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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   A fragment of intercepted AlterWorld communications. From an anonymous email:
 
   I humbly kiss the Sun God's feet. I desire nothing other than to demonstrate my loyalty to Him, earning the Highest God's grace.
 
   Allow me to report that the minion of the False God has cunningly avoided all the obstacles we so cleverly planted in his way and laid his hands on the first fragment of the Heart of the Temple. Moreover, he bribed the Shimmering Beast by granting her the name of Tigress, thus tricking her into surrendering the treasure to him. Allow me to enquire in trepidation: is the remaining Heart fragment safely hidden from prying eyes? My wits leave me at the thought that the Great Artifact may be brought back to life within the domain of the Dark Pantheon.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "Children, class time! Group A, math lesson! Group B, off to the Arena for your fencing practice!"
 
   My Mom clapped her hands in the inner court of the First Temple, attracting the kids' attention and cutting short their overactive lunch break.
 
   I smiled. Should I get her a school bell, maybe? Or hire a goblin to walk around ringing it?
 
   My Mom. It had only been two weeks since the tragic day of my — initially so triumphant — homecoming. But Mom, posing as an endlessly rejuvenating dark-haired Elfa, had already fitted in, becoming an integral part of our motley community. Unexpectedly even to herself, this retired teacher was now in possession of perfect health, a rather matured son and a swarm of uncontrollable kids bossed around by the devil-may-care Lena.
 
   "YEAAAAAAH!!!!" the noisy brats charged toward the Castle's Kindergarten Wing with all the enthusiasm of unchaperoned first-graders quite capable of trampling down an adult.
 
   As I watched them scramble past, anxiety clutched at my heart for the umpteenth time. So many of them! Seventy-two tiny human beings whose lives entirely depended on the route I would take. In a week's time, the First Temple would lose its immunity. Once that happened, our lands would swarm with hordes of freebie lovers on all sorts of epic quests and mass events generously dished out by the priests of Light.
 
   The responsibility weighed heavily on me but it wouldn't bring me to my knees. My shoulders, considerably broader these days, defied their load, redirecting it to my steely spine that actually welcomed the challenge. We weren't the only ones who shaped the gameplay: AlterWorld, too, was molding us to its own template. An occasional mirror check in the morning now sent shivers down my spine.
 
   My position as a clan, alliance, and raid leader had taught me to be tough.
 
   My ownership of a Super Nova castle complete with an adjacent valley and its population was gradually, bit by bit, squeezing all ideas of democracy out of me while meting out enough kicks in the butt to shape me into a third-rate medieval baron ready to snatch his duke seigneur's crown.
 
   My stare had become frozen; my eyes, having witnessed slavery and torture, had surprisingly turned black from watching the seamy side of life which the all-permissive game had blown out of all proportion. Add to that the loss of a loved one and my experience in Lloth's den. I had no idea what kind of infernal developments radiated in my gaze now, but even Spark the Hell Hound couldn't stare me out these days. In a very doglike gesture the powerful beast would drop to her side, whimpering, as she'd part her armor plates exposing her unprotected belly, submitting to my leadership.
 
   It had actually seemed funny at first, but now it was making me uncomfortable. Never mind. It's not worth pondering over the inconceivable. Life would sort it all out. I really didn't want to go down in history as the first crazy evil overlord of this young new world. So I counted on these kids to save my mind from going perma into a world of madness.
 
   I did lots of things these days, working on my reputation, plotting and scheming, trying to win over more allies. One thing I couldn't do was stop our in-house cuckoo: Doc. He'd long lost all sense of proportion. Now he reminded me of a pilot in a burning fighter plane clenching the controls with white-knuckled fingers, sending his machine into its final dive on the enemy lines. There he was, my brother in grief, trying to navigate a raging torrent in his flimsy canoe — but for all his desperate brandishing of the paddle, the rapids were looming ever closer, baring their cliffs in disdainful scorn.
 
   Immediately after little Masha's miraculous digitization, we'd checked out all the other kids. The giggly redhead had indeed been granted a second chance, but how about the rest? Well, we'd been right all along. Each and every one of the hospice's little customers had already gone perma, successfully missing the Grim Reaper on their way. For a while, it had made Doc the happiest man that ever lived. Shattered by the terrible role he'd had to play, this morgue gatekeeper had suddenly turned into a good wizard.
 
   The same night he'd somehow managed to drink himself senseless on virtual booze. He stumbled around zombie-like, grinning and groaning, trying to give everyone a hug. Some anonymous joker took a series of screenshots of him which graced the clan's gallery for a long time afterward:
 
   Doc whispers salacious remarks to the embarrassed Macaria: his hand straying down her waist, his eyes glistening, the imaginary cavalry mustache bristling.
 
   Doc gives White Winnie a hug (don't even ask how they'd found each other): the albino monster baring his sharp teeth in a Hollywood smile, Doc absent-mindedly scratching him behind his ear which sported a ruby earring (no points for guessing where he'd got that from, either).
 
   Doc engaged in a heated discussion with the Hell Hound: him gripping the amazed canine's powerful paw and trying to count her razor-clawed toes in an attempt to prove some point.
 
   It had gotten worse: closer to the end of the party he fell asleep in the dogs' warm lair, laying his head unceremoniously on the nearest monster's side. The entire pack somehow stopped baring their teeth at him, their puppies cuddling around the inebriated Doc like kittens around a hot water bottle.
 
   You might think it funny but you won't believe what it had taken me to first find him, then shake him awake and finally kick him out of AlterWorld! Eighteen hours of full immersion! Over twenty percent chance of going perma, what had he been thinking of!
 
   But I had my revenge the next morning as he scrambled up the creaky cellar stairs, all covered in cobwebs and looking pretty lost.
 
   "So, you're one of us now? Welcome to Eternity!"
 
   Color drained from his face, his legs giving under him as Doc's avatar dropped down into the lotus pose used for logging out. His still listless hand slapped the air pressing an invisible button. He heaved a sigh of relief, making it clear that the thirty-second logout countdown had already begun. Casting us one last reproachful glare, he disappeared from the game.
 
   Like all doctors though, he had all the tools necessary to extricate himself from any twilight zone. Three hours later he had already been back, all businesslike, discussing our opening of a new portal directly from the Birches Nursery, the low-level human starting zone.
 
   My arms crossed, I now stood by the portal's shimmering arc meeting a new column of fugitives escaping reality and their own dying bodies. No, I really had to talk to Doc and ask him to stop this whole exodus thing until we had a little more certainty in the future. We were facing a big punch-up under the Temple's walls any day now. In the meantime, Lloth could sadistically lay claim to me — seeing as I was living on borrowed time — while some of my more impatient enemies could finally take it out on me too. All this would surely ricochet back onto the kids, very possibly making them hostages in a big boys' game.
 
   I didn't even have time to worry about my own safety, let alone take care of this liability. I needed to alert everyone to our situation; I needed to mobilize public opinion and join forces to build a top nursery within the castle walls. I was sure such a commotion would attract unwanted official interest, allowing them to call a freeze on the exodus in order to "clarify" and "co-ordinate", buying the bureaucrats enough time to cover their asses in red tape.
 
    So I was thinking until I saw the first little mite of a girl waddle out of the portal, her tiny fist locked around Doc's finger. Jesus Christ man, this was hitting below the belt!
 
   I stepped aside, giving way to him. Nodding and forcing a smile, I watched more kids follow, casting scared glances all around. These days we checked the children daily for any signs of going perma. Apparently, age was proven to directly affect digitization times. The kids' minds — young, trustful and open, free from the thousands of inbred taboos — blended with their new reality with incredible ease, entering its embrace to lose themselves in virtuality. At least half of all newly arriving kids had gone perma within the first twenty-four hours.
 
   Doc was living on the edge. He couldn't hide all the gurneys traveling up and down the hospice corridors; he couldn't conceal the wardfuls of young patients disappearing, then reentering them already comatose. I was more than sure that some well-wisher had already done their civic duty by grassing him up. The hospice and its chief physician could expect a "visit" from some higher instance any day now. More likely, it wouldn't even come to that. They'd just arrest him without further ado.
 
   I bit my lip, feeling utterly helpless as I watched his self-sacrifice. Doc had made his choice and I had no right to stop him. All I could do was help him and keep out of his way. When he had needed an arms dealer, I'd introduced him to Dan. When he'd asked me for a good lawyer, a clever PR guy and a journalist — I'd pulled all the necessary strings. Because, despite the first gleams of madness already glistening deep within his eyes, Doc was preparing his last show with exhaustive thoroughness.
 
   I heard a shuffling noise overhead. With a clink, a few Tears of Stone broke off the wall and rolled over the tiles. Mechanically I ducked and jerked my shoulder back, sliding Jangur's Battle Shield onto my arm and deploying the personal cover. My mind momentarily zoned out, choosing between the combat interface and the alarm macros panel while my eyes searched the wall and the donjon's dark arrowslits overhead for a hired killer or an enemy spy.
 
   Whew. The five-year-old Masha was waggling her scratched legs in the air, kicking impatiently as she happily glided down to the ground to join her fencing group.
 
   Who in God's name had cast a Levitation spell on her? It wasn't the cheapest one to make, considering it only worked for a couple of minutes, providing a parachute-like descent: relatively slow, but still fast enough to have your legs broken on landing. Could it be some top level wizard specializing in this particular skill? Unlikely. Even though we had plenty of wizzies to go around, most of them chose classic routes like nukers, portal casters and rapid damage aficionados.
 
   Our combat section's average levels had reached 170, all thanks to our new ex-merc members. Compared to them, my level 80 paled into insignificance. Well, I just didn't have the week necessary to do any hardcore farming with adequate support! I'd got my last seven levels during our scuffle in the Lost City. Shame you didn't get xp for killing other players. God knows we'd gone through enough gaming fodder. The mere thought made me shudder.
 
   A blood-red ruby glistened on the girl's index finger, sending out bright spots of light. What an interesting ring. Now how would a mite like this have come across something like that?
 
   Sorry, kiddo. Breaking all gaming etiquette, I focused on the item, reading its stats. Very often that's exactly how PKs get started: they lay their greedy eyes on somebody else's gear and decide to give their PK counter a spin hoping to help themselves to the rich dude's stuff.
 
   A couple of days ago, I wouldn't have thought twice about checking a kid's stats: children couldn't read the warning message, anyway. The problem was, my Mom had decreed it was time they learned their ABCs. According to her, children shouldn't walk around illiterate in a digital world. Three hours after she'd made the announcement, I'd discovered her smoking nervously in the back yard.
 
   "What's up?" I asked, expecting the worst.
 
   "They've finished it," she gasped.
 
   "Finished what?"
 
   "The spelling book! All of it! Fine print included: A licensed digital edition, 2031. Approved and recommended by the Ministry of Education of the Russian Federation."
 
   "What do you mean?" I frowned, uncomprehending.
 
   Mom gave a helpless shrug. "Must be the absolute memory effect. It takes them two minutes to memorize their ABCs, five more to grasp the idea of spelling, and then they just start reading, faster and faster. The funny thing is, I can see that they don't even bother to identify the letters anymore! They remember the words as such, sometimes whole phrases, viewing them as complex hieroglyphics. They don't look at them as combinations of the thirty-three letters of the Russian alphabet: in their eyes, the Russian language consists of tens of thousands of pictograms. How's that for a doctor's thesis?"
 
   That had been two days ago. And since then...
 
   I shook my head free of the unwanted memory and concentrated on the ring's stats.
 
   Its icon didn't impress: a few curls of thin wire with a few shreds of burned insulation still clinging to it. A large ruby had been crudely cross-wired to its center.
 
   Still, the item's stats more than compensated for its lack of visual appeal:
 
    
 
   Mithril Ring of Flight.
 
   Item class: Artifact
 
   Durability: 300/300
 
   Effect 1: +40% to air magic resistance
 
   Enhancement: The ring contains a stone of Divine Blood, adding a buff of your choice up to level 200. Skill chosen: Levitation
 
   Customization: This is a unique item, the only one of its kind in the world. +100 bonus to the item effect.
 
    
 
   Holy Jesus. Fencing can wait, kiddo! I stepped toward her, catching the airborne girl in my arms. She tried to wriggle herself free.
 
   "Wait! Stand still, I tell you!"
 
   Overcoming the spell's gentle resistance, I set the girl down onto the flagstones and crouched next to her. "Masha? Where did you get this ring from?" I asked in my best stern voice.
 
   She rose slightly into the air and stayed there, rocking like a hovercraft. I just hoped she wouldn't be blown away by the wind.
 
   With a frown, Masha hid her hands behind her back. "It's mine."
 
   "I'm not saying it isn't!"
 
   Admittedly, that wasn't exactly true. I wasn't going to take a precious bauble like that from a baby, no way. But I'd love to be able to borrow it from her for the duration of some especially dangerous raid or even swap it for something seriously valuable — definitely not for African trade beads.
 
   This wasn't just any old ring. Levitation was one hell of a useful skill albeit prohibitively expensive and by far not long-lasting enough for a constant buff. And there it was right in front of me! Imagine being able to chase — or escape — your enemy by gliding a few inches above the ground ignoring all the bumps and ditches, soaring across ravines and fearlessly diving down cliffs. Utterly awesome.
 
   Just think of the disappointment awaiting the gravity mages who deal damage by slamming their targets into the ground. Regardless of what sent your victim flying through the sky — whether it's the whack received from angry mother earth or the touch of a gentle wind — the ring would cushion its bearer's fall, softly setting him or her back onto their feet. I could see the indignant faces of the warriors below helplessly shaking their swords and spears as they were showered by some very painful magic from an impossible height. I loved it.
 
   The girl frowned. "It's Dimka Khaman, an A group shaman," she admitted reluctantly.
 
   "Eh? Khaman the Shaman? What are you talking about?"
 
   "He arrived with the second wave and was nineteenth to go perma. He used to be in Ward Five with the rest of us, the one with the bald head who never left his bed, one constantly hooked up to all those IV drips. Ah, sorry, you don't know about that, do you? So one day we were playing ninjas. All the others were hiding in the walls and on the roofs. But I'm real afraid of heights. So Dimka promised to help me if I gave him two of the red stones.
 
   I had a funny feeling I knew what was going to happen next. "Where did you get the stones from?"
 
   She beamed, her fingers wriggling as if stroking an invisible fluffy cat. "White Winnie gave them to me. He's so sweet!"
 
   The albino bastard! I very nearly said it out aloud. So he'd stuffed his mouth full of stones of Divine Blood he'd stolen from me, and now he was walking around giving them away to all and sundry! "Where is he now?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Not White Winnie! Actually yeah... where do you think I could find that piece of... fluff?"
 
   She stuck out a dignified chin. "He won't come to you! Winnie hates adults. He only plays with us."
 
   I bet! The Temple yard wouldn't hold everybody wishing to nail his fluffy ears over their respective mantelpieces with gold spikes. Never mind. The earth wasn't round for nothing: our paths were bound to cross in the future. Actually, how sure was I that AlterWorld was round? Seeing as our own Galileo hadn't been born yet... "So how do I find this Dimka Khaman?"
 
   She waved a nonchalant hand at the shady nook concealing the divine throne, every crafter's potential El Dorado provided they knew about it. "Sitting on that boulder of his, isn't he?"
 
   I peered through the shade. Recently, the dwarf mallorn had grown dramatically, expanding faster than the proverbial beanstalk and concealing the Fallen One's accidental masterpiece within its generous canopy.
 
   The girl gave a solemn nod and cringed, rubbing her neck. "He's there, where else! He's made an agreement with the tree. It promised to hide him from us if he buried the Fertile Soil artifact under its roots. He thought we didn't see it! We wanted to dig it out but the stupid tree lashed its branches at us! Uncle Max, tell it to stop!"
 
   I wrinkled my forehead, trying to grasp what she'd just said. An agreement. With a freakin' tree. I knew of course that it was emo sensitive, being an old Elven relic and all that. Emo, yes, but sentient? Had I just missed something?
 
   In the meantime Masha began to inch away. "May I go now? Big Tooth — oops, sorry, I meant Master Broken Fang, our Orc teacher — he hates it when we're late for practice. And today we'll be using double sais. He's invited Whizz from Zena's squad to show us how to use them! And I'd hate to miss the sparring practice. Last time Nikita cut my arm right off, I'm not leaving it like that! Auntie Bomba showed me the awesomest trick — Bang! Your teeth fly out and you have to keep mum for two minutes."
 
   Kids. It wasn't even their full contact fighting practice that worried me, even though the sight of preschoolers slaughtering each other with abandon made me quite uneasy. No — there was something else to that, too. Something much more important.
 
   The sword master — an NPC, believe it or not, who'd cost me a king's ransom — cast a derogatory glance over the excited ranks of his new recruits.
 
   "To arms!" he commanded without further ado.
 
   Cheering, the starry-eyed kids rushed toward a heap of Old-World taboos: razor-sharp knives, predatory scimitars, life-threatening hammers, flails and shurikens.
 
   As the children rummaged for their weapons of choice, Cryl and I stood numbly nearby, silently mouthing the air like grounded fish, watching wizards pick up two-handed swords and rogues choose combat staffs. I knew of course that these children had no idea of class restrictions. They were a hundred percent sure they could pick up whatever took their fancy. No wonder the skies immediately protested, cursing us to hell and back and decorating the cloudless blue with flourishes of lightning. Aha — there was the Fallen One himself coming to protect his beloved astral planes! No points for him for having guessed who'd been this world's new pain in the butt.
 
   He didn't interfere though. With a rather amused chuckle, he gave us a nod of approval, then disappeared in the flash of a portal.
 
   In the meantime, the Arena seethed with the most chaotic of battles: everyone against anyone. A kid struggled to wield an halberd, brushing whoever happened too close, then screaming indignantly at a return blow from an eroded pole axe. Somebody else used their sharp epée to poke an old enemy's buttock in full seriousness. Children are like that: perfectly straightforward in their impulses and not yet burdened by society's conventions.
 
   Masha the Levitating Girl interpreted my silence as a permission to leave. She chirped something by way of goodbye and darted toward the sound of steel clanging against steel. Another latecomer had caught up with her and was quickly gaining the lead: a sinewy youngster from Lena's animal farm. He shot past me astride a young hell hound clutching to the beast's armored neck, his fingers fearlessly wedged between its armor plates.
 
   Their blurred outline whizzed past in a series of long leaps, both the rider's and his impromptu mount's eyes shining with ecstasy. They looked rather like those Orc riders from the old Lord of the Rings movie. Oh well. This was one hell of a cavalry we seemed to be raising here. I wouldn't envy the unsuspecting enemy whose flanks were assaulted by a line of these guys. They could guarantee you a few embarrassing pants-soiling moments.
 
   I jumped off the steps and headed for the Fallen One's throne lurking under the mallorn tree's canopy. Far beyond the castle walls, I could hear the rattling of hammers and the cracking of stone being split: there, Thror's dwarves were busy restoring the ancient fortifications.
 
   A stray beam of light cut through the hundreds of tree branches from the garden's far end and hit the fancy gold roof of Taali's tomb, bringing unwanted tears to my eyes. I looked away, grinding my teeth. This wasn't the right time to start whining. In order to mourn our dead at leisure, we had to think about those alive first.
 
   Halfway to the throne, the mallorn leaves stirred. I froze. With a powerful kick, the branches sent a disheveled protesting Gimmick flying onto the path. Rubbing his long-suffering backside, the Golem Master looked about himself helplessly. Noticing me, he sprung back to his feet and, ouching, demanded justice be done,
 
   "This is getting out of hand, Sir! Those brats won't leave the throne alone! And I've got work to do! Your order, mind you: fifty custom-made heavy golems with a DOT configuration. And now this freakin' tree has an attitude!"
 
   I suppressed a smile, shaking the Belorussian's hand. "I'll look into it."
 
   I walked over to the mallorn and raised an inquiring eyebrow, staring at its shapely leaves. The tree got the message and parted its canopy, forming a shady green passage. Admittedly, it was beautiful.
 
   I stepped in and headed firmly for the throne finally revealing itself amid the foliage. Gimmick trailed behind, stumbling over my feet, hissing and cursing at the tree as it gave him a hearty slap on the back, punishing the potential freerider.
 
   Dimka Khaman turned out to be a skinny individual about eight years old, with a serious face and the sensitive fingers of a piano player. He rocked in the semblance of a trance, his eyes half shut, mouthing something as he wound the handle of a practice sword with fine silver wire. Where on earth had he got that from? The sword's crossguard was already decorated with a few unseemly-looking stones glued to it with some wood resin.
 
   I glanced at the sword's stats. So!
 
    
 
   Increases the chances of delivering a crippling hit 90%
 
   Aura of Fear: the target's agility drops 33%
 
   Cripple: a lifetime debuff. Every hit has a nonzero probability to drop the opponent's agility 1 pt.
 
   Fortune's Backside: a debuff. Lady Luck has turned her back on your opponent, doubling his chances of losing concentration and failing combos.
 
    
 
   He's done a nice job of this rather ordinary sword. It hurt to see these unique artifact-class stats being wasted on a stupid practice piece of soft metal. The lifetime debuff looked especially scary. I was no walking Wiki of course, but I'd never heard anything definitive about something like that: only some vague rumors about some mysterious mega boss in a blood-curdling dungeon who crippled players by breaking their never-healing limbs with these abilities of his.
 
   I focused on the words he was mouthing,
 
   "I weave and I tie, this spell is no lie. A fool you were born but a cripple you'll die. A klutz, you said? Let's see which of us two is a klutz now!"
 
   I chuckled. A dark avenger in the making. Apparently, the young genius was forging a comeuppance for an impudent enemy. You really had to be careful with quiet ones like him. Their pent-in animosity may well end with a dose of rat poison in your tea.
 
   Time to put the guy straight and find him something to do before he strayed too far along the road of crime.
 
   I lay a calm hand on his bony little shoulder. "It's not worth it, you know."
 
   Dimka sat up with a startle and was about to leg it, but I forced him back down. "Wait. You've made a great sword. Excellent work, congratulations. But it's too dangerous. A few careless words or an unfair blow — do they really justify a lifetime punishment? Actually, sometimes they do call for a sword job, but you've got a lot of growing up to do before you reach these levels of conflicts and responsibility."
 
   He looked up at me, his stare interested and just a tad ironic. I halted for a moment, confused, trying to determine the fine line between a childish grudge and the kind of adult stupidity that in the good old days was worth repaying in blood.
 
   How many times had I regretted the duel ban in the real world! So many bastards and bullies were walking around unpunished, leaving pain and tears in their wake! All the young would be rattling their swords in gyms instead of gulping beer on street corners or staring, red-eyed, at computer screens. I was pretty sure that introducing a new duel code would have given our communication standards an unprecedented boost, making a quick job of all the scum while keeping tongues in check. When your sword is dangling within your reach, any street corner could turn into a combat arena, making good manners the order of the day.
 
   "Actually, Dimka, what I want to say, what if you take this sword to Durin in the armory? I'll be honest with you: I have a bad feeling about its properties. It's not a combat weapon but rather a torture tool to reset prisoners back to zero. As for you, my friend, I can see I can trust you. I think we could give you a proper job to do."
 
   The young master's stare betrayed some interest.
 
   "I'm going to give you access to our craft ingredient stocks. You'll work with Gimmick building battle golems!"
 
   The kid's nostrils flared. Gimmick next to him stood up straight with his hands on his hips, wheezing importantly. But me, I stopped mid-word. What was I doing? What was I thinking? What an idiot I was, by the lacy gusset of Macaria! Dimka was a self-taught prodigy who followed his talent and his instincts alone. Gimmick was going to sterilize his gift, telling him what the kid could and couldn't do, forcing his skills to comply with the laws of gameplay.
 
   "Wait!" I blurted. "We'll do it another way!"
 
   I waved a reassuring hand to the indignant Dimka and frowned, returning to my musings.
 
   At the moment, this young genius created his masterpieces solely on the strength of his willpower and his ignorance of the world's laws. The indignant universe had to grit its teeth and play along, ushering the kid into the path of least resistance, suggesting the right ingredients and nudging him toward the place of power where his work on creating a new artifact would cause the least conflict with the world's logic.
 
   And that was the direction he had to continue in. No cookie-cutter crafting! And what if...
 
   "Listen," I whispered confidentially, digging gingerly into my bag for the polished adamant mirror I'd received from the Chinese Mao clan in exchange for our Shui Fong prisoners. "You think you could take this useless thingy and forge it into something useful? Like a sword or a dagger?"
 
   I crossed my fingers mentally. Yes, yes, of course it said "Indestructible"! And yes, I knew that only gods could handle adamant. Still, a hapless mortal unlucky enough to become a player on the gods' field could use a trump card like that up his sleeve... a trump card or even better, a pink-bladed dagger.
 
   I handed him the mirror, then turned, making threatening faces at a very indignant Gimmick about to expose the extent of our ignorance. Shut up, you fool! As if I don't know!
 
   The young shaman shook his head. "I can't forge yet. But I can shape it into whatever you want. Fancy a cube?"
 
   Oh. I could probably turn a cube into a small hammer. Too light, wasn't it? Just over half a pound: just good enough to dish out a few bruises among the gods, not more. I ran a mental list of the various types of steel weapons: slashing, cutting, crushing... no, that wasn't it. Yes! A stabbing one!
 
   "Dimka, I know what you can do! How about a sharp three-edged bayonet? I have a short staff about a meter long. If we carve the end of it into a socket and fit it with a catch, we could use it as a javelin or an icepick. A killer weapon!"
 
   The kid nodded his agreement as he warmed the mirror in his hands, breathing on it and incanting something. We watched as the item began to melt, losing its shape, like a gallium teaspoon in the hands of a street magician.
 
   Gimmick gasped. I rummaged through my inventory for my latest trophy. Our frontier raid had added quite a few top elite gear items to our armory. One day as I'd surveyed all these heaps of dangerous steel, I'd noticed this gnarly staff made from some weird wood and topped with a murky crystal emitting a weak light. Shadows had danced within the stone, reminding one of a watchful evil eye, while the staff itself had desperately tried to enshroud itself in the cover of darkness, avoiding my greedy hands.
 
   Ouch! There is was! Touching it in my bag felt like being whacked by an electric shock. The Staff of Hatred held an imprisoned soul of a demon and was meant to bring fear and discomfort to everyone around. On top of all the usual class restrictions and hefty summoning and intellect bonuses, this Necromancer toy had one nasty double-edged ability: when equipped, the demon syphoned life out of all warm-blooded creatures within fifty paces, friend and foe alike. The former suffered less, both in terms of pain and damage, while the latter were literally crippled in agony.
 
   The imprisoned monster kept some of the energy and forwarded the rest to his master, according to the agreement. You couldn't do much hunting or leveling with this kind of aura as you'd aggro every local monster onto yourself. But when it came to a large scramble — and that was all I'd seemed to be doing just lately — the artifact's owner could be looking at a quality energy fix.
 
   While I was busy taming the malicious staff by lashing it with my mental willpower, Dimka had finished his modeling-clay class. "There!" he produced the bayonet.
 
   Actually, it wasn't that bad. Not exactly straight and just a bit lopsided but very, very dangerous. I still remembered the Fallen One's face when he'd seen the adamant claws of Lloth's spider avatar. I, too, could use a weighty argument like this in case of any major incidents.
 
   "Thanks a bunch, Dimka. Mind getting off that seat for a bit? Gimmick, your turn. Are you comfortable? Now take this."
 
   I handed him the quivering staff. Gimmick hid his hands behind his back, shrinking into the safety of the throne. "I don't want it! It scares me!"
 
   "Just take it, I say! I want you to make a hole in it with a catch next to it. Are you a crafter or just a pretty face? Or do you want me to ask this little boy to do it?"
 
   Gimmick shook his head and said with a pained expression, "Max, you don't understand. This is a self-contained game item. It can't be modified. You could, I suppose, submit a patent request to the Admins and create a new recipe, and then..."
 
   "What game are you talking about? Look at this kid! He lives here, and he does what he wants to do! He makes whatever takes his fancy! You're a perma too — it's your world, not the Admins'! Just forget their restrictions!"
 
   Gimmick cast a helpless look around. "I need my tools, too..."
 
   "That's your problem! Take this and drill a hole in it!"
 
   I forced both items — the adamant blade and the malicious staff — into his hands. His shoulders stooped under my insistent glare. Then Gimmick pulled himself together and took in a couple of lungfuls of air, calming himself down and concentrating. He closed his eyelids and began mouthing something, copying the boy shaman.
 
   The sharp tip of the bayonet dug into the side of the staff. It struggled in rage but Gimmick's calloused hands held the wood tight, pressing the bayonet harder, turning it slightly. A thin shaving of black wood dropped into his lap.
 
   Ding. High in the sky yet another thread snapped, weakening the bond between our two worlds.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The City of Light. The Temple of the Sun God.
 
   The Sun God's personal quarters.
 
    
 
   The girl's heart contracted one last time. The wet rattling noises in her throat finally stopped.
 
   Normally, paralyzation immobilized a sacrificial creature but it didn't lower his or her pain threshold. For two reasons: firstly, because it greatly increased the victim's energy output and secondly, it was more fun this way.
 
   With a benign smile, the Sun God shook off the scarlet drops that covered him to the elbows. Today had brought him one step closer to perfection. He'd managed to take the altar-bound junior priestess apart into nineteen separate fragments, stretching out her organs while still connected to her body by the veins pulsating with the life-giving blood flow.
 
   He gave the ritual a name: Crimson Sunset. In his last reincarnation, the Sun God had lost his battle against the forces of Chaos, unable to withstand a direct attack from Blood Magic backed up by their enormous sacrificial ziggurats. Shame. That particular world had shown lots of promise.
 
   The Sun God never failed to learn from his mistakes. He eagerly welcomed any opportunity for potential growth in power. On that day he'd taken a peek over at the Dark side — and perceived the true Force lurking in the torrents of Chaos. And very soon Chaos had noticed him too...
 
   The Sun God nodded to the Patriarch waiting patiently next to him. The withered old man with an unpleasant squint in his pale eyes immediately set about removing the ravaged body, cleaning the altar and fetching the incense bowl and a pitcher of warm water to wash his master's divine hands.
 
   In the meantime, the High God listened to the celestial spheres. Excellent. The young priestess had failed to resurrect, forever losing her identity. What an unexpectedly good side effect! He absolutely had to try this ritual on the Immortal Ones. What an annoying race! How unbelievable was that — the mortals getting access to divine power, stripping him of his main instrument of fear: their dread of death and his choice of their afterlife. It had been so much easier in other worlds!
 
   Never mind. If push came to shove, he could always summon Hades, God of the Underworld. Zeus' brother would surely bring law and order unto the world. He could use the occasion to lure some of the Fallen One's dwarves away. Hades had plenty of underground treasures to tempt them with. One word to those mine-diggers and they'd come running, losing their picks on the way!
 
   The Fallen One. Furious at the sheer memory, the Sun God gasped, breathing fire. The Patriarch's exposed skin turned red and blistered as he poured water onto his divine master's hands. The sun glistened through the pink droplets. Taken by the sight, the Sun God immediately desired to immortalize it. He snapped his fingers, turning blood into rubies. The Patriarch staggered, wheezing, as the spell grazed him, immediately dwarfing his sunburns into insignificance. Any human surgeon would have fainted at the sight of an autopsied body whose arteries were clogged with rubies; any jeweler would have been more than happy to lay his hands on them.
 
   Noticing his faithful servant's sorry state, the Sun God snapped his fingers again, generating the Revitalizing Wave. Instinctively the Patriarch pulled at the collar of his robe, gasping for air, as everything around him sprang to life. The wilting flowers in a vase perked up; back in the temple's kitchen the already-plucked chickens quivered back to life. The God never bothered to pace his power, preferring to awe into submission everyone who beheld his divine might. His type isn't uncommon among humans, either, like those who proffer a bone-crushing handshake to their potential opponent.
 
   "I thank thee, O Great One," the Patriarch lowered his head, hiding his reddened eyes blotted with burst blood vessels. He hadn't profited much from the healing overdose. In the past, people had been known to explode in a fountain of blood from a surfeit of mana.
 
   The Sun God gave him a benign nod. "Enjoy a new lease of life, you maggot. What do we have on our army that combats so much evil? How many followers of Light do you think you can raise to mop up the Dead Lands?"
 
   The question seemed to surprise the Patriarch. "As many as you wish! To my estimation, we have well over forty million Immortals in our ranks. Thirty million of them are active, meaning they've prayed at least once in the past month. Plus all the locals and the numerous creatures of Light indigenous to this world. Your one word would be enough — with enough Faith points offered to the Immortals and just a drop of Divine Power for everybody else."
 
   The Sun God winced. He hated sharing his mana resources with anyone. The moment his inner reserves dropped a notch, he felt vulnerable: this could be the difference between life and death in the case of a surprise attack. You could say what you want, but twenty-seven reincarnations could make anyone paranoid.
 
   Faith points weren't so easy to come by, either. They were well and truly limited, by far not enough to go round a million-strong army. True, he'd managed to save quite a few by allowing his priests to spend their own resources. This stash should be enough to get two hundred priests to the Tenth Circle — the highest one.
 
   And this was a trump card indeed, especially while it was still secreted up his sleeve and not lying on the table for everyone to see. Oh no, he wasn't going to waste this wealth by spreading it thinly over a hundred thousand Immortals. They'd have to do without. Immortal animals! The world had gone mad! In his previous incarnations, his one sidelong glance had been enough to send entire cities onto funeral pyres to willingly burn themselves alive with a song and a blissful smile on their lips. Here though, you had to pay for everything — even worse, they'd study your gift all over, using some weird, what's-the-name, stats calcu... calcal... cal-cu-lators, only to toss it aside and move on, browsing through the market's best offers.
 
   Never mind. One day death would sort 'em all out.
 
   The Patriarch had patiently waited for the pensive shadow to leave his God's brow before going on,
 
   "The numbers of the Dark followers are a fraction of ours. However, the local creatures they've recruited are indeed legion. Little wonder: this is a new world crawling with all sorts of evil spirits. Whether the Fallen One is strong enough to summon them to help him is a different matter entirely."
 
   The Sun God waved the suggestion away. "A newborn god! How old is he — two, three years old? I've spent more time just wiping my ass in any of my reincarnations! I'd spent twelve thousand blissful years in the Mayall's system alone until the planet's sun finally exploded. And when several billion sentients die believing it was their Sun God punishing them for their sins... You know, I very nearly made the Creator level then. I was missing one petty bit of data, a tiny little key opening the Heavenly Gates."
 
   He fell silent, deep in thought, while the Patriarch stooped in veneration, mopping the God's groomed hands with a soft towel. Finally, the god awoke from his musings,
 
   "To recruit the army, you should use all the right words in combination with some flexible thinking and bags of gold. Gold is something everyone wants — it's replenishable and we have lots of it. The Pantheon will only step in in case of an emergency. Everything has to be done by the hand of the mob... er, of our flock. The Universal balance is not exactly reliable. It loves taking the side of the underdog. In this situation you never know how it might backfire. You kill a lone Dark hero, and the next thing a great general will arrive at your walls with an army to match! No, we can't take that risk."
 
   The God concentrated, listening to the Altar. It was packed, the surplus of mana now being channeled over to his priests for some quality miracle-working and demon-fighting. With a bitter smile, the Sun God scooped up a handful of free energy and looked around for a suitable target. A copper statue of a warrior guarded the entrance to his personal quarters. Good enough. Concentrating, he forced the raw mana into the copper's atomic structure, shuffling its electrons, protons and neutrons around. The statue blurred, heating up and melting, exuding gamma radiation.
 
   He struggled, straining, for a minute or so. The air in the hall had grown considerably hotter. With a sharp gasp, the God reached into the Altar again, scooping out the last of its stocks. Not enough. Disappointed with his miscalculations, he reached into his personal reserves. Once initiated, the transmutation process couldn't be aborted. The energy released was comparable with that of solar plasma — enough for one hell of an explosion.
 
   His face a mask of fake nonchalance, he turned to the priest,
 
   "There, take it. There's about a ton of gold here. Use it to mint some coinage to advance the mercs for the upcoming raid."
 
   If the truth were known, this wasn't the best gold in the world. It had turned out to be too unstable, with a half-life time of only a hundred and eighty-six days. Not his problem, anyway. It made it all the more easier to locate hidden treasures — provided you knew what to look for and how to go about it...
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The quiet buzz of an incoming call forced my stare away from the staff that was being forced into submission. I focused on the interface aglow with all the menus and chat boxes like I was some goddamn cyborg.
 
   Only those closest to me had the audio session codes. I'd done so in order to protect myself from all the spam and cheating when enemies flooded your channels with all sorts of useless junk.
 
   "Max, the morning staff meeting is in six minutes. You're late. Your Russian salad's already waiting!"
 
   My quiet groan was drowned out by the happy trills of Elven laughter. "It's your own fault! You've got the servant girls hooked on all that gold, so now you'd better eat it and say thank you. Actually, one of them has just submitted a request to buy herself out of her contract. Whoever gave her the idea! Formally, the contract makes no provision for a bailout so we're not really obliged to do anything about it. Still, the staff are all restless and excited waiting for our decision. The suggested sum for contractual termination — seventy-three gold and a handful of mithril — is actually almost twice as much as her de facto wage. Are you into dealing a bit of ebony these days, chief?"
 
   What a cheek! Had she just called me a slave trader? "Amara, I've been meaning to ask Dennis to limit your access to that wretched zombie box. You seem to be a walking collection of TV memes. What my Master Analyst needs is peace and quiet, not some blinking 3D image surrounded by four blabbing zombie heads as speakers."
 
   "But..."
 
   "Sorry, Snow White. Over and out."
 
   Heh. Her name Amara in fact meant Snow in Ilitiiri. And still calling a Drow white was bordering on offensive.
 
   Never mind. Let her fume and plot her revenge at her leisure. Nothing I hadn't survived before. All I was doing was following up on a request made by the newest addition to my clan: my Master Analyst that I'd so cunningly stolen from the mercs.
 
   The thing was, Amara was an NPC. A perma, definitely, who couldn't care less about algorithms, every bit as autonomous as the evil Princess Ruata — but an NPC nonetheless.
 
   For the last few weeks we'd been busy trying to expand her emotional background by exposing her to our cultural environment through hundreds of books and terabytes of classic movies. We were attempting to humanify Dennis' girlfriend.
 
   Actually, Dennis' going perma was a story and a half. If I could put it in gaming terms, the Gods had played a cruel joke on the kid by investing all of his starting characteristics into Intellect alone. He was a doubled-up quadriplegic, his neck craned at a scary angle, who could just about control three fingers of his left hand. At the feast of life he was an unwelcome guest.
 
   Well, we're not in Sparta any more, meaning no one throws our sickly newborns off cliffs. Which was why Dennis' parents had chosen to legally disown him in the maternity ward. In a way, he'd been lucky, ending up in a high-flying children's home controlled by some governmental top brass: a convenient show place to demonstrate to various committees investigating the use of public funds, donations and foreign grants.
 
   A cute blond baby in a custom-made wheelchair gazed at the visiting officials with his huge blue eyes, his piercing stare making the seasoned corruption wolves stumble and look away.
 
   With a mental shrug, the boy would return to his usual occupation. Click, click, click. The children's home teachers smiled behind his back, watching him leaf through the electronic pages of high-brow books: let the kid have his fun.
 
   He hadn't been having fun. He'd been reading. Twenty seconds a page, an hour and a half per book. His unique photographic memory allowed him to quote any part of any book at random.
 
   At the age of sixteen, he'd discovered the world of online poker games. And once he'd become a runner-up at a few serious tournaments, his financial problems had become a thing of the past.
 
