy"
 
    
 
   WTS
 
   "want to sell"
 
    
 
   Zool
 
   Cool
 
  
 
  
 
  [i] Sources:
 
  The Daedalus Project. The Psychology of MMORPGs
 
  alteredgamer.com
 
  mmoglossary.com
 
  omegaknights.com
 
  mmoterms.com
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