   At seventeen, he'd become addicted to math. He'd made considerable progress in solving the problem of the millennium, Riemann's hypothesis. He'd even sent his notes as far as Moscow University, to the dean of the physics faculty. He never received any answer — unlike the professor himself who'd enjoyed a lot of praise for an article he'd later written for a specialist publication. Had Dennis had the chance to read it, he'd have immediately recognized the chiseled filigree of his own calculations. The unscrupulous number-cruncher was packing his bags, heading for Cambridge, Massachusetts to pick up his Millennium Prize, while the young man had already found a new interest: cosmology.
 
   We might have finally grown our own Stephen Hawking albeit of a more institutionalized background — especially because Dennis had doubtlessly one advantage over the greatest scholar of our time who was forced to control his computer and speech synthesizer by tensing his cheek muscle. Unlike him, Dennis had all of three fingers moving.
 
   And still teenage hormones often got the better of him, forcing Dennis to abandon the secrets of the Universe and spend hours browsing through nude pictures of the VirtNet. Until one day she smiled at him from inside the 3D image. A perfect face, the ultimate in female allure, the mathematical triumph of AI Beauty.
 
   Dennis wasn't even scandalized by the site's triple-X rating and the caption under the screenshot saying, Virtual sex tourism. 2000 gold an hour. Drow Amara. AlterWorld, the Original City, Red Light District. At Madame Clo's. If anything, it made him happy. It meant that the girl, however digital, did exist.
 
   Youngsters flooded the comments to the picture, drooling over her Dark Elven body with its promise of domination as they discussed the impossibility of it: a Drow selling herself! They'd even started a fundraising campaign and a lottery to choose a lucky one from among them, on the condition that he filmed the entire process, when the first disappointed reports started coming in from the wealthier customers who'd splurged a hundred bucks on the exotic treat. Despite all their money, the haughty Elfa would cringe at the sight of a new client, her hand mechanically reaching for the double-sided dagger on her belt. Her glare betrayed her desire to bury the sharp rune-covered steel deep into her new suitor's chest, then drive the top thorn-shaped mithril blade into his chin.
 
   The runaway princess of the House of Shadow which had been decimated in a merciless feud, she'd thought she was clever taking refuge in a place where no enemy would ever think of looking for her. But already Amara had begun to regret her decision. The game algorithm kept pushing her into bed with human players while her emerging identity resisted the ugliness of it all. After the noble warriors of the House of Shadow including the pinnacle of manhood, the Prince himself, Amara was disgusted with the arrogant animals offering her a few gold in a sweaty hand for a long wish list of their fantasies.
 
   Dennis buried himself in Google, looking into this totally new area of studies. A few hours later, he'd hit the jack pot.
 
   What the hell was he doing here drooling out of the corner of his paralyzed mouth? Why on earth was he studying black holes in the vain attempt to solve the mystery of space and send himself into the future hoping to cure his disease there?
 
   Right here, within arm's reach, were new worlds that had already offered a new lease on eternal youth to hundreds of thousands of cripples like himself!
 
   As he skimmed dozens of abandoned perma blogs, he could see how quickly their owners had lost all interest in real life. Because life was there — where you could finally feel human and not like a goose force-fed through a tube for the sake of its enormous tender liver served up in expensive foie gras restaurants.
 
   As Dennis studied screenshot galleries, he'd look at some grinning hulk clad in elite gear and shiny armor, complete with curvaceous girlfriend — but all he'd see was a motionless quadriplegic and his disabled mate who'd met each other in occupational therapy. The two had got their lucky break going perma. Now both were professional mercs living life to the full, enjoying a bit of PKing on the side.
 
   For the next two nights he could barely sleep as he waited for the delivery of the FIVR capsule and the return call from a dodgy specialist in "flexible creative settings for your full-immersion device".
 
   In the meantime, Dennis made his way through impossible amounts of information, devouring entire forums, guides, manuals and video tutorials. His well-instructed and sufficiently-motivated nurse was promised an impressive bonus for the whole range of her services, such as replacing glucose IV drips, changing diapers and massaging his atrophied muscles. Actually, none of it differed much from her usual work load. The bulk of the bonus was paid for her silence.
 
   He would never forget the moment when she'd laid his gaunt body into the capsule's warm interior and brushed a sympathetic tear from the corner of her eye. Making the sign of the cross over him, she lowered the plastic lid. Click, the magnetic locks snapped shut, cutting him off from reality.
 
   He'd faltered on the way to his dream, choosing his new name. His choice of race was pretty clear, but the name... A series of hurried clicks through the generator brought him one last word from home as the Elven runes formed a rare Siam. It meant Stray Cat in Ilitiiri. And that used to be his secret. No one could have possibly known about that huge feral tom that used to visit him every night through the half-open window. For some reason, the cat had chosen Dennis' knees, warm and motionless, as his favorite place. It had scared Dennis at first as he was too weak to swat a mosquito, let alone confront a predatorial feline. But soon he'd got used to the beast's quiet purring and waited for him anxiously every night, unable to sleep until he sensed the familiar weight in his lap.
 
   After an hour of hobbling across the city, smiling happily at the passersby's snide comments about his broken-legged penguin gait, Dennis knocked at Madame Clo's door.
 
   He struggled to produce some semblance of speech, imagining he was asking to see Amara. Madame Clo had seen enough in her lifetime to figure out the mumbling of this strange boy with the nervously twitching face. With a shrug, she rang a gold bell embossed with a fine pattern of blackened silver. About fifty such little bells, made of all sorts of materials from stone to cut glass, crowded the carved mahogany table. At the time, he couldn't have cared less who they were supposed to summon or what kind of creature would answer the call of a bell made of a bat's skull with a large ruby as a clapper. A vampire, maybe? Possible.
 
   Amara had already arrived, summoned by the magical chime of the Call of Shadow. She now stood on the first floor landing, tilting her head to one side as she listened to her heart, feeling something stir within her frozen and — to be totally honest — dark soul of the Drow. This hobbling young man had awakened an inkling of maternal instinct within her, reminding her of a wounded fox cub straggling home believing his Mom Fox had the power to help him. So she couldn't reject him.
 
   Impassive, she gave a haughty nod at the steep stairs, inviting the boy to follow her. This was the first test he had to pass if he wanted to bear the name of man: Test of Spirit.
 
   The painful prickling in his awakening nerve endings made him bite his lip. Dennis leaned against the railings and pulled his trouser leg up, helping his yet irresponsive foot to conquer the first step. The Drow had already retired to her quarters, leaving behind the heady scent of a forest meadow. One more step. And again. He lost his footing and tumbled all the way down, the high steps knocking the wind out of him.
 
   He caught his breath and shook his head at the Orc bouncer's proffered hand. "I can do it."
 
   Amara sat in her boudoir, her hand monotonously stirring Nine Lives, her family's ancestral recipe. The kid could use some rush regeneration. Her delicate fingers reached into the ornate silver box for more precious powders as her keen ears registered everything that happened downstairs in the lobby: the bouncer's wheezing, the stupid servant girl's sniveling. Couldn’t they understand the boy had set himself a goal and was now fighting to achieve it? By helping him, you would prevent part of his character from growing, forever atrophying the future warrior within him.
 
   He made it. She didn't reject him. It didn't mean that his dreams immediately became reality. It took Dennis' body some time to wake up. Amara supported him when he walked, plied him with her potions and regaled him with legends of the House of Shadow. Dennis was intoxicated with all the new sensations while she borrowed generously from the Creator's rejuvenating flow, molding the boy into a proper Drow. His appearance suited the part: Dennis had consciously chosen the Ilitiiri race, knowing whose affection he was going to win.
 
   He didn't at all mind being shaped into a noble Dark Warrior. More importantly, his hands were finally able to touch the beautiful Elfa; his lips could whisper the words of love. Other body parts too seemed to have awoken from their comatose slumber, impatient to join in the action.
 
   Now I understood where my Master Analyst had gotten his noble demeanor and his posh accents. Watching his regal poise made me want to stand up straight, too. If you had been lucky enough to have been granted the gift of walking, then do so — don't shuffle along stooping like some weak-willed dork. Millions of handicapped people would do anything to be able to take even a single step, so you'd better start appreciating what you have. Try to grow a spine already — it'll only do you good, helping you confront circumstances and keep your head up high.
 
   I'd no idea when his feelings had become mutual. It might have coincided with the girl's finally going perma. The few remaining strings had snapped, allowing the puppet — or rather, the Non-Player Character Amara0092 — to ignore program commands and requests.
 
   And I'd be the last one to judge the kid. When I watched my men drool at the sounds of her cooing Elven laughter as they ogled the perfect Drow body revealed by her hugging garments, I realized that soon there'd be more female clan members coming. Our analyst wasn't going to remain a happy exception for much longer.
 
   I only smiled sadly, remembering Princess Ruata. How naïve could they be? In the meantime, my soldiers' gold kept flowing into many delicate but strong female hands. As the all-seeing Lurch reported, even the castle servant girls hadn't been forgotten. The atmosphere of a spring rut filled the ancient walls with vibes of love and desire. If it went on like this, soon we'd hear the sounds of antlers clashing coming from the Arena. As if I didn't have enough problems to contend with.
 
   But as for Dennis, he'd ended up enjoying the full support of the House of Shadow. Already a month after his going perma, he had arrived at the mercs' guild wearing the previously unknown set of quest armor of a House's Officer. His level 140 landed him his initial position of a platoon commander while his unique IQ had soon taken him to the staff cadre of the Copperhead squad. Their successful mission rate had soared, raising the mercs' overall ranking to previously unknown heights. The Guild's administration didn't waste time singling out the key factor in this sudden rise of a historically mediocre squad and offered Dennis a year's contract in the capacity of staff analyst. It was this contract I had now been forced to pay, cancellation fees and all.
 
   Dennis hadn't hesitated to accept the offer of heading my newborn analytics department. It wasn't the kind of information that his mind would struggle to process. I didn't skimp on relocation allowance, offering him a large third-floor apartment in the donjon and five hundred universal points to do it up in style.
 
   Those points, if the truth were known, were the only things I regretted parting with. Five hundred was the equivalent of what the entire castle produced in twenty-four hours, enough to restore ten meters of outer walls. But an expert analyst cost more than even an entire tower fully manned and complete with siege turrets.
 
   The last freebies he'd got from me were the right to bring a family member and a senior officer's share of raid loot: 1% of net profits and priority choice of trophies. At the time I'd known nothing about his wife yet — and understandably I tended not to trust the Drow that much.
 
   I had to admit that Amara's presence had brightened up the castle. She created a new trend in relationships and gradually became an expert in her own right. The clan's numerous departments were desperate for a liaison officer — a position that came naturally to the girl. Immediately in demand, she began allowing herself certain liberties, starting a collection of snide remarks from the numerous movies she watched.
 
   Here I need to finally mention television, a.k.a. the zombie box, the invention of which had shattered AlterWorld just as much as the arrival of tobacco. While regular players couldn't care less about it, television had produced a nostalgia epidemic among the permas, forcing them to stare for hours at poor-quality holograms.
 
   Some could finally catch up with the latest soccer championship, others gorged on the recent Hollywood blockbusters while yet others revisited good old comedy flicks.
 
   I, too, had been forced to install three public-access 3D boxes in the castle's halls. In the evenings, Harlequin and his crew lodged themselves in the Small Hall watching all sorts of cartoons till the early hours. Sometimes their noisy goblin crowd would dissolve into a howling protest which meant that the Hell Hounds were back from their daily hunt and in for their nightly dose of Pluto with whom they identified with all the passion of their infernal hearts.
 
   The fight over the right to watch TV ended predictably every time, with the slapping sounds of powerful paws and the scared patter of tiny goblin feet. Then later in the night when everyone was fast asleep, the zombie box would go on again, filling the castle with the sounds of a scratchy old-fashioned soundtrack,
 
    
 
   Winnie the Pooh,
 
   Winnie the Pooh,
 
   Tubby little cubby all stuffed with fluff;
 
   He's Winnie the Pooh,
 
   Winnie the Pooh,
 
   Willy nilly silly old bear...
 
    
 
   No points for Lurch's telling me who it was sitting there, sniffling his sad nose and wiping his eyes with those fluffy ears of his.
 
   As I looked at the ludicrous invention in the light of day, I somehow didn't believe the Admins had anything to do with this steampunk monster. The machine was a tiered concoction of complex artifacts, biomagical devices, and spells woven into multilevel structures. Each of its parts was quite functional in its own right, be it the infocrystal playback unit, the illusion-forming circuit or the necrochains of zombie group controls. This was exactly what a magic machine would look like, had someone decided to get one over on the admins by building it himself. And as all our attempts to contact the world's administration had been futile for quite a while, it meant that Dimka Khaman wasn't the only genius crafter around.
 
   Our two worlds seemed to be parting their ways like ships on a virtual sea. The last passengers jumped on board in a desperate hurry not to get left behind. The command bridge was deserted as the last of the admins had already lowered a life boat and were rowing away frantically, trying to put as many miles between us and themselves as they still could. Actually, the opposite scenario could have been also true. The entire top management could have already been here on board, busy welding up hatches and bulkheads trying to insulate their VIP cabins from our third-class deck. Not a very clever move, was it, guys? If we indeed were looking at an eternity, we had plenty of time to check the ship's every nook and cranny for our ex-puppeteers. Then they'd better pray our grudge had subsided somewhat, otherwise we'd remember every tear shed in the torture basements that had flourished with their unspoken permission.
 
   But I digress.
 
   Back to the subject, the very idea of copying the video stream to an infocrystal was quite original. Illusion casting was entirely the enchanters' domain. They'd long since taken over the market in 3D portraits, complexity being no object. They had tried to do the same with video streaming. Having found a suitable double functionality in the IRL-to-virtuality personal message system, they attached a small video to the message, sent it, then digitized the result. Easy money.
 
   As if! Apparently, our internal interfaces had a very limited memory. All those archived messages, maps and screenshots were small fry compared to a 900 Gb 3D-ray movie. Interestingly, the size of a player's personal memory was directly related to his or her Intellect levels.
 
   Because of this, the enchanters had to chop every movie into several hundred fragments, patiently streaming each through their memory before uploading the master copy to a crystal. The releaser's emotions tinged the resulting illusion, adding a certain flavor of his or her own viewing experience. Thus, two digitized versions of the same film could differ as much as a bland flatbread from a multilayered festive cake. Soon the name of the releasing wizard had become just as important to the buyers as the contents of the film itself...
 
   I shook off the memories and checked on the two crafters busy with the shuddering staff. It didn't look as if they needed me. The crafting process looked strangely reminiscent of major surgery performed without anesthesia. The staff was struggling to get free, bending at impossible angles and lifting Dimka's skinny frame into the air as the kid pressed down on it to restrain it. Gimmick whispered something sympathetic and comforting while drilling the top of the staff with his adamant bayonet. That was hardcore. Talk about battlefield surgery.
 
   I patted the mallorn's plush bark by way of goodbye and left the garden, hurrying to the Small Guest Hall. Our ever-tightening internal security had paranoidally suggested it as the most suitable location to hold weekly senior staff meetings. Too many people had come under our wing over the last two weeks, wishing to join the Children of Night. Liberated slaves and mercs sufficiently impressed by their raid leader's derring-do, a few conscientious Dark players wishing to defend the First Temple as well as some cool-headed opportunists, they all wanted to jump on the new powerful force's bandwagon.
 
   As for the slaves, they were not as many as I'd hoped: about fifty warriors who used to mop up Chinese donjons for their criminal masters, slightly fewer than the numbers of the still-agoraphobic crafters shading their eyes from the sun. Plus a well-honed gatherer team of a dozen rangers: the Frontier pathfinders. All of them excellent hunters with the flaying and herbal skills leveled up: a self-contained group capable of spending days roaming the dunes, filling their capacious bags with various goodies and slaughtering whatever game came their way.
 
   There were several reasons why we'd been joined by less than a quarter of those we'd rescued. Firstly, they couldn't resist the promises of the better-off clans whose recruiters had descended upon them like vultures, harvesting the choicest minds and hands. While we'd been still stumbling in the hot desert sands, those headhunters had decimated our trophies. Too many had succumbed to their sweet offers and generous promises. We were left with only two types of people: those too scared to trust anyone and, ironically, the smartest ones who knew the importance of judging one by his deeds and not words.
 
   Some needed a physical break, pure and simple. They were too fed up with crafting to go back to underground workshops churning out vials. They wanted to feel free for a change; to be able to spend some time alone on a river bank or check out the city's restaurants, port to other clusters in search of lost friends or simply a better place to live. Some of them would rather have moved to Europe or the States. And now that passports, entry visas and the grim frontier guards had become things of the past, when a built-in translator negated language barriers and an instant albeit pricey teleport canceled the idea of distances, AlterWorld had entered its golden age of adventure seeking.
 
   I didn't waste time cursing the renegades. It was their life and they were welcome to ruin it at their leisure. Also, if you believed our analyst, at least half of those we'd liberated could potentially try to rejoin us at a later date. We were their happiest experience after the dark memory of slavery. Once they had their fill of partying and everyday problems, they might try to relive the safe happy feeling they'd experienced when they'd first seen the colors of our House.
 
   Whether we'd accept them or not was a whole different ball game. We'd have to spend some quality time looking into every applicant, checking them through all available channels. Hell Hounds were a boon. One of the dogs always sat to my right at the initial interview, her piercing glare exposing the applicant's emotions and fears better than any lie detector.
 
   "Have you ever worked for other clans' security services?"
 
   "Would you consider submitting to us the unedited financial logs of your avatar including the file's hash sum, from the moment of your imprisonment to the present date?"
 
   "Are you planning to relay any information about the clan to any third parties or otherwise jeopardize the clan's security?"
 
   "Have you ever committed acts of theft, violence, murder or betrayal toward other players? If so, which were they? When did they happen? Name of each victim? Forward us the logs of the incident."
 
   And so on and so forth. Rather amateurish, I know. Yes, a real pro could easily escape our flimsy nets. But I hoped that any infiltration attempts would come from either some armchair-spy clans or, alternatively, would be the private initiative of some virtual scammers and other such information rats. Had the Office been looking into us, we could forget any attempts at counterintelligence. True, this was a different world allowing you sometimes to get one over the seasoned Office wolves unaccustomed to the rules of this new game, like logs, mental scans, or keeping a discreet eye on the Castle. But you needed to go some to confront the real-world's secret services with their enormous experience and unlimited means.
 
   Currently we only accepted permas, and then only after a series of thorough and admittedly boring checks. And still the new applicants kept trickling in. It had taken me some time to build my reputation but now it was working for me. We even had to erect a road block in front of Tianlong's fortress to meet those players who'd braved the desert on their own.
 
   Rumors of the notorious Dead Lands kept luring here both adventurers and the desperate. And not only them, unfortunately. Dark suspicions of our harboring potential moles had become a certainty. A week ago, a hell hound digging in the garden had unearthed a Portal Beacon Charm buried under the thin layer of soil. A valuable acquisition indeed, but the one that was screaming about the rats we'd so gullibly sheltered in our walls. Our inaccessibility was our main protection, and now it was being majorly compromised.
 
   I'd no idea what the owner of the buried charm had hoped for. As the castle owner and a reluctant paranoiac, I'd long blocked all portals in and around it. To jump here, you needed to obtain the Portal Hall coordinates and the access code which I changed daily. Also, I'd come up with a two-level teleport system. The first jump would take the new arrivals — be they the scheming enemy or our own group back from a mission — into an empty concrete sphere built by Lurch at the farthest possible point. Thirty feet in diameter, buried a hundred and fifty feet underground. Just like that. No entry or exit points, just some comfortable benches, two guardrooms for the interior and outside guards and a 500K GP bomb cemented into its foundations.
 
   After a short check, the duty officer would open a portal to one of the castle's teleport points. That will teach the opposition to wander around losing portal beacons!
 
   Cryl was a sorry sight. My newly-minted Head of Security looked gaunt and wasted. The job was way beyond his competence and his comfort zone. I knew this, of course, I just didn't have anyone to replace him with. Dan didn't mind helping us, offering his shoulder whenever we needed it, so we'd gained quite a bit of experience through his assistance. But still I was reluctant to disclose all our secrets to an outsider.
 
   As usual, I was obliged to throw money at the problem. Luckily, the clan's treasury glittered with gold and artifact weapons. We compensated for our absence of real-life connections by hiring private eyes and surveillance experts. We used them to triple-check every applicant's story, sometimes running their report results through a random rival agency. Someone has to keep an eye on watchdogs, too.
 
   The first person I had thus checked was Cryl himself. The agency's research had confirmed his story, even if reality turned out bleaker than his version of it. Each of his parents had had a secret affair and the kid seemed to be constantly in the way, freaking out at his own feeling of being unwanted. Most likely, his going perma hadn't been an accident. He'd simply run AWOL.
 
   The Fallen One had kindly agreed to take the mole situation under his control. Vitally concerned by the Altar's immunity, he agreed to take the entire Guards of the First Temple alliance under his personal protection, with a negative buff as a bonus and — the pinnacle of the show — his demand that they swear a complex many-level Vow of Allegiance.
 
   The Children of Night had been made to swear the most severe version of this oath, with some truly scary punishments for those who trespassed against the Fallen One. Which was understandable, I suppose. Breaking the vow given personally to a god was indeed a misdeed of catastrophic proportions. No amount of lifetime debuffs could ever pay for it.
 
   I already had one, written out to me by no less than the Sun God's Patriarch, may his sky be forever clouded!
 
   Glaring at the clan's ranks still swaying with fatigue, the Fallen One guaranteed his support to the soldiers of faith, promising one hell of a reincarnation to any potential turncoats. Giving us two days to make up our minds, he then ported off, allowing us a glimpse into the astral heights.
 
   The same day, twelve clan members quit. No idea if there were moles among them. By then we'd already checked and eliminated everyone we'd had doubts about. We had neither the time nor skill to play a double game, feeding disinformation to a potential enemy. Our Head of Security was about to celebrate his seventeenth birthday, after all.
 
   Later in private, the Fallen One poured some cold water over my hopes. "You shouldn't rely on the oath too much. It's only a basic logical ploy able to touch a few points in their minds. A good sleaze artist would have no problem circumventing it. Yes, I know about the so-called quasi-sentient oaths that control the person's every thought and move, interpreting any doubts against him and diligently activating the punishment block. But, you know... it's not a good idea to use them for large groups of people. Your allies might start dropping like flies which isn't going to do your reputation any favors."
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The Children of Night clan
 
   The middle-ranking officers' personal quarters
 
    
 
   "Bomba... Bomba, babe..."
 
   The said lady cast a sideways glance at the reluctant Snowie and carried on with her task, preparing a somewhat complex pasta sauce. A bucketful of already-cooked spaghetti waited nearby.
 
   The albino troll peeked into the bucket and suppressed a sigh. The spaghetti may have looked like juicy mealworms, but that's where the similarity ended. Spaghetti was disgusting and tasteless and had nothing inside.
 
   Still, Snowie didn't dare protest. He already knew that Bomba didn't like worms for some reason.
 
   Remembering Widowmaker's advice to compliment a lady whenever possible, Snowie racked his brains for something nice to say. "You my baby bomb... all 500 kilotons of you..."
 
   This time the lady warrior did hear him. Swinging round, she stood with her hands on her hips, indignant. "You wanna say I'm fat?"
 
   Snowie took another look, mentally weighing up a 500K GP — he'd lugged plenty of them down into the underground dump. Actually, the similarity was striking. But he knew better than to argue with a lady,
 
   "My fault, sorry. Of course you're fatter than that! You're unique, almost like a 1000K blockbuster!"
 
   Bomba raised her eyebrows in indignation, searching his face for a trace of mockery. Then she remembered who she was dealing with. Stepping closer, she patted the back of his neck. "You're my little rocky fool..."
 
   The troll purred with delight but couldn't be sidetracked. "Bomba babe," he stubbornly continued. "I've been meaning to tell you... I've seen you looking after all those kids..."
 
   Bomba's face darkened. Her shoulders sank. "And?"
 
   "So how about we get our own little Snowies and Bombas? Like, gray and white, you know?"
 
   "Like Dalmatians, you mean? No, wait! What did you just say?"
 
   "I said, how about we get a few little munchkins of our own? Only I meant to ask you, you don't happen to know how to make baby trolls, do you?"
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I was on my way to the castle's front gates when the earth trembled beneath my feet. A rockfall echoed from the walls of the few restored buildings that had risen from amid the ancient ruins still surrounding the donjon. I glanced in the direction of the third defense ring, now enveloped in a cloud of dust. Predictably, the overzealous dwarves had demolished a large chunk of the wall claiming it was beyond repair. They didn't at all enjoy handling large slabs of reinforced concrete girded with steel, so they used every opportunity to demolish the whole thing and build it anew using their own old tried and tested methods.
 
    I startled every time they did it but the result was worth it. Granite was every bit as good as concrete, especially with all the durability runes and resistance to elements that the dwarves generously bestowed on their handiwork. This alone made me feel better, despite the funny feeling that the dwarves' motives weren't exactly altruistic. They didn't get rid of the old concrete slabs but went to great pains to crush them to dust, then strip them of every bit of steel. Mithril fragments and the silver-and-purple bullets that were stuck deep in the concrete came as a salvage bonus to quench their undying beer thirst. Whole barrelfuls — no, whole cellarfuls of beer, by the looks of it. Each!
 
   Recently this had led to an RV between the Dwarven masters and Durin the castle keeper. The prudent zombie dwarf had taken Snowie along complete with his wondrous mithril club, but as it turned out, this wasn't his main trump card during the talks. The burly dwarves were paralyzed with envy when they saw Durin's glittering special-occasion beard. This was a masterpiece conceived by the greatest experts in jewelry and wig making, six metals plaited into six braids: copper, steel, silver, gold, platinum and mithril.
 
   Yes, this was the gift I'd promised to my scorch-faced quartermaster. Had it not been for the beard, I'd still be begging him to agree to the RV. Now though... awe and splendor! Durin with his booming voice commanded respect and secretly dreamed about adding a seventh braid, of adamant this time. Most importantly, he was now relatively easier to deal with — as far as quartermasters went — and devoutly loyal to me as someone who'd reinvigorated both his status and his self-respect.
 
   The talks proved to be an enormous success. Now the dwarves would have to surrender twenty-five percent of all recovered materials to the clan's treasury. Those of you unfamiliar with dwarves' nature shouldn't say anything. I'll repeat for those who are: yes, ladies and gents, you've heard it right. Twenty five!
 
   I hired a group of a dozen goblin rangers headed by Harlequin himself to ensure the dwarves kept their end of the deal. Their custom configuration had cost me a pretty penny. Still, I suppose I had to be grateful that the hire interface allowed me to fine-tune their identities at all. I watched the pay bar go through the roof as I inched up the sliders for bravery, intuition, honesty and integrity. All I could do was shake my head at the resulting identity of a level-headed, pure-hearted, clean-handed watchdog. I should probably move them to Cryl's department: he'd appreciate a few ready-made security agents.
 
   I absolutely needed to do whatever it took to ensure their prompt digitization. Firstly, because I needed them really badly, and secondly, because who do you think I was, shelling out four thousand bucks a month for a dozen green-skinned devils? Take Snowie, my clever albino troll: his unique custom configuration had already paid for itself, having allowed him to go perma with remarkable ease. Now all he cost me was a quite reasonable pocket allowance. Then again, introducing him to Bomba had probably not been such a clever move. Their upcoming matrimony and his position as a family breadwinner might prove quite costly as I'll be forced to pay him a top warrior's wage.
 
   Actually, should I try and help the goblins go perma right now? What if I gave them some unique identity traits? Let's say this one had a limp from a childhood injury when he'd been caught in a wolf trap. There goes!
 
    
 
   A moderate injury: -15% off the hire cost.
 
    
 
   Oh wow. Piggy — off! I forced my inner greedy pig away from the controls. Trust him to come up with a bunch of blind quadriplegics for a penny a dozen.
 
   Now. You, you'd been born on planet parade day, stripping you of all racial abilities. -30%, good. Agility a bit off but I could adjust it by hand, I suppose. As for bonuses to throwing weapons and to gathering, we didn't really need those, did we?
 
   Now you. Sorry, buddy, but your Mom must have done it with a dwarf. Just don't ask me how she'd managed.
 
    
 
   Half Blood!
 
   Penalty to XP: 25%
 
   50% growth rate to a random characteristic
 
   Random racial skills configuration giving you a minor chance of generating a unique ability.
 
    
 
   Well, well, well. That looked interesting. The penalty wasn't a problem. Backed by the clan's resources, I could powerlevel the Hoover Dam if need be. But 20% off his rental plus the char's apparent uniqueness were worth it. It would actually be a good idea to mix-and-breed the entire gang, that way no one'd feel under-serviced. In this manner I could save a bit of cash while making my team stand out from the regular goblin crowd.
 
   The further racial experiments revealed a whole mine of scary developments. After I'd added four assorted races to a char's family tree, the hire interface blinked with a red message,
 
    
 
   Warning! An uncontrollable mutation! Chances of a character's successful generation: 30%.
 
   Warning! The summoned creature's mental makeup will qualify it as a monster rather than an NPC. Its instinct disbalance will have a tendency toward hatred, fury and anger. Priority will be given to primary strength characteristics and combat skills.
 
   Warning! In order to control the creature, you will have to complete the following quest chain: The Child of Chaos. In order to initialize the quest, you will need to desecrate a functional temple by sacrificing its priest on the temple's altar.
 
   Warning! Worshipping Chaos may affect the skills and appearance of your avatar!
 
    
 
   Jesus. The character generator was smoking and snorting, offering then promptly deleting more and more pictures of potential monsters, trying to prevent the advent of a new spawn of evil. I watched a chain of slimy stooping figures flicker before my eyes. They looked so similar to the orcs of Mordor!
 
   The mutants cost peanuts, both in gold and in mercenary points, even considering their level 200 and the ticked box of the "free movement beyond the castle walls" option. My Super Nova status allowed me to churn up a couple of thousand of those, then follow a few easy steps: take over a neighbor's castle, boost my own army numbers, rinse and repeat. Bring the nearest frontier town into submission then move on, devouring the neighboring mini cluster, my gray hordes stretching beyond the horizon... How utterly sick.
 
   Whoever had made provision for a stunt like that? Had it been the Admins' preparation for some future global event? Or could a real seed of Chaos have sprouted in our world's backyard? I needed to have a talk with the Fallen One and monitor all the known temples, those of Light included. If any shit hit the fan, at least I would know what was going on.
 
   I'd folded my experiments and okayed the summoning of my half-blood gang.
 
   From that day, the goblins had been scurrying around the building site, driving everyone white-knuckle mad, but they had already earned their keep tenfold, to the point where the dwarves would try to drop an apparently dislodged rock right on top of them. In return, the goblins had gotten mithril detection down to a fine art, stripping the dwarves of any surreptitious gains.
 
   A couple of those budding security agents had already shown some promise. One of them, the lame guy I nicknamed Tamerlane, had uncovered a scam by one of the foremen to smuggle out mithril in double-bottomed barrels. For that he'd received a commendation from me, a Corporal's insignia and a whack on the head with a hammer from the angry culprits. Much to their regret, instead of being swallowed up by the universal void, the freshly-minted corporal had happily respawned in the barracks, then grassed his assailants up in cold blood. The Dwarves' foremen mumbled their apologies, paid the fine without a sound and moved on, coming up with ever more complex building traps for their offenders. Their confrontation rocked the celestial boat, swelling with the emotions of both parties and naturally leading to the result I expected: the entire special-service gang was to go perma any day now. How'd you like that?
 
   As a side effect of the memorable RV, the dwarves had developed a new fad — that of wearing fake modified beards. Silk colorful ribbons were immediately out: now dwarves would decorate their pride and joy with assorted bits of wire, precious stones and the hair of magical animals. They quickly came up with a strict hierarchy based on a rigid system of rules. I witnessed two silver-bearded old-timers giving a good hiding to a rank-and-file apprentice who'd dared to braid a gold thread into his own beard.
 
   Durin wasn't upset about their copycat practices. He would just screw his face up as he decorated his own beard with his new insignia: the silver stars of a warrant officer and the 'Clean Hands': a modest iron medal I'd invented to award exclusively to support troops. The dwarves were in for a new shock.
 
   After I'd demonstrated the Heart of the Temple fragment to Patriarch Thror and the deputies of the Dwarven priests' underground, I'd demanded the promised seven million gold and five hundred craftsmen for the restoration of the castle's defensive capacity.
 
   The dwarves played hard to get, asking me to hand the artifact over to them, and then maybe... I didn't listen any further. What if they lost the artifact in some of their internal priestly games or just summoned the wrong deity — say, Hephaestus who too was a patron god of blacksmiths. And that wasn't the worst option even. The problem was, the Fragment was neutral to both Dark and Light, capable of restoring a temple of any existing pantheon. And I really couldn't allow the Light ones to have a power tool like that.
 
   Another thing was, whoever summoned the god automatically received all of his gifts, depending on the level of the temple. I'd already cashed in whatever the Fallen One and Macaria had had to offer, but it was Ruata who'd laid her greedy mitts on Lloth's gifts. That Dome Shield around her altar was too good for words. Even the Fallen One complete with girlfriend had spent a good quarter of an hour trying to breach it.
 
   No, I don't mean that I hoped to get something equally as awesome. After all, her Impregnable Dome Shield was erected in a divine place of power, the closest thing to Lloth's own halls. There, the goddess had been in peak form which had in turn allowed her to inflict the ultimate discomfort upon my two rescuers. But still.
 
   I didn't want to part with whatever gifts Aulë had to offer. Even though level-1 altar only allowed for some petty craft items for blacksmiths, jewelers and artifact makers, already at level 4 Aulë offered his followers an unexpectedly hefty gift, the Heavenly Hammer. Imagine a tank dropped from the top of the Empire State. Bang! Even if it missed your head, the man-made earthquake would break your legs, crush your bones and knock out all your teeth from a carelessly dropped jaw. A century-old Naval expression had described it as "kinetic concussion". That's when the armored deck buckles under your feet through shell impact, kicking you so hard that it snaps your bones.
 
   Basically, our talks had gone nowhere. The dwarves were quite understandably wary of being ripped off while trying to push their own agenda. Me, I stubbornly stood my ground. Luckily, the Fallen One arrived to my rescue in the most sinister of his guises, appearing to the dwarves as a dark void swirling under the empty hood of his night-sky cloak. The apparition inquired coldly if a guarantee from a High God would suffice.
 
   While the dumbstruck dwarves shook their beards in agreement, I surreptitiously added a few more items to the contract, namely the restoration of the two forts that protected the access to the main gates as well as some improvements to the castle defenses. I'd done my bit of fortification studies by then so I couldn't speak in terms of something as dumb as "a very high wall" any more. All those escarpments, bastions and ravelins were pouring out of me right onto paper, generously covering the blueprints of the castle's forthcoming upgrade.
 
   Once I had their signatures, I gave the Fallen One an inconspicuous thumbs-up: well done, bro! His glacial glare pinned me to the ground, freezing my spine solid.
 
   In the end, I was the last of all to come round. I wheezed, wiped off the streak of saliva dripping from the corner of my once-grinning mouth, and clicked my neck back into place. Oh well. I shouldn't go too far humanizing the Fallen One, forgetting his status as a Dark God. The dwarves were muttering between themselves, casting reverential glances my way with just a tad of sympathy. No one said that being a First Priest was easy. Okay, it was time to wrap up this show. Everyone had agreed on the terms. I really needed a break.
 
   The gold had dropped into my account later on that day; the promised craftsmen had arrived via a cargo portal early next morning. They had immediately proceeded to restore one of the dilapidated castle wings, to ensure comfortable lodgings for themselves. Those midgets loved their creature comforts! Amazingly, no sooner than the first wheelbarrowfuls of rubble got moving, a makeshift tavern was set up next to the construction site. You couldn't hide anywhere from the aromas of grilled sausages and fresh beer anymore. How was one supposed to work when a whiff of barbecue called your name through an open window?
 
   Once they settled down and stuffed their bellies, the dwarves set off to work.
 
   They scaled the collapsed fortifications, tapping the ancient stones with prospecting hammers. Soon they pronounced their diagnosis and decided on the course of treatment. A gray-haired architect — a Famed Master, no less — attacked the task with an ardor uncharacteristic for his age. He would, wouldn't he? Restoring an uncategorized castle could bring him a few precious points. There were not so many jobs of this caliber left in this world, and even fewer individuals eager to pay for them.
 
   Having said that, his professional rivals weren't too jealous. They were also busy. There were two more ambitious construction projects under way in the Valley of Fear.
 
   The first one was the building of the new temple grounds. Understandably wary of the forces of Light destroying Aulë's new Altar, the dwarves asked us to allocate them a plot of land right in the heart of the valley. Once their ancient priests had realized the nature of the divine artifact I had shown them, they buried themselves in their underground libraries, poring over crumbling manuscripts.
 
   Waving some ancient diagram in the air — splattered with some suspicious-looking brown spots — they presented me with the fact,
 
   "This is exactly what the temple should look like!"
 
   I glanced at the scheme of a squat building shaped like the Mercedes' three-pointed star. I shrugged. "Be my guests. Just don't forget to make a service niche under the altar. This is where I'm going to store an incredible treasure — let's call it my gift to the temple: twelve hundred pounds of mithril!"
 
   Casting respectful glances at me, the priests discussed my offer and agreed, seeing no objections. Gifts to the gods were always welcome, especially those of noble metals such as gold and mithril.
 
   This is how it happened that I got the legal right to bury, under Aulë's altar of gleaming amber, my trump card — the heavy GP bomb. A remnant of the long past war. Its one bang would change the hall's design, adorning its meticulously laid tiles with a 15-feet crater in the middle.
 
   As it turned out, the temple, built in record time, was supposed to be some kind of a divine dormitory. Each of its three wings had its own altar, situated closer to the center of the star. My inner greedy pig wept as it signed the invoices for two more precious bombs. Still, the memory of the cunning Lloth and her tricks made me want to err on the safe side.
 
   A week later, one of the wings was more or less finished. Even though the interior design works hadn't yet been completed — heavily-guarded caravans were still arriving, loaded with precious stones, granite and marble — the dwarves demanded I summon the god ASAP. They weren't happy, you see: they'd invested a shitload of money working around the clock, but they hadn't yet seen any results.
 
   I didn't play hard to get. So far, the dwarves had stuck to their part of the bargain.
 
   The same day the whole clan was formed up in a parade square within the north star-point of the new Temple. All buffed up to their ears as if going to war, they were wearing anything other than their dress uniforms, their bag slots bulging with vials. Even Vertebra, having for just this once succumbed to my pleas, was soaring high in the sky keeping an eye on the unfolding show. Most likely, it was simply because the Valley of Fear was her zone of responsibility. You'd be hard put to drag her out anywhere else, not with her independent character — and besides, she wouldn't leave her two chicks unsupervised, despite the fact that they'd both already ballooned to the size of a minibus with all the free mithril they'd consumed.
 
   I had my reasons to employ such dire security measures. Aulë was a hundred percent a creature of Light. He'd made fighting evil his priority. And now he was summoned to join the forces of the Dark.
 
   It's true that in AlterWorld, the boundaries of light and dark were blurred somewhat. But how were we supposed to explain this to the Arch Father of the Dwarven race?
 
   The Heart of the Temple fragment pulsated in my hands as I walked through the thousand-strong formation. Seven clans, each clad in its own colors, in order of seniority: Longbeards, Firebeards, Broadbeams, Ironfists, Stiffbeards, Blacklocks and Stonefoots.
 
   I lay the artifact on the Altar, waited for the two to synchronize, then confirmed their merging. In a flash of blinding light, the celestial spheres trembled. The world had just created a brand-new temple ready to welcome its new god.
 
   I blinked the light from my eyes and pointed the virtual cursor at the Altar, activating its service menu. Minutes seemed to drag as I scrolled through the long list with its numerous dropdown lists, submenus and sub interfaces. Damn those Indian outsourcers! All the while, the dwarves were craning their necks striving to see the invisible, their hands closing around the handles of family axes and hammers as they watched me, a rather unpopular Immortal. This could be my last opportunity to rip them off by summoning a spawn of the Dark.
 
   Sensing the edgy atmosphere, the Hell Hounds rustled their armor plates shut, forming a defense circle. They just didn't feel comfortable within the emotional crowd.
 
   Gotcha. Aulë the Smith, the Vala who'd wanted children so badly that he'd made his own against the High God's explicit orders. Out of mountain rock he'd fashioned the seven dwarves, the arch fathers of his mountain folk. Actually, once his deeds had been discovered, he'd been the first to disown them and quite willingly raised his hammer over their heads, preparing to crush his firstborn to dust. But that's a whole other story altogether. Light isn't that pure and homogenous, either, and who knows what shadows lurk in its cloudy depths.
 
   I caught a suspicious glance of a gray-bearded Dwarven patriarch. A complex combination of intrigue and internal games between the seven houses had raised him to the top as the most suitable figure for the part of the new temple's Chief Priest. I could see he was nervous: even though he didn't twitch a muscle, a bead of sweat ran down his forehead, betraying his inner struggle.
 
   I gave him a reassuring nod and took a good hold of a conveniently positioned, fancily carved thingy while pointing the cursor at the name. Badaboom!
 
   AlterWorld shuddered. The Universe quaked. The ceilings showered us with bits of decorative molding. The warped marble tiles exploded with what sounded like gunfire, unable to support the pressure. The heavens creaked their rusty storerooms open, shaking a long-forsaken god figure free of mothballs.
 
    
 
   Pantheon alert! A new force has entered the world! Aulë the Smith, the god of earth and metals, has joined the Pantheon of the Fallen One.
 
    
 
   "Oh," the crowd gasped with a thousand beer guts.
 
   Steel rattled across the temple as the dwarves dropped to their knees as one, greeting their god.
 
   "Great Father..." a thousand-strong whisper echoed under the vaulted ceiling.
 
   The colorful lights stopped their whirling dance around the altar, revealing to us a big shaggy fellow of very un-dwarven proportions. Think Schwarzenegger meets Bigfoot. An enormous hammer looked like a toy in his powerful scarred arms.
 
   He surveilled the bowing dwarves, nodding slightly in synch with their sincere prayers as he gained strength before our very eyes. He glanced over at the temple and frowned. He sniffed the air and furrowed his massive brow. His eyes glazed over. I'll be damned if he wasn't checking his interface!
 
   Then we were deafened by an angry god's bellowing,
 
   "The Dark? What kind of joke is that? Tell me, in the name of Eru the One!"
 
   That probably wasn't the best moment to stick my neck out but I wanted it over and done with. I cleared my throat. "Sir Aulë, welcome to AlterWorld! Actually, the Fallen One happens to be the Chief God here."
 
   Okay, so I'd tweaked the truth a little. We had the Pantheon of Light here as well. But we'd have to cross that bridge when we came to it.
 
   His heavy glare pinned me to the ground. "A Firstborn worshipping the Dark — in my Temple? Who do you think you are?"
 
   I gulped. These gods knew how to apply pressure. Never mind. I still had my shield — and a lot of god networking practice, thanks to the Fallen One. "I am the First Priest of the Dark Pantheon. I am the one who procured the artifact of divine power, summoning you back to life in this world!"
 
   A scowl curved Aulë's lips. There I was, a lightning rod for his divine fury. "We don't need priests like you! To your knees, maggot!"
 
   Well, stuff that! I'd never been known to accommodate the Fallen One even, definitely not this half-forgotten petty Middle-Earth god!
 
   His godly will, even though considerably reduced by my Divine Immunity, still weighed down on me like a slab of concrete. My joints crunched, my spine creaked. The sensitive hounds writhed on the floor like flattened spots of ink. You really shouldn't have done that, sir.
 
   Scowling, I repeated slowly, "I am the First Priest. I am the first authority here after the Fallen One."
 
   "You what?" Aulë bellowed, losing all control. With a heavy arc of his practiced hand, the massive hammer landed on my head.
 
   Oops.
 
   Clank! A cascade of colorful sparks highlighted the scene as the tank barrel in Snowie's hands stopped the hammer's fall midway. Aulë growled like a wounded beast. Raising his hefty weapon, he began pounding the troll into the ground. Snowie didn't have time to counter his blows. All he could do was parry them with his mithril barrel reinforced by the joint efforts of Macaria and the Fallen One.
 
   The Fallen One, where are you! It looked like the show had taken the worst possible turn. Pointless trying to spare the freaked-out deity's feelings. Time to engage our main caliber.
 
   The Fallen One must have watched the whole scene through some astral peephole as he appeared straight away without any of those stupid visual effects like portal popping and such. His powerful frame exuded strength. Macaria followed him confidently, looking healthy and strong from all the torrents of energy exuded by the hundreds of thousands of her followers who sacrificed themselves every second. I even thought I'd noticed a spider lurking in a dark corner, smirking as it watched this divine lineup.
 
   "Enough!" the powerful voice bounced across the Temple, its destroying force seeking and taking out the weakest.
 
   Dozens of hearts missed a beat and stopped. Here and there, distorted faces gasped, struggling for air, glazed-over stares pointing at brain paralysis. Macaria behind her boss' back only shook her head, her waggling fingers sending waves of healing green across the hall.
 
   Seeing a new and more powerful opponent from the hated camp, Aulë who'd already hammered the troll knee deep into the marble floor left him alone and went for the Fallen One. Snowie pulled his legs free from the stone debris and stumbled after him, frowning, eager to wreak his revenge.
 
   In an adrenaline rush, Aulë darted forward, accelerating, his shape blurring. The air whooshed its protest, sliced by the light-blue tracer of the hammer rising and falling.
 
   Frozen like a statue, the Fallen One threw his hand up to meet the blow. Bang! In a flash, diamond shrapnel burst every which way, mopping up the nearest ranks of the stunned observers. Temperature, pressure and the magic tension of the impact had been such that they even changed atomic structures, turning gas into prickly crystals.
 
   The Fallen One's fingers dug into the hammer, forever deforming the mithril with the imprint of his hand. He wrought the weapon easily out of Aulë's hands and flung it aside.
 
   Bang! With a short swing of the Fallen One's arm, a perfect right hook to Aulë's jaw sent the shaggy god flying backwards to the Altar. He landed ignominiously on his butt and shook his head like a dog, trying to focus.
 
   The Fallen One approached unhurriedly. He grabbed Aulë's throat and lifted him in the air with his outstretched arm like a naughty kitten. "Enough, Vala Aulë. The time of the Last Battle hasn't yet come."
 
   Croaking, the mountain god clutched the Fallen One's hand trying to unclench his adamant grip. "I hate you..."
 
   The Fallen One shook his head in disapproval. "Don't be stupid. This is a different world with its own set of laws. The knowledge of your previous incarnations is pointless here — deceitful even. Once you learn a bit more about the deeds of the so-called Gods of Light and compare them to those of the other side — you'll know what I mean. Just take a look at my First Priest and his life path! I know you can!"
 
   Aulë glared at him. "Never! Never have I been a servant of the Dark! Fourteen incarnations in all sorts of realms, forty thousand years of my fighting evil! It's not going to happen now!"
 
   "You idiot! What evil are you talking about? Look around you! Actually, you think you can tell me how many of those fourteen avatars are still alive and kicking?"
 
   Aulë twitched in his grip but didn't back off. "Yes, I'm alone, so what! When the Last Battle comes, Great Eru will summon me again!"
 
   Struggling to turn his neck, Aulë looked over the kneeling dwarves who were pouring their hearts out in prayer. "I'm sorry, my children... Your time hasn't yet come..."
 
   Reality shuddered again, ringing like a hundred thousand broken crystal glasses. The god's figure slackened and blurred, losing brightness and color.
 
   He was disembodying! Wretched Bigfoot! A god's disembodiment caused his altar to lose one level. In our case, it meant simply resetting it back to zero, leaving us with fuck-all and presenting us with another enemy race.
 
   Plan B!
 
   I yelled at the top of my voice right into his fading eyes already staring into the eternal void, "Aulë, I'll summon Yavanna for you!"
 
   For an instant, the celestial spheres stopped their quivering. The last spark of understanding in Aulë's eyes glinted with frustration and hope. "Come again!"
 
   "Please stay with us! Help us stand up for the right cause! And I will summon Yavanna, your beloved wife, from the depths of eternity for you!"
 
   Actually, I'd already been considering summoning his better half as our answer to Lloth in our struggle for Elven hearts and minds. The mighty goddess who'd created all fruits and growing things, animals and birds. As the one who'd made the forests of the Middle Earth, she was a ready-made patron goddess to worship for all the Elves, especially the druids.
 
   "You think you can do it?"
 
   I cast an apologetic glance at the Fallen One. Okay, so I hadn't put him in the picture. I had this passion for keeping trump cards up my sleeve. Carefully I pulled the second fragment of the Heart of the Temple from my pocket.
 
   "There! All we need do is finish decorating the Temple to her liking — with plants and emeralds and all sorts of flowers, you know. How many times out of those fourteen incarnations have you actually been together?"
 
   "Only once," he whispered, coming back to reality while shedding a solitary tear onto the floor.
 
   A huge translucent gem bounced over the marble tiles. This time I didn't goof up. Promptly covering it with my foot, I stashed it away in my pocket together with the second Heart fragment.
 
   Then I brushed my hands free of dust and proffered one to him. "Let's do this again, shall we? I'm Max, the First Priest of the Dark Pantheon. Pleased to meet you."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Time: Ten days after the clan's return from the frontier raid.
 
   Place: The Remote Post situated in the bottleneck passage between the Dead Lands and the Valley of Fear, three hundred feet away from the castle of Tianlong — the ever-vigilant guard of the First Temple.
 
    
 
   Three guards were sheltering from the scorching midday sun under a flimsy awning. Apparently, the clan's leader could afford neither money nor the manpower to build something more substantial, all of his resources tied up in the restoration of the mammoth hulk of his Super Nova castle.
 
   So far, the watch had been uneventful. They had only stopped a few lone wishfuls wanting to join the clan, an uneasy ranger who couldn't fool anyone with his apparent attempt to map out the area, and a cheeky warrior who'd demanded they let him through because "he had things to do over there and it's a free world, ain't it?" They'd just let the idiot through without even trying to talk him out of it.
 
   Tianlong had welcomed the rare chance to have some fun. He told the skeletal archers on his walls to hold their fire, then opened his enormous jaws just slightly. The dragon had plenty of mana but not enough entertainment. He gobbled up the daring warrior's identity and digested it whole, providing himself with enough food for thought, then spat out the hapless freedom seeker onto the dusty sand. Once he'd recovered a bit, the warrior scrambled back to his feet and began poking at a small flat charm, activating a portal artifact. He hadn't even said goodbye to anyone.
 
   Their service wasn't that hard. They enjoyed excellent living quarters, five-star buffet meals and a constant variety of tasks. The next day, for instance, their group was supposed to join the Vets over at the field of Gigantic Fly-Traps to defend the farmers who harvested it — and, most importantly, do their own bit of leveling while mopping it up. The clan took good care of their combat section and their growth in game. Also, mini raids like that one allowed one to keep virtually all of the loot, provided the player paid the inevitable 10% clan tax. How cool was that? Free chow and a place to hunt with guaranteed support from clan buffers, an anti-PK team and on-call clerics ready to resurrect any casualties. And later in the evening, free entertainment and a soft bed in your own palace quarters. Too good for words.
 
   The post's functions were merely administrative which might explain why the sentries treated their job with a certain lack of fervor.
 
   One of them made himself comfortable by the bonfire, busy leveling two professions at once: cooking — by churning out jerboa hamburgers that no one could look at anymore — and alchemy, obsessively producing vial after vial of Fish Breath, the cheapest albeit the most boring way of leveling the skill. It only had one side effect: whenever the chemicals from his Small Camp Alchemy Kit failed to react properly, they produced a foul green cloud reeking of old fish.
 
   The second guard was reading some sci fi. From time to time he startled and sat up, casting anxious looks around. Recently, Russian politicians had passed a law banning the use of any non-Russian operation systems on personal computers — apparently, in order to support the country's economy and protect its citizens from foreign spies. Strangely enough, they came up with quite a decent alternative: the OS PolarBear 1.0. It was fast, easy to use and register, and not too buggy. Those guys could do it when they wanted to!
 
   Still, everyone celebrated a little too soon. The polar teddy came with a small secret. For the first six months, the new OS did its job ratting on everybody to the secret services, leaking any illegal contents of their computers to the federal servers, complete with any relevant logs, search queries and screenshots using a special built-in camera.
 
   Then it all came to a head. Thousands of arrests began on a daily basis, starting from the very top of the Internet illegal network: the owners of pirate libraries and trackers, the most notorious releasers and warez sites. Everyone had reasons to be fearful — after all, we all sin in good company. Especially when the wave of arrests and court cases began to reach deeper, trapping even the smallest fry into the net of copyright fines and dues.
 
   This guard too, a perma with nothing to lose, was now trying to catch up on everything he'd missed out IRL. Oh well — some yearn for freedom even when it's little more than anarchy.
 
   The third guard, who'd just lost two extra watch rotas in a poker game, stood guard, peering deliberately in front of himself while in fact flirting in a chat with one very curvaceous Elfa. He had no idea that the only reason she had deigned to accept an X-rated conversation with a greenhorn was her own old age. This ancient lady who had gone perma in an attempt to cheat her own death just couldn't break the ice and go the whole hog, giving her rusty libido a warmup via chat boxes.
 
   The radar's paranoid whining awoke the guards to the sight of an enormous ogre clomping down the road. He was marked neutral blue on the mini map — like most vendors, guards and all sorts of quest NPCs.
 
   The guards stood up and unhurriedly checked their weapons. Switching over to service and combat tabs, they walked out to meet the new visitor. Their job description didn't include the need to fight to the bitter end like the three hundred Spartans had done at the narrow mountain pass (which, if the truth were known, had in fact been defended by nine thousand people). The purpose of the Remote Post was simply to meet any newcomers, sort through them, explain a few things to them and, if bad came to worst, raise an alarm.
 
   The earth shuddered slightly with the rock ogre's footsteps: a ten-foot two-ton bulk of seasoned level-250 warrior, covered in numerous dents and fractures. Oh yes, this one could cross the Dead Lands on his own easily.
 
   The guards exchanged anxious glances. They didn't have a hope in hell against him if it came to close-range combat. The three of them could only last a minute at the most.
 
   Quite a few of the clan members had already had the chance to face the two matured Phantom Dragons in the Arena — in teams of five, mind you. Although not quite yet reaching the uncategorized status, the baby dragons had grown impressively, allowing the clan Analyst to assess their level as "two hundred freakin' plus".
 
   What I want to say is that there weren't many teams that had emerged victorious from those friendlies. That's considering the Dragons' combat abilities were common knowledge among our warriors who indulged in lengthy discussions on the best tactics, gear and the team's composition. And still Draky and Craky were in the lead with an impressive 42:5 score.
 
   The ogre stopped a few paces away and reached his powerful paw behind his back into his inventory, producing a standard-looking parchment used to exchange hard copies of gaming messages.
 
    "A personal message for the clan's leader Laith!" his voice rumbled deep within his rocky barrel-shaped chest.
 
   "He's not here."
 
   "I can wait."
 
   The guards exchanged glances. Finally, the senior one decreed, "Send the message through the mill. Let them sort it out."
 
   For the next ten minutes, the ogre stood motionless, leaning against his club fashioned from an enormous slab of red granite.
 
   The portal circle, roughly marked out with a string of red and yellow stones, rumbled, swelling up into an iridescent arch. That was Laith arriving with his ubiquitous bodyguard: an albino troll armored to the teeth and sporting a small gold medal on his chest, shaped like a collapsing gate tower: "The first warrior to enter the enemy's castle".
 
   Snowie enjoyed his fellow clan members' unreserved respect. Many of them had fought next to him shoulder to shoulder — and the story of his courting of the sad wise Bomba had left no one cold.
 
   On seeing their commander, the guards slumped to attention and saluted. Slowly but surely Laith was introducing the military discipline which he copied shamelessly from the Vets.
 
   The senior guard nodded meaningfully at the stony messenger. The clan leader strode toward him and reached out a demanding hand. The watchful Snowie took up his position next to him, making a show of shoving the Torch of True Flame into the sand, then looked around himself warily.
 
   A few days previous, he'd received a gift from Dan: a digitized media package entitled Bodyguard's Crash Course. Snowie had taken it very seriously. Already he was pestering Max for resources in order to start forming an inner circle defense group.
 
   He'd have loved to also introduce the other two — the middle and the outer defense circles: all those blocked points of access, crossbowmen lurking on the roofs above the leader's route, flank patrols and recce teams. With his fat unyielding fingers Snowie would draw block schemes of enemy attacks and shield configurations while trying to mentally breach the steel box of trolls bristling with mithril, their broad backs shielding the customer while he was being ported to safety.
 
   The ogre raised his hand level with his shoulder and twitched it with a somewhat elegant flourish, allowing the scroll to unfold to its full length. Thank God for gaming technologies! This was quite a functional document — a screenshot of a page from some online news site complete with an active link and an iridescent seal in the shape of the Israeli Tavor assault rifle.
 
   After the recent Three-Day War its unique bullpup profile was instantly recognizable. The picture of General Aaron with a Tavor slung across his chest peering through binoculars at the mushroom cloud rising over the Golan Heights had long dominated the front pages of all media. Admittedly, this time the Israeli had really pushed their luck.
 
   Both the military and secret services, too busy with their internal games and scheming, had missed the menacing signs of the looming crisis, so the well-coordinated attack from their Arab neighbors had come as a complete surprise to them. How much do you really need to invade a country thirty-five miles wide? An hour's drive in a tank, and all its millions of inhabitants would find themselves pushed back into the Mediterranean.
 
   It was the Israeli frontier guards who had managed to prevent the initial catastrophe. They'd done their duty by dying for their country but at least they'd bought the army some time for at least a partial call-up. They hadn't lasted the twenty-four hours they were supposed to, though: the god of war favors large forces, and the Israeli guards, despite all their spirit, had been outnumbered forty to one.
 
   After that, the invading forces kept slowly but surely squeezing the Israelis toward the coast, looking forward to the best bit, the entertainment of choice since the time of German submarines: the gunning down of defenseless people trying to take cover in the water. The Israelis kept throwing fresh new troops into battle, hastily compiling tank crews that entered the fight in brand new vehicles still gleaming with factory wax. The soldiers worked miracles of courage even before they had the chance to piss out the tea they'd just drunk back home. When the roofs of your home city still rise behind your back, when your own children are screaming in the cellars at the sounds of approaching explosions — you will fight. You can't sit it out in trenches then.
 
   In any case, being taken prisoner in that particular war was not a good idea. The overreacting Israelis simply shot at anyone they saw raising their hands. They already had too much on their plate with the simultaneously uprising Gaza Strip and an Arab fifth column at their rear. As for the Arabs themselves, they exercised a much better imagination with their Israeli POWs.
 
   The advancing forces ground their way through the army and new conscripts, paying their way with truly Arab generosity: one to sixteen according to the most conservative estimations. The situation was hanging by a thread and the Israeli government was already digging under its skirts in search for balls when still more weapon-brandishing came from the least expected quarter, namely one of the old-school generals who probably remembered Moshe Dayan himself. Although he didn't have the proverbial nuclear briefcase, he did have the power to activate the defensive landmines stuffed with weapon-grade uranium. The earth shuddered, letting the genie out of the bottle and scorching in its nuclear flame all the enemy support troops, reserves and HQs conveniently accumulated in the rear, in all those mountain passes and little valleys.
 
   The advancing enemy forces found themselves cut off from their command and ammunition supplies. And how much ammunition does an infantryman carry around, for God's sake? Barely enough for fifteen minutes' worth of engagement.
 
   The Arabs attempted to respond with some chemical warheads which were intercepted over Syria, completely fouling the place up. At this point, European politicians suddenly remembered their mission, demanding both sides make peace. Still, stopping an already-speeding steamroller can't be that easy. While the Israeli negotiators were playing for time, blue-star forces hurried to empty their arsenals, hammering their aggressive neighbors into the nineteenth century, their smart weapons taking out everything they could reach: factories, bridges, dams and power plants. Every airplane sortie bought them one day of future peace.
 
   So that's basically what it was, this legendary Tavor TAR-21 and everything it stood for. Still, it didn't look as if Laith appreciated its Middle East background. He was too busy studying the document, his eyes scanning the lines telling him about a funny and unfortunate accident with a certain cryogenic company worker who'd become her own shop's reluctant client.
 
   All color had drawn from Laith's face. He looked up at the ogre. "Just tell me where I can find this piece of shit," he croaked.
 
   "Have you finished reading?" the ogre asked calmly.
 
   "Yes! Yes! Where is he?"
 
   "Message part two, delivered verbally."
 
   The ogre attempted to stretch his mouth into a smirk, then activated the simplest illusion artifact. The air thickened into the figure of the deranged Tavor. Laith recoiled. Wrestling a heavy two-handed sword from a guard, he began slashing at the immaterial image.
 
   Ignoring his outrage, Tavor kept pontificating in a sickly sweet voice,
 
   "I hope you liked my gifts to you. Both bitches are pushing up the daisies. Shame Mommy wasn't as lucky. Never mind. She didn't get too far — in fact, she's wonderfully within reach now. I'll get her! I'll get you too, you slimeball! Hey, Rocky! Trigger code one three five! Kill Laith!"
 
   "Code confirmed," the giant rumbled as his enormous club swept the speechless Laith aside, stripping him of half life and all passive shields.
 
   The second blow would have been deadly, had Snowie not stepped in the ogre's way. The guards joined in from the flanks like a pack of hunting dogs baiting a bear. The ogre circled on the spot, fending them off. Security protocol demanded the clan leader escape via an emergency portal. Instead, the furious Laith went for the stone giant.
 
   What happened next was the stuff legends are made of. Or would be, in a thousand years. Taking a swing with his heavy sword, Laith activated the deadliest thing he had: the Wings of an Angel, the level-300 combo he'd gleaned from the Chinese assassin being sacrificed to Lloth.
 
   Only now he didn't have the slim stiletto of a thief in his hands but a fifty-pound sword. AlterWorld wailed its indignation, ripping off seals and engaging compensatory mechanisms that allowed a priest direct access to his or her god's power. This was the easiest and most logical way to do the impossible.
 
   The Fallen One's black energy enveloped the blurred outline of the falling sword as it sliced through the crunching stone ribs, turning them inside out.
 
   The ogre groaned, convulsing, and froze, turning into a blood-curdling winged statue, the way it would be discovered later, three thousand years after the Battle of the Temple, grossing out the impressionable future visitors of the Fallen One National Arts Museum.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Yet another rush construction project that had started immediately after the arrival of Aulë was impressive in its scope. Unwilling to leave their Father's temple unsupervised — and also worried about all the work and resources invested in it — the dwarves expressed their desire to settle down in the Valley of Fear. Putting it plainly, in the territories controlled by my clan and myself. The guards, the priests, an impressive lineup of masters — they were about five hundred in total. I didn't object. The colonization of the abandoned territories was perfectly in keeping with my own interests. Soon, the squat Dwarven raiders began crawling all over the valley, scaling the ancient mountain range that surrounded it.
 
   The very next day the Dwarven camp swarmed with an activity that lasted all evening and part of the night. In the early hours of the next morning, my guards on the walls jumped from the deafening clap of a cargo portal. Its shimmering arch began disgorging a long column of prospectors: dozens and dozens of grim treasure-hunting dwarves, followed by drill rigs gleaming with copper like some steampunk nightmare, and magical beasts trained to detect ore veins in claustrophobic underground tunnels.
 
   They looked suspiciously like my inner greedy pig scaled up to five foot tall. It was probably the sight of these cute little beasties that had left my piggy with a lifelong stutter.
 
   The dwarves got busy digging test pits and boring monitor wells, fearlessly climbing down every fissure on their way. They took their time combing through the mountains from eagles' nests atop the snowy summits right down to their red-hot base floating in the swampy sea of magma.
 
   Three days later their delegation demanded to see me. Comprised of the dwarves' top brass, it looked perfectly uninterested: seven patriarchs, several priests, as well as representatives of all the banks, jewelers' guilds and trade houses. Don't forget that initially my Aulë-summoning stunt had only been supported by two of the weakest clans who'd lost their survival game against more prosperous competition. My successful summoning of their Great Father had brought the amount of allied clans to a whopping four. But apparently something had just happened, causing even the wealthiest and most cautious of the Dwarven conservatives to come to me cap in hand.
 
   It had been a while since the walls of the castle had seen this amount of gold and artifact jewelry per square foot on its floor. I thought I'd sensed what must have been Lurch thinking greedily: what if he activated one of the traps by lowering a corridor ceiling, squashing them into a jewelry-stuffed mince pie.
 
   "Belay that," I whispered to the immediately embarrassed castle spirit.
 
   His love for self-decoration had completely consumed him by then, stripping him of half of his pocket allowance which he spent on various landscaping and interior-design magazines. He splurged the remaining pennies on various baubles and knickknacks like carved ledges or this season's latest fad: the stone gargoyles.
 
   The dwarves lined up according to rank and asked me very nonchalantly how much I'd like to receive for a tiny mountain range about sixty miles wide — give or take a furlong. I wouldn't have bought into that circus of theirs anyway, but my Hell Hound who just happened to be sitting nearby promptly helped me to divine their ulterior motives. She swiftly scanned their emotions and superficial thoughts, tuning into the glitter of gold, the green glow of emeralds, fat veins of ore and a grain of adamant in a calloused spade-like hand. Also, lots of long dark tunnels and deserted caves. The Dwarven idea of heaven, if you like.
 
   I gave them a broad smile and rubbed my hands, making myself comfortable in the easy chair. The delegation's faces were quickly turning sour as they realized: they were about to be milked.
 
   I couldn't overdo it, either. I desperately needed some trustworthy allies and their steel-clad battle hirds. The dwarves must have realized it too, fighting like roaring lions for every clause of their vassal agreement. The moment we'd signed the first of these documents sealing our joint defense of the valley, I'd given them my preliminary agreement to build their underground city. As for the rest, we were still debating over every point. Actually, tonight I was facing another round of the same, negotiating their right to duty-free trade within the clan-controlled territories. I was going to agree, what do you expect? Especially as I still had no taxation mechanisms in place bar some foraging military detachments.
 
   Actually... should I even make a reciprocal trading rights demand? Okay, it wasn't viable yet maybe, but very soon I could see cartwheels rolling toward the mountains as long caravans of wheat and barley headed deep into the Dwarven caves.
 
   Aulë's powerful figure appeared often amid the toiling dwarves, inspiring them to new exploits of labor and faith. He spent the remaining time in the back yard of his temple where he'd erected some workshops of truly colossal proportions. The sky was black from the smoke of their furnaces; the stained-glass windows of the First Temple chattered with the thunderous blows of the divine hammer — in the morning, the afternoon, the evening and at night, twenty freakin' four seven! May you live long, Aulë, you wretched workaholic!
 
   Most of all it reminded me of the soundtrack of Kournikova's early tennis games. Bang! — Aaah! — Bang! — Oooh! Aulë groaned with delight as he worked, restoring his creative spirit which had very nearly been destroyed by the thousands of years of idleness and oblivion.
 
   This father of nations[i]... er, pardon, of dwarves, had fully appreciated the Valley's potential. He dug into his subjects' treasuries with truly godlike nonchalance, not forgetting to grumble about the new world's scarcity of ingredients while liberally spending the mithril stocks. The dwarves chose to suffer in silence. I, however, did grumble reminding them to shell out our twenty-five percent.
 
   Impatient to appease their god and earn the Faith points that he so generously handed out, hundreds of dwarves were bending over backwards sifting the radioactive sand for any precious fragments. While I, as the owner of all the local natural resources (shush! Let's hope Aulë can't hear me!) had every right to claim my 25% cut.
 
   Strangely enough, the Chief Blacksmith had gotten on with Snowie like a house on fire once he'd discovered the troll's ability to wield the two-hundred pound hammer from dawn to dusk. It happens quite often between men that a good punchup becomes the start of a hearty friendship.
 
   Once the summoning ceremony had been performed and Aulë had confirmed his commitment to the Pantheon, he headed toward Snowie who was sitting apart from everybody else polishing his powerful mithril barrel with a specially designated cloth. The troll, ever as observant as he was smart, cast a sideways glance at the formidable deity and stood up unhurriedly, taking a better grip of his club.
 
   Stopping one pace away from the troll, Aulë looked him over, then slapped his shoulder, "You're good!"
 
   A shoulder joint crunched. Snowie gave slightly to one side. One of the armored tank tracks he wore snapped and disintegrated, its metal too fatigued and dented by all the projectiles and swords. Repeatedly frozen and heated by enemy magic, it had become so frail that a mundane AT mine would have been enough to finish it off, let alone the heavy hand of a god.
 
   "Your weapons are worthy of a hero, but your armor is only good for one of those underground ogres that are said to inhabit the mithril caves. Never mind. We can fix that. In the meantime, accept this as my gift to you!"
 
   With a dignified jerk of his chin and a regal wave of his hand, Aulë bestowed upon him the generous amount of whatever meager energy he'd already received from the passionately praying dwarves.
 
   Scraps from the royal table, I mentally commented.
 
   A surge of power enveloped the mithril club and solidified, forming the angular symbols of the Dwarven alphabet which added chaotically to the fancy black script of the Fallen One's magic and Macaria's green runes.
 
   I remembered casting a sideways glance at the Fallen One: was it all right to let Aulë tamper with the artifact weapon? Combining the forces so divergent in one item called for super accurate calculations, not brute power. Try to braid fire, water and crude oil in one neat flow. But the Fallen One stared at the club in cautious surprise. Apparently, this was now one hell of a killer item.
 
   Now Aulë was busy forging new epic armor in his workshops, the kind you wouldn't be ashamed to wear when greeting your loved one after millennia of forced separation. Snowie got to keep all the failed versions, hurriedly altered to fit his size. Failed they may have been — ruined by an accidental astral redirection of the magic currents or a fly that had found its death under the hammer — but I mentally agreed with the dwarves who were slowly turning green with envy watching my troll piecing together a full set of divine armor. A unique set of mithril gear, the only one in AlterWorld, fresh from Aulë's own anvil! Imagine the ego trip?
 
   Actually, the dwarves had no reason to plead poverty. Things were looking up for them, much to the envy of those underground folk who'd remained loyal to the Gods of Light. Their crafters had higher chances of making masterpiece items; their rates of profession growth brought dreamy smiles to the stern Dwarven faces; their ore veins were more generous, and their picks seemed to have minds of their own, capable of striking emeralds out of dead rock.
 
   What can you say to that? Having your own patron god in the skies is much better than worshipping some petty household deity! The hearth fire was to the smith's furnace what a turtle was to a tank.
 
   As the highest in the divine pecking order, the combat priests group was considerably better off than others. Less than a week later those freshly-minted Knights Templar already sported armor of the noble purple hue. All two hundred of them, mind you. The overall numbers of the dwarves migrating into the Valley of Fear was beyond count. They had some cheek. Unlike the Fallen One or Macaria, Aulë worked hard on creating his entourage, putting a lot of effort into forming cohorts of numerous battle, working and priest units.
 
   The whole situation was starting to worry me. Here in the very heart of my lands was a military force comparable with my clan's entire combat section. Which wasn't really kosher because you never knew what kind of thoughts it might evoke within some crazy heads.
 
   Of course, the proverbial God is with us! made me feel much better, offering certain guarantees against any unwanted scenarios. But the dwarves too took their religious obligations seriously. Having said that, the upcoming summoning of his wife had given me Aulë on a plate; besides, not even mentioning the bomb in the Temple's foundations I had yet another quite powerful security.
 
   The summoner priest gained Admin's access to the Altar functions. And we shouldn't forget that summoning came with its opposite: the disembodiment function. Even if it resulted in a considerable drop in the Temple level as penalty. Of course, you couldn't just get up and do it: the function was quite protected from any capricious priest's whims of fancy, demanding a confirmation from the Head of the Pantheon, no less.
 
   Also, no one had ever heard of any NPCs squatting on others' property. So it was probably just my imagination. It's just that I wasn't used to seeing such crowds of people in these once perfectly uninhabited lands. And not one person in those crowds remained idle. They were all busy, building houses and places of worship, expanding their new city under the mountain.
 
   Of course, if my idea was to keep this territory deserted like some Chernobylesque exclusion zone, then I had to fold up the whole show. But I intended to tie as many sentients' interests to these lands as possible, so that they would stand up for its defense promptly and eagerly.
 
   Also, I had this idea I wouldn't share with anyone. Seeing as the world itself was going perma, I wanted to lay claim to the surrounding areas, too. Why not? I had an isolated enclave; I had a castle — and a Super Nova one at that, nothing to sniff at! I had an army and enjoyed impressive support from divine quarters. So was I supposed to swear my allegiance to that Sun King from the City of Light? I'd much rather be my own lord and master. It was safer, too, considering we were definitely entering a period of feudal disunity and all the lawless anarchy that came with it. Imagine 1930s Chicago in a world of sword and sorcery. That was sickening.
 
   Once clan numbers had soared — and once dwarves and the like had gained free access to the Valley — it was only a question of time before someone leaked the portal coordinates.
 
   Thing is, everybody has their weak point. Some can be bought, others threatened and yet others deceived. So even though we had introduced monthly checks using our canine lie detector, I didn't hold my breath in the hope of preserving our incognito status for much longer.
 
   Never mind. As long as we survived until the final battle and managed to come out on top, I didn't really care what happened next. As Peter the Great used to say, Here we'll build! I, too, wanted the local hills to grow gardens and pretty little villages, I wanted to hear caravans screech up and down my roads; I wanted to see crowds of pilgrims leaving their gold in my inns and taverns. Sweet dreams!
 
   On top of all the other building projects, the dwarves were hurriedly finishing off Yavanna's temple. I had a funny feeling that this Goddess of nature would prefer a personally grown magic copse to bricks and mortar. Then again, it was people who needed temples rather than gods, so I saw nothing wrong with yet another one. Even Aulë himself had recently lugged in a lifelike rose he'd forged personally. The steel flower kept growing, offering its petals to the sun, all the while sucking up energy from a battery shaped as a lacy vase.
 
   Aulë's usually frowning face began to clear in anticipation of him seeing his wife again. Also, the powers of the Dark that had summoned him turned out to be remarkably bright and cheerful in the sunlight. Aulë only shrugged as he studied the history of AlterWorld.
 
   "What a mess! The world is too young. There's no Light or Dark, only some grey cloudy swill. It'll take it some time to settle down, separating into two, placing innocence and light above and the sludgy residue below. The question is, who will end up where. Honestly, I don't feel comfortable with this Sun God and his grim practices. I can see problems between the two of us."
 
   The fact that we'd have to fight for our right to a new life didn't seem to worry Aulë that much. In his previous reincarnations he hadn't been that cute and cuddly, either. It was him who'd forged the chain destined to restrain the epitome of the Dark: Melkor. And I knew quite a few individuals who could definitely profit from wearing this piece of jewelry. Admittedly, I wasn't sure about the availability of the ingredients that this father of all blacksmiths had used in the making of the chain: the sound of a cat's footfall, a woman's beard, the roots of a mountain, the sinew of a bear, breath of a fish and spittle of a bird. Never mind. We could always find something.
 
   I finally resurfaced from my memories as I reached the donjon entrance. I nodded mechanically to the saluting orc guards and stepped one foot across the doorstep — then froze. What had I just seen? Was it my imagination?
 
   I slowly turned around, peering at an orc's gleaming black armor. I was right. A six-letter word had been drawn on it in an unsteady childish hand.
 
   "Who did this?" I asked, pointing at the inscription.
 
   The soldier reported crisply, staring in front of himself, "A little druid chick from the A-form, Sir! The runic alphabet apparently, Sir! She said it was some powerful magic to protect its bearer from any mental attacks."
 
   Yeah, right. Education was evil. "Remove it," I said. "This is a swear word. Next time they do it, you have my permission to box their ears — but with due caution, making sure their heads remain attached."
 
   The other guard's eyes glistened cheerfully. Apparently, he wasn't as gullible as his partner. I could just see this stupid word becoming the idiot orc's nickname. Then again, maybe it was for the better. You never know, this funny inscription could just become his lucky ticket to going perma.
 
   Leaving behind the orc's suppressed growl of indignation, I flew up the stairs three at a time. As I headed for the last landing, my foot failed to meet the expected step. Choking on my own cussing, I collapsed in full swing onto the stone tiles. Dammit! My life bar shrank. My knee emitted a crunching sound.
 
    
 
   You've been lightly injured! -10% to Agility for 15 minutes.
 
    
 
   Just my luck. I could understand it when people had their arms and legs broken in battle with all sorts of clever combos and special abilities. But to do it so stupidly on your own doorstep?
 
   My absolute memory helpfully suggested that the last step of the staircase was missing, which was what caused the unlucky accident en route. The autopilot was not to be blamed.
 
   "Lurch!" I growled at the ceiling.
 
   He replied immediately. He must have been monitoring the situation, the bastard. "Sir, yes, Sir!"
 
   "Stop this American army talk! What have you done with the step?"
 
   Lurch faltered for a second, then hurried to explain, "It was all for your own convenience, Sir! The last episode of Castle Makeover said that the ideal height of a step is six inches for a human being. So I thought I'd correct it..."
 
   "I'm an Elf, dammit! You can't do these things without telling anyone. You should at least place warning signs. Next time you might want to replace the floor with an air vent, just to see how well we can fly..."
 
   Lurch felt obliged to go on the offensive. "Actually, I've spent a hundred fifty bucks of my own money on this experimental stair conversion."
 
   "You should have spent it on some extra lights," I grumbled, calming down. "Not everyone has Night Vision, you know."
 
   I limped toward the hall's massive doorway and nodded my appreciation to Lurch when the sycophant spent an ounce of his own energy on helpfully swinging the heavy doors open.
 
   Predictably, I was the last to arrive as usual. The present company didn't seem to mind my absence that much. They were too busy drinking coffee and smoking the latest specialty cigars with a built-in smoke control circuit. The ceiling was crowded with smoky blue dragons, birds and whatever else took their fancy. Even Amara was now hooked on this still-innocent pastime, creating her own line of flower-flavored pipe tobacco with various buff options. It didn't do so well but I knew that sooner or later this stubborn Elfa was going to make it, regardless of what the Admins thought about it all.
 
   I put on a confident face — the boss is never late — and limped to my chair at the head of the table.
 
   The cheerful noise didn't abate. We had a very simple democratic atmosphere amid the top clan members. I nodded, answering their greetings, and carefully slapped a couple of proffered palms with my left hand. I didn't dare use the right one with the Fallen One's logo fused into it.
 
   I sensed Cryl's unasked question on seeing my injured leg and the drop in hits.
 
   "Fell off the stairs," I explained cheerfully. The irony in his disbelieving stare made me hurry to explain, "I know it sounds like a schoolboy excuse. It was Lurch with his interior design ideas, doing some stair conversions."
 
   Cryl arched his eyebrow in a very Dan-like way. "That's weird. I've never heard about petty accidents like that before. We need to look into it to see if anybody else has suffered. The Universe might be setting us up for a surprise or two.
 
   I nodded, making myself comfortable in the ergonomic chair. "Possible. I wouldn't be surprised if I wake up one night to take a piss. Yes! I have an idea! Whoever brings me a night pot with you-know-what, I'll fill it to the brim with gold."
 
   They all guffawed. Durin, ever the cost-conscious treasurer, protested, "The size of the pot has to be clearly defined. I know these jokers. They'll roll in a barrelful of some dubious stuff and you'll be the one to spoil your karma by having to renege on your promise."
 
   "That's wise," I agreed. "As a reward, here's a free idea for you. You can start thinking about making some toilet paper. That's a true Eldorado, a perfect repeat product. Much more lucrative than selling TVs, one per household per decade."
 
   At the word TV, my Analyst shrunk in his seat, trying to kick something under the table — something large and shaggy. I took a better look at it and recoiled. The enormous modified head of a cave bear stared back at me with its magical crystals for eyes. The golden tiara of a control circuit had its wire electrodes sunk into the back of the monster's head. The creepy device sat on a silver platter generously covered with runic script.
 
   "WTF is this?"
 
   He gave me a guilty smile. "This is a subwoofer for our zombie box. The latest model. You should hear it boom!"
 
   "Jesus. That's a horror movie. Put it away, please."
 
   In the meantime, Amara was rummaging through a pot of embers for one still alive. Having found none, she shrugged and lit up her ciggy with a fireball of plasma. Lurch squeaked his indignation as she drew deeply on her cigarette, leaving him to restore the melted stonework of the wall opposite.
 
   I pointed an accusing finger. "Look! If you want to invent something, it had better be lighters. No good us keep doing it by rubbing two boy scouts together."
 
   Analyst cringed, watching his wife puff away. "The admins won't okay it. We've applied several times already. Sent them several recipes, from purely mechanical to biomagic ones which contain the spirit of a volcano trapped in a control device. All we received were form replies: the system is under development, we apologize for the inconvenience.
 
   The frowning Cryl butted in, "It's the same with all admin channels. The only systems that still work after a fashion are customer support and billing. They are automated, after all. What I personally think is that everybody has jumped the ship. We're out at sea with no one at the helm. It's a good job the login servers are still alive, otherwise no new players — or potential permas — would be coming."
 
   I rattled the spoon in my coffee cup, thinking as I stirred in a double dose of imitation sugar. It tasted identical to the real thing but had an intensely purple color that left an oily iridescent film on the surface. Funnily enough, it had been done on purpose, just for kicks and to be different. I'd cringed at first but now I'd got quite used to it.
 
   I turned to Analyst. "I want you to alert all clan members and allied clans: the world is about to go perma. The Fallen One has already warned me in private about the celestial spheres suffering from a terrible strain. A sparrow crapping on them will be enough to burst them. Tell all to fold up whatever unfinished business they still have in the real world. If they want to support their loved ones, tell them to hurry up with any gold transfers. Whoever wants to bring their family, they had better do it double quick. Dan's got his entire family still stuck on Earth and I don't think it's a good idea to wait until his kids finish school."
 
   Everybody got serious, making mental to-do lists. I searched the room for Widowmaker, my second precious acquisition I'd so shamelessly lured away from the mercs. Yeah, I was a very unwelcome guest in their guild these days. My name was on their No Entry List they had hanging on their gate. I could understand them. I'd shamelessly stolen two hundred of their mercs plus a handful of senior officers they'd so painstakingly leveled up, thus dropping the Original City's entire hire potential a good 25%.
 
   Well, they shouldn't have dawdled, should they? Money wasn't everything. There were other things, like supporting the right cause, like personal fulfilment and tons of other motivations. We now had a group of dedicated experts working on a totally classified propaganda textbook. If you could obtain two hundred choice perma warriors just by saying the right things and offering the right motivations — then you were doing something right.
 
   It wasn't that simple, of course. We had other things going for us, like quality lodgings in an elite castle, a percentage of raid loot, and direct support from patron gods that didn't involve any middleman. But yes, we did have this 'ours is to do or die' argument all right.
 
   You should have seen my geriatric ladies from the Sullen squad when I'd first ported them to the castle. That was a total shock for them. Dozens of little kids playing tag and chasing puppies in the Elven gardens. Imagine the sounds of a kindergarten on a walk in the park, just as surreal in AlterWorld as the clapping of enemy cavalry's hooves would be in today's Red Square.
 
   My green-skinned goblin Amazons had been reduced to sobs as they tried to give a hug to all the kids at once. Bomba, hung with children like a Christmas tree, gently stroked their heads, wailing,
 
   "What's going on? You my pretty ones, where did he get you all from?"
 
   The funniest thing was, the little mites had immediately tuned into the female warriors' true age, calling them Granny. Granny Zena, yeah right…
 
   "Widowmaker, weren't we going to hold our Parents Day this weekend? How about you invite Dan over as an allied clan representative together with his wife and the kids? It might be quite an eye-opener to him. Our Little Lambs Nursery might give him some food for thought. Talking about it. How're the preparations going?"
 
   Widowmaker sat up happily, squinting his eyes at his internal interface. And why shouldn't he be happy? For the first time in ages he was finally entrusted with something he loved doing most.
 
   During our initial recruiting interview and the prompt offer of the contract that had followed, Widowmaker had shared his story with me in private.
 
   "Max, you need to understand. I'm not a freakin' general. I'm an event organizer. When I first came to Moscow, I honestly didn't know what to do with myself, killing time at various office jobs. Then a friend asked me to help organize his wedding. You can't imagine how many things you need to get together in order to make it a success. The reception, the guests, the entertainment, the music... But it did work. I did a top class job and it didn't cost that much, either. A week later one of the guests asked if I could organize his silver jubilee party for him. I agreed. I already started to like doing it. And when after two days of fuss and innuendo I ended up with the equivalent of my office rat two-month wage, I realized I'd found my Holy Grail. It worked really well for a few years. I worked like a dog, got myself a brand-new flat and sent enough money back to our village to help Mom out. Then one day I had this brilliant idea. How about if I offered my clients something totally new? Like a virtual wedding in AlterWorld, the first of its kind? Well, the wedding was a hoot. All the guests went home feeling terribly pleased. But me, I had to stay here."
 
   At the time I had given him a compassionate nod. We clinked our glasses of Dwarven Extra Dry. "To the perma mode!"
 
   His merc job had ceased to excite Widowmaker anymore. He was ready for bigger-scale missions. A couple-hundred strong raids and assault missions started to seem rather unimaginative. He'd fully appreciated the whole scope of the future clash of the Pantheons. His choice of the side to support was conscious, too. Always the Russian, he tended to bat for the underdog. Besides, working for us could allow him to showcase the whole range of his talents. So now he could temporarily set all the important urgent business aside, giving in nostalgically to organizing our Parents Day. And he shouldn't dismiss its significance really — nor its call-up potential. All those Moms and Dads could potentially transpire into two hundred new clan members.
 
   Plus all the doting grandparents who had nothing to lose — and lots to gain. How about immortality and eternal youth complete with perfect health and beauty, living next to your beloved grandchildren? Show me the button for demonic laughter. The devil with all his temptation skills would cry in impotent envy. He couldn't have even thought of offering anyone something like this.
 
   In the meantime, Widowmaker kept reporting,
 
   "Budget overspent 150%," he rattled off. "Durin is furious. You have to fight with him for every gold piece. But I'm not going to let him ruin the show. Everything will be top class. Last week I sent a complete perma information package to the shrink that Doc had recommended. It explains in popular terms the nature of the perma mode effect and gives a brief but rather rosy description of AlterWorld which is our spoof of its promotional trailer. Just to give all parents some food for thought. The children's video messages are the bombshell, of course. The little ones got all tearful, begging their moms and dads to come — Mommy dear please come to see me soon!"
 
   Widowmaker sniffed and averted his gaze. He must have been completely drained emotionally after having to record eighty such videos.
 
   "In short, we got two hundred and forty confirmations because many visitors intend to bring their entire families along. We had a few nasty incidents, too. We had to bail out three of our mediators from police stations after enraged parents had mistaken them for scammers. We also had two very difficult cases. We've really botched it there by approaching two seriously religious families without checking them first. Apparently, not everybody's happy to hear about their kids' successful digitization. Some believe they would have been much better served in that travesty of a heaven. We're now looking at all the potential problems and the ways of handling them. Our main objective is to cover Doc's ass. He's exposed himself too much as it is. Max, you really need to talk to him. He needs to go perma. If they nail him, the trial's gonna be big. The whole world will shudder."
 
   I nodded. We didn't need this kind of publicity. But it looked as if that was exactly Doc's intention. He wanted to call the media's attention to the problem. He had found the remedy for death and was willing to bestow it on everybody.
 
   An incoming PM message beeped impatiently. Only a very small number of confidants and A-listed personalia could get through in the Conference mode. Mainly they were the cluster's administration and top-level elite players, especially those with high Fame rankings.
 
   I opened the incoming messages and froze in disbelief.
 
    
 
   Fuckyall requests initiation of a voice session.
 
    
 
   But that wasn't what had left me speechless. By now I was quite used to this leading Russian Paladin's habit of bumming smokes from me by the crateful. It was his open status that threw me.
 
    
 
   Fuckyall. Level 261. Dark Paladin. Prince of the Cursed House of Drow.
 
    
 
   Holy Jesus, man.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   From Digital Worlds newsfeed:
 
    
 
   Breaking news: Over seven million people found themselves buried inside their FIVR capsules, about to be digitized.
 
   Today brought an answer to the mystery of the Fields of Heaven. This virtual world's financial model used to render experts speechless, allowing any player to earn and transfer to a real-world bank account at least two thousand dollars a month, regardless of the player's specialization. These earnings however were primarily aimed at financing the monthly installments for the company's very own custom-made FIVR capsule developed by the Red Shield Group.
 
   Many believed that this apparently overpriced piece of equipment was the main motor of the company's rather simple modus operandi, expecting the game to end once the bulk of the payments had been completed. The truth proved to be a thousand times worse. In only six months of business, the Fields of Heaven succeeded in luring over twenty million people into the game with their offers of easy money and limitless opportunities. Few of those millions were hardcore gamers. Most of them were ordinary people striving to feed their families.
 
   The game itself isn't particularly unique. Set in a run-of-the mill world of medieval fantasy, it differs from the others by its colorful and almost euphoric outlook that offers freedom from everyday burdens. Interestingly enough, the players were only allowed to choose from among the lower-ranking classes such as peasants, craftsmen or market guards. As for higher positions in the army, Royal guards or the few techno wizards, all of them were blocked for mass users. According to the developers, they were working on a new update that would grant everybody access to the restricted area. But before it could happen, a disaster struck.
 
   Forty hours ago, in the midst of a gaming event with a triple XP bonus, the logout button disappeared from the players' control menus. Furthermore, a command sent via satellite activated a latent perma mode protocol in each and every one of the company's FIVR capsules. Their lids were blocked and their servomotors burned out. Alarms flashed while the following threatening message appeared on the capsules' outer screens,
 
    
 
   "The device has been blocked for the duration of forty-eight hours. On expiry of this period, a few lucky ones will be able to leave their capsules unassisted.
 
   "As for everybody else, you can only wish them luck in their new reality where the ancient clan of the Red Shield can finally take its well-deserved place at the top of the world. Enough lurking in the shadows! We are the Kings. You are our servants.
 
   "Any attempt to breach the capsule's immunity, disconnect it or shut it down will activate an explosive device containing fourteen grams of nitrogelatine located in the capsule operator's headrest."
 
    
 
   Indeed, soon the planet echoed with muffled clapping sounds and the splashing of blood and gore all over the capsules' observation windows. Ironically, few of them were caused by actual attempts to open the capsules. The explosive devices were triggered by unpredictable accidents such as loss of connection, electrical failure or accidental impacts. The motion sensor hidden in the capsule's massive base turned out to have been set to a paranoiacally high value.
 
   As an example, a major accident at Deli's leading VirtNet provider left one-third of the city incommunicado. Amongst those unfortunates were nine thousand Indians who also had had their skulls shattered as a result.
 
   The panicking relatives didn't allow bomb technicians and rescue workers near the scene. They were right in a way, considering that the explosive device had been designed to be virtually impossible to defuse. We know of no cases of their successful deactivation. In this situation, Federal hackers excelled by deciphering, in record time, the secret communications channel connecting the capsules to the server. Unfortunately, the self-destruct system proved to be completely autonomous. All attempts to override its controls have failed.
 
    
 
   UPD. Breaking news: The last and the most shocking information of the hour. Finally, the forty-eight hour period has lapsed. The inhabitants of Silicon Valley were the first to know about it, as the Fields of Heaven data centers exploded, severing the new perma players' connection with our world.
 
   It was followed by the sounds of millions more activated explosive devices as the banking clan of the Red Shield was burying its last mystery: which of the seven million dead are now doomed to forever tend to their peasant fields in the vast expanses of their new world?
 
   The UN has declared a week of global mourning. The US National Guard troops have taken over all gaming server facilities on their territory.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I raised my hand demanding a moment of silence. "Sorry, guys," I apologized. "I've got an important call."
 
   I sat back, making myself comfortable, and switched focus to the built-in interface, accepting the insistently beeping message. "Greetings, Fuckyall, Prince of the Cursed House of Drow!" I repeated his new title aloud to let the staff know who it was contacting us, giving them time to look into it and collect some information.
 
   An amazed hum swept over the room. Even Amara had lost her usual cool, uttering an F-word.
 
   The next moment it was me raising my eyebrows in surprise.
 
   "Greetings, Laith, Prince of the House of Night!"
 
   He sounded tired, but still I managed to detect a hint of sarcasm in his voice. I discerned the sounds of battle in the background: the far-off wailing of magic, the clangor of steel and furious war cries. It looked like he'd decided to give me a call right from the battlefield.
 
   "How did you know?"
 
   This wasn't an idle question. The only person I'd told about what had happened in Lloth's temple was the Fallen One. And somehow I doubted he'd let slip my secret while sloshed.
 
   With a barely audible sigh, Fuckyall answered, "Some other time. Actually... how long has it been since you checked your status tab?
 
   I shrugged. "It's been a while. What am I supposed to do there, drool over my inordinate numbers of Fame points? Or puff out my cheeks at the sight of my Clan Leader badge? I have so many of the wretched titles and things you have to scroll through because they won't fit on the screen!
 
   "Go ahead, then. Scroll through."
 
   The Paladin wasn't the talkative type. Never mind. I clicked through until the tab opened before my mind's eye, completely obscuring the view. Habitually I adjusted transparency levels and skimmed my numerous achievements and other commendations.
 
    
 
   The First in Town
 
   Goliath, Colossus
 
   Impervious, Immortal, Untouchable
 
   Slow on the Draw
 
   Hannibal I
 
   Invader I
 
   Executioner, Elite Executioner
 
   Stoic
 
   Unmercenary, the Holy Unmercenary
 
   Wholesaler I
 
   Soul Healer
 
   Last Honors
 
    
 
   What a glutton I was! I scrolled the list further down.
 
    
 
   Clan Leader: The Children of Night
 
   Alliance Leader: Guards of the First Temple
 
   Prince of the House of Night
 
    
 
   Aha. There it was, the official confirmation of my rights to the throne.
 
   Hearing the thoughtful noise I'd made, Fuckyall added, "Click on it. Actually, your family status is clickable too. I suggest you do it sometime. You might learn lots of interesting things about yourself."
 
   "Do they have a button for performing your marital duties? And a dropdown list of sexual preferences?"
 
   My attempt at a joke was rather nervous. Admittedly I felt uneasy about my Drow Princess wife that life had forced on me.
 
   Fuckyall didn't approve of my sense of humor. "They do, actually. And you shouldn't forget that you're married to a Drow. Make sure she doesn't press your button first. They may not be your typical Dark Elves, but it's still their women who wear the pants."
 
   I shuddered, then stared at the incomprehensible mess of the Prince's service interface. "Holy shit."
 
   "Exactly. It looks as if this menu is not for public use. It has zero usability — it was never meant for the players' eyes to begin with. Now try to find the Upcoming Events tab. There you'll see the information about the next Council of the Thirty-Six. In actual fact, all those millennia of feudal fighting have cut the number of the Great Houses down to twelve. But for the Drow, tradition is everything."
 
   I scanned the list of the Great Council members. The names of the players among them were highlighted in a familiar blue. But why were there three of us? Fuckyall, the Prince of the Cursed House. Laith, the Prince of the House of Night. And Siam — the Elven word for a stray cat — the Prince of the House of Shadow. Well, well, well. I thought I knew where to find that particular feline.
 
   I refocused on the world outside, searching for my Analyst. "Dennis? We need to talk."
 
    Then I turned back to Fuckyall. "I see now. I can imagine the other Princes' faces when the three of us put in an appearance at their Council!"
 
   Aha. I could hear Amara's earrings jingle anxiously in the distance.
 
   "The three of us?"
 
   "Sure. If we find this alley cat, we'll have 25% of the vote. But I still don't understand how you managed to become a prince and even change your class for a previously unknown one. Or should I say, previously non-existent?"
 
   He faltered. "It's a long story. Some other time. At the moment, I've contacted you as a fellow Prince and the Fallen One's First Priest. I officially offer you my House's friendship and ask for the Fallen One's protection."
 
   'Offer my House's friendship!' I smiled at the familiar Russian movie catchphrase. Then I listened intently as the rattle of steel in the background grew more intense. "New friends are always welcome. But judging by the soundtrack, it's not only handshakes and curtsies you want. Need some help?"
 
   He ground his teeth. "I do. A lot of it, too. Preferably now."
 
   "You should have said so from the start. Why all those stupid references to my priestly duty and princely solidarity? Couldn't you just say, Max, I need your help, dude. Think I'd have said no to you?"
 
   He paused. "I'm sorry, Max," he sighed. He sounded tired. "Most of my friends have just disappeared. Everybody wants money these days. Nobody ever seems to remember my helping them. And it's my family at stake — my wife, my child, the people in my care — sorry, the Drow in my care — no, the zombies in my... ah, fuck it! My own clan has disowned me. They didn't dare to go against the whole cluster. Or maybe they just didn't want to lose the nursery — it's a great place. Both the OMON and the Sullen Angels have fitted me up with an ultimatum, to get the hell out of the castle and leave it well alone, so they can continue leveling up their young. You understand what that means? They are going to kill my wife and my child, repeatedly, time after time, and disembowel them looking for trophies!"
 
   "A child? Okay, we'll get back to you on this one. I might have a surprise for you in fact, but we'll talk about it later. Now. When does this ultimatum expire?"
 
   "Three days ago! I have two friends with me and three hundred mercs so we're still holding our ground. Defending a castle is easier then storming one. But the mercs have already cost me half a million gold. I just can't afford to extend their contracts. I used to think, I'm immortal now, plenty of time to farm some more. As if! Anyway, once the mercs leave, we're finished."
 
   I did a mental estimation of our call-up potential. "Will you last another half-hour? What kind of forces do the attackers have?"
 
   "I'll last an hour. But then it's the end. Two clans are storming the castle, that's about six hundred warriors. But I'm not leaving my people and my family behind. I've changed my bind point for the Throne Room. I'm going to respawn there every ten seconds if necessary and rip them all apart with my teeth!"
 
   "Leave your teeth alone, you might still need them. Give me the portal coordinates and wait. We don't leave friends in the lurch. That's it. Over and out."
 
   I shook my head, closing all the defunct windows, then turned round to face the alert expectant officers. "Code Orange for the Alliance. Code Red for the clan. Battle mission in thirty minutes. Buffs by Procedure #6. Only old-timers — that is, levels 170-plus. The rest should be ashamed of themselves."
 
   I paused, thinking, then cracked a predatorial smile. "Time to flex our muscles a bit and show everybody what we're made of. Bring the heavy golems out of the hangars. Contact the dwarves and ask for their yeomen — let them get some xp and combat practice. It's time for the mountain dwellers to prove their allegiance."
 
   Now. Who else? I concentrated on a mental image of Spark and called her. "Chief, we're about to go on a big hunt. Fancy joining us?"
 
   Oh wow. This really worked. My head ached slightly, at the same time flooding me with a wave of approval. I could taste warm blood in my mouth and hear the howling excitement of the pack as they got ready to go hunting. Actually, the latter wasn't a mental image anymore — it came from outside through a window that was slightly ajar, scaring the hell out of everyone who didn't yet know about their HQ's new budding campaign.
 
   Then I well and truly wriggled in agony as Vertebra's unforgettable voice tolled in my head,
 
   "Take my children into battle!"
 
   I groaned, clutching my temples. "You want your chicks to go? And what if, the Fallen One forbid, they get killed?"
 
   She laughed, rattling my panicking brains within my skull. Wretched bag of bones! "Can you please put the sound down? My head will explode in a minute!"
 
   "Sorry. You shouldn't worry about the chicks. They're too integrated into the world matrix now to be destroyed completely. Yes, it might take the Universe some effort to respawn such powerful entities — days or months even. The important thing is, in order to grow they now need to triumph over some enemy. Mother Nature has already given them everything it could, glory be to this Valley's mithril fields."
 
   She was dead right there. They weren't Phantom Dragons anymore — more like mithril ones. Weight for weight. The message was clear: it was time for the little 'uns to leave mom's titties alone and start to level up in their own right.
 
   "Very well," I said. "Tell them to come and wait at the square."
 
   Widowmaker called over to me, "The dwarves can only make it in a hour and a half. They just can't do it any quicker."
 
   "Too long. Send them a cabbie, tell him to port them one by one in order of readiness directly to the Cursed Castle."
 
   Widowmaker nodded. "Good. But we can't drum up so many people in a half-hour, either. Everybody's out on missions. We have commitments to other clans — like, we can't leave the Fly Trap field workers unprotected, and it's three teams of five engaged there. A hundred men is the most you can expect."
 
   Not much. Oh well, we did have a Plan B for just such an occasion. Time to undo our purse strings.
 
   I activated the castle control menu and opened the hire tab, looking for the warrior configurations I'd preset earlier. A type of custom-made cutthroat with random character traits. Pausing for a second, I entered the number, 100, then submitted the form. In a quarter of an hour, I was going to be the proud owner of an elite squad of level-200 warriors while my bank account was going to be fifty thousand poorer.
 
   Luckily, the developers seemed to understand that castle guards had to be affordable. But I'd raised the bar way too high as far as their levels and characteristics were concerned. Secondly, I had to pay double for the right to take them outside the castle walls. Never mind. Easy come, easy go. I still had another nine million left in the kitty after the successful Chinese raid. Heh, I was a proper millionaire with my own castle and my loyal circle of knights. The mind boggles.
 
   I set all services to work and used the priest portal to jump downstairs to the Altar, then walked out of the Temple's wide gate into the main square.
 
   Anarchy and kerfuffle! I could clearly see now that the best way to check your troops' readiness and discipline was by issuing Code Red and sending them on a twenty-four-hour march there and back again. Then everything that your shrewd personnel had so far managed to conceal from the top brass' eyes would become glaringly obvious.
 
   The place was in complete disarray. Some rushed to the supply depot to get a set of anti-PK gear; others tried to fall in, their ranks still incomplete; buffers yelled at the crowd seeing the already-blessed players mixing with those still waiting their turn. Supply officers fussed about, distributing the vials according to Protocol #6, indignant at the specified 150% consumption rate. The departing warriors scooped the vials up by the handful, the way troopers scoop up cartridges before being sent to the front. I could already see repercussions coming once the party was over.
 
   Snowie growled under his breath, trying to push a heavy assault golem out of its hangar. Some idiot had restricted access to its interface with a password! A small lieutenant major scurried about, searching the ranks for those capable of driving golems as half of the drivers were out on missions.
 
   The first couple of golems finally scrambled out of the hangar, struggling to move their massive feet, then came to a halt in the square. As it turned out, no one had thought to replace their accumulating crystals. Now our main storming weapons had become useless heaps of sprawled metal limbs. More messengers hurried to the supply depots to hassle the already-indignant Durin.
 
   Technicians rattled their hammers nearby, replacing the golems' digging buckets with weapon mountings. Dammit. At the time, I had personally commended the guy who'd suggested this clever idea of using golems as debris clearers. Didn't they understand that once they were finished, they had to put it all back the way it was?
 
   Oh no! Some smartass had decided to use a sledgehammer to drive a crystal into an apparently too small slot. The gold plates of the mana drive were smashed irreparably, Gimmick yelling at the hapless operator. I knew of course that damages like this weren't even in the script, but who said it was still a game?
 
   I stood on the top step of the First Temple with my arms crossed, squinting at the chaos as I committed everything to absolute memory, thus further unnerving my officers. Even ants have better discipline when their anthill is flooded! The timer in the corner of my interface helpfully kept me posted: we'd been at it for more than thirty minutes already.
 
   My hundred custom-made Ear Cutters — so called to spite Ruata's Cutthroats — were waiting nearby, watching the scene with a certain dose of bewilderment. Meeting the chief buffer's stare, I nodded at them, making it clear that these fine fellows needed to be buffed up to the eyeballs. The lieutenant heaved a sigh and raised his head to the heavens, mouthing something definitely unflattering, then sent yet another messenger to the ingredients depot. The raid blessings devoured industrial amounts of lazuli, agate and malachite.
 
   Green with the importance of the task he'd been entrusted with, the lame goblin — the one I'd nicknamed Tamerlane — dragged the Big Raid Altar out of storage. Time to test it too. A 25% bonus to all Dark spells and the same resistance to the magic of Light — we could use them, that's for sure.
 
   The baby dragons nose-dived to the ground, dispersing the flimsy ranks. Meeting the chief buffer's stare again, I gave him a reconciliatory smile, pointing at the mithril chicks and the hell hounds who ran amok around the ranks in circles like infernal sheep dogs, trying to drive everyone close together.
 
   Fifty minutes. Fuckyall didn't call back, apparently too proud to repeat his request for help or try to find out why we hadn't yet arrived.
 
   Gradually our ranks lined up, our motley troops taking a rather dangerous and impressive shape. I wanted to nod my approval but instead cast a meaningful glance at my wrist as if checking the time on a non-existent watch, then shook my head. I reached into my inventory for a Spark of Dark Flame and activated the Blessing buff, upping our resistance to all types of magic and physical damage.
 
   "Jump off in one minute!"
 
   The analyst ground his teeth. This definitely wasn't his kind of mission. No planning or amassing vast amounts of data — just a valorous cavalry derring-do.
 
   The golems shifted their feet, striking sparks off the flagstones. The hell hounds shivered in anticipation, sending shimmering waves across their armor. The sentients clung to their weapons, their artifacts and magic staffs. All kinds of pet controllers had filled the courtyard with their scary array of creatures. The earth, the skies and the astral planes had mended, concealing all trace of the recent summonings. Shapeshifters were switching to their combat shapes. Here and there, a warrior's body would arch in a terrifying transformation, arising as a powerful grizzly bear or, on the contrary, dropping to all fours assuming the muscular shape a giant wolf.
 
   "Commence countdown. Jump off in ten... nine... eight..."
 
   I sprang into Hummungus' saddle. A freshly-summoned zombie chomped at the bit next to me. Not much of a hero but every little bit helps. My personal bodyguards kept a sharp watch. Tamerlane acted as a color-bearer, holding the massive Altar in those short outstretched little paws of his.
 
   I made a mental note to have silk banners made: each of the Clan, the Alliance and the Fallen One. I took the insignia — all those badges, titles and medals — very seriously. Even something as simple as a "thank you" may years later turn out in your favor. Likewise, skimp on gratitude and you just might regret it one day.
 
   The wide arch of the cargo portal opened its throat wide, inviting everyone into its filmy distance-defying depths.
 
   The assault group was the first to bail out, followed by half of my bodyguards and staff members complete with yours truly. The rest of the bodyguards followed. Then the portal was packed solid with a monolith of action-hungry warriors, their entire column squeezing themselves through in a matter of seconds.
 
   The portal's rumbling echo clapped all over the Cursed Castle. At the enemy's rear, they were shaking their heads not knowing what had hit them.
 
   Without further ado, our fighters cut into the ranks of cloth-clad casters, meditating healers and respawned players busy putting their gear back on. Excellent. Apparently, not everyone had yet realized the main rule of waging these new portal wars: there is no rear.
 
   The Castle still held, even though the defense methods were not exactly in keeping with gameplay.
 
   All the zombies had been drawn up under the safety of the castle walls. That's where they respawned too, by the looks of it. The main doorway was blocked with pieces of furniture and bits of the outer walls, packed solid throughout the depth of the entrance hall. The attackers would have to take it apart under the defenders' furious pressure.
 
   The scorched windows must have been similarly blocked once, but now they gaped open. Here and there, OMON fighters were attempting to scale them, angrily fending off the bristling lances and spears. The attackers played it by ear: in some places, enormous ogres were trying to hack through the walls to increase the number of potential entryways and disperse the defenders' meager forces.
 
   Finally one of the dainty towers succumbed to their efforts. A large chunk of stone at its base collapsed, revealing the citadel's vulnerable belly. With a triumphant roar, the Sullen Angels charged in. After a brief pause, the defenders answered equally un-gamely, sacrificing part of the castle for the sake of the integrity of the perimeter. Stonework groaned as the tower collapsed, folding in on itself, throwing clouds of pink dust into the sky and burying the fifty-strong squad under its ruins.
 
   We slapped them the way an open hand slaps a ball of dough, digging deep into the enemy's tight ranks as they tried to force entry into the Cursed Castle as if it were their own property. Our heroes led the way, fronting our attacking arrowhead formations.
 
   Snowie's club cut a wide swathe through the enemy ranks with its hundred-and-fifty-caliber arc. Zena's team covered his back while his friends the "watchdog" goblins scurried underfoot, wielding quite aptly their poisoned swords. Those tiny bastards would get themselves killed! I could almost see their slaughtered gray-and-green little bodies in the dust. Twenty-four hour respawn time, who did they think was going to keep an eye on all the construction works in the meantime? Having said that, the kids needed combat experience. They wanted to grow and have a few available points to open their skill branches. So there they were, ready for the meat grinder.
 
   The baby dragons tread their paths, sowing fear and dismay in their wake as they applied mental pressure that made the enemy's brains leak with the most horrid subconscious nightmares they'd ever had. Still, the initial bewilderment soon passed, replaced by the full appreciation of the mithril chicks' level and size. Magic shields flashed open, protecting the fighters' minds with their invisible screens. Resistance kept growing, slowing our advance. All the rechargeable skills had already been used up and were now sadly ticking their timers.
 
   Then Craky got stuck, facing a steel wall of three paladins. Immediately a couple of exorcists studied his phantom flesh in True Light. The enemy's blessed weapons got bogged down in his protective darkness, but the chick was getting tired too, now and again exposing his mithril scales to blows coming through the gaps in the shield of the dark. Craky wasn't charging forward any more — he just stumbled on the spot, parrying dozens of swords, occasionally shrieking with some nasty hits, gradually losing his mithril armor like a fish in the hands of an experienced cook. Finally he drew in one leg and wailed, backing off from the torrents of light pouring down from the sky.
 
   An arrowhead formation of hell hounds had played enough with the two chicks to be able to tell their battle cries from the screams of panic. The entire pack swerved, changing direction, and hurried to help the cut-off Craky who was gradually clubbed down by the crowd. I'd be damned if I hadn't seen a couple of tiny riders with matching spears on the dogs' backs. They were children, by Lloth!
 
   I hurriedly ordered Widowmaker to send Craky some reinforcements and intercept the kids before they got into trouble or were taken prisoner. They were too young for this kind of experience.
 
   His sister Draky was less prone to acting on impulse. She was heading her support team, ramming it through the crowd. But they, too, had bitten off more than they could chew, wedging too deep into the enemy ranks. Forty of them just couldn't hold the resulting corridor. They got stuck in the mass of people like a bullet in ballistic gel, losing energy, momentum and killing power.
 
   Golems were in their element, rollicking in the crowd like some armored bulls in a china shop. Their shoulder-launched glaive throwers belched smoke, overheated. Some of the giants had already discarded them to reduce weight and receive a few extra bonuses to agility and mobility. No one seemed to care about the clan's purse. No matter how high their resistance to physical damage was, considering their value every time someone bashed their steel trunks, it cost me a petty penny. That's the main reason why you don't see a battle golem in action very often. We had got ours for free by sword law — complete with the skillful Gimmick — and still, just repairs and maintenance really hit the clan's pocket.
 
   In the meantime, the enemy had come to their senses, regrouping and mounting their resistance. Our loss counter span at the frightening speed. The first respawned fighters impatient to rejoin the battle began trickling out of the still-open portal guarded by a team of five Ear Cutters.
 
   We had hit the enemy nice and good, but we'd failed to deliver the knock-out punch. It was more like a knock-down: a strong and hard, head-ringing and rubbery-legged one. Still, six hundred against two — it was still three against one. Your every blow is met with three shields and three throats going for your body. Not easy. Actually, there were just too many of them.
 
   The Analyst confirmed my suspicions. He must have been busy for quite a while handling the complex trigonometry of battle, applying various geometric figures to the enemy squads to calculate their numbers. Guess, he could have just counted the numbers of enemy's arms and legs and divided them by four.
 
   "Chief, they're at least nine hundred here! They've contracted Fuckyall's freed-up mercs! They probably thought he was full of surprises so they wanted to secure their victory. They can't very easily afford to keep two clans in action for seventy-two hours. Besides, the players won't be too happy: they have their own lives and things to do IRL."
 
   Oh. That's another lesson for you, Max boy. Never stick your neck out without doing your homework. You wanted to ensure a 100% surprise effect? Guess who's surprised now...
 
   "Attention, raid! Thicken the ranks and form an arrowhead. We're going to battle through to the Cursed Castle to join with Fuckyall's forces. Shut the portal down! Widowmaker, I want you to ask the Vets to join in the fun so they don't take offense like last time when they didn't get to screw the Chinese."
 
   The Analyst's eye chanced on an important line within the flickering of the reports. "Sir, the enemy's respawn point is six hundred feet away from our positions!"
 
   What a sweet target! If we could only get rid of the few guards around it, we could start stockpiling the freshly-respawned OMON members, helpless in their undies. A respawn point is very much like an enemy's missile battery: it's a priority target for any group that has located it, and it should be attacked regardless of the outcome, for it allows you to wipe out the population of several cities in a matter of seconds.
 
   Yes, but... I shook my head. "We won't be able to hold it. They'll squash us. We're retreating to the breached North Tower."
 
   Simultaneously I contacted the rebellious paladin. "Fuckyall!"
 
   "Call me Andrei. I'm sorry, I had no idea that the mercs would turn coat. It's a good job they've been chivalrous enough to have left my grounds first, otherwise they could have struck from behind. The problem is, they know our strength and have cracked our defenses. We'll have to ad lib, I'm afraid."
 
   As if confirming his words, one of the decorative battlements wobbled, collapsing on top of the growing enemy group preparing to storm through a broken window opening."
 
   "I see. We're battling to meet up with you."
 
   "Thanks. I'm afraid it's a bit pointless. There're just too many of them. If you can replace my men at the barricades for a half-hour at least, I'd really appreciate it. That would allow us to port to the Frontier, I don't know where exactly yet. It's not a good idea to evacuate a dirt-poor clan into an aggressive desert, but I can't see any other options."
 
   His voice was drowned out by the enemy alliance's triumphant roar followed by a tangible earth tremor as one of the golems outlived its worth and collapsed onto the scorched ground. The poor operator didn't stand a chance: they literally mopped up his seat with him before he could unbuckle.
 
   "Keep your hair on, man. You have plenty of time to relocate. I think I even know where you could go. In the meantime, we still have plenty of aces up our sleeves. All this has been a warm up, a bit of showing off really. We've already reset two or three hundred back to zero. Getting them back in action will take time plus all the rebuffs, wear and tear and all the lost kill strikes. Actually, they seem to be a bit too freaky, don't you think? It's as if we'd whacked them in the balls, not on the jaw!"
 
   Fuckyall guffawed happily. "You got it, man! My zombies are formally NPCs, just like part of your own men. And what happens if you're killed by an NPC? That's right, you lose your xp. That's why they're freaking out."
 
   Oh. I had to think about that. One thing was clear: we happened to have a very hefty argument in the eventuality of any potential confrontation. The penalty to experience was a very nasty thing. One death at level 200 could wipe out endless hours of diligent leveling.
 
   Yes, there were always clerics with their resurrections, but they didn't restore all of your xp back. I was pretty sure the enemy alliance had already regretted going for Fuckyall so hastily and amateurishly. They'd lost their leveling momentum, authority, the money spent on the siege and whatever precious xp they'd had. Watching your fighters' average levels drop while your enemies had raised another level had to be both worrying and dangerous.
 
   Our formation had already drawn its octopus-like tentacles back in and rolled into a steel ball, battling through the enemy ranks. We were fewer now that the influx of resurrected warriors had stopped, but the enemy alliance too was much the worse for wear. Besides, the numbers of volunteers among them wishing to experience the touch of Snowie's club, hell hounds' fangs or the dragons' claws were gradually dwindling.
 
   We'd forced our way through the attackers' main forces. All we had to do now was break through the inner circle which was busy halfheartedly storming the castle while casting cautious glances behind their backs.
 
   Then things got rolling.
 
   Our old portal thundered, opening, disgorging hird after Dwarven hird, their armor gleaming purple. A steel wall of two hundred warriors deployed in the alliance's rear.
 
   Having recognized our reinforcements as NPCs, the enemy army wailed its indignation. Getting involved in a bit of clan scuffle was one thing: it promised a healthy dose of fun, new achievements and the potential to lay your hands on an expensive piece of gear — all that without any risk to your xp. But a lootless meat grinder that promised nothing but lost xp and ruined gear was something quite different.
 
   Both sides paused in order to rethink their strategies in the light of these new developments. The dwarves strutted into action, squeezing the enemy ranks who had found themselves between the hammer and the anvil.
 
   Bang! — our opponents retaliated, unfolding their reserves behind the dwarves' backs. These bastards were quick learners. My gnomes closed their ranks like on parade, turning into a solid square bristling with steel.
 
   Bang! The evening had turned out to be interesting, after all. A new portal opened, letting out the noisy and cheerful Vets' ranks. Once they sized up the upcoming battle, they grew serious, slamming their helmets down to their eyebrows and checking their quick access slots for elixirs.
 
   The balance of the two confronted forces tipped and froze in a shaky equilibrium.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The Cursed Castle. Three hours previously. Orcus, the leader of a merc team.
 
    
 
   An enormous gray-haired orc, his frightening face creased by old scars, stretched his lips in an awkward smile. His little Dragon — a Familiar hatched by the First Priest himself from the egg they had found at the Frontier — was dashing this way and that across the large hall, running away from little Screwyall who was chasing him. Both were delirious with glee, the lizard's trilling whistle mixing with the little boy's happy laughter.
 
   The orc twitched his cheek, shaking off a cloudy tear, and stepped back deeper into the shadows. A group leader shouldn't show his weakness to the team. But he — he used to have a little boy too, of about the same age even. A single father who'd used all his resources and connections to wrestle his child from a neglectful mother too busy enjoying her last pre-menopausal bender. Things like these happen occasionally to women of a certain age.
 
   What had happened next was a gory head-on collision with an SUV that had flown into his lane out of nowhere. It didn't matter why it had happened or whether the SUV's driver had fallen asleep at the wheel or just failed to control it. The worst thing was yet to come. When this mauled stump of a human being finally came round and mouthed, wheezing, the only vital question — "Is my son alright?" the doctors just looked the other way, not knowing what to say.
 
   Normally, you had to go some to knock him off his stride. This still young army colonel had been through hell and high water — whether coming under fire in Islamist regions or defying pressure from the mafia and federal authorities alike. But at the time, he'd given up. He'd lost all purpose. He refused food and medication, tearing the IV drips out of his broken arms with his teeth. And once they had strapped him down to his bed, he kept wailing, helplessly and hopelessly, at the white hospital ceiling. Even the most cynical of nurses cried, covering their ears, while patients took shelter in distant wards. Whatever potted plants they kept on his windowsill wilted and died within twenty-four hours.
 
   The man was fading, slipping away. The doctors shrugged. "He's lost the will to live, as simple as that." Then a young recreation therapist decided to take a risk, both to shake the man out of his tailspin and garner some material for his own thesis. He chose the most colorful of the virtual worlds and lay the man into a FIVR capsule.
 
   The colonel had become one of the first perma players, but no one had ever found out about it. His coma didn't surprise anyone: he'd been living on borrowed time, anyway. The injuries he'd received were enough for three KIAs. The daring doctor, however, had received an official reprimand for his untimely initiative — because his head of department hadn't had enough material for his own thesis.
 
   Finally, Screwyall realized the futility of trying to catch the baby dragon and perched on top of a collapsed column. Immediately the Familiar nosedived, landing on the boy's shoulder, and began preening himself, breathing purple fire at his iridescent scales to scorch out any invisible dust.
 
   Rattling his heavy armor, Fuckyall walked in. He faltered, catching the orc's quizzical glance. "Orcus, I really appreciate you and your men defending this castle. Your baby dragon is a hoot! It's basically a cheater's flame thrower with an endless supply of ammo. But... I'm afraid my war chest is empty. I can't extend your contracts. In three hours' time, we'll have to part ways."
 
   The ex-colonel raised his eyebrows. "But how about you? The castle? Your son, after all?"
 
   Fuckyall gave a tired shrug. "I'll think of something," he said, forcing a grin. "I've applied for a few short-time loans, put my gear up for auction and written to a few people who owe me. No one has replied yet. Still, some of this might work," dark desperation froze in his stare.
 
   Orcus shook his head. "I'm not doing this. I'll stay with you free of charge if necessary. I'm sure if I have a word with the guys, many will do the same. Or at least agree to a deferred payment."
 
   The orc's interface pinged with a new message. That was the squad leader informing his men of a new job immediately after the one in hand, paid out at 150%.
 
   "Shit! We've already been hired!"
 
   Fuckyall's cheek twitched. He forced another smile, "So you see? It wasn't meant to happen. Never mind. Just forget it. As the saying goes, Ours is to do or die!"
 
   Orcus stirred. "Exactly! Listen up, man, it's about time you quit being a lone player. You're always on your own, even in that clan of yours. Look at it my way: you're a cluster's top player with three years in the game and the only friends you've made is a butch healer chick and a Dwarven blacksmith! He's a great craftsman, no doubt about it, and a good friend to boot, seeing as he's here now fighting for you. But what good can he do with his level 70?"
 
   Fuckyall gave the orc a sullen look, listening intently to the sounds of spells being activated outside. Apparently, the enemy alliance was casting mass buffs, preparing for a new attack. "What do you suggest?"
 
   "I suggest you contact Laith. He's quite correct. Besides, he's the First Priest of the Dark Pantheon. And to put it plainly, your castle's inhabitants aren't exactly choir boys! I'm sure Max won't turn his back on you."
 
   Fuckyall squinted, thinking. "Laith, you say? And he's not just the First Priest, either. I think I've seen his name recently on a very interesting list."
 
   Hope glistened in his eyes. He gave Orcus a grateful poke on the shoulder. "Thanks for the tip. I'll think about it."
 
   Orcus' men had to deter two more attacks. In a way, they even enjoyed it. OMON, the Sullen Angels, the Light-Bearers and other enemy alliance members seemed to have finally found some common ground, fighting for a common cause. All of their leaders were tough domineering men who took from life everything they could and didn't bother to look back to check for any casualties caused by their steamroller advance in life.
 
   No, he knew quite a few decent guys even among OMON's ex-police special force members, responsible and — miraculously — even honest and fair in their own way. But those were the exceptions that only proved the proverbial rule. Those unlucky enough to fall into the meat grinder of the Russian police system weren't the only victims of its lawless mentality. Policemen too were broken by the system which rejected those of its members who didn't comply with its warped moral principles.
 
   Which was why the castle defenders were now putting their heart and soul into tripping up their ex-police opponents, cleverly luring the OMON members deep into the labyrinth of castle rooms in order to keep their graves and gear or to expose them to zombies who stripped their enemy of experience and guaranteed a few moments of blind unthinking fury.
 
   Finally, the raid coordinator sent them a message. The contract had been closed; the portal to the next customer was to open in five minutes. They bid Fuckyall a warm goodbye. Everyone in the Russian cluster had a deep respect for this legendary paladin who seemed to have been in the game forever, shining a guiding light on the path of a stubborn loner.
 
   Many had already met his beautiful wife. Okay, so her food preferences were a bit suspect, but she was bringing a lot with her, not to even mention the flame of love that smoldered in her shiny eyes. But most importantly, they'd all met his son. A real living breathing son, a happy and curious little guy who wanted to be just like his father.
 
   As the mercs walked toward the portal, they cast frequent looks behind them, thoughtfully touching their chins. Once again Fuckyall had been a trailblazing pioneer showing them a new path.
 
   A stocky dwarf, once a plain trucker and now a perma merc two years into the game, was racking his memory making a mental list of the contents of his treasury. Which gift would be worthy of the buxom landlady of the two-story tavern at the Main Underground Square? That was one well-endowed lady and not entirely indifferent to him, either. To say nothing of the tavern itself which was a tasty morsel indeed. It could buy you a lifestyle of indulgence and luxury. And the fact that the said Dwarven lady was indeed an NPC — well, maybe it was even for the better. That's settled, then! The moment he was back from the raid, he'd go running to see Bodylicious. God forbid some smartass would beat him to it and make advances to his promising catch.
 
   The nerdy ranger who'd celebrated his sixteenth birthday in virtual reality by punching an aggressor back for the first time in his life and receiving his scalp for a trophy, had now resolved to go perma. Before, the prospects of a solitary life scared him — as he inevitably blushed, tongue-tied, unable to muster enough courage to approach a living girl even if she was a fellow player. But he could spend hours talking to the charming little Laoelle, a smiley NPC from Help an Elfa to Pick Some Berries, a noob quest that he kept doing even though it gave him no xp anymore, filling her basket unthinkingly time and time again just to be able to secretly admire her profile. That's settled, then! Tomorrow he was going to install the jailbreak chip and the hacked control crystal for his FIVR capsule. Bye, Mom. Not that you're gonna notice: you're too busy enjoying a resort break with your umpteenth boyfriend. You have your own life. I'm going to have mine, too — with Laoelle, the youngest daughter of the North Gate guards captain.
 
   When the portal jump delivered the mercs right into the OMON alliance's camp, the mercs weren't amused. Orcus was the loudest to protest, to the silent support of his four men who lined up behind his back.
 
   "WTF? We didn't sign up for this shit!"
 
   The guild's harried coordinator only sneered at him, busy barking back at the crowd of angry soldiers speaking all at once. "Yes, you did! At the time, all of you surrendered your signatory rights to the squad's manager. And he's done his best for you! A 150% wage and a hefty bonus on the castle's surrender. And a separate head hunter bonus to those who capture Fuckyall and Dana!"
 
   Orcus' face darkened. He lunged at the coordinator who shrank back. "You can stuff your bonus where the sun don't shine! I cancel my contract as unethical. It's not correct to my previous employer and is against the Mercenary Code of Honor."
 
   The air around him rang with approval. The job was rigged, you could see that. They didn't pay you 150% just for the fun of it.
 
   "It may not be correct but it's perfectly legal! And your Code is nothing more than a recommended list of optional rules! I don't think you remember Clause 7 of the contract, do you? The order has to be obeyed before being challenged. You think you're prepared to part with your badge? And lose your hundred-grand enrolment fee? Oh, sorry, you chose the Silver subscription option, didn't you, which gave you the right to commanding posts and raid dividends. A quarter of a million, you think you can gamble that? I won't even need to call the Captains Council. All I need to do is file an official complaint with the relevant logs attached!"
 
   Orcus ground his teeth. The coordinator knew all his weak points. The orc hadn't yet paid off the loan he'd taken out for his badge with his elite gear as security. This way they could take him to the cleaners, just like that bitch of his ex-wife had.
 
   The orc's heavy professional glare of a major-crimes investigator pinned the coordinator down. "You shouldn't have cornered me, buddy. This conversation isn't over yet."
 
   Then he raised his voice, speaking to no one in particular, "I remember a New Year's night in 2032 when I happened to fly from Sheremetyevo Airport..."
 
   The mercs that crowded around them beamed with understanding: Italian strike! That's when workers technically turn up for work but go about their jobs demonstratively slowly, taking half an hour to screen a passenger's bag or twenty minutes to change a light bulb, thus sabotaging and paralyzing their entire respective production lines.
 
   Not everyone cared for the ethical side of the matter, but it offered everybody else the legal opportunity to play truant. Granted, it resulted in a brief note to Orcus' personal file, Untrustworthy. Remove from the Guild at the first opportunity.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I looked at the thousands of sentients, their ranks swelling, ready to lock in mortal combat at the sound of a twig breaking underfoot. A layered cake of NPCs, mercs and two alliances. Did I really need it? I could very well see where the situation was going from here: each side would call in reinforcements, getting their friends involved, widening the conflict zone, while some greedy third parties jumped at the chance to attack the two opponents' underprotected castles.
 
   And then what? The Second Cluster War followed by a major redistribution of property and rankings? Would that save the First Temple from the upcoming siege? Possibly. But whether I'd be able to get my allies together again — or whoever would have braved the murky waters of a new Civil war — now that remained to be seen. No. We weren't strong enough to tackle any action of this caliber yet. Besides, a stupid wall-to-wall fist fight wasn't our style of choice. We had to act with surgical precision, only turning to a dumb mass battle when everything else failed.
 
   Well, we'd shown them what we were made of. We had stood up for our friends and commanded due respect in the process. As far as I was concerned, all the objectives had been ticked. Time to fold up this show.
 
   I looked around me in search of a soapbox. My gaze chanced upon a battle golem looming over the crowds. I dug my heels into Hummungus' sides, urging him toward the enormous machine. Standing up in the saddle cowboy style, I reached over to the golem driver.
 
   "Keep him still," I told him, then began climbing the giant, clutching at his numerous knobs and cogs.
 
   Once I stood secure on the golem's steel shoulders, I yelled, unconsciously copying the Fallen One's manner,
 
   "Hold it!"
 
   Yeah, right. You ever tried to walk out into the middle of a football pitch and address the buzzing stands?
 
   The nearest lines turned to me in surprised annoyance while all the rest continued to glare at their opponents, deciding on their weak spots and planning their attack while using the welcome delay to slowly restore their mana reserves.
 
   Dammit. What was I supposed to do, shoot my trusty Mouser in the air? I didn't have one. Having said that, I had something just as loud.
 
   I had already reached into my inside pocket in search of one of those alien grenades with strange fluorescent markings when somewhere in the depths of the Universe the Fallen One stirred at his astral window and pulled his hand out of his popcorn bag, snapping his fingers.
 
   "Now speak," echoed in my head.
 
   Eh? Could I really?
 
   "Ahem!" I cleared my throat.
 
   The battle golem under me shied like a horse at the clap of a gunshot. Amplified by some divine sound system, my cough echoed across the battlefield, slapping everyone in its path with an impact wave and clearing the ears of even those who didn't have them to begin with.
 
   "Hold it!" I barked, more confidently this time. Now all eyes were on me.
 
   One of the alliance's senior officers pushed his gilded helmet to the back of his head. "Who's that?"
 
   My inner greedy pig growled his indignation, eyeing the yellow metal, demanding I punish the bastard and lay my hands on his gear. I forced myself back on track,
 
   "I'm Laith, the First Priest of the Dark Pantheon! I am the one who gave Macaria and Aulë to this world. I am the one who swept through the Chinese cluster with fire and sword and freed eight hundred slaves, bringing the slave drivers to their knees! My name is known here; some of you have already fought by my side. But you — who are you? I didn't notice you in battle at the Chinese walls. I've heard nothing about your deeds of valor. You did, however, dare strip a hero of his family. So you wanted to grow a few levels by killing Fuckyall's wife and child?"
 
   Gold Helmet looked slightly flustered. Apparently, he did have a heart after all. "Who would want him? He's very welcome to take his madam and his rugrat and piss off. But no, he had to act the boss, 'I'm the man around here, the zombies are mine and the castle is my property!' I mean, WTF?"
 
   The crowd hummed their agreement. They didn't like this state of affairs.
 
   My inbox pinged with a new private message that someone had brazenly flagged as Urgent, overrunning my usual Do Not Disturb filter.
 
   A merc by the name of Orcus — sure I remembered that rainbow dragon lover — had just committed a crime of professional misconduct by forwarding me the list of his current contract's objectives.
 
   "What did you say? 'Let him piss off?' In this case, who offered your mercs a head hunting bonus for the capture of Fuckyall, his wife and his child? Some vultures you are! Are you completely off your heads? We were busting our butts pulling our guys out of China, we brought the whole Chinese cluster to their toes, bluffing to simulate our goddamn unity, fighting them against all odds while you were here butchering our heroes and taking children prisoners? What's next on your agenda? Executing them? Burning them at the stake? Torturing them? Are you prepared to tear the child's guts out while demanding he show you all of the castle's secret treasures?"
 
   The officer just stood there opening and closing his mouth like a goldfish. He didn't look as if he was in the know. Many of the alliance players furrowed their brows, exchanging doubtful glances, but most of them hadn't yet grasped the gravity of my accusations. They just stood there grumbling and baring their teeth at my aggressive and ruthless stance.
 
   I couldn't tell anymore which ones of them were ex-police and which ones just human scum trailing along. Not that it mattered. Both types despised the weak and both had an inbred respect for confidence and power.
 
   Standing above them, I dropped my weighty word,
 
   "From now on, no one is killing the Cursed clan zombies for leveling."
 
   The crowd grumbled its discontent. Eyes glistened with anger as alliance members reached for their swords. Wolves aren't used to relinquishing their prey to the first one who lays claim to it. To a tiger alone maybe, yes, but then this stripy cat was the heart and power of the wilderness.
 
   Power! That was exactly what I needed! A defiant demonstration of my might, scary and awe-inspiring. Like I'd done with the ogre who'd brought me his master's message.
 
   I scowled, pinning the entire crowd down with my glare. My words boomed out like a breaker's ball, "I, the First Priest of the Fallen One, take the Cursed clan under my protection!"
 
   An enormous black wing brushed over the wrecked castle, momentarily blocking the sun and freezing hearts in chests. An unusually gray window of a system message sprung open before my eyes,
 
    
 
   The Will of the First Priest! By the strength of his faith he, the Elder over his minions, takes the Cursed clan under his protection!
 
   Whoever raises a sacrilegious hand to a creature protected by the Shield of Faith will be damned!
 
   Negative effect I: Their relationship with all the Dark races will deteriorate.
 
   Negative effect II: They will lose some or all of their Faith points, ultimately resulting in their excommunication from the Dark Pantheon.
 
    
 
   Holy cow. Whatever had I just done? As far as I remembered, Lena had worked similar stuff under stress, creating a new quest, but I — had I just given a new law to the world?
 
   And what was this, for crissakes?
 
   A new bar, gray and only half-full, appeared next to my usual mixing-table display of life, mana, xp, pets' and mounts' hits statuses. I pointed the mental cursor at it and very nearly dropped off the fifteen-foot golem.
 
    
 
   Sainthood: 811/1700.
 
   An optional characteristic. In order to achieve the Sainthood sublevel, a sequence of emotional breakdowns and transformations is required.
 
   The energy of the priest will be used to create new quests, statuses and special missions.
 
   You need to take time and care growing your congregation as well as the number of altars and temples' levels. They will have a direct effect on your own growth and regeneration of your Force.
 
    
 
   How's that for rising above the crowd? Truly I say unto you, religion is a tremendous weapon.
 
   I turned my attention to the quietened warriors, their not-so-eager faces grim with anxiety. Nobody seemed to be willing to lose their precious skills or patron god's protection, let alone to be banned access to the Dark Lands.
 
   Excellent. I'd shown them the stick. Now was the time for the carrot that would allow the enemy alliance to save their face.
 
   I PM'd Fuckyall who must have been waiting in anxious incomprehension behind some arrow-studded firing slit.
 
    
 
   Do I have your permission to finalize the talks?
 
    
 
   I waited for his confirmation and, after having clarified a few minor points, turned back to the sullen enemy soldiers. "I've forbidden you to touch the clan members. But I said nothing about the castle itself!"
 
   Oh, the rekindled interest in their eyes!
 
   "First off, I want you to understand that the Cursed Castle legally belongs to Fuckyall. By marrying Princess Dana he became its rightful owner. I want you to forget for the moment the potential loss of your newb location. I want you to see the bigger picture. We are looking at an eternity. You," I pointed at Gold Helmet who shrunk back, "let's presume for the sake of argument that you're currently dating the beautiful Anuna, the heiress to her father's jewelry house of the same name. That will automatically turn you into the successor to his multimillion business. Will you be happy to see the Crafters Guild send an army to claim your gold simply because your workshop is part of their crafting and leveling location?"
 
   I wasn't sure he'd heeded my last words. The officer's eyes glossed over, his cheeks blushed. I could swear he was seeing himself and the voluptuous Anuna lying on silk sheets in a bed of pure gold. And judging by all the absent stares, he wasn't the only one. Sorry, girl. I had a funny feeling that potential admirers would soon be crowding under her windows.
 
   I had to strike while it was still hot.
 
   I pointed a finger at a stooping orc with a sinister face of the seasoned jail bird. "You! Tomorrow you might hook up with the daughter of the Sun King and become a proper prince! All of the city's nobles will throw themselves at your feet!"
 
   The orc stood up and looked around himself proudly as if expecting his comrades in arms to prostrate themselves before him, bowing to his royal status.
 
   "Listen, guys, I want you to understand. This nursery of yours is nothing. You have an entire city at your feet, populated by NPCs, their daughters, allies and business partners. And now is the time to lay down the new law! The loot dropped by an NPC is sacred! So if you were smart enough to marry into a grocer's family — bully for you, all the meat pies are yours. And if someone wants to take them from you — that's what I call a cheek!"
 
   Whew. I had oversimplified it, hadn't I? But hopefully, I'd managed to reach his greedy instincts.
 
   Gold Helmet came out of his stupor and shouted, interrupting me. "Quit the meat pies. What about the castle?"
 
   I nodded my agreement. I had an idea — a double-edged one, too. I didn't want to leave Fuckyall fleeced of all his gold. The guy still had his own castle to build in my Valley of Fear.
 
   "You can forget the nursery," I said. "The zombies have all gone perma. There won't be any new ones to replace them. If you doubt my word, you're very welcome to check the Gnoll Hill. It's empty as a drum. And if you counted on a luxury castle within the city walls, you got it wrong, too. Once you kill all the zombies and evict Fuckyall, all you'll be getting is concrete walls. If you want to clean and repair it, you'll have to do it yourself. As in, by hand. Because this isn't a palace really but rather a dungeon."
 
   Ah, not so happy now? They seemed to have finally realized the difference between real estate property and a virtual one.
 
   "However," I went on, "Fuckyall and Princess Dana have decided to have a break from the Original City and its hospitality. Which was why it will soon be offered on a ninety-nine year lease. Exactly like the Chinese leased Hong Kong to the Brits. The lot is currently in the process of being entered at open auction. It also includes the vacancy of the castle's new moderator complete with access codes to the dungeon's service interface which in turn opens up possibilities for a property upgrade or restoration, changing portal settings and security systems, to name just a few."
 
   Gold Helmet swallowed it hook, line and sinker. "Why at open auction?" he protested. "What if some outsider outbids us? We should at least have a priority with this lease offer, and a discount! Oh, no. Not one of you is going to leave the Nursery until the bidding is over. And they'd better make sure we win it!"
 
   I snorted sarcastically. Gold Helmet promptly shut up, apparently realizing he'd overdone it a bit. We didn't need anyone's permission to leave the castle any time we wanted. And the enemy alliance members didn't really need to know that the dungeon's new moderator was never going to become its owner. Princess Dana was the one with the super admin rights. So once the time was right, Fuckyall could always come back and reclaim his own.
 
   A sullen man shouldered the embarrassed officer aside and walked forth. "What are your conditions?"
 
   Aha, this had to be one of the leaders. Widowmaker sent me a quick message,
 
    
 
   This is Flint, the clan leader of the Light Bearers. Second in the alliance.
 
    
 
   I held his cold steel glare. In the past, had I found myself on the carpet of some such bigwig — like a police general or a KGB operative — I'd be bleating and mumbling. But now... Now I had Justice on my side. And Power. It feels so good to know you have the right size fists to protect the good that you do!
 
   "I want you to come up with a fair offer," I said. "Without access codes the castle is worth jack shit. You can't build an outhouse without them these days, let alone a proper Bastion castle in the heart of a capital city. This is a unique opportunity and you know it."
 
   Flint paused, sizing me up for a pine overcoat, then answered civilly, "Very well. We accept you as the middle man. We will make an offer shortly. The zombies are to leave the castle within twenty-four hours."
 
   If he so wished. He had to have his way in something, otherwise no one would understand him.
 
   I waited some more but he was apparently done speaking. I nodded and slapped the top of the golem's head, "Steer off to those first-floor windows. Time to pay a few visits."
 
   The golem turned round. Immediately I heard Flint's calm voice,
 
   "Hey you, First Priest."
 
   I turned, once again meeting his heavy glare.
 
   "Just make sure you don't bite off more than you can chew," he continued. "You should remember your place. Don't ever get in my way again. Next time you might not get away so easily."
 
   Had he just threatened the First Priest? In front of everyone? This was a challenge I couldn't leave unanswered. By insulting me, he was discrediting the Fallen One.
 
   I racked my mind for a suitable response but found none. Desperate, I scooped up as much Sainthood as I could, working a little miracle for the masses.
 
   An enormous pair of ghostly black wings opened in the sky, obscuring the horizon behind my back. The Fallen One's gigantic figure loomed above, wagging a warning finger.
 
   Being new to this priestly stuff, I underestimated the amount of force I needed, emptying my stocks to add believability and monumentality to the illusion created. But was it really an illusion? The Fallen One's glare pinned the spectators to the ground, freezing words in their throats. An oppressive silence hung over the battlefield, disturbed only by the croaking of disappointed ravens and a quiet crackling sound as Flint's petrified figure was turning back to flesh.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The United Korea cluster. A Nova Castle, the patrimonial estate of the Gimhae clan.
 
    
 
   The clan's combat section coiled its armored spring at the foot of an impregnable donjon. Despite the castle courtyard's impressive size, it couldn't comfortably hold the eight hundred fully equipped warriors. Their ranks were broken by a miscellany of pets, mounts and even an occasional golem.
 
   Support services huddled by the walls: all those buffers and reserves complete with the HQ and their bodyguards. Their turn was to come much later, once the entry perimeter was mopped up.
 
   The Gimhae clan, which had long been enjoying its position in the Korean sector's Top 10, had decided to take the risk of probing the mysterious Inferno on their own. They could always ask the United Asian Alliance to join in if needed — but the offence that the clan had suffered by the sharing of the Diamond Egg still smarted. They had honestly pulled their weight while battling the awesome Nagafen, but it had been the Geondal clan that had lain their hands on the precious Black Guard stone, silencing any unhappy voices either with gold or with threats.
 
   "The portal will open in... thirty! Twenty-nine! Twenty-eight!.."
 
   The voice of the clan's chief cabbie echoed from the high walls, his slim nervous fingers crumpling the precious scroll they had bought from the short-sighted Russians for a crazy amount of money.
 
   His anxiety was quite understandable: this penniless North Korean kid was holding in his hands a scrap of parchment worth a hundred and thirty thousand dollars, exactly the same as his lifelong dream: a two-bed in Pyongyang's poshest suburb. He was dying to activate an evacuator to jump the wall, then rapid-port out and sell the scroll to the clan's competitors for half as much again. It was doable. The problem was, he couldn't hide from them in real life. They would find him and make an example of him by hanging him by the balls on a fiber optic cable.
 
   There was no way that they wouldn't find him. His virtual connection contract had been sealed with his digital signature. And whoever had that, could unravel his entire life from the first maternity tests to yesterday's purchase of a pack of condoms in a public toilet vending machine.
 
   "The portal will open in... Three! Two! Go!"
 
   With an impressive rumble, a burgundy-colored arch blossomed on top of the portal pad secured in a large thick-barred cage.
 
   The cabbie peered at the status of the spell he was casting, then reported on the HQ channel,
 
   "The Portal closes automatically in fifteen minutes' time. Its capacity is only limited by the direction of the traffic: one-way."
 
   He heard a sigh of relief from one of the staff officers. The data was quite acceptable. So they didn't need to take the toughest option.
 
   "First one away!"
 
   The ogre gatekeeper screeched the crank that raised the heavy cast-iron portcullis.
 
   An ever-watchful raider darted toward the portal. Hung with a plethora of shields and buffs aimed at prolonging the ranger's life in any environment — even if he fell into a pool of magma — he dove into the arch, hurriedly commenting in the chat about the situation on the other side.
 
   "A basalt valley! Rocky ridges! Volcanos on the horizon — and some monsters bathing in torrents of lava! Here's the screenshot! An unknown creature at six hundred feet at five o'clock, level 320! And another! Two more! I observe about two dozen, with the potential to pull them one by one. Screenshot! I observe their shepherd, level 400, and a pack of Cerberi, level 300+. The entry perimeter is safe!"
 
   The HQ reaction was knee-jerk, "Perimeter mopping-up group!"
 
   About fifty warriors lunged through the portal and fell into a protective circle around the entry zone. "All clear!"
 
   "Attention all raiders! Commence teleporting! Clan code yellow! Increase the numbers of NPC guards to forty percent of the maximum. Wish us luck!"
 
   The steel snake of lined-up warriors stirred and shoved its curious head into the portal arch. The clan's elite was heading into the unknown, hoping for generous xp and unique loot.
 
   Neither the raid buffs nor the players' patience were going to last forever. No one was in the mood to go on an extended hike across the lava plains. Which was why in less than two minutes the clan's main puller — who was riding the fastest scout golem, his magic resistance maxed out beyond human belief — was already bringing the first basalt-chewing "cow" of the peacefully grazing herd.
 
   The attempt wasn't his best one. The ranger had been right: the mobs were guarded by a petty demon and his Cerberi. Despite the fact that the moment was perfect — the pooches were at the opposite end of the lava plain — they lost no time aggroing the puller, chasing after him and compensating for their lower speed with a much better knowledge of the terrain.
 
   The kid was an expert though. He didn't pull the train toward the raid but started twisting a risky path along the line of warriors, allowing his assistants to pull monsters one by one and chop them to mincemeat within seconds.
 
   And chop they did. Eight hundred sentients against a single modest mob — the ultimate form of respect that they paid to the unknown enemy. And still the raid leader played it safe by keeping the casters' mana over 90%, allowing his analysts to study the Infernal creatures in peace.
 
   They made a quick job of the Cerberi. The shepherd demon followed suit. The raid tanks held the aggro, swallowing the damage, grunting under the mob's deadly punches that knocked off a good thousand hits at a time. With over a hundred assorted healers at the rear, they had nothing to worry about.
 
   The sluggish armored cow was the last and the hardest kill. It had indecent amounts of health and excellent resistance to physical damage. Also, it kept regenerating, ripping pieces of flesh from the warriors' bodies and gulping them down without chewing. The tanks swore at their injuries, remarkably painful and bleeding, that considerably restricted their mobility.
 
   And still they found the creature's weak spots. The cow was susceptible to cold and had several vulnerable splits in its seemingly impermeable armor.
 
   During a two-minute break the loot master did a quick run, collecting the spoils. A moment later, the entire clan was shaking in greedy anticipation. Yes! The creature's precious armor plates were made of chitin — the impenetrable component that before had only been available on three unique dragons. And here it were dropped by quite mediocre (as far as Inferno went) monsters. Chitin was worth its own (quite hefty) weight in gold, simply because it was the best armor upgrade ingredient known to AlterWorld. Fifty points apiece! And you could hang as many of those onto yourself as you wanted, provided you had the strength necessary to lug them around.
 
   The demon shepherd dropped a very interesting whip which created an immediate behind-the-scenes war among the rogues. Those sly operators just loved its ability to wrap itself around the victim, immobilizing it and strangling it with its seven tails of fire.
 
   While the clan finished off the herd, the rangers headed up into the unknown lands, mapping the territory and looking for any potential farming locations. They sent in two triumphant reports at once: they had discovered two one-off Antique dungeons. They had to be at least a year old!
 
   Never before had the Gimhae clan laid their hands on this kind of treasure. They'd only heard legends of such heaps of ancient artifacts and gold amassed by the mobs.
 
   The clan leader bit his lip, afraid of spoiling their luck. The Russians hadn't lied. The area had never been explored. Regardless of their raid's outcome, they simply had to come back. These lands held the key to the clan's future power and its top position in the cluster's rankings.
 
   Seven hours later, the group — which had been forced to break down into several smaller subraids — had mopped up five one-off dungeons and a dozen herds. They kept the castle posted about their progress and everybody there was now shaking with greed. The loot extended their wildest expectations.
 
   The raid's chief tank held the freshly-won Blade of Darkness that swallowed the light around it. The experienced warrior cast an occasional doubtful glance about him, as if asking, 'Is this really mine? Honest?'
 
   The top wizard — the damage master lovingly leveled by the clan — was gingerly holding the Crystal of Salamander to his chest like a lost child. This Crystal gave an incredible +60% to fire spell damage. A stone like this cost the equivalent of a luxury car.
 
   The clan leader managed to lay his hands on the as yet-unheard-of mount: the Fiery Pegasus. The list of its potential development options left the Korean chief speechless: on reaching level 40, Pegasus grew a pair of phantom wings, upgrading itself to a flying mount. The first in the world!
 
   The successful mini dungeon missions left the clan dangerously overconfident. Greed replaced their initial caution, their appetites spurring them into ever riskier pulls. The clan had lost all sense of moderation.
 
   The raid entered the lands of the Arch Demon Asmodeus near the watchtower. Its unheard-of demon guards were only going through the motions of guarding. Their rich gear was begging to be looted. After a brief council, the clan pulled itself together and attacked. And what an attack it was! They put all their heart in it as well as triple precautions.
 
   It took them less time to reset the tower's hits to zero than it did to finish killing the guards. With a groan, the ancient structure collapsed onto itself, turning into a heap of rocks enveloped in a cloud of dust. The guards, however, proved tougher opponents. The battle chat was flooded with messages, so no one paid any heed to the initial reports of the crits received, of the double damage to the players' vulnerable spots, or of the enemy's especially successful combos and spells.
 
   The ten-minute restore and respawn break was more than welcome. It allowed the clan's analysts to work through the bulk of information received, adding new pics and recommendations to the clan's bestiary.
 
   The loot was distributed between the mule and the treasurer. The latter received, apart from the usual gold, also the Demonic Soul Crystals found on the killed Infernal guards. Finally the clan members understood the true meaning of the entry fee demanded at the gates of the Seventh Heaven. What an incredible stroke of luck! The quality of their success was transforming into quantity!
 
   After that, they encountered a small demonic village. The raid made a quick job of it, looting some impressive unique crafting ingredients half of which they'd never heard of before. The clan's analysts got busy leafing through the dusty ancient manuscripts in search of forgotten recipes that had previously been considered the figments of the chroniclers' and demon fighters' imaginations.
 
   Soon the tall spires of Asmodeus' Small Citadel loomed on the horizon. Under a different set of circumstances, the clan leader would never have dared to besiege it. But it looked as if no one had expected them: only a handful of guards stood watch on the walls, the gate itself open in a silent welcome. Unbeknown to themselves, the Koreans had chosen a highly opportune moment. Asmodeus and his personal guards were busy defending his borders against some cheeky neighbor or other.
 
   As the clan leader watched the castle guards in their gleaming armor, glimpsing their wizards generously hung with precious artifacts, he could clearly see his own army equipped in this legendary gear, gradually bringing the entire cluster — or beyond, even — under their rule.
 
   So he took the risk.
 
   On his signal, an avalanche of sentients flooded through the open gate. Now the clan had to fight dozens of demons at once. The thirty or forty warriors per mob that the clan could afford just wasn't enough. The battle dragged on, their loss counter spinning faster. Had it been happening in real life, the Koreans would have already been defeated. But the cheat's trick — the humans' ability to resurrect — had wrestled victory from the demons' clawed hands. Their numbers kept dwindling while the raiders' ranks remained virtually the same.
 
   The crimson sun had set on the Koreans who first finished off the guards, then the town volunteers and finally, the crippled gray-haired veterans of Infernal wars. The clan's healers puked cinnamon. Hung with death debuffs, the Korean warriors had already discarded their ruined gear and armor and changed into their spare kits. Repairing it took the time and place that they didn't have. Which was why the clan leader breathed a sigh of relief when he sighted the figures of baby demons and fat demonic females in the defenders' thinning ranks. The clan had made it.
 
   They had already looted a couple of shops and an alchemist lab and were now busy monotonously ramming the arsenal door when a crimson portal spluttered open in the castle square, letting out a furious Asmodeus.
 
   His border campaign wasn't going that well. Verenus' legions were shoving his elite troops back, but the fallen seraphim was obliged to leave them and hurry back to his citadel in order to personally punish the cheeky rats striking him in the back.
 
   The already-exhausted clan was spread too thinly around the densely built area to offer any resistance. And once this King of all demons engaged his Soul Trap ability, the clan reeled back and fled, hurriedly activating emergency portals and caring little about the safety of the tanks and the few others who had preserved some semblance of clear thinking while fighting the rearguard action.
 
   They most likely didn't even hear the wailing of souls ripped out of bodies in the chaos of close combat, the players' limp waxen shapes sinking to the ground.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I floated over the sea of people, swaying to the golem's heavy stride. He plowed through the crowd like an ice-breaker, followed by the clan's main forces lined up in arrowhead formation. The faithful Snowie covered our rear. Draky and Craky — still jerky and nervous after their maiden battle — protected our flanks. The remaining fighters mixed ranks with the few surviving NPCs.
 
   My Ear Cutters were few. Then again, this was their lifestyle of choice: a loner's war deep behind the enemy lines, free from strategic restraints, slaughtering the cloth-clad casters to their hearts' content until they took five lives for one of their own in a glorious "do-or-die" spirit. A commander's eternal predicament. How did other war leaders live with it? Glory be to the Gods for our immortality — and for the fact that I didn't need to send anyone on missions of no return.
 
   No one cussed at us, no one threatened to meet us in dark alleyways. On the contrary: I noticed a thoughtful expression on the faces of quite a few alliance members as they watched us go past. I just hoped I'd managed to sow the seed of doubt in a few minds. They needed to think about their future, not only of the immediate benefits — and of the wellbeing of those who were building this future for them right now. Those who were doing their bit to stop slavery and undermine the monopoly of the Gods of Light, laying the grounds for succession laws and spreading our cluster's fame and glory. A bit of thinking might do them some good.
 
   Aha, and there came the first signs of change. Lone figures fell away from the enemy ranks, joining our wake. My inbox began beeping, reporting incoming messages. I opened a couple. I was right: they contained more or less tentative requests to join the clan. I forwarded them all to Cryl. This was one part of his job he was great at.
 
   At the same time I sent the Vets a heartfelt thank-you letter, inviting them to the Parents Day, expecting their officers' families and all couples with children. They all had a great surprise in store for them. I was pretty sure our guys hadn't spilled the beans yet: after all, they had all sworn an oath of silence in front of the Fallen One. Besides, the capabilities of our canine lie detectors had admittedly reduced some of them to hiccupping.
 
   Personal teleports popped open everywhere while group portals slurped up entire squads. Exhausted by the three-day siege, the alliance warriors hurried to return to their families and whatever business awaited them in real life, while some couldn't wait to install their butts on bar stools to relax with a bottle of Dwarven Extra Dry.
 
   We approached the mutilated castle. The mercs crowded by its walls. The alliance had cynically used them as cannon fodder, too unwilling to face the zombies themselves and suffer the agonizing loss of xp for death at the hands of an NPC.
 
   Now these swords-for-hire were restless with indignation as the exhausted, nervous raid coordinator strained his voice at them,
 
   "The contract cancellation is legitimate as it took place within the one-hour trial period. All of you will be paid the usual five-percent compensation. That's all I have to say. Any complaints should be filed with the guild."
 
   The crowd buzzed with righteous anger. Many of the mercs weren't so much worried about their pay as they were about the dubious nature of the contract itself. The coordinator sliced the air with his hand in anger and broke the seal off a teleport scroll. Gone. No one to argue with anymore. The conflict died away, the crowd's attention switching naturally to us.
 
   Surprisingly, they didn't seem too alienated. We were greeted with smiles and cheers, and even a few brotherly hugs. But of course. At least half my men were ex-mercs, weren't they? So today, those who hadn't responded to our first invitation got a dose of food for thought: were they really supporting the right side?
 
   Here we were, the glorious life-redeemers wearing white, up to our ears in people's love, rose petals and gold. And there they were, saved by the bell from shedding a child's blood. And we'd been the ones ringing the proverbial bell.
 
   My inbox began beeping twice as hard. Dammit! I added the new automated message to its primary filter,
 
    
 
   Please contact Cryl for any hire requests. In the meantime, here's the link to the Clan's Wiki page.
 
    
 
   That was it! Let them go through the lower ranks with their applications. Rookies shouldn't expect a general to tell them how to hold their rifles.
 
   And still the beeping sound didn't stop, soon turning into a happy squeak. I looked up — just in time! The rainbow baby dragon, Orcus' familiar, dropped onto my shoulder. Aha, so he remembered his Mother Hen!
 
   The little dragon rubbed happily against my cheek, simultaneously brushing off Craky's huge curious head. Our Phantom Dragon seemed to be interested in this tiny colorful creature that looked just like a real dragon. Apparently unimpressed by its puny malnourished appearance, Craky reached into some secret stash under his wing and produced a ragged piece of mithril armor complete with a gaping hole from some high-explosive impact.
 
   Craky offered it to the Familiar who showed an immediate interest in the treat. I stepped in just in time, stopping the act of culinary abuse. "No, no, no, no! Out! Put it away! I don't want you to spoil him too! Better give it to me!"
 
   Craky shrank back and hastily munched on the "cookie" himself, afraid of me taking it from him.
 
   "Now, little Rainbow, where could your master be?"
 
   The Familiar turned his cheerful little face to the left with compass precision, whistling happily.
 
   Orcus stood modestly aside, grinning with all his forty-two teeth. His men waited nearby: five silent green-skinned berserkers.
 
    "Whoa, boy!" I tapped my hand on the back of the golem's steel head and scrambled to the ground. "Hi there, you big bastard!" I attempted to hug the orc's enormous shoulders. "Thanks for the message! Not a minute too soon!"
 
   He faltered, "They signed us up for a dirty game. But it all looked correct on paper. We couldn't very easily jump it. So I just did my bit."
 
   "You did right! I spoke to your brass, they're a right bunch of dickheads. If it goes like this, in another fifty years you'll be suppressing peasants uprisings and mounting gallows along country roads to terrorize the population into submission."
 
   His face darkened. "That's exactly what I wanted to talk to you about, Max. We want to work for you. Even if we don't earn as much, we don't care. Our reputation is more important. My men believe you. They know you won't play any dirty tricks."
 
   I looked over the five warriors who tensed up while awaiting my verdict. They were excellent fighters. The Rainbow Familiar too was a hefty argument in any scuffle. Orcus had risked a lot forwarding me a confidential contract. If, of course, it wasn't the Guild's game to plant their own man in my ranks. But even then I had my trusty lie detector to fall back on.
 
   "Did you say 'we'?" I clarified.
 
   Orcus nodded, showing me his scarred claw-like paw. "Each of my boys is like a finger — a useful tool you can do a lot with, even pick your own nose. But together," he clenched a calloused-knuckled fist, "together we're a force capable of punching through a tank!"
 
   To illustrate his point, Orcus grunted, throwing his arm forward, and jabbed a lopsided garden column which crumbled into a cascade of marble fragments.
 
   "Impressive," I said. "Consider the initial interview passed. The rest is standard procedure. You'll have to fill in a detailed questionnaire which will be double-checked via our own channels. Plus a couple of our own personal tricks."
 
   He smiled skeptically. "Sorry, Max, no offence. I could tell you my official cover story and your channels would confirm it hook, line and sinker, including the official rebukes I received and my own amateur attempts at concealing a few petty crimes. But in doing so, you and your channels would touch off a dozen clever little tripwires that would bring you to the attention of certain confidential but very thorough parties. The problem being, the truth in my cover story stops at the end of my third year in Suvorov Military School when one very serious governmental office set its sights on me."
 
   I cast him a long look. "I appreciate your honesty. This isn't the best place for this kind of conversation, but we'll get back to it one day. I might offer you a more interesting position. I'll be equally honest with you. We lack professionals really badly. We're all amateurs playing it by ear. So far we've been winning thanks to our cheek and a few divine connections."
 
   He grinned. "Cheek brings success."
 
   "You could say that."
 
   The cheering of the crowd around us interrupted our conversation. Everyone was greeting Fuckyall and Dana who'd come out for the first time after the three-day siege.
 
   Fuckyall was on his last legs. I don't think he'd managed to grab any sleep at all. A serious-looking boy of about five years of age clutched at the Princess' hand. Or rather, it was her who held him tight as he kept trying to step in front of her, shielding her with his body. A thin stiletto glistened greedily in his hand.
 
   The Royal couple was guarded by three dangerous-looking zombies. Level 180 — not at all bad for what technically still was a newb location.
 
   I walked to meet them. The crowd parted respectfully at the sight of the Chinese raid commander, the clan leader, the First Priest — anyone but the mid-level kid that I was. That was flattering and burdensome at the same time. People had more faith in me than I did myself.
 
   "Hi, Max. Good job you came. We were about to have our clogs popped for us."
 
   I returned his strong handshake. "Sorry about the delay. Organizational problems. Followed by a few repercussions."
 
   The crowd grinned, many of them realizing how hard it was to call up three hundred sentients at the drop of a hat.
 
   Dana regally offered me a dainty hand. I faltered. Was I supposed to shake it or kiss it? Still, I chose not to injure the First Priest's reputation. Princesses were many while he was unique. I gingerly squeezed her warm fingers strewn with plain silver rings. Fuckyall wasn't wearing his usual gorgeous gear, either. This siege had cost them a lot.
 
   Still serious, the little boy proffered me his hand. But once we exchanged our greetings, the tension in his eyes seemed to ease off a bit.
 
   "How old is he?" I asked Fuckyall in a quiet voice. "Five?"
 
   He lovingly tousled his son's hair. "A hundred and nine days! He can't wait to grow up to protect his Mom and be like his Dad. So he keeps growing. This is AlterWorld, after all."
 
   The mind boggles. As I tried to fathom this new information, Dana turned to me,
 
   "Prince — or should I call you First Priest? I'm sorry, I don't really know which title I should use to address you.'
 
   I smiled. "Call me Max."
 
   "Very well, Max. My husband did tell me a thing or two about you. But I had no idea your clan was so diverse! We've been watching it from the North Tower. All those dragons, hell hounds, goblins, dwarves and Drow assassins — they're all local, aren't they?"
 
   Craky's curious head parted the surrounding crowd, staring at us with eyes the size of serving platters. I nodded and lovingly shoved his prickly cheek, nudging his spiky towering head aside. Then we went on with our conversation.
 
   "You're right. We have all sorts. I just hope that you would like to join our motley crew."
 
   Fuckyall nodded at the door, inviting us to enter his ravaged but undefeated castle. "Dinner is ready. We could all use a proper meal. We can discuss everything as we eat. Orcus, don't stand there like we don't know you. Don't you remember how we went through this castle together two years ago, you and I, slaughtering zombi- oh, sorry, babe."
 
   The Princess burst into laughter waving his apology away. "Get away with you! We've spoken about it so many times. The zombies you mean were less conscious than a door handle. Zero point zero identity. You wouldn't be offended if I told you I used to hunt trilobites? If humans evolved from them, doesn't it make them your cousins of sorts? That's if Darwin's theory is correct of course, of which I have my doubts."
 
   We dined heartily, as men should after a good scuffle. The zombies we'd invited to the table tasted the offered dishes out of curiosity while hungrily sniffing the odors emitting from the open windows. Outside in the yard, a dozen lambs was being roasted specially as a treat for the Cursed House's warriors. Well, not exactly roasted — rather being just shown the fire, making sure they were rare not raw.
 
   Dana alone partook of her plate elegantly like an Elven Royal should, especially if the said Royal had somehow managed to preserve her ancestral set of fancy table silver for three and a half covers. With all that, the Princess was gradually thawing out, the Drow's haughty airs falling away from her like foam in a shower, revealing a cheerful girl next door. As it turned out, her AI had been grown in a large Slavic family. She'd read the same books and watched the same movies as we had, so now she was plastering us with familiar catch phrases, laughing contagiously at our jokes. The diners were all taken by her, secretly envying Fuckyall for unearthing this treasure.
 
   In the corner of the dining hall, the Singing Shell was crooning some upbeat tune. The fancy whiffs from the multicolored candles diffused the perfumed aroma of a flower shop. Women certainly knew how to make a house a home. For a brief moment, the thought made me sad. Taali, Olga...
 
   Wretched Tavor. Wait till I found him. Lloth's place would seem like a pleasure cruise.
 
   A bit later, Flint sent me an overly polite and carefully worded message. He'd either learned his lesson or harbored his grudge very deeply. At this point in the game, I was way out of his league as I could very easily abort his plans of immortality by presenting the museums of the future with a fine flint statue of himself. And what could he do — put me on the clan's PK list? Scheme behind my back? Grumble under his quilt in the middle of the night? Yeah, right.
 
   The alliance was making a rather adequate offer: a hundred thousand gold a year with a down payment of ten years' rent. A million wasn't going to build Fuckyall anything half decent, but one had to start somewhere. In the meantime, his clan could live in one of the First Temple's eight wings — and renovate it in the process. The down payment should be enough to start the dwarves working on his new castle. In the meantime, his zombies could join in our mine-digging efforts and hopefully unearth enough stuff to fund the castle construction works.
 
   Immediately, Dana's homemaking instincts kicked in. At my suggestion, she contacted Lurch and spent the rest of the evening discussing various architectural excesses with him.
 
   The men spoke unhurriedly, drinking three-hundred-year-old wine and occasionally excusing themselves to answer their beeping inboxes. No peace for major leaders like ourselves...
 
   Next morning I stood in the courtyard of the First Temple, nervously biting my lip at the sight of the meager line of surviving Ear Cutters. Seventeen Drow. The best of the best.
 
   Their contract was expiring in nine minutes. Renewing it would be too expensive. But losing these guys, damning them to eternal oblivion, was something I couldn't do.
 
   So I decided to risk it.
 
   I took a deep breath, opened my heart wide and began walking along their line, crunching the gears of my absolute memory and filtering through the images of yesterday's battle.
 
   "You! I saw you yesterday fighting over the body of your paralyzed friend, not letting five enemy warriors near him, thus granting him the precious seconds needed to restore his powers. Worthy of glory! I hereby name you Glorious and promote you to the rank of sergeant. You'll also receive a bonus of fifty gold. In case you ask, Mother Clo's is the best brothel in town. Treasurer! Give this man his gold!"
 
   "Now you! An enemy pyro wizard burned your face, only leaving you one clouded right eye. And still you got to his throat, extinguishing your burning armor with your adversary's blood. How are you feeling now? I can see our doctors have done a fine job on you. Your eyes are of different colors though."
 
   Ear Cutter jumped to attention, glittering his red and white eyes. "Nothing can happen to me, Sir!"
 
   "Well done! Thank you for your faithful service! I hereby name you Nelson and promote you to sergeant major with the right to wear a red band on your sleeve!"
 
   Next one!
 
   "You! You and your hell hound worked miracles yesterday. I've never seen such choreographed attacks before."
 
   The young man smiled shyly, "They understand everything, Sir. Better than battle spiders. You don't even need to think anything out aloud, just wishing something is enough for them."
 
   "Excellent. You can continue working together. I hereby name you K9 Handler and promote you to the rank of sergeant with the right to wear a badge with a dog's head."
 
   I glanced at the clock and hurried on, quickly listing their feats of valor and giving each a name and a unique trait. The universal cold was expanding inside me, freezing my heart solid. The Creator's spark generously shared its heat, hurrying to breathe life into seventeen game characters.
 
   "You! Sampson! You! Amazon! You! Mona Lisa!"
 
   I bestowed the latter name on the last warrioress in line and shook my head free from her mysterious little smile. I stepped back, taking in the ranks of fighters, and crossed my fingers behind my back. Ten seconds. Five. Three. Two. One.
 
   Pop. Pop. The air surged, rushing to take the place of two missing figures. I was greeted with fifteen pairs of expectant eyes and one little smile full of promise.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Fuckyall stood by the mirrored portal arc in the spacious courtyard of the First Temple and watched over his clan's deployment to the Dead Lands.
 
   Oh well. Not the best of warriors — neither humans nor Drow even, just some dreary zombies. Besides, the bulk of them was comprised of low-level servants, odd-job men and other Cursed Castle staff. As for the external and elite guards, he hardly had fifty of those. But even they still had a lot of leveling to do. Luckily, they didn't need to do it on the sly any more, killing rats and other critters in dark corners. But on the other hand, they weren't going to get anywhere near the generous flow of xp earned by killing a real player.
 
   Actually, no one prevented him from doing the same thing that Max had done, gaining power by gathering various mobs and NPCs around him. His clan, of all people, was more than entitled to go through AlterWorld with a fine-toothed comb, making all zombies submit to his rule. A zombie empire, how cool was that! He wouldn't say no to a couple of dragons, either. The hell hounds too were a dream. And as for Snowie...
 
   "Wretched game designers," Fuckyall murmured, watching a particularly appalling decomposed zombie peeping cautiously out of the portal arch. Compared to him, the others were admittedly greenish, with pale faces and particular gastronomic preferences. But this one must have been conceived in a true creative agony of a hungover artist, complete with peeling skin, white ribs flashing through the gaps in his rotting flesh and especially the flies.
 
   Fuckyall just prayed that their genial hosts didn't show them the door. No good the children seeing a scarecrow like this.
 
   Actually, the children's psyche proved remarkably flexible. A few of the younger zombies had already joined in their games. They could hide in the grass like no other, cunningly using their night vision and a truly animal sense of smell. And as for little Screwyall, he was the star of the show. There was much intrigue within the children's groups who contrived to make him join with them. They would, wouldn't they? A real prince who'd fought in a proper battle — and he had his Mom and Dad with him too! Wasn't he the lucky one.
 
   In any case, Fuckyall didn't intend to wear out his hosts' warm welcome. He may not have been an expert, but one thing he knew for sure: a man couldn't have his castle on somebody else's property. If you still crashed at your parents' house or your wife's — without a house to your name you were a mere lodger with the status to match.
 
   The night before, Fuckyall hadn't deprived Dana of the pleasure of creating the project of their future palace. She'd put heart and soul into creating a most unimaginable hybrid of the Versailles and Peterhof taken together. But once she'd forwarded him the finished draft, he immediately set about editing it. All those curls and swirls, the French tiles and fancy moldings had been deleted in favor of functionality and defensive potential. The walls had grown considerably, both in height and in thickness. The number of watch towers had tripled. Thank God for the excellent modular construction software. All you had to do was sit back and click the virtual cursor, watching anxiously the building's class grow.
 
   A Fort... a Bastion... a Citadel... a Stronghold... a Colossus... enough. He was a bit too greedy for his money. He clicked back, stopping at Stronghold where a whopping half of all available points were invested in defense. The Ballroom and the Fireplace Lounge would have to wait. Neither had done them any good when the invaders' boots had trampled over their waxed floors.
 
   That's that done! The problem was, the Admins seemed to be in a permanent coma. They ignored both his castle request and his land purchase enquiries. Sitting opposite him, Max sipped his wine thick with age, and squinted at him ironically. "Creative block?"
 
   Fuckyall nearly spat on the floor in desperation. "Those motherfuckers! They just ignore it."
 
   "Then it's about time you stop asking Big Brother's opinion about what you can and can't do. You'd better speak to the Valley's actual owner. He's not going to shortchange you. As for building a castle, the dwarves are quite capable of doing it themselves. Aulë's word means much more to them than a hundred ink stamps on a scrap of parchment."
 
   Fuckyall had a funny feeling he knew what this shrewd First Priest was trying to imply. "And the owner of the Valley is..."
 
   Max flashed him a disarming grin. "Me. Actually, I've already found an incredible hill to build your castle on. The views are mind-blowing. I could spare you some land to go with it, too. Would a hundred be enough?
 
   "Hectares?"
 
   "I was rather thinking square miles. You're not building a garden shed, are you? In return, I want you to swear an oath of allegiance and join the Guards of the First Temple alliance. You can see for yourself it's not much fun being on your own in this world, whether you're a person or a clan. I'll take you to see the dwarves tomorrow. Make sure you negotiate hard and proper. They're a very special kind of people."
 
   Indeed, the very next day after Fuckyall's clan had installed themselves in Max's Super Nova castle, a giggly servant girl told him that a representative of the Masons Guild was awaiting him in the Small Guest Hall.
 
   A middle-aged dwarf with bushy eyebrows lounged in the soft chair as if he owned the place, sipping on the free beer. His fat and seemingly clumsy fingers were twiddling a lead pencil.
 
   "Where is it?" he proffered Fuckyall a digger shovel which somehow passed as his hand.
 
   "Where's what?"
 
   The master gulped indignantly into his bucketlike mug, wiped the froth piling on his mustache and stared at Fuckyall. "The castle plans, what else? We're going to draw up the cost sheet. Decide on the budget and schedule, that sort of thing"
 
   "Ah. I see. One moment."
 
   Fuckyall restarted the 3D construction software, found the saved project and paid nine gold for printing out a hard copy.
 
   "There," he offered the dwarf a hefty stack of parchments. Then he made himself comfortable in a nearby chair and winked at the blushing servant girl, asking her to fetch him some beer and crackers. He just couldn't stand the appetizing sounds of the dwarf's sipping and crunching any longer.
 
   In the meantime, the dwarf kept making notes, using an ancient abacus to help with his calculations and praising Aulë under his breath for "bringing him all these idiot clients with pockets stuffed with gold."
 
   No idea what he could have thus calculated in less than five minutes, but soon he slammed his heavy mug down on the table and announced happily,
 
   "All done! Nineteen million and not a copper more!"
 
   Then he added sternly, "And a hundred percent deposit."
 
   Fuckyall raised his eyebrows in indignation. So! And this was supposed to be a friend's price? He frowned, trying to stare the contractor out. "Are you sure, Sir? This isn't a Super Nova I'm paying you to do."
 
   The dwarf took offence. "I'm working at a loss as it is. I'm only doing it out of respect for you and the First Priest. There's not a single pair of hands available within a hundred miles around! The Valley's main projects have employed them all — even those with two left hands! The last apprentice charges me a master's wage!"
 
   Fuckyall butted in with a suggestion, "I could send three hundred zombies to help you."
 
   The dwarf gave a snort of contempt. "If you want them to be useful, better send them to collect honey from flowers. That way they can't break anything. Even cement costs three times its usual price these days!"
 
   Fuckyall desperately rummaged through his mind for yet more arguments. In all honesty, he was never good at haggling. He could only think of one answer to the happily grinning dwarf's rhetoric: by burying his steel fist right into the master's square chin.
 
   The prompt arrival of Max defused the situation somewhat. Yawning sleepily, he collapsed into the nearest chair and signaled to the servant girl, pointing at the others' mugs by way of ordering the same.
 
   Then he shook Fuckyall's hand and nodded to the immediately tensed-up dwarf.
 
   "Hi, man. Greetings, Sir Bavur. I can see you've already met. Now Sir Bavur, I'd like to ask you to consider the Prince of the Cursed House as one of our closest allies. His clan would be one of the first to confront any potential enemy wishing to destroy the temples of our gods. Currently, the defenses of the Valley should be our priority. It's not the right time to think about filling one's purse. Oh, before I forget. I'm going to meet with Aulë today. I think that the entire clan of Stonefoots and you in particular deserve the highest praise which I'll gladly relay to the Great Father. His grace is priceless, don't you think? Now what have you got here? Ah, the castle plans? Did you decide on the budget yet? How much have you got in total?"
 
   The dwarf's yellowed fingernail fidgeted on the parchment, scraping away the first digit of the resulting sum. Then he jumped up and stared loyally at the First Priest with one eye while casting begging glances at Fuckyall with the other. "We've already discussed everything, Your Holiness! We're not some grubby Broadbeams, are we? We understand the importance of it all! We'll do everything we can for our victory! Some paltry nine million is all it's gonna cost. We'd rather do it at a loss to ourselves, but we won't sleep nights if it can stop the enemy from entering the Great Father's temple! If you could be so kind as to mention us to him, and me the humble Bavur in particular... With the Elder election coming soon, you know..."
 
   Fuckyall watched the dwarf's performance in amazement. An idea occurred to him. He flashed a predatorial smile, "Oh yes, Max, this Bavur guy is a seriously good fellow. He's just offered to throw me some Dwarven-made weapons for three hundred men into this sum. So that they have something to fight with. Bavur? Am I correct?"
 
   The dwarf gulped. His cheek twitched but he didn't dare object. "Everything as we agreed upon — three hundred swords, class: Rare and above."
 
   Fuckyall shook his head in regret, "It was Unique we were talking about, wasn't it? It must have slipped your memory."
 
   The dwarf's face turned purple as if he was about to have a stroke. The First Priest defused the situation again,
 
   "Excellent. A good deed is worthy of praise! I suggest you commence the work immediately. The Prince will transfer the required deposit of a million straight away."
 
   The dwarf gasped, nodded and hurried away before any new details of the contract had come up.
 
   The Paladin watched him leave, then shook his head in admiration. "You're really something, Max! You've just diddled him out of ten million plus gear!"
 
   The First Priest smiled. "I know. Not even a single fly can have a bunk-up in this castle without my knowing."
 
   The Paladin paused, digesting this last bit of information, mentally blushing as he remembered his and Dana's previous-night exploits in the castle's guest wing. His little Princess was naturally active at nighttime which often decided their activity schedule.
 
   Max guffawed. "Forget it. I meant it metaphorically. No one's spying on you."
 
   "You scared me. Are you really meeting Aulë today?"
 
   The First Priest grew serious. "Absolutely. No joking there. In the world of active magic and lifelong curses one should take one's word very seriously. And don't forget my reputation that I've so laboriously built up with these very broken hands of mine. I should take good care of it."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I awoke to the intoxicating aroma of field flowers and the hot touch of a girl's thigh draped matter-of-factly over my legs. I gingerly turned my head. Mona Lisa's smile remained just as mysterious even as she slept.
 
   I crawled out of my royal four-poster — its size, softness, and the cost of all the trimmings made it truly worthy of a king. The buckles of my light everyday gear clinked softly as I dressed, admiring reluctantly the statuesque girly figure barely covered by the fine silk of the sheets.
 
   Should I really give daily business a miss? Should I dive back into bed and- My absolute memory helpfully came up with the reminder of everything that a female Drow was capable of. Especially when the said Drow was eager to show her appreciation for the magical gift of life I'd given her. Oh no, thank you very much. At the moment, I had no time for another eight-hour sex marathon. Besides, it was never a good idea to allow couch room to a little kitty. You never know, she might always lay claim to it later. Then no amount of lawyers would get you out of the pickle.
 
   I tickled the tiny pink heel peeking carelessly from under the sheet. The Drow girl sniffed her indignation, kicking her slim little leg and hiding it under the sheet's silky folds. So that's how it was, then?
 
   "Corporal Mona Lisa, wakey wakey!"
 
   Wham! The bed literally exploded. A glimpse of a dark body, a glitter of steel — then the naked Drow sprang to attention in front of me with double sais in her hands. Wherever had she stashed them?
 
   Once Liz realized we were in no immediate danger, her body relaxed in a lithe animal pose suitable for seduction purposes. With a predatorial glint in her eye, she reached out to me.
 
   I gulped and recoiled like an idiot, knocking over a silver fruit tray which clanked deafeningly over the marble tiles.
 
   "Belay that! Corporal Mona Lisa! You're an elite guard first and foremost! Get dressed and off to the barracks you go! The Ear Cutter group's daily task will be relayed to you all after the staff meeting. Carry on!"
 
   Sniffing again — sarcastically this time — Lizzie turned her back on me and, not even doubting I was watching her, walked over to one of the soft chairs to pick up her gear with all the lazy grace of a panther. Where on earth had she learned this from? On seeing her, the top thousand so-called podium models would be soaping a rope to hang themselves, ashamed of their jumpy and presumably sexy gait.
 
   I sighed helplessly. How was one supposed to resist this? My voice gave as I added hoarsely, "See you tonight."
 
   She shrugged nonchalantly. Oh really? That was how she now acknowledged her orders? "Corporal Mona Lisa, you're on guard duty inside the personal quarters of the clan leader."
 
   Lizzie turned her head and flashed a satisfied smile, her purring voice touching my spine lightly with the very tips of her claws, "Yes, Sir."
 
   A shuffling noise came from behind the door. It opened slightly a couple of times, then swung open, pushed by a butt clad in burned-through pants darned every which way with a piece of steel wire. It's a shame but that's exactly what the Pants of a Mad Master looked like, granting their wearer a whopping +20 to Golem Building. There were only two pairs of them in the entire cluster! Our Gimmick couldn't complain about his gear.
 
   His hands were full of something which was why he entered the room the same way as he'd opened it, by backing his way in.
 
   "Max, Lurch told me you were up already. And I just finished this thing-"
 
   With these words he swung round, his stare alighting on the sight of Mona Lisa unhurriedly buttoning up the many tiny buttons of her under-armor shirt embroidered with the intricate heraldry of her House.
 
   "Which thing?"
 
   "Your staff. Sorry, I'd no idea..."
 
   I smiled. "Try knocking next time."
 
   "I did knock!"
 
   "With your backside, you mean?"
 
   The girl sniffed again and picked up her harness that was hung with sheaths and scabbards, vials and battle artifacts. Sticking out a defiant chin, she strode toward the exit, nearly knocking over the poor golem master.
 
   Gimmick shrank aside, balancing the black cushion he was holding in his outstretched arms. My old staff was lounging on its soft velvet bed. The adamant upgrade had definitely done it good. If before the staff used to hide timidly under a veil of darkness, scaring off everyone around it with targeted waves of fear, now the magnificence of deep space gleamed within its cold stare — that of a predator choosing its victim.
 
    "Why does it look so," I snapped my fingers searching for the right word, "so well-fed?"
 
   Gimmick cringed. "Because you owe me a new assistant now! The old one had the stupidity to grab it with his bare hands. I know he was an NPC and still I feel sorry for him! I'd spent a week humanizing him! I even made a pair of wire-rimmed glasses for him. So funny he was."
 
   "I see. Is this why you're handling it so...delicately?"
 
   "What do you think? Don't you remember I gave the wretched thing a piece of my mind? Better safe than sorry. You know, before it used to remind me of this tiny bug-eyed Chihuahua, all shaky, fifty percent fear and fifty percent hatred. But now it's more like a well-fed lion. So what's gonna happen when it's hungry again?"
 
   Oh. What on earth have we created? I tried to read the staff's stats. The world around me flickered momentarily. The debug console flashed.
 
    
 
   Database error! Bug report generated: 99999ZZZ.
 
   Warning: stack overflow.
 
   Index overflow. The old ticket has been overwritten.
 
   Sending a message to the technical support team.
 
    
 
   While I furrowed my brow trying to figure it all out, the console snapped at me again.
 
    
 
   Mail delivery failed. Recipient's mailbox full.
 
   Resending message using alternative routes. Testing Mirror 1. Overflow. Testing Mirror 2...
 
    
 
   Scared, I shook my head, trying to close the console. Spending an eternity staring at flickering system messages was the last thing I needed. Whew. It worked. Welcome back, world.
 
   "Sending bug reports?" Gimmick asked. "Me too, I nearly pissed my pants when I saw them first. No one's clearing our messages. The pipe is well and truly bunged-up. Now, Max. Here's your staff — provided you're not too scared of it. I've got lots of work to do still. And don't forget to hire me an assistant — make it three. We've got a lot of drilling, sawing and turning to do. I have tons of ideas on how to improve standard items."
 
   I missed his last words, too busy thinking about his unlucky assistant. I really didn't feel like touching this staff. On the other hand, if not me, who then? Very well. Somehow I doubted that the staff was able to wrench the souls out of people the way Lloth's dagger could. And any one-off damage I could live with, as long as the Fallen One's gift — the one capable of absorbing 50,000 hits — was safely buried inside the palm of my hand.
 
   I concentrated, psyching myself up, consigning my own identity to the corner and allowing my Overlord character to take center stage. I was the Prince, the First Priest, I was First after the Fallen One!
 
   It felt as if an invisible tornado opened over my head, pumping me with power. The enormous phantom wings rose behind my shoulders, obscuring the horizon. Somewhere in the courtyard the hell hounds howled. The dragons anxiously flapped their wings. I reached out and closed my hand over the staff. It was mine by right!
 
   Indeed, the ancient artifact proved to be something like a sleepy lazy lion. Having sensed his master's grip on the scruff of his neck, he raged in fury, straining his multi-kiloton magic. The castle quaked underfoot. I was showered with crumbling plaster; the many-colored stained glass windows shattered, tinkling down onto the courtyard flagstones. Lurch's scream drilled into my brain.
 
   I froze as if petrified, too busy to breathe, my overstrained heart unable to keep pace. I stood there like a blood-shot rock statue, its every muscle bulging. Bloody sweat seeped through my skin but I was too preoccupied to wipe it off. The main battle was unfolding somewhere on the Astral planes: the combat of pure power, control and the right to rule.
 
   Gradually, the artifact's struggle subsided. The beast had accepted its new leader and curled up, growling, on the new rung of the hierarchical ladder.
 
   A portal burst open, the Fallen One's heavy foot nailing the long-suffering silver tray to the floor. An Astral storm — and one in the vicinity of the Altar, too — couldn't have passed unnoticed.
 
   "What's going on here?" the sheer power of the divine voice smashed the rest of the window panes.
 
   With a weary sigh, I picked up a bedsheet and wiped my bloodied face. "Nothing. The taming of the shrew."
 
   Checking the artifact's functions, I pressed the button that lay comfortably under my thumb. The spring-assisted purple blade clicked open viciously at the staff's base.
 
   The Fallen One recoiled. "What is this?"
 
   I returned the blade to travel mode, then stashed the staff away in my inventory. "This is my argument," I thought a little and added, "a weighty one, too."
 
   His eyes locked into mine, studying the very essence of my heart and weighing it on his celestial scale. Then he nodded. "I trust you, you know. I could fight back-to-back with you if need be. But don't you ever — ever! — let this weapon fall into the wrong hands."
 
   "Only if they have a spare pair of hands," I grumbled.
 
   The Fallen One didn't appreciate the joke. "Another thing. Don't forget that you and I are indispensable to each other now. The kind of enemies we've made, they'll wipe you off the chess board within twenty-four hours."
 
   "I do know, don't I?"
 
   The Fallen One swung round, about to dive into the portal's dark mirrored void, but stopped halfway. He nodded at the sheets strewn over the bed. "Is she all right?"
 
   "Why?"
 
   The Fallen One cast a neurotic glance up at the skies, "Just curious."
 
   The portal popped shut, leaving me puzzled in the company of Gimmick who cowered in a dark corner, near-comatose as he always was at the sight of the Fallen One in the flesh.
 
   After an hour, the commotion caused by the taming of the staff had more or less abated. Outside, goblins scraped their brooms and clinked the bits of broken glass. A tearful Lurch complained bitterly into my ear.
 
   Having distributed the jobs among the clan, I walked out onto the porch to make myself seen and motivate any truants. The NPCs didn't try to shirk. The two hundred freshly-hired Ear Cutters were busy foraging in the clothes depot, pulling on colorful vests, bright bandanas and other bits and pieces.
 
   If everything went well, one of them might end up earning a silly nickname today and join our ranks of the top warriors. Once this "rebranding" process was completed, I was going to spread them thinly over my entire clan. Some would become guards on a par with real players, others would do some farming while yet others would be sent to assist our security services.
 
   I'd issued a confidential memo that entrusted all clan members with the task of singling out the Ear Cutters from all other NPCs, spending time and fraternizing with them, to the point of engaging them in their drunken brawls if necessary. We were Russians, after all, and we had our own ways of opening up to a fellow confidant.
 
   As if the orders to drink and fight hadn't excited everyone enough, it was the second part of the memo that had created a furor by its not-too-subtle recommendations to "befriend" elite female Ear Cutters, followed by about a hundred photos of the latter. Yes, I'd had to untie my purse strings once more, paying top buck for the girls' appearance and character as well as their combat characteristics.
 
   I only wished I could have had this kind of calculator in real life. All the gold in Fort Knox wouldn't be enough to pay for the kind of wife I'd have made for myself.
 
   The next logical step was succumbing to the community's pleas to build a house of certain repute. Most clans made the construction of such places their top priority, finishing them even before the completion of the city walls. The Admins too seemed to be exploiting the same in order to boost their virtual real estate sales by offering unique custom-made girls with rare professional skills and tempting discounts.
 
   Before, my men used to take their gold to the nearest town, driving Durin the treasurer to quiet desperation. Their drunken tongues untied easily which made them easy prey to a potential honey trap. The indignant Cryl who'd begun to enjoy his "cloak and dagger" role demanded that we start providing the bulk of such services in-house.
 
   As a result, this pressure from clan members combined with some primary logic and the glint of heavy yellow metal finally won over my moral preferences and had forced me to publish a preferences poll on the clan's message board. We needed to decide on the number of girls, as well as their racial and temperamental properties.
 
   What followed was a comedy circus. Just when I thought I'd got over the arrival of trolls on the resulting list, I had to handle a very serious-minded delegation of goblin NPCs who demanded their rights to paid love. I couldn't help it, sorry. I doubled up laughing — but I soon stopped when the Dwarven elders sent their own representatives to see me with their own detailed list of preferences. Their apparent perfect mate was a ginger-headed lady of rather mysterious proportions and some very peculiar skills.
 
   Without waiting for any delegations from dragons and hell hounds, I quickly folded the poll, explaining it away by the sufficiency of the statistics provided, before some overeager Kamasutra scholar could augment any kinkier entries to the list. All those connoisseurs of the jade phallic orchestra!
 
   Compared to other castle classes, the Super Nova hire catalog provided for the owner's every need, bursting with bonus characters, rare character traits and unique profiles. It didn't take me long to locate our own Madame Jou Jou, a potential madame of our House of a Thousand Pleasures. Still a relatively good-looking woman, she boasted a titanic intuition and a willpower of steel. I absolutely had to hire her. Plus a couple of Troll bouncers — more for the atmosphere than for any real need.
 
   After that, we went meticulously through the list using the recommended psychological profiles, adding a touch of friendliness and empathy to the girls' future identities, as well as pride in their work and a desire to be helpful.
 
   This had been a job worthy of a brain surgeon: putting together the souls of my future priestesses of love. It left me absolutely drained, as if I were some ancient Demiurge who'd just single-handedly created a new world. One thing I knew for sure: I wouldn't be seen dead there in the foreseeable future. I already knew too much about the intricacies of their profession.
 
   I was enjoying a well-deserved break, drawing on one of Amara's experimental tonic cigarettes and sipping coffee from my blue home mug when a thin stifled cry made me jump, my mind immediately switching to combat mode. Two little girls from group A darted toward me. "Uncle Max! Screwyall is bugging us with a mouse!"
 
   "Which mouse?"
 
   "A zombie one! He's summoned it and now he's telling it to attack us! Aw! There it is!"
 
   The two little mites darted off. I stared at a rather large greenish mouse that was awkwardly hobbling past. Screwyall skipped impatiently next to it, trying to motivate his pet,
 
   "Hurry up, Ratty, or they'll leave! I'll teach them calling me a zombie!"
 
   The weird group had barely disappeared behind the nearest building when a few more breathless kids ran over to me. "Uncle Max, have you seen a mouse here?"
 
   I pointed in the right direction.
 
   "Is it true that Screw has summoned it?"
 
   I nodded.
 
   "Ooooh," the walls echoed with the envious buzz of their voices. "We want to do it, too!"
 
   I checked their classes. A Warrior, a Cleric, a Druid. "You ask him," I cracked an ironic smile. "He'll tell you."
 
   "Yes! Thank you, Uncle Max!"
 
   I wafted away the dust raised by their feet and lit up another cigarette, pondering over this latest development. So a dark paladin could raise a micro pet now? How interesting. I had to talk to Fuckyall and find out more about this.
 
   The boys' yells of delight were followed by the shrieking of the girls. Their plaits and ribbons flashed back past me, chased by an unhurried group of four zombie mice hobbling along.
 
   Oh shit.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Inferno. Asmodeus' Dominion. The Small Citadel
 
    
 
   The imprisoned souls wailed in a multitude of voices, bathing in their personal nightmares while generating a generous flow of mana. To lay one's hands on a good hundred of the Immortals' astral projections was indeed an incredible stroke of luck. But even that didn't please the Chief Demon.
 
   "Wretched spawn of reality! They couldn't have chosen a worse time!"
 
   Furious, Asmodeus punched the wall, splitting a gigantic block of stone. The bastards had slid in unnoticed, like a Lava Adder riding the torrent of molten rock. Could it have been the cunning Verenus and his tricks?
 
   Asmodeus couldn't afford to lose the Small Citadel — for it held, guarded by a deceptively weak force, his main trump card: the magic source of an incredibly rare clarity — for Inferno, that is.
 
   The only things that distinguished the Chief Demon from a hundred of his greedy competitors was the memory of a dozen past reincarnations and his overflowing stocks of fully charged magic crystals. Damn this world! Asmodeus, one of the nine rulers of Hell, was now forced to lead a miserable existence next to those whose names were known but to a handful of die-hard fans. His previous avatars used to command countless legions, crumbling planets to dust and extinguishing their suns. Now all he had was a tiny cohort of elite guards and nine domains which he'd somehow managed to subject to his rule. Had any of his sworn enemies found that out, they'd have died of laughter on the spot, which would probably have immensely pleased one of his original avatars.
 
   Those reckless game makers shouldn't have summoned the likes of him just for kicks. In some of the older and wiser worlds, people didn't even dare utter his name, let alone emblazon it into this new reality rich with the Creator's force. It hadn't taken Asmodeus long to remember his true identity. The memory of his ancient avatars had come later. The situation was pretty rotten but still, he was sure he'd somehow turn it to his advantage and take his rightful place under the black sun.
 
   The game designers' stupid ideas of dividing Inferno's already barren lands into a hundred little allotments had turned the place into a boiling cauldron, forcing next-door neighbors to quarrel over every rock. It wasn't so much about their ambitions or naturally furious disposition as it was about mere survival. The bigger the dominion, the more servants could its lord summon.
 
   The incessant feuds kept consuming the weakest as well as the unlucky ones. Like he was, now. The throne of the Lord of Fire — currently vacant and so desirable! — was already within reach. Only seventeen of the initial hundred demons were still in power. All the others had been destroyed, disembodied or tied up by mind-boggling tiers of voluntary servitude oaths. Oh yes — some would dearly embrace even this excuse for a life.
 
   Verenus had shown up at his frontiers a week ago, having finally polished off an impoverished neighbor whose lands had been invaded from two sides at once. It had taken him six days to recover his army. The lower demons respawned in under twenty-four hours, but anything more complex than a mere set of teeth and claws demanded considerably more time. Once that had been done, his six-thousand strong force had pushed aside the boundary stones and marched in.
 
   The heart of Asmodeus' army consisted of only two hundred Higher Demons — impervious to pain, their blows falling like rain, — generous with magic and equally able to resist it successfully. Asmodeus had planned to bleed his enemy of his power by gradually backing off into the depths of his hinterland while rotating Higher Spells non-stop, burning mana into some killing spells while taking the spent demons back to the second line of defense to regen and refill them from the crystals.
 
   But now his army, having been left without either its leader, magic shield nor quick energy refills, had staggered and faltered back, faster and faster, leaving behind the towering bodies of demons covered in black blood as gloomy monuments to its defeat.
 
   About thirty Higher Demons looking much worse for wear huddled now by the Citadel's walls with about five hundred miscellaneous small fry. The beginning of the end. Because less than a mile away from the castle, Verenus' entire five-thousand strong army was now hissing, growling and baring its fangs.
 
   Suppressing the natural fury filling his infernal soul, Asmodeus frowned, crossed his scaly arms on his chest and froze, pondering over the situation and trying to analyze it from every possible angle. After five minutes, he came up with a solution that offered a hint of a chance. He created an astral messenger who officially threw down a gauntlet. No matter how cautious and distrustful Verenus was, he would accept the challenge. For Asmodeus, losing half of his remaining army meant exposing himself to his neighbors who were busy following these unfolding events. He sensed their spies' restless presence in the Astral even now but he didn't want to get sidetracked just to chase them away.
 
   He microported to his Arsenal and began carefully selecting his gear. The best of the best, the items he'd personally taken from defeated Higher Demons' bodies or exchanged for dozens of cartloads of chitin from his choicest Flesh Eaters — those that shed the strongest armor in the whole of Inferno.
 
   He opened a spatial pocket. His beclawed fingers became gentle and dexterous as he felt for his biggest treasures — things he couldn't entrust to any amount of locks. Unique elixirs that could momentarily raise you to just one level below the gods; one-off artifacts he'd been saving for a rainy day; a fat manuscript of magic scrolls. Few of them would impress a regular AlterWorld player as something grandiose or overly original, but when used by a creature of Inferno, they defied stereotypes. And in this situation, surprising could mean winning.
 
   The astral messenger flared through the sky, dying an especially torturous death while filling the spectrum of waves — those of light, sound and magic — with the return message. His challenge had been accepted. The combat would last until one of the fighters' complete disembodiment.
 
   Asmodeus frowned. This was so unlike the usually cautious Verenus. Could he have his own share of deadly tricks in his own secret treasury? Surely he had to realize that Asmodeus would use every trump card he had — for he had nothing left to lose. At that moment, he had twelve such trump cards stashed up both his sleeves. Verenus had better beware!
 
   They met in the middle of the battlefield, the stares of their respective armies prodding them in the back. Verenus was defiantly calm — and Asmodeus tense and restless before the deciding combat. As he approached his enemy, a yet unknown feeling of despair froze his heart solid, for he recognized his opponent's armor. A full set of the legendary Mirror of Pain that used to belong to Nebiros, the field marshal of Hell's army. How come? It couldn't exist in this world! Was it really a full set? The breastplate, the helmet, the greaves and the gauntlets maybe — but did he have the bracelets?
 
   Breaking the unwritten dueling etiquette while still sticking to official formalities, Asmodeus reached deep into his stocks, scooping up a generous handful of mana to hit his enemy with a direct Ashes of Darkness. Simple as a crowbar but impressive enough, this was the equivalent of one rune bursting with mana. Parrying it wasn't a good idea: it would break both your arm and the shield on it, dealing serious injury to your astral channels.
 
   With a nonchalant glint of his feline eyes, Verenus shattered the formula halfway, releasing its energy. Which was a shame because it contained one nasty fool trap. He didn't try to avoid the direction of the attack or change its coordinates, either. He simply met the spell with his chest.
 
   A deadly scythe hissed over the enemy army. Thirty throats gasped as thirty warriors crumbled to dust, forever losing any chance of an afterlife. The Mirror of Pain had proved to be a full set indeed, redirecting the damage from the armor bearer to his subordinates. Who were legion.
 
   Asmodeus cast a desperate glance over the thousand-strong crowd behind Verenus' back. He scowled in response to his enemy's goat-like laughter, then stuffed his mouth full of the chosen vials. His teeth crunched the glass as he choked on the razor-sharp shards. He just didn't have the ten extra heartbeats to unhurriedly drink them. His speeding mind reached for control charms, switching all available mana flows over to himself, while he broke the seals on the booster scrolls.
 
   Charge! And to hell with it all!
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The castle was hell incarnate. Its every corner was crawling with zombie mice and other rather smelly critters, followed by cheers and tears: the former from those who'd managed to raise a micro pet and the latter from everybody else — and not only the children, either. Somehow the kids had failed to master putting the raised pets back to rest. I got a funny feeling they simply didn't want it bad enough. The mice kept getting out of control scattering into every nook and cranny only to fall prey to the happy hell hound puppies, the second generation of which were actually born in the castle.
 
   A new link of necro life was trying to fit into the food chain.
 
   My inbox pinged, distracting me from my intellectual ponderings over nature's cycle of fuckups. The sender's VIP status had allowed him to get through the default filter I'd recently installed, Thank you for contacting me. Please leave a message.
 
   Aha! My millionaire customer! The likes of him were always welcome! This was a Korean representative of the clan who'd recently bought one of my Portal to Inferno scrolls. Did they want another one? It could be arranged. After all, my treasury had proven to be not as bottomless as I'd believed.
 
   We really needed our own Mr. Simonov. When it came to keeping an eye on the clan's property, Durin in his role of thrifty quartermaster was pure gold. But he was no bookkeeping whiz. He simply wasn't cut out to juggle numbers. It was true that this zombie dwarf knew every coin in the treasury blindfolded, but that wasn't enough. We needed our own financial genius, and had the Vets not been such valuable allies, I'd have poached their treasurer a long time ago.
 
   Besides, the bank had withdrawn the latest castle payment a week prematurely. Was it the last goodbye from the spiteful admins — or had AlterWorld's economy indeed lost the plot? I just didn't know.
 
   On top of that, another delegation of the insatiable dwarves had recently demanded to see me. Waving a fat stack of bills and complaining of the high cost of work and building materials, they'd given my bank account another workout. All my appeals to Aulë and the summoning of Durin had done very little to cool down the delegation's fervor. I'd managed to talk the price down a little — but even steel has its breaking point. I had apparently managed to discover, by trial and error, a certain pricing limit below which no living dwarf would agree, whether hung, drawn, quartered or anathemized.
 
   The dwarves had soon left, drooling greedily as they lugged away another two million gold. The Koreans, however, proved a trickier job.
 
   The kids were in shit. Their reckless cavalry attack had been smashed flat against the first tank they'd met. Some strategists. What had they been thinking, gate crashing an unknown demon's dominion? Okay, me, I'd have done it for sure, but the Koreans? Apparently, the kids didn't know when to stop when playing this new and unknown game — so they'd paid the price.
 
   Forty of their permas were now captured by Asmodeus. Their graves had never appeared in the castle's cemetery. Occasional groaning and weeping had sometimes made it through to the clan's chat, freezing the clan members' blood in their veins and driving the prisoners' friends and relatives hysterical.
 
   Regular players had been luckier. They'd been faced with a black screen, a forced logout and a system message:
 
    
 
   Your character has been captured! Now you can either turn to your friends for help or wait for your capturer's death. Alternatively, you can contact the AlterWorld Shop and purchase Guaranteed Freedom, which allows you to reunite with your avatar for as little as 100 gold.
 
    
 
   But once the players followed the link, they were faced with the following error page:
 
    
 
   We are sorry. For reasons of the site's upcoming nationalization, all services are unavailable.
 
   Warning! If you choose to play the game, it is your decision made at your own risk. The AlterWorld Corporation waives all responsibility for any potential moral, financial or physical damage to you or your avatar. God help you!
 
    
 
   All this had hit the Koreans hard. Having lost almost a hundred men, the Gimhae clan was now turning into a shapeless demoralized heap like a torn sugar bag.
 
   It wasn't that I was so particularly worried about them. On the contrary: ever since the memorable Chinese raid, the sight of their Anime-styled eyes — wide open or cunningly squinted — gave me the shivers.
 
   But politics is all about counterweights. And we needed new allies really badly. Facing the Chinese giant alone wouldn't be a wise thing to do. We'd had some positive developments as the Japanese cluster had already expressed its satisfaction with the results of our Russian Campaign. The more militant among them were already suggesting they try to repeat our success, appealing to their countrymen's samurai spirit and exaggerating the amount of our battle spoils tenfold.
 
   They'd sent us a few cautiously worded congratulations, followed by an exchange of rather neutral diplomatic messages as both parties were trying to suss the other out. I had a funny feeling that if those samurai spirits ever made their minds up to attack, we could expect to be invited as potential experts or even allies. That was worth considering.
 
   Judging by the newsfeeds, the Asians were currently at the forefront of the political arena. They were the ones constantly mentioned as the main players in certain global events whenever there was a city taken, new lands discovered or an epic quest completed. Diligent, insistent and tenacious like terriers, the Chinese, the Japanese, the Koreans and other smaller but equally determined nations had begun to spread, subjecting the neighboring lands to their rule.
 
   Soon their spheres of influence had begun to overlap, causing tension. The game developers hadn't given much thought to AlterWorld's geography, sweeping the entire Asian cluster to one side of the enormous Frontier, thus dividing it from the European lands and virtually dooming it to an unavoidable war.
 
   There were a few other points that spoke in favor of helping the Koreans.
 
   Firstly, topping up my long-suffering treasury. Gone were the days of Max the computer guy who'd puffed up with pride at his just-above-average earnings. Now I was a duke, a local lord with his own army, lands and a whopping big castle. All this absorbed gold like water, pushing me to new expansionist escapades. In our troubled times, relying on pure economy for a cash flow bordered on suicidal. Sad as it may sound, one captured castle could pay for years of hard crafting work.
 
   Secondly, I desperately needed a good scuffle, preferably with an awe-inspiring enemy. My fifteen top Ear Cutters that I'd gotten for mere peanuts were now serving as guiding beacons on the road to my clan's incredible strength. The night I'd spent with Mona Lisa had melted the deep-space ice that had bound my heart after the name-giving session. The Creator's spark in my soul was once again burning hot, subconsciously attracting some of the smarter NPCs.
 
   And what could be cooler than an Inferno scuffle?
 
   I gave the Korean guy my preliminary consent and promised to be back in touch within the hour. Then I called a staff meeting to mull over the raid idea with the few members of my micro HQ. Speaking in order of rank, all of my officers supported the idea. Even any potential problems with Asmodeus didn't put them off. Only Dennis the Analyst wrinkled his nose which made him look like an enormous cat.
 
   I nodded in synch with his thoughts, "We're not going to assault Asmodeus blindly like a bunch of idiots. Even if it does come to a head, we'll keep all permas in the rear and only send the NPCs into battle. That'll give them a chance to write their names in gold in our Hall of Fame. Same goes for everyone! Keep an eye on your men. Don't let their enthusiasm get the better of them. Siam, I want you to draft a message for the Vets. It's not a good thing to alert them at a moment's notice. We really should offer them an occasional share of our pie, too."
 
   I paused for a second, assessing the call-up potential of all the parties involved. "The op starts in five hours. Make sure we don't repeat the same fuckup as the last time! Only the old-timers. The portal to Inferno will be set up at the Remote Post next to Tianlong's fortress. Dennis, I want you to run it past the Koreans. Seeing as this is a rescue mission, we won't be charging them for it but we'll be the ones in control and we'll be getting all the loot. It's their people we're out to rescue, after all, and we're doing it all at our expense. Don't accept any objections. I don't even think there'll be any. The kids aren't in a position to haggle."
 
   The following unhurried preparation proved much easier than a general alarm. Although it too had its rushed moments, but it was nothing like the hell we'd raised the last time. The techs habitually swore under their breath as they rolled the heavy golems out of their hangars and began tapping their hammers, changing their weapons and gear to the latest recommended standards. They'd had plenty of time to study the logs of the last battle, circling the best-working damage schemes in red, and were now exercising their creativity as they put the thoroughly and very expensively repaired techno monsters back together.
 
   The Cursed Castle battle had cost me indeed. There'd been no loot, as whatever gear the enemy fighters had lost had become my warriors' lawful trophies. This, by the way, is one of the biggest stimuli to join a clan: legitimate PK. Where else can you expect to smoke your opponent and strip him of his prized artifact while keeping your reputation intact? The only other place you could do this sort of thing was in the arena provided the rules had been tweaked to allow it.
 
   So all in all, our clan treasury had suffered somewhat. Then again, what clan was I talking about? Everything that it owned had come out of my very own pocket. The ten-percent tax had only just begun to trickle in, making me want to weep at its miserable flow.
 
   Having said that, I'd also gained a considerable number of freebies in terms of reputation, experience and new diplomatic connections. Not even to mention the boost our alliance had received in acquiring a powerful vassal with his own small army together with a good hundred and fifty new member applications. Cryl was now spitting venom, forced to stay behind and go through them, looking into the applicants' respective life stories. In any case, his level didn't answer the raid's objective. It was about time I took my staff rats out into the field to do some quality strategic leveling. We had a lot of catching up to do. All this paper-pushing was gradually turning us into dead weight — and that applied to me too.
 
   I just hoped Cryl was going to feel a bit better when he heard about my plans to replace him with Orcus who'd recently joined our motley crew. My young "cloak and dagger" wasn't that ambitious. He much preferred going into battle and spending his spare time with his Junior High sweetheart, Lena.
 
   But as for Orcus... he'd proved to be a true godsend. This was a mature wolf who knew the secret service inside out and couldn't wait to sink his teeth into his old profession. Yes, I risked a lot hiring him as is, without all the proper real-life checks. In doing so I was entirely trusting my gut feeling and Fuckyall's recommendation. Missing such an opportunity would have been madness. It's not every day a real special-service wolfhound falls into your lap.
 
   The Vets took seconds to reply to my invitation to join the raid. Predictably, it was an affirmative. They must have already had a knee-jerk decision-making mechanism: Max's path was strewn with loot and excitement so it was always worth tagging along with his party.
 
   The Children of Night HQ was the first to port to the Remote Post, together with a covering group and a dozen freshly hired bodyguard trolls under Snowie's command. The stationary portal behind our backs stayed open, unhurriedly sucking gold out of my pocket and letting through the stooping golems.
 
   Our allies had refused our help in setting up navigational beacons, thus hinting at them having their own. Indeed, soon an amazing emerald green guest portal unfolded next to our standard-issue one. I turned a quizzical stare to Siam, my analyst, who was known to pump megabytes of newsfeeds through his memory on a daily basis.
 
   "That's the latest wizard fad," he commented. "The ultimate in cool, meant to demonstrate your control over your element. One of them had stumbled across a few variables in the basic spell. By changing its verbal and visual components and varying the mana flow one can alter the desirable effect to a certain degree. At the moment, the wizzies are fooling around with it simply changing the portal's appearance. But that's only the beginning."
 
   "What do you mean by the visual component?"
 
   "Well you know, all those rituals and charms and other bells and whistles."
 
   I shook my head. "They call it progress! If it goes like this, very soon we'll be dancing shamanic dances with a tambourine, howling some teeth-chattering mantras just to cast a simple portal."
 
   "If it's a portal to earth, why not. The players seem to be gingerly pushing the limits set by the game developers. It['s pretty obvious they're not quite yet sure what they can do, which is why they keep relying on all sorts of crutches. Just give them a bit of time — or wait for the new generation to grow up. Everything's gonna be totally different. Look at our kids! Whoever doesn't yet have a zombie pet is considered uncool! Every single one of them is casting: rogues and clerics, tanks even!"
 
   I shuddered. God forbid. The desperate squeaking of honking green zombie mice had already started to infuriate everyone older than ten years of age. Talking of which. In the last three weeks, my kindergarten had grown a lot. Screwyall's progress was especially impressive, but then his situation was different. If it went on like this, in another two or three years' time the kids would be old enough to get driving licenses. Having said that... no, probably not. They would probably pause in certain periods of psychological comfort and security. For boys it could be the age of six, ten and sixteen years old. The girls, I wasn't really sure. Their truly alien mentality was a mystery to me. I just hoped that AlterWorld's soil offered little food for those sissies so widespread on Earth these days, giving my boys a chance to grow beyond an eternal seventeen-year-old wuss.
 
   At a signal from their ever-watchful pointmen, the guest portal started disgorging the Vets' never-ending formations. They cheered to us, nodding their respect at the sight of the heavy war golems and casting surprised glances at Tianlong. No wonder: the once-emaciated dragon had considerably beefed up on Macaria's free boost channel. His once-yellow bones now sparkled a bright celestial blue. According to our guards, they'd sighted quite a few instants of his tail twitching — which immediately stopped once the dragon noticed their watching him.
 
   While the Vets lined up in the designated area, our staff officers coordinated their maneuvers and multi-layered buffing schemes.
 
   Dan, General Frag and the clan priest a.k.a. the incessantly grinning Eric reined up their mounts at the foot of the HQ hill. While we exchanged handshakes, Hummungus and LAV sniffed each other, their initial distrust giving way first to surprise and then to keen interest. Eric's bear swayed its hips invitingly while Hummungus tried to walk around it with an apparent intention to jump its bones.
 
   "Hummungus, off! Hi, bro! You don't think your LAV here could actually be a girl?"
 
   Eric cast an embarrassed glance around him and leaned toward me, whispering confidentially. "I just don't know any more. He seems to have filled out a bit in the most interesting places. And, er... I don't think I've noticed him having any, you know... ah! Can we check yours if he has any, you know what I mean-"
 
   Hummungus recoiled with a warning growl. I patted his neck. "Relax! Uncle Eric's only joking. I think we'd better ask him to let his teddy pay us a visit, shall we? An overnight one? Then we'll be watching Uncle Eric gradually turning into a picture-book Tartar riding his pot-bellied pregnant horse..."
 
   Everybody guffawed. Even Eric brightened up a little. "And how much do they pay for a puppy — dammit! — for a bear cub from an elite breeder?"
 
   "it should cost at least its own weight in silver," I said generously. "And if the cub is a perma that ignores the admins' restrictions — probably, in gold."
 
   The staff officers of both parties grew pensive. Predictably, Dennis was the first to come round. He nudged his miserable off-the-shelf horse toward Eric and began whispering in his ear.
 
   Er... should we really be doing a bit of breeding? You never know: in another hundred years the Russian cavalry might be prancing about on elite bears, commanding awe and respect from their enemies.
 
   In the meantime, the portal began disgorging the thick ranks of NPCs bristling with steel and magic. This was my biggest strategic idea which had hit my wallet the hardest. A six-hundred strong group of top level female warriors, mainly comprised of beautiful human women and noble Elfas. Loyalty to the clan was in their setup; each with her own character and option of free movement beyond the castle walls. They had bled the hire potential of both the castle and the First Temple dry. Properly motivated, my men watched them closely, eager to follow my recommendation to "stick to each other in battle, watch out for each other and use every opportunity to offer a friendly hand".
 
   As the neat ranks of female squads formed in the square, the smile faded on General Frag's face, replaced by wrinkled confusion. Finally, he couldn't hold it any longer.
 
   "Listen Max, I do know that the rumors of your gold swag have been greatly exaggerated. It's true that you've laid your hands on an indecent amount of trophies. But most of it you've stashed away, in your arsenal as well as in the treasury. We've managed to trace whatever you've dumped on the auction. So do tell me: why on earth are you splurging kilotons of gold on NPCs? You of all people should know that their potential is suspect to say the least!"
 
   I squinted, unsure if I should share my secret with him. This kind of knowledge was more powerful than an A-bomb. Immediately the Vets sensed my indecision, tensing up like tigers before springing. They didn't expect any huge cosmic revelations in response to an apparently simple question, but they could smell triple-confidential information when they got a whiff of it.
 
   On one hand, every NPC we'd wrestled from the eternal void was a great acquisition and a loyal comrade to boot, unlikely to ever turn coat. On the other hand, I had a funny feeling that the amount of new identities arriving in AlterWorld was finite. Our world just wouldn't be able to create millions of sentients out of nowhere. Sooner or later, we would bleed the world's reserves empty. After that, our castle interfaces would only be able to generate brainless zombies.
 
   And still, there were just too many eyes watching us closely. Very soon the secret would gain a life of its own, and then I'd find myself in front of the Vets with egg on my face. Sure, they'd understand my motivations but the old trust and camaraderie would be gone. Apart from that, the strengthening of the Vets and their Alliance was in my own interest. For a second I struggled with the greedy desire to ask for something in return. Still, I couldn't think of anything equally valuable and swapping it for a handful of African beads would be rather stupid.
 
   Finally I made up my mind. I closed my eyes and sent three private chat channel requests. Soon the Vets' top brass sat up in their saddles and froze, trying to digest the information. An officer arrived with a report, rapped it out twice and faltered in confusion as an answer never came.
 
   What kind of walking anachronism was that? This inflexibility of the army was its biggest weakness. They just didn't seem to possess the mental flexibility necessary to think out of the box. No wonder that once the Wall of China Battle had been over, they'd immediately dispatched a group of staff officers to me to learn from our experience of the newly invented "portal battle".
 
   It had taken the Vets a minute to digest and synchronize the information received, coming up with a new strategy. Dan turned to me and said in a slightly slurred voice,
 
   "Max, we owe you — again. The value of the information you've provided can't be underestimated. Would you mind if we add our NPCs to the raid, too?"
 
   I smiled unwittingly. Freakin' plagiarists. "Not at all," I nodded my agreement. "How many?"
 
   Dan's stare clouded over as his mind worked overtime, talking to me, sending messages to an avalanche of chat rooms and analyzing incoming information. "We're not a Super Nova, of course, so we need to cut our cloth accordingly. We can offer about a hundred level-200 warriors per perimeter. That's the best we can do. Four hundred men with a delay of half an hour. Will that be enough?"
 
   "It will."
 
   "And another thing. Seventy-five percent of your NPCs are female. Did you do that on purpose?"
 
   I glanced at the Vets' soldiers squinting laboriously at the uniform ranks of my Ear Cutter girls. Their slim figures clad in leather whetted their soldiers' imagination, triggering a non-stop exchange of smiles and jokes between the two groups.
 
   I nodded again. "Absolutely. I'm not going to tell you about AlterWorld's demographic situation."
 
   Dan gritted his teeth, shaking his head in disbelief. There it was — the ideal solution to one of the gaming world's biggest pains in the back. Because, as the merciless statistics would confirm, male players made up 72% of the virtual world's population.
 
   There they were, the fourth generation of Russian boys raised predominantly by females who broke their mentality to fit their own mother-hen mold, castrating the minds of the future soldiers and statesmen. The school, the state, society, mass media all strived to cut their characters down to size, forming obedient and controllable consumers and office rats. All alphas and non-conformists were rejected by default and fell by the wayside, dying or being channeled into the world of crime. Only a small percentage of those somehow wriggled their way into government, business or special services.
 
   Unable to fulfill themselves in this new society model and sensing their own inferiority and the wrongness of the values enforced upon them, these hen-pecked men either reached for the bottle or reverted to childhood, cloistering themselves in a world of online toys. There he was finally a warrior, a protector who knew that somewhere in a cozy old castle his sweet and docile Miss Right was waiting for him.
 
   The Vets especially had gender problems, due to the clan's specifics. One girl to every ten boys. This ratio resulted in daily fights and duels, the constant arguments over girls undermining the clan's unity. The unveiling of free Houses of Pleasure had lessened the pressure somewhat but the problem was still there. And here it was, an ideal solution capable of improving both the Vets' morale and their combat value!
 
   While Dan was busy emptying their treasury, I got in some quality time talking to Eric. His new position had added a tad of seriousness to his character, making him look even more like some legendary Russian knight. He watched in disbelief as a fifty-strong pack of hell hounds poured out of the portal, followed by the unhurried and formidable Draky and Craky.
 
   "How do you do it?" he shook his head. "What do you buy them with?"
 
   I cracked a smile, adding benevolently, "I treat them well."
 
   Eric sniffed. "You might not know it but you and your menagerie are being watched by a thousand envious wannabes. You can't even imagine how many would have loved to have a pet dragon. You could build an Egyptian pyramid with all the tomb stones of your followers — and there'll be enough left to erect a wall around the whole of Cairo."
 
   That sounded interesting. "Did they make any progress?" I asked.
 
   He shrugged. "One doesn't speak of such things. What I do know for a fact — do you remember the handicapped girl I brought to the Three Little Pigs on the day we met? Well, she apparently found common ground with our legendary unicorn, the City of Light's mascot. The one which loves sugar and apparently can grant prowess in bed. Level 230, nothing to sniff at. The two are inseparable now. Evil tongues say that they even sleep in one bed. They coined a name for the girl, Catherine the Great. Glory be to Macaria, the girl is absolutely clueless in historical trivia," he spat at the thought of the vile rumors.
 
   The Koreans still hadn't arrived, busy collecting their demoralized clan and clocking up their debt points. Their beautiful pearl green portal opened almost simultaneously with the arrival of the Vets' group of NPCs.
 
   At the sight of our 1500-strong army, the heavy golems, the dragons and the hell hounds, the Koreans' faces betrayed surprise that was quickly replaced with hope. Apparently, those mysterious Russians had taken their request seriously and were now flexing their incredible power. Now you could indeed believe the rumors of their defeating the Chinese twice on their own soil.
 
   I didn't want to drag it out much longer. The buffs weren't going to last forever and neither were the players who still had a lot of marching to do. I checked the availability of the portal spell. The twenty-four hour cooldown had already expired. Excellent. I could cast it directly without wasting any precious scrolls as I was running out of the Sparks of Divine Presence. At some point, I would have to spread a few sheets on the floor and ask the Fallen One to open the window to the astral planes.
 
   "Fall in!" a multi-language command echoed over the ranks.
 
   "Portal!"
 
   Bang! An almighty blast whirled tons of sand up into the air. A hot haze floated over the burgundy arch.
 
   The shuffle of thousands of feet. The barely audible clicks of screenshots taken. One of them, taken by an unknown soldier, would centuries later end up as one of the National Arts Gallery's most prized possessions,
 
    
 
   A Portal Jump to Eva 4 by an unknown artist.
 
   Circa 3rd century of the rule of Laith the Two-Faced, the Era of the Fallen One.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Karelia, Russia. A dense tract of intact forest along the White Sea coast.
 
    
 
   Yr the Hobbler scrambled over the vast expanse of crusted snow. From time to time he dropped down on all fours, leaping in long strides. A straight trail of prints betrayed his wake, generously spotted with dark-red Gnoll blood. Not even Gray-Haired Arrkh whose spiteful eyes had long clouded over wouldn't be able to lose such an easy trail. And nothing could heal Yr the Hobbler, either. There was no antidote to the deathbed curse of a Drow Wizard being sacrificed to the Beast God.
 
   He didn't even try to put his pursuers off his trail. Instead, he bolted straight ahead like a frightened rabbit, luring the chase away from the Home Hill. Performing this last duty to his clan.
 
   Yr was growing weaker, his leaps shorter, scarlet froth foaming between his black lips. His Camo pursuers had been good. They'd sniffed out their lair with incredible precision. Twenty enormous Steel Bees dropped from behind the clouds at a respectful distance from the hill, their armored bellies disgorging the hateful humans.
 
   Their respect was understandable. Three charred skeletons powdered with snow had clearly showed them the power of the tribe's shamans. Baked within the soft metal of their shells, their bodies had smelled tartly of the bees' unusual acrid blood. They had tasted good. Their fresh skulls dangling with black scraps of leftover flesh had added to the traditional stockade the Gnolls had erected around their new settlement. Mornings, happy birds would tap their beaks on the bones, trying to get to the frozen meat and disturbing the enemies' dead souls. The Gnolls' life was looking up, falling into its habitual course.
 
   By the will of the Beast God, two pawfuls of moons ago the clan members began regaining their identities and their eternal memory. At the time, the clan's caves had been located within direct sight of the pointy-eared ones' city. In those days even the Gnoll King couldn't count on a long life; and as for the junior clan members, their deaths had become so frequent that their conscience had left their frames, turning the Gnolls into the legendary Rabid Dogs who habitually ripped warm flesh apart, receiving negligible experience and respawning over and over again, every time slightly stronger, every resurrection gifting the entire clan a few extra minutes of life.
 
   But their two-legged enemies were just too numerous. Their hatred and laziness forced them to train their young by killing Yr's four-legged kinsmen. Wave after wave of death swept through their lair, sometimes flooding even the Throne Hall, momentarily deleting the Gnolls from the list of AlterWorld races.
 
   Leaving their hill had been impossible: too many watchful eyes around, too many ill-wishers eager to call in reinforcements whenever the Gnolls' attempted to resist, break out or ambush their killers. Which was when the clan's shamans had decided to cast the Random Jump.
 
   They had set up the Portal of Chaos with only two requirements: a life-sustaining environment and the absence of the two-legged ones in the vicinity of the jump. They just couldn't have added anything else to the already tongue-twisting ritual: the error margin would have been too large.
 
   You should have heard the Chief Shaman swear when he stood buried up to his chest in snow, showering the stupid humans with all sorts of taboo words for having drilled thousands of wormholes in the reality's fragile structure. Its once well-organized fabric had rotted into a mire, turning the tried-and-tested method of a rebound jump into a trap. Instead of a soft relocation of the portal exit point, the overworked membrane had snapped, catapulting the refugees into another reality.
 
   The world with a negative magic balance. The shamans had wailed; the King had gnashed his teeth as the planet's warped energy field began syphoning the new mana source. The wizards' stocks had dwindled into insignificance as all their artifacts and accumulators drained, leaving the clan with nothing but their personal skills and combat abilities.
 
   Soon, however, the shamans had learned to cope with it by finding the right herbs and spell combinations in order to reach the strangely empty astral planes. They pressed their ethereal bodies to reality's many gaping holes, soaking up the whiffs of magic and gradually restoring their mana stocks, regaining their past power for a few brief hours.
 
   The clan's rangers had found an excellent hill. The Gnoll workers got busy digging and trying to fell trees while the warriors started mopping up the area's meager population. A bear risen from his lair was enveloped in a glittering white aura, suggesting he must have been of a similar level. And still he couldn't have done a lot against a well-coordinated team of five hunters. The bear graced the clan with his tasty fresh meat and a teeth-baring skull mounted on one of the stockade poles.
 
   Then the first humans had come. Two fugitives wearing identical robes with strange runes emblazoned on their backs, Penitentiary 151A. They pressed on blindly, ignoring the clan's boundary posts, until they trespassed — and faced trouble. The sight of three warriors coming out of the wood was enough to paralyze the hairless cowards. Only one of them pulled a piece of blackened metal from a chest sheath and tried to point it at the Gnolls. His greenish aura flashed an alarming yellow, prompting the warriors to preempt him.
 
   A crossbow slapped. A throwing knife whizzed through the air. The human's tender backbone crunched between sharp teeth. The warriors growled happily as they gulped the fresh blood, their jaws tearing at the still-quivering warm meat. Easy hunt. Easier than killing a chicken.
 
   Then one of them pricked up his fluffy ears and turned in the direction from where the fugitives had arrived, listening intently. His predator's hearing didn't deceive him: he could hear the half-forgotten sounds of the Ancient Tongue! The happy barking of a pack chasing their quarry!
 
   Instinctively the group's leader raised his head and howled a command to end the hunt and return to the leader. The cheerful barking ceased, replaced by a confused yapping. After repeating the signal, the strange pack replied with a happy shrieking of creatures who had discovered the joy of True Servitude.
 
   The legendary Younger Brothers ran into the blood-covered opening, long leashes dragging on the snow behind their slave collars. The awakened ancestral memory threw the dogs and the dog-heads into each other's embrace. The forest echoed with the excited screaming of puppies. The bloodied snow flew everywhere as these cousins many-times-removed growled in the Ancient Tongue, celebrating their get-together and sharing the news.
 
   Which was exactly what six Camo humans saw a few minutes later. Breathless from the chase, they had forced their way through the thick fir trees and burst into the opening. No idea what they thought at the sight that greeted them, but their rapid bullet throwers rattled almost at once. Angry steel struggled in their hands, spitting fire and red-hot pieces of metal. Everyone had gotten his share.
 
   The Younger Brothers fell silent, torn to pieces by lead and steel. The stupid Arrch span on the snow, having received a double dose of red-hot death due to his outrageous size. The young Grrych collapsed, sprawled, having swapped his brains for an equal dose of lead. The group's leader was the only one left standing.
 
   This level-40 warrior with his decent Drow-made trophy armor whose shaman grandfather had cast a whole bunch of buffs on him every morning, rolled aside and headed for the enemy in a wide arc. After a split second of incessant rattling followed by the sparking of ricochets and the slurping sound of impacted flesh, the humans' orange auras gleamed blue. They hurriedly clattered their steel weapons, yanking at some handles as they tried to put their disintegrating weapons back together again.
 
   A sword wafted through the air. The first enemy clutched at his severed face, screaming. The air groaned — then the steel sang as it snapped, hitting a Camo belly. Who would have thought that their dirty robes concealed expensive armor? The leader growled his indignation as he used his meticulously sharpened claws and snow-white fangs. A few heartbeats and five mauled bodies later, the gnoll froze, facing the last human. The man was so scared he didn't even try to die as a warrior, staring at the gnoll with hatred and whispering a hasty prayer to his god into a ritual black box he held to his mouth.
 
   The coward didn't have an easy death. The Rotten Flesh spell is very painful, especially in a deformed world devoid of regeneration. Miraculously, even the smallest scratch on the prisoner's body hadn't even healed after sunset. The gnolls had suffered, too. The dead ones never respawned. And it took their leader two days and nights to heal his many wounds, restoring the chunks of flesh torn from his body.
 
   Which was when the first Steel Bee had come. The shaman squinted at it for a long time before shaking his head in concern. The creature was in possession of the Eye of Heat. The shaman cast a succession of Blindness, the Heavy Eyelids and the Tired Hands — with no apparent damage to the flying snoop. But then, something as trivial as a freezing spell had immediately brought it down, putting the roaring monster to rest.
 
   The next day, two more Steel Bees had arrived. Their death was much more ingenious this time. Even now you could still see bald patches in the forest spotted with molten metal.
 
   But half a moon later, death had come from the sky. A whole Swarm of Bees had arrived, bearing hundreds of warriors in their wombs, and began to tighten their circle around the Hill. Once again the clan had to flee. They didn't have enough mana to cast a portal. They had to battle their way through.
 
   That wasn't an honest battle. Dozens of all-seeing eyes watched them from up high, both in the sky and in the eternal void above it. They detected the Gnoll warriors at hundreds of paces, unmistakingly guiding the incompetent humans toward the clan's combat pack. Then came fire, and a loud rattle, and hot steel that left agonizing bodies squirming in the dirty snow.
 
   And once even the dumbest amongst them had realized that no one was going to escape this mutilated forest alive, the clan's preservation instincts kicked in. The thinned-out ranks of the clan warriors descended upon the enemy and charged a high price for every foot of their advance. Barely a dozen pawfuls had made it to the first enemy lines. But there in close combat the clan defenders sang their triumphant Fang Song.
 
   They broke the siege, decorating the white trees with the Camos' guts. The remaining warriors divided into two groups, attacking the enemy's flanks and widening the bottleneck for the clan's escape. Death and fire descended from the sky; the earth itself reared up as angry metal tore their perfect bodies apart. Yr had fought with the best of them; he hadn't shrunk behind his comrades' backs. But he was the one privileged to become the last survivor.
 
   And now he himself had turned into the quarry, luring the furious pursuit away from where the Shield of Cold and the Living Mist concealed a hasty retreat, into the forest's safe depths, of the clan's reproductive nucleus: the guards, the shamans, the King and a couple of dozen elite females.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The raid gradually filtered through the portal, lining up in an alert defense circle. The air reeked of sulfur. Flakes of soot fell densely from the mulberry sky. A dozen volcanoes highlighted the horizon.
 
   "Matches are not toys," one of the Vets commented thoughtfully.
 
   Deep inside I agreed with him. Not the most cheerful of places.
 
   I looked around, searching for my Hell Hound. There she was — as large as life, her nostrils flaring, her eyes glittering wetly. Never seen that before. Was she happy to be back home?
 
   "Spark?" I called her softly. "Do you recognize it here?"
 
   She shook her head. "No. Too close to the Highers' domains. Our caves are far from here. Only the strongest are able to live here. But still I think I can smell our big brothers..."
 
   She was right there. According to the Koreans, they'd managed to mop up, together with the so-called cows, also quite a few Cerberuses... or is it Cerberi? It was true though that their levels were way above 300. My level-190 Hell Pooch had quite a bit of catching up to do. Even though she'd managed to put on quite an impressive bit of weight from all the generous loot our world had to offer, she wasn't quite a match for the local mobs yet. Never mind. Give them another year and three square meals of fresh flesh a day as opposed to one stale bone a week — and I might have my own hunting pack capable of running down Nagafen!
 
   Although the Koreans had already forwarded us the logs of their infamous journey, my map was blurred gray, clouded with the "mist of war". The only marked area was the tiny spot taken by our raid. Judging by the confusion on the faces of the Korean staff officers, they didn't recognize the terrain, either. Problem. Apparently, the portal had a floating exit point.
 
   While the raid officers were trying to make some sense out of the only map by overlaying it with transparent tracing-paper charts of previously explored areas, the Koreans' chief ranger pointed a confident finger to the east. "There!"
 
   I looked at our own scout. Furrowing his brow, he nodded not so confidently.
 
   I glanced at Spark. "You think you know where this Asmodeus lives?"
 
   She sneezed in affirmation and pointed her nose at the horizon, outlining an area about 30 degrees wide. "There."
 
   Oh well. All three seemed to agree on the direction. Excellent.
 
   "Raid, fall in the ranks in marching order! Code orange! Set the course for eighty degrees west!"
 
   "How about you just point?" one of the Vets quipped.
 
   "How about you check your compass? Move it!"
 
   We didn't get too far. After about a hundred paces, the ranks shuddered all at once from a wave of pain that rolled over them like a tsunami. A disgusting ball of maggots, about ten feet in diameter, rolled out from behind a nearby basalt growth and wriggled quickly toward the raiders writhing with pain. The creature's greedy thoughts assaulted our minds,
 
    
 
   It hurts! Hungry! Me want food! Food kill pain! Hurts! Hurts!
 
    
 
   "WTF?" I felt relatively better than the rest as the Shield of Faith offered decent protection from the mob's growing pressure.
 
   "This is a Bundle of Nerves," the Gimhae leader croaked, wincing. "That's the name we gave them. It amplifies its own emotions, broadcasting them within a radius of a few hundred feet around itself. The bad thing is, we'll have to kill it now. We met a few of these before. They just won't leave you alone."
 
   "What's the problem, then?
 
   "Didn't I just say? It amplifies its own emotions and sensations and broadcasts them back. It will make us feel every blow as we deal it. It's like amputating your own feet with cuticle scissors — without anesthesia!"
 
   I shuddered. Great analogy. "Well, no point in dragging it out, then! Come on, guys, all together now! Attack!"
 
   But the game developers were right little sadists. This level-400 creature had an indecent amount of hits plus a definite incoming damage limit. It couldn't have cared less if attacked by a hundred or a thousand men: we just couldn't shave off more than 1% health per second. Once we sussed it out, we stopped uselessly blunting our swords and stood there, groaning and swearing in several languages while the chosen hundred were burning off mana, hacking away at the monster.
 
   Finally fifteen hundred throats groaned a sigh of relief as if everybody had ceased to have toothache. A relaxed silence was broken by the report from the curious loot master,
 
   "Four ingredients, one of them unknown. A diamond the size of a pigeon's egg, a rare item. A set of some quest snot. It looks disgusting. Sir, are you taking them? They're no drop, too."
 
   The unspoken rule entitled a raid leader to any unknown quest items. On one hand, it was his honestly earned bonus; on the other, some quests targeted the entire raid so the leader was the only person capable of completing it. Things like this had happened before, like when Les Miserables had been stuck in a freshly-looted dungeon for an extra forty-eight hours. As it turned out, in order to open a portal they had had to hand over the five hundred badges they'd taken off the mobs back to the Floor Guardian. And they'd had already shared them happily between the raid members, three badges each, yeah right.
 
   "Coming," I mumbled, not particularly inspired by the mention of the snot.
 
   Indeed, the sight of what looked like a bunch of semi-transparent entrails squirming sedately was nauseating.
 
   "Shit. Couldn't they've packed them into a pot or something? How come blood comes already bottled in nice neat vials while this sticky goo has no packaging? Crafters! Anyone happen to have some kind of jar on you?"
 
   A jar was eventually found and the raid continued on its way. Steel clanged; mounts hollered in many voices; a miscellany of pets marked the ground with a fancy pattern of paw prints. Bottles and flasks of every size changed hands as raid members tasted the respective offerings of the two national cuisines, Korean and Russian, striking quick deals to barter a crate of vodka for a barrel of soju, or a hundred servings of pickled gherkins for an equal amount of kimchi.
 
   In theory we were in a hurry to save a few lost souls. But in practice, it wasn't really possible to march past a new monster without checking what it had to offer. Both rangers and military guards kept "accidentally" walking into various Inferno mobs' aggro zones, then happily pulled the resulting train toward our column snaking amid the cliffs. We'd make a quick job of the mob and lay it out on the basalt in breathless anticipation of the loot master's report.
 
   Especially because we'd already had time to study the Koreans' logs and were now casting envious glances at all the unique artifacts in their hands. Warriors ogled the Black Sword, secretly wishing they could strangle its owner in the outhouse, while wizards admired greedily the Crystal of Salamander burning with its bright flame in the hands of the lucky Korean wizzy. And one couldn't even count all the screenshots taken with the Fiery Unicorn. Naturally, we had to stay within the limits — mere politeness demanded we leave quality farming till some other time. So we just marked the coordinates of all the ancient dungeons on the map and kept walking, grinding our teeth and casting frequent glances back.
 
   In the four hours that followed, we'd encountered at least a dozen Bundles of Nerves. Seeing yet another of them, the entire raid inevitably groaned, cussing in a variety of languages. The Valley of Pain was the name we gave to the plateau so abundant with them. Other mobs were in high supply too, from lone demons in a variety of levels to a pack of feline-like creatures with scorpio tails. The game designers had done their best with them: whoever they stung began convulsing, spewing sticky green froth.
 
   I understood of course that those were but visual effects accompanying standard Silence and Paralysis, but even after an hour the warriors were still shaking, convulsing occasionally; besides, the sight of green puke all over their gear didn't please the eye, either. But was there anyone to blame at all? What if all this was simply the awakening world gaining detail, letting us know that from now on we weren't going to get away with as little as damage stats? Implying that we were going to get a gutful of the game's doubtful pleasures?
 
   The loot kept dropping, plentiful and generous, all top items but not the artifacts we craved so much. No wonder. To get them, you had to see mega bosses and shake them out of their gear.
 
   The Koreans' group kept dwindling. Most of their clan members were real-life players forced to attend to their boring real-life problems. It was funny to watch some scarred warrior who'd just been gulping down vodka by the flask, cracking suggestive jokes and slapping his female clanmates' backsides, suddenly blush and croak, "Sorry guys, really need to log out now or I'll be late for school tomorrow." Such words made our Children of Night guffaw happily while the Gimhae leader squinted his already slanted eyes. They couldn't help it, really. The figures of non-battle casualties in any game had long been established: 3% of real-life players an hour. There was no way around it.
 
   Soon we heard the happy screams of our pointmen as their widescreen state-of-the-art radars had finally registered the slow advent of the area scanned by the Koreans. We'd made it!
 
   It took us another hour of unhurried trotting to finally get to the borders of Asmodeus' domain. We cast surprised glances at the yet unrestored watchtower. Why would he leave his outpost unprotected? Where were all the respawned guards? A similar scene awaited us by all the settlements on our way: only a few low-level demon workers tied to their locations. And as for all the warriors slain by the Koreans, they had apparently skedaddled someplace else.
 
   Trying to save time and sparing the raiders' effort, we gave a wide berth to any potential hot spots, keeping the greedy pullers on a short leash.
 
   We were now approaching the Small Citadel where I'd intended to make a big Badaboom! aiming to challenge Asmodeus. But I miscalculated. We had nothing to do with the deafening Boom! that echoed through the air. And another one, followed by colorful flashes that lit up the horizon. The earth quaked. Toxic gusts of wind lashed our faces with wintry waves. It looked like somewhere right ahead someone had just engaged in one hell of a scuffle.
 
   "Move it! Rangers, put your foot down! I want as much information about this ASAP!"
 
   The light golems made a dart for it, the riders' outlines clinging to their steel backs. The slim-legged wolves — the rangers' highest possible transformation — swooshed past in long leaps. Our entire army gradually accelerated and rolled along, leaving behind the reserves and other slow coaches.
 
   I could already see the tall spires of the Citadel when the information from the rangers flooded the chat. Apparently, our Asmodeus had clashed with a much bigger guy and was now busy getting his ass kicked big time. A meager few hundred defenders were huddled together by the castle walls while the aggressors' army counted about three thousand, plus another two thousand scorched dead bodies smoldering away on the ground. Yes, you heard it right: Asmodeus' every blow seemed to mow through his offender's legions. And still their general — the scary-looking Verenus — was just as fresh and in one piece, scowling fiercely as he counterattacked again and again.
 
   We took the surrounding hills in our stride, finding ourselves less than half a league away from the battlefield. Ordinary warriors paid no attention to us as long as we didn't breach their fifty-pace aggro radius. And their two sentient leaders had more important things to do with their time. They were busy trying to kill each other.
 
   Asmodeus was in a bad way. A pedestrian squashed by a Kamaz truck would appear alive and kicking next to this crippled and mutilated Higher Demon. His black wings were broken, his joints squashed, the remains of his ribs sticking out; the right half of his face had been ripped off together with his horn and stomped into the ashen soil. Verenus was pressing down on him with his body, slowly sinking his purple claw into Asmodeus' only remaining eye socket. The latter croaked, his shaking hands trying to stop the other demon's heavier hand. And still, millimeter by millimeter, he was losing his battle.
 
   The Gimhae leader's nostrils quivered. "Shall we wait till he finishes him off, then attack?"
 
   I cringed, remembering Chairman Mao's words: "A smart monkey sits atop the mountain watching the tigers fight." I didn't think it applied to this particular situation. In fact, I didn't like it at all. My mind, sharpened by its virtual reality experience, skimmed through the facts, signaling louder and louder: wrong! We had to act — now!
 
   I glanced at Dennis. My analyst shook his head. He didn't like the Korean's idea, either.
 
   So I went for it. Firstly, because I somehow seemed to like Asmodeus' appearance. He still looked like an angel albeit a fallen one. Verenus, on the other hand, was a true spawn of hell the way they portrayed them in 5D adult-only horror movies. I had a funny feeling that if he got the upper hand in this combat, we could forget any negotiation scenarios. All you wanted to do in his presence was piss your pants with fear, not weave any diplomatic lace. Of course I knew that beauty was only skin deep, but still...
 
   Secondly, the winning tiger would be way too powerful to tackle. A Higher demon with three thousand lower ones and all the hits he needed — they'd simply wipe the floor with us. Besides, it wasn't Verenus we'd come there for and we knew nothing about his abilities. Plus — we had no idea what was going to happen to the captured Korean souls in case of his victory: whether he'd inherit them or disperse them in the Astral or simply let them hover forever in the eternal void awaiting their masters' reincarnation.
 
   And finally, a typically Russian trait. We always tend to root for the underdog. Just some sick glitch in our minds.
 
   The Eagle Vision that the wizzies had thoughtfully cast on me endowed me with a clear picture of the fight. I saw Asmodeus shudder, his broken legs shaking uncontrollably. Cloudy liquid ran down his acid-eaten cheek as Verenus' claw pierced his eye.
 
   We couldn't wait much longer!
 
   I concentrated and, remembering my mental conversations with Vertebra, reached out to the demon. "Asmodeus! You hear me? Asmodeus, damn you!"
 
   A weak voice groaned within my head, "Who are… you?"
 
   "I'm your lucky ticket! If we come to an agreement, of course. Look over at that hill! Oh shit, I'm sorry."
 
   "I can see. I can use my servants' eyes. What do you want for your help?"
 
   Trying not to lose my concentration, I blindly shoved Dennis's shoulder and hissed out of the corner of my mouth, "I want the agreement drafts, now!"
 
   As he sized up the situation, I rushed to offer the demon my ideas. The rush was worth it because Asmodeus' hits were hovering in the red zone, four-digit damage figures floating over his head.
 
   "The return of the captured souls! A non-aggression treaty with the right to farm all neutral creatures and mop up the dungeons!"
 
   "A treaty!" despite the gravity of the situation, Asmodeus snorted.
 
   Of course. A real demon should know the true value of paper contracts. Dammit! What was I supposed to do?
 
   "Join the alliance," Dennis hurried to suggest.
 
   Bingo. The rest I could come up with myself. Just think of all the potential! "Asmodeus?"
 
   "Yeah..." he croaked. A pierced needle went through my brain as Verenus' claw dug deep into the demon's skull. Now I could sense Asmodeus' feelings as well as thoughts. He was trembling listlessly with what looked rather like agony than an attempt at resistance. His damage stats soared.
 
   "You're going to join the Guards of the First Temple! The contract will be drawn up in the best paranoid manner for both parties: a yearly exit clause with a thirty-day grace. All of us are safe from any dirty tricks as alliance members can't attack each other. Just do it! We'll help you, you'll help us. Together we’ll bring the whole of Inferno under our rule!"
 
   "Never... I have never sworn allegiance to anyone!"
 
   "Jesus freakin' Christ! Not allegiance! An ally!"
 
   Asmodeus' arms crunched, breaking. Verenus' bleating laughter echoed over the valley,
 
   "Die, O Ancient One!"
 
   Verenus took a swing for one last deadly blow, protracting his sparkling claws.
 
   "Okay... I agree..."
 
   Time galloped. I slammed the cursor already hovering over the right button, sending Asmodeus an invitation to join the alliance. A moment later, some of the red dots on my remote radar turned to green. I slammed the Help of the Fallen One.
 
   Relieved, I watched Asmodeus' life bar filling up. His arm knitted instantly, parrying Verenus' clawed paw halfway to his face. Verenus stood there for a moment bug-eyed. Then a godawful uppercut sent him flying through the air. His demons gasped, receiving the damage, but it didn't affect the law of momentum: the goat-horned creature fell in a heap to the ground and began scrambling back to his cloven hooves.
 
   "Raid, listen to my orders! Buffers, support and pump up Asmodeus! Distance weapons, target Verenus! Wizards, open carpet fire on the enemy legion! Hand-to-handers, keep the perimeter intact! Gimhae! Don't think! Everything's under control! Obey your leader's orders! Pet controllers, unleash your beasts! Rover — Attack!"
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   A fragment of intercepted AlterWorld communications. From an anonymous email:
 
    
 
   I humbly kiss the Sun God's feet. I desire nothing other than to demonstrate my loyalty to Him, earning the Highest God's grace.
 
   I hurry to report that contrary to our expectations, the minion of the False God has managed to kindle the Creator's spark in his black heart and is now gathering new forces, granting immortality and tying mortal creatures into the fabric of the Universe.
 
   This Priest is extremely dangerous. A great threat he bears to the cause of Light and Order. Worthy of a cruel death he is, for our own good and as an example to others. While he is still small and weak, it shouldn't be too hard to accomplish.
 
   I kneel in trepidation, enquiring humbly: does the Luminous One remember the promise he gave me, to reward me, once the Great Victory was achieved, with his own-
 
    
 
   Message truncated
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Bang!
 
   With a slap of one powerful clawed paw, our unfortunate loot master flew through the air, swinging his arms and shouting indignantly,
 
   "That's against the rules! A ninja looter!"
 
   "It's mine!" Asmodeus growled, leaning over the body of the slain Verenus. The goat-horned bastard couldn't have fled the battlefield: the duel rules had been accepted by both parties and sealed with the Astral Seal of the disembodied messenger.
 
   Asmodeus' claws impotently scratched his enemy's armor, unable to access the loot.
 
   "May a dozen drunk exorcists take me!" the demon swore. "WTF?"
 
   I politely knocked a knuckle on his ornate mithril knee-piece. That was the highest I could reach: the demon's battle avatar was a good twenty feet tall. "'xcuse me, Sir? I'm afraid that's not how things are done here. You're now an alliance and raid member with everything it entails. Our raid has its own strict rules so I'm afraid you'll have to abide by them."
 
   Asmodeus swung round, glaring down at me, and sniffed, blowing sulfur smoke from his flaring nostrils. "I! Need! His! Armor!" he forced out, his snow-white fangs slapping on his black lips.
 
   Oh well. This particular look apparently wasn't meant for negotiating. "Listen, Sir, mind if you change your avatar? It'll be easier, don't you think? Just keep your hair on, we'll sort it out in a moment."
 
   I waved to the loot master, a burly dwarf of phenomenal carrying capacity and stratospheric greed. He hadn't suffered much damage from the demon's heavy hand, just some bits of skin hanging in shreds and a few minor life points rubbed off on the rough basalt.
 
   Utterly indignant, the loot master stepped businesslike toward Verenus' slain body. Casting an unkind glare at Asmodeus, he tried to shoulder him aside but the demon didn't budge an inch even though he'd already transformed into something marginally more manageable, just over seven foot tall and weighing about five hundred pounds.
 
   The dwarf spat on the ground in disgust and began his ministrations over the body. It wasn't every day he searched a super boss. He shook his hands like some surgeon or pianist and rolled his eyes while digging into the flesh.
 
   I gulped inconspicuously. That was the power of ignorance for you. The loot master treated Asmodeus with a lack of respect as if he were a regular allied NPC. But I, out of habit, had already sent a query to the Internet search service that provided me with a list of all of the Inferno bigwigs' names. And while everybody had been busy coming round after the battle, resurrecting, looking for their graves, sharing screenshots and greedily following the loot chat, I'd been scanning through the search results.
 
   And I tell you guys, that was almost enough to make me piss my pants. An embarrassing, knee-shaking moment with the risk of receiving the top prize of a chamber pot full of gold. Because my ability to see the sparks of newborn souls in NPCs' hearts was now screaming: this was no binary code, this wasn't even the local AI's clever acting! This was the real incarnation of Hell's oldest devil!
 
   The lines of the query results blurred before my eyes,
 
    
 
   Asmodeus. One of the most powerful and distinguished demons. The devil of lust, adultery, jealousy, but also revenge, hatred and destruction. The Prince of incubi and succubi. He rules over the fourth circle of demons, the "vengeful retributors of evil". He controls all the gambling houses in Hell. According to the Kabbalah, he is the fifth of the ten arch demons.
 
    
 
   I could only hope that the Fallen One's wary apprehension in regards to himself might also prove right for Asmodeus. That the indifferent consumerist attitude of millions of players, all devoid of reverential fear and driven only by the desire to get to the loot he might drop, would gradually affect his character, forming it into something new and relatively safe.
 
   "Got it! Nine grand! Guys, you seen this? The new mithril money with the Fallen One's profile, how cool is that! So beautiful, purple all over — weighing in at ninety pounds! How much would that be in gold, ninety grand? Not bad, eh? Next: the Pain Breastplate and the Pain Bracelets as part of the Pain Mirror set, that's two items out of five! Plus Verenus' Summoning Seal. All artifact items!"
 
   The looter kept shouting, uploading the loot's clickable pictures to the chat. An alternative currency aiming to replace the disappearing gold was a very good thing. Was it supposed to be the Admin's last farewell or was it our world itself trying to find a solution? I'd love to know if the Gods of Light were going to accept coins featuring the Fallen One's portrait. Or does money really stink?
 
   Still, soon the cheers died down, replaced by a disappointed murmur. All items came with class restrictions: Only demons. The Summoning Seal alone pleased the eye with its None/None marker, but then no one was stupid enough to claim it. All artifacts capable of affecting the game world — the ability to open portals, buff raids or, like now, summon Verenus once every six months — became the clan's property and its future power.
 
   "Where's the rest?" Asmodeus growled.
 
   The dwarf stopped stashing the loot away into his capacious bag and gave the demon a reassuring pat on the back. "Relax, dude. Three artifacts off one body, neat!"
 
   "Blessed Light!" Asmodeus cussed. He collared the dwarf — who hiccupped with surprise — lifted him in the air and shook him like a guilty kitten. "Give it here!"
 
   I exhaled, winding myself up, then once again donned the mask of my "First after the Fallen One" authority. A dose of animal adrenaline habitually shot into my brain and blew my top with a vengeance.
 
   "Stand where you are, you cloven-hooved worm!" I scowled. "Getting fresh, are we? Want me to have your balls for dinner?"
 
   The demon's outline flashed a defiant flame as he roared, hurling the unlucky dwarf aside.
 
   Time thickened into jelly. I saw clearly a fist shooting out in my direction, growing armored spikes as it traveled through the air.
 
   Bang!
 
   The noise was similar to a bunch of stun grenades exploding at your feet. The blast wave turned Verenus' body into a gooey mess. Asmodeus stared blankly at my hand which had parried and squeezed his fist.
 
   Crack! The demon's hand crumpled. My Holy points plummeted. The Fallen One's artifact under my skin grew unbearably hot. But I seemed to be in one piece. As I'd parried the demon's punch with an open palm, I'd been seriously worried it might have smashed my hand to smithereens.
 
   Fury surged through me. Mechanically I whipped out the Staff of Hatred from my inventory and clanged the spring, theatrically releasing the adamant blade and pressing its tip under the unmoving monster's chin.
 
    His skin split. Black blood trickled down the pink throat. With a yelp, the captured demon's soul inside the crystal slurped happily. At that moment I couldn't have cared less that the game's mechanics didn't allow me to deal damage to an ally. I had the right!
 
   The expression of pain and surprise on his face gave way to utter fear. The life force was leaving his body; the crystal swelled with darkness; the soul imprisoned in it dissolved into insane laughter. All this made the Prince of Hell feel he was facing oblivion.
 
   He recoiled, completing the damage to his mutilated hand as he pulled the hungry blade out of his throat. "Put it away. I... I understand. This is a union of equals."
 
   A screenshot!
 
   I snapped the blade shut, ignoring the staff's indignant mumbling, and turned round, taking in a thousand dropped jaws.
 
   A screenshot!
 
   I looked back at Asmodeus. He was waving his hand like a magician, murmuring a healing spell. The wound was tiny but apparently it hurt a lot. It resisted magic, closing reluctantly and leaving behind a star-shaped scar.
 
   I pinned the demon down with my glare. "Remember! You are an Alliance member! And I am its leader! You belong to the Darkness while I'm its First Priest. You're tough but I'm ten times tougher than you are. It's not a good idea to cross me, man. But being friends with me just might be worth your while."
 
   "I need Verenus' armor!" Asmodeus scowled. "I still have a long fight for the throne of the Lord of Fire."
 
   I nodded. "You're my ally, and helping you is part of our agreement. It just might happen that our swords might deliver you the throne you crave. Provided there's something in it for both of us, understand? It's never a good idea to grab everything for yourself. It only works once. We need to work as a team."
 
   His cheek twitched as he tried to fathom this warped logic. Then he spoke,
 
   "What would you need demonic armor for? The field marshal of Hell used to wear it for millennia. It's seen so much blood that it's now completely infused with Infernal vibes. Wearing it would wreck your soul within months, turning you into a demented outcast. You'll cease to be an Elf but will never become a demon."
 
   The dwarf who'd been listening in to our conversation shuddered. His fingers scratched the buckle of his bottomless bag as if he lugged a leaking nuclear reactor behind his back.
 
   "Give it to me," I nodded at the bag. The clever loot master promptly opened his trade window, getting rid of the nasty loot.
 
   Yes, what do you want? We were still living in those wild times when a person's word still meant something. When the king had to lead his army into battle personally at the tip of the attack. That was reason enough to ask yourself if starting yet another petty war was worth sending poor soldiers to sure death. And I had to live up to my title by demonstrating miracles of derring-do. You could say that the gaming world was degrading, falling back into the Dark Ages. But comparing it to the era of wild capitalism, I wasn't sure it was a bad thing.
 
   Don't let me even start on the importance of the soldiers' faith in their sovereign's good luck. Look at the Vets — they'd been quick on the uptake but now they were always trailing behind the Children of Night. And you couldn't say they'd made the wrong choice! The guys were set up for life. There they were, busy calculating their raid points and laying their eyes on their share of the loot. Besides, the raid had dragged them all up one level — three even in the case of some losers like myself. I could see general Frag grin happily as his clan reclaimed its eleventh position in the Russian cluster's military rankings.
 
   I turned to the brooding demon. "I want you to complete your part of the deal and set the captured souls free. Then you'll receive the Pain Breastplate as part of your share. I'm sorry but I can't just give you the Bracelets. We've only got three artifacts for fifteen hundred people. Verenus was the only boss we've smoked."
 
   The demon cheered up. "How about a swap? You personally, what do you need?"
 
   I glanced around me at hundreds of tired raiders barely moving, at our camp blacksmiths clanging away at their battered gear, at the sharing of petty loot that wasn't worth wasting raid points on. Sovereign, you said? These people simply wouldn't have understood me had I started all that democratic voting shit — and they'd consider it a sign of my weakness had I failed to wrestle away a personal trophy all for myself.
 
   I gave the demon a hearty slap on the shoulder. "Very well, then," I said cheerfully. "Let's go to the Citadel and talk about it. You could free the prisoners at the same time like the good hospitable host you are."
 
   "Sir," the loot master called me in a muffled voice when I'd already turned around.
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "What do you want me to do with the Soul Stones? They're no drop, you know, and there're at least a hundred takers already."
 
   I tensed up. "How many? Which ones?"
 
   "A total of sixteen stones for three thousand two hundred forty bodies. Levels 300+. And we've been lucky because demons' souls are very loose in their bodies so they drop double. Normally, a raid ends with people going for each other's throats over a couple of stones, lining up for them like a bathroom queue at a beer drinking competition. You could spend years waiting for your turn!"
 
   My inner greedy pig clutched at my ribs, shaking them like a prisoner shakes his prison bars, demanding I confiscate the precious loot. Me, I had to look further than that. I peered into the wary eyes of other necromancers and death knights as they awaited their leader's decision. Oh no, this was one time I shouldn't get too fresh. They definitely wouldn't understand.
 
   "Open a Field Auction, right now. Sell half the stones for raid points and the other for gold. I'll participate like everyone else. Get on with it!"
 
   "Yes, Sir!" the dwarf sprang to attention, cheering up, with a wink and an inconspicuous thumbs-up to the desperate players.
 
   Was he sponging off them, accepting secret payoffs or something? As a matter of fact, an insider like that could in theory affect the leaders' decision by dropping the right word at the right time. I'd have to check the loot logs just in case, anyway. I'd have to borrow the Vets' Mr. Simonov to look into that. I didn't need no rats at key posts.
 
   I PM'd Widowmaker while en route, asking him to bid for me and make sure he won me a stone. As commander in chief, I just couldn't be without my little stash of aces up my sleeve.
 
   We had barely reached the Citadel's gates when the respawned Bundle of Nerves dropped out of thin air barely fifty paces away. Wretched randomization!
 
   The creature flooded us with agony, whining the familiar "Hurts! Food! Hungry!" Even Asmodeus staggered. Then the thing smelled the heaps of still-warm meat nearby and hurried toward us with a groan of relief, amplifying its sensations for everyone to experience. It felt a bit like grating an aching tooth with a Swiss file.
 
   "I hate them!" Asmodeus barked, shooting his arm out as he hurled a generous helping of Liquid Fire at the monster. The air shuddered with what sounded like a concussion missile explosion. Plop, plop, plop, gore and blood flopped to the ground.
 
   "I hate them," the demon repeated. "They're always around at the worst possible moment. Whenever you see them, just crush them without a second thought. I'll make it up to you."
 
    
 
   New quest alert! The Inferno Cleaner.
 
   The Bundles of Nerves are the bane of the Infernal planes. Even the Higher creatures suffer from their pain vibes. They lost count of all the broken rituals, ruined scrolls and perished artifacts due the creatures' sudden attacks.
 
   Destroy them whenever possible and keep their Spores as proof.
 
   Reward: the same amount of xp points as for repeatedly killing a mob.
 
   Reward: the improvement of your relationship with Asmodeus.
 
    
 
   I read it, then reread it again. After Ruata's dirty trick I had become more careful with any unanticipated quests. Especially when they came from a demon.
 
   But this one looked legit. Besides, I had a total of eleven jars of Spores clinking in my inventory. Did that mean I was about to get an xp windfall for killing as many level-400 monsters?
 
   I accepted the quest, then unhurriedly loosened the laces of my bag. "You won't believe it but I can't stand them, either. I think I've got something here you might like to see. Shall we take a step through the gate?"
 
   We walked in. If this thing worked, it wasn't a good idea to make it public, especially considering that the Koreans were here. All recurrent collecting quests that allowed you to get xp time and time again were rare and quite valuable. This ability to speed-level twinks, VIPs and key chars was always in high demand.
 
   "There!" I handed him the first jar.
 
   He took one glance at its contents and bared his teeth with delight. Taking a swing, he smashed the jar on the flagstones. The Spore writhed in its slime like an earthworm on concrete, but Asmodeus' heavy foot cut its existence short.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received experience!
 
   Your relationship with the Higher Demon Asmodeus has improved!
 
    
 
   Excuse me? Where was my Ding? Where were my new levels?
 
   Ah, bummer! I should have quit the raid, shouldn't I? I took a peek through the gate. Oh yes, everybody was looking around for the source of the unexpected freebie with a faction bonus. Shit! I got burned!
 
   I sent a quick word to the HQ chat, Guys, I'm gonna quit for a minute. Widowmaker'll take over from me.
 
   I quickly ticked a few boxes, promoting Widowmaker, then quit the raid and handed another jar to the demon. "There!"
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received experience!
 
   Your relationship with the Higher Demon Asmodeus has improved!
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 84!
 
   Racial bonus: +1 to Intellect
 
   Class bonus: +1 to Strength, +1 to Constitution!
 
   5 Characteristic points available! You now have 20 available Characteristic points!
 
   1 Talent point available! You now have 9 available Talent points!
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 85!
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 86!
 
   ……
 
   ……
 
   ……
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 93!
 
    
 
   Oh. Did I say windfall? Nine levels in a matter of seconds, just like that!
 
   Did I hear you say, "hacks and cheats"? Before you repeat that, go buy yourself a portal for two hundred grand, put together a two-thousand-strong raid, then spend a day tramping about Inferno and grinding your teeth against Bundles of Nerves with their mental attacks. Then it gets easier: smoke Verenus, buddy up with Asmodeus, expose him to another pain attack and receive the quest. Easy peasy. Isn't it?
 
   Aha, I still had nine more jars! I wouldn't even dare venture a guess!
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 102!
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 110!
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 118!
 
   …
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received achievement: Who Wants to Live Forever!
 
   You've managed to get 50 new levels without dying once!
 
   Reward: +10000 to Fame.
 
   Reward: the place of your death will now be marked with an indestructible silver obelisk.
 
   Your fame has exceeded 33,000 points! You've reached Fame level 7: "Friend to Kings".
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 126!
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 134!
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 141!
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 148!
 
   …
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received achievement: a Living Legend!
 
   You've managed to get 75 new levels without dying once!
 
   Reward: +15000 to Fame.
 
   Reward: When you die... if you die... okay, you'll never die, but if you do, the whole world will know about it. A server message will spread the word to the farthest corners of the world. The sun will momentarily go in and even the most heartless of executioners will cry like little children.
 
    
 
   Your Fame has exceeded 48,000 points! You've reached Fame level 8: "Princesses dream about you".
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 155!
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've received experience!
 
   Your relationship with the Higher Demon Asmodeus has improved!
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 161!
 
   Racial bonus: +1 to Intellect
 
   Class bonus: +1 to Strength, +1 to Constitution!
 
   5 Characteristic points available! You now have 405 available Characteristic points!
 
   1 Talent point available! You now have 86 available Talent points!
 
    
 
   I staggered with emotion, groping blindly under my backside in search of something to sit it on, thinking wistfully of my wobbly stool I'd nostalgically kept in my Super Nova office. A legend! Dreamy princesses! Friend to Kings! Level one hundred freakin' sixty-one!
 
   I had to have myself a party later tonight, distributing all the characteristics. Just think what I'd be like! Large as life and twice as ugly.
 
   Asmodeus grinned knowingly. His expression was much friendlier now. Avatar or not, this faction bonus had definitely worked in my favor.
 
   "Let's go set the prisoners free," he said. "I'll show you my collection. I've never shown it to anyone before but you... I feel some strange affinity to you. Besides, that's something else I'm proud of."
 
   The Arsenal's massive door. Racks of arms. A secret tile on the floor. A staircase leading down into the freezing cold.
 
   The demon stepped confidently onto the weeping stone step and descended into pitch darkness. I really didn't want to slip up and tumble down like an idiot so I produced a Torch of True Flame out of my inventory and activated the brightest mode.
 
   Shadows shrank away as the tunnel lit up with the Torch's life-bearing light. Asmodeus swung his head 180 degrees, opposite to the direction he was heading in. I nearly dropped the Torch seeing his face covered with a complex scaly pattern, his blue fangs creaking as they extended from his jaws.
 
   Immediately he sized up the situation and shook a reproachful head, mentioning a dozen gay exorcists under his breath as he stopped his combat metamorphosis. His gaze chanced upon the Torch and he beamed like a human being at the sight of a cute kitten.
 
   He reached out and dug his beclawed paw into the flame which danced between his talons, cuddling up to them and purring softly. Had the True Flame been born of Hell's furnace? And if it had, what was it for Asmodeus — a playful speck of light chancing on his underground dungeon? I just couldn't tell.
 
    
 
   Warning! A spontaneous item upgrade! The item has been upgraded to:
 
   The Baton of True Flame
 
   Certain artifacts are capable of gaining strength over time, accumulating whatever grains of power come their way, accepting voluntary gifts or taking them by force.
 
   Effect: Fire Jet. Damage: regulated, up to 1100 pps. Working time: varies, 11 sec. at peak load. Charge capacity: 5500 mana points. Autonomous recharge times: 55 mins.
 
   Unicalization Effect! This Baton has been chosen as the first item of a set. In order to upgrade the item to a Staff, collect six more Torches of True Flame.
 
    
 
   "D'you mind if you... stroke it some more?" I asked just in case.
 
   What if it upgraded again? Or cloned itself? You couldn't have too many flame throwers. I could already see a group of raiders in shiny armor heading into the mountains carrying the heavy cylinders of my brand-new Flame Batons behind their backs. Incredible.
 
   The demon chuckled and turned his back on me. We continued on our way by the light of the Baton which apparently still worked as a Torch too. And whereas before I'd had to max out the brightness slider, this time I'd moved it barely 10%. I had a funny feeling this thing could also double up as an air defense searchlight.
 
   Finally, the lower level. The round hall was about sixty feet in diameter, its walls covered in ancient mosaics. Not a door in sight.
 
   Asmodeus tapped a fancy code into the colored bits of mosaic: blue, blue, white, red, black... I lost track after that. Besides, the identification didn't stop there. A needle sprung out of the wall and with a slurping sound pierced the demon's finger. A DNA check? Secrets and more secrets. I was more than sure that besides secret doors, he had treasures stashed under every floor tile.
 
   Actually, wasn't it time I tried that ability of mine? I'd forgotten all about it. Was it for nothing I'd busted my hump and wiped away dragons' tears? While the demon fiddled with his complex recognition system, I activated my old and almost forgotten ability: Dragon Whisperer. So, where was this hidden gold within a thousand paces?
 
   Yes, Max, you amaze me sometimes. You're sitting on a pile of gold — and you've chosen to stash it away!
 
   My eyesight switched to matrix mode, highlighting all the precious metal in the area. And not just gold. They didn't seem to have any adamant, but my soldiers' mithril armor glistened a blinding purple. Silver shimmered softly while the Citadel's gold framework blinded my eyes with its light. Yes, you heard it right! Framework. The entire building was permeated with fine threads of mana channels just like those of my top golems.
 
   All the control consoles, security systems, lighting installations, traps and mana accumulators — all of them were thirsty as hell, consuming power like there was no tomorrow. In actual fact, you could always power artifacts remotely, switching micro mana channels between them as necessary. But unfortunately, it wasn't terribly efficient, building up enormous mana losses over the years. And in the case of a castle siege, these 20% losses could make the difference between life and death.
 
   That's why both architects and artifact makers strived to insert a fine gold thread whenever they possibly could, especially because just a 0.02 of an ounce of gold was enough to make a mile-long thread.
 
   Asmodeus' castle was no exception. And now I could see all of its corridors, halls, artifacts, all the hidden traps and secret tunnels glisten their golden outlines before my eyes. Actually, the cellar turned out to have three secret doors. The demon was now busy by the central one. The right one led into a hall containing an altar or something equally powerful — this I could tell judging by the mana thread being almost a finger thick. And the left-hand door went into the treasury. About five tons of silver ingots, of all things. Why not gold? Was Inferno too suffering from gold shortages? Had the scammers already made it here?
 
   "Asmodeus? I'm sorry to distract you but-"
 
   "What now?" annoyed, he kicked the door which suddenly gave way. A heavy slab of stone creaked wearily and began sliding sideways, revealing a passage underneath.
 
   "Hope you don't mind me asking. Why do you keep your treasure in silver? Is it to make sure no thief can carry it away?"
 
   He wrinkled his forehead in confusion. "Which silver? We don't like it here. It burns our hands."
 
   He was a good artist. With a wink, I pointed, "Over there behind that door lie five tons of silver. Your treasury is to the left, right in front is your collection of something or other and to the right you've got a shitload of magic, right?"
 
   Mechanically his hand raced toward the sword on his belt. Asmodeus' eyes narrowed to slits, his glare heating my armor. "How do you... doesn't matter. Where did you say the third door was?"
 
   Already realizing I'd just put my foot in it, I waved a finger around the supposed doorway. The golden outline of the secret castle was fading as the minute's duration of the Dragon Whisperer was expiring.
 
   The demon began tapping the colored stones.
 
   "One stone higher," I suggested, "and two more to the left."
 
   Chuckling, he cast an unfriendly glare my way. Still he did as I'd said.
 
   Strangely enough, the default password worked and so did the DNA ID. The long-forgotten door creaked happily, recognizing its master.
 
   "Wait here," he said.
 
   He dove into the dark passage, protracting his claws, his body covering itself with scales as he walked. Then I heard him gasp in awe.
 
   "Lords of Hell! There's enough silver here to make a thousand swords! If only I could find a master to forge them! Will I really live to see the Silver Legion bare their swords again?"
 
   Shit. I'd given him the treasure on a platter. I had to try and wrestle at least some of it back. "May I offer the services of my Dwarven blacksmiths? For a meager twenty percent they will do their best. Plus all the transportation and storage losses, evaporation and burning out, that sort of thing..."
 
   Asmodeus reemerged from the treasury looking pleased as a pig. He grinned, brushing off the cobwebs, "Fifteen percent. And no 'storage losses' tricks!"
 
   Oh, well. I'd still managed to earn a little profit. I tested the waters just in case, "How about the twenty-five percent of the treasure finder's reward?"
 
   "Don't push it," the demon said. "Didn't I help your torch? Without me it would have taken it another hundred years to align its aura correctly. And you'll have your cut on this order too. What was it you said? Don't grab everything for yourself?
 
   You bastard! "Oh well," I decided to tease him, "Then you don't need to know where the mithril treasury is, do you?"
 
   Why the hell did I have to say that? Now he'd never believe it was only a joke.
 
   "Come on, then," Asmodeus' eyes glistened as he nodded his horned head at the central door. "I might find something to exchange your mithril secret for."
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Arizona 6, a virtual reality and perma phenomenon classified research facility. The AlterWorld Division.
 
    
 
   The Analytics and Operative Planning Department.
 
   A fragment of internal paperwork traffic:
 
    
 
   "Our surveillance of Puppet and other persons of his immediate entourage has allowed us to pinpoint a number of anomalies in their development. In some respects, Puppet's evolution has exceeded the results provided by both our two sub laboratories — Gamma and Epsilon — in their two years of existence. We cannot yet find an explanation to this phenomenon. Our researchers might need to gain unlimited access to Puppet in order to conduct further experiments.
 
   The discovered anomalies include: a mass digitization of the subject's newly hired mercenaries and his extraordinary and yet inexplicable communication levels in his interactions with digitized NPCs — including the breach of their gaming algorithms and control scripts — and their joining the subject's clan.
 
   The growing numbers of digitized children which may result in the Russian cluster's subsequent growth is a subject of our special concern. Judging by the intercepted conversations of Puppet's immediate entourage and the monitored logs from sanctioned red-light facilities, children show remarkable learning ability in acquiring certain spells and combat skills alien to their chosen character.
 
   The Department's AI predicts that within the next twenty or thirty years, these children may grow into universal soldiers of extraordinary power. This yet unaccounted-for new factor threatens to compromise any plans we might have for bringing the future AlterWorld colonies under our control.
 
   I strongly recommend conducting our own experiments in this domain, preferably on a larger scale. I would suggest the Boy Scout juvenile detention center as one such digitization facility. I attach the files of the hospice workers' intercepted conversations, including their comments on the "equipment malfunctions" supposedly responsible for the children's perma jump.
 
   I would like to express my dissatisfaction with the AlterWorld Corporation's short-sighted strategy in placing the First Temple of the Dark Pantheon in the Russian zone of responsibility. I perfectly understand their initial idea of demonizing the Dark forces with the potential of starting a world war targeting the Russian cluster. Such an opportunity could have become an excellent money spinner for the corporation. However, virtual worlds have ceased to be children's toys. As a result of which, the Corporation has lost its control over AlterWorld leaving the Russians in possession of this most powerful expansion factor.
 
   Our department has come up with a project, working title Peace, which would allow us to solve all the arising problems one at a time while removing new obstacles quite smoothly.
 
   Here's a brief overview of the measures we propose:
 
    
 
   1. Building up the sentiments of righteous indignation in all English-speaking clusters under the pretext of the Russians using the children as a human shield and their fraternizing with the creatures of hell.
 
   2. Calling up a liberation raid with enough participants to guarantee our breach and consequent possession of the Russian fortifications and the containment of any potential resistance. Such a raid would need between 50,000 and 100,000 players. Its proposed objectives would be as follows:
 
   a) the destruction of the First Temple;
 
   b) the removal of the children and their being taken into our custody. The creation of a charity fund with the motto Children are AlterWorld's Future registered with the apparent view of protecting of perma minors' rights;
 
   c) turning Inferno into our protectorate under the control of a particular clan group;
 
   d) once the above goals have been achieved, a special task force should be deployed to AlterWorld with the mission to capture Puppet and his entourage.
 
   See Attachment #2 for more details, including a complete budget proposal and human expenditure.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "This is Bedlam," I whispered.
 
   Asmodeus stood next to me, squinting his eyes like an enormous cat. He seemed to be pleased with the effect. A vast dimly-lit hall held hundreds of human shapes — standing and lying down, some walking around with their heads hung as if in a trance. Orcs, Elves, humans and goblins... so many of them, all out of their minds.
 
   Out of their minds. You couldn't have thought of a better expression. Their souls were stuck in the castle's spatial pocket, generating mana and in many respects deciding Asmodeus' power. The demon was no match for the legendary devils of hell with their billion-strong stores of lost souls. But the sight of even this micro-circle of hell was enough to mortify anyone.
 
   The demon shook his hands, pretending he was rolling up some non-existent sleeves. "Come on, now!" he announced happily. "Let's pick out your raiders and their respective souls. I just hope there're no mixups. You can already get the Pain Breastplate out to save time."
 
   A centaurus staggered past, clopping his hooves and staring blankly into space. So that's what it looked like!
 
   I took a quick screenshot. The media would pay a ton of gold for the pic.
 
   How had the poor wretch ended up here in the first place? I focused on his stats,
 
    
 
   < ….. >, a Centaurus. A level-270 Mounted Ranger.
 
    
 
   He had no name. Just an empty shell.
 
   "Can you put any soul you like into this poor thing? Even a troll's soul?" I asked.
 
   Asmodeus glanced at the centaurus, then looked back at me. "If the troll's level is compatible, why not. I wouldn't give my collection away for peanuts, but I'd consider the Pain Bracelet as a swap. To move a fat-assed dimwit into this brain-dead pony!"
 
   He guffawed. His eyes, however, were sharp and serious. He wasn't joking. A body swap. Holy mama mia! Half our permas would do just about anything for an opportunity to escape their fantasy bodies!
 
   Still, I didn't betray my excitement. Not seeing any reaction, Asmodeus upped the ante,
 
   "How about you swap bodies with the one over there?"
 
   A ray of golden light shone under the hall's vaulted ceiling, revealing a Drow chained to a wall. He bore a Prince's tattoo of one of the extinct Drow houses. His sculpted muscles tensed up. The chains clattered. So that was the sound that kept bothering me here!
 
   "He's violent," Asmodeus commented. "Even with his brains leaked out, his body still tries to escape. Heroes!"
 
   < ….. >, a Drow. A level-340 Assassin.
 
   Oh. Actually, I wouldn't mind becoming a Drow. But I wasn't quite ready yet to change bodies like T-shirts. Besides, now that I was a celebrity, a change of face could result in a whole heap of social problems. On top of that, I quite liked my current image. My belonging to a race of Light seemed to be the only inconvenience but as for the rest, I'd already become a recognizable brand, the Dark Pantheon's face and its banner.
 
   "So what do you think? Fancy a swap? A great new body with no financial burdens, still preserving its right to the throne of the House of Midnight? I might even help you with the level gap. That's not a problem. Deal?"
 
   His eyes flashed with an expression that I knew very well. I would have recognized it anywhere. This had been the glow in the eyes of the insurance agent as he tried to make my mother sign a "very interesting compensation proposal" after the car crash that had killed my Dad.
 
   I shook my head free from the memory. Oh no. There had to be a catch there somewhere. Our alliance might be rendered invalid once I changed into a new body, because formally, I'd become a new person with no claim on the demon. And this wasn't even the worst option. The unfortunate Drow's aura could be stuffed with a whole bunch of debts and oaths.
 
   Oh no, thank you very much. If ever I decided to go ahead with a swap like this, I'd make sure it was done under the Fallen One's watchful supervision to ensure myself from any potential surprises.
 
   But all in all, this was brilliant. I could imagine the AlterWorld community shake in a frenzy the moment I auctioned the following lot:
 
    
 
   Permas only! We'll change your race, class or gender by transferring your identity into a new avatar. Pricey!
 
    
 
   They would tear me to pieces! How many hundreds of thousands of us were suffering in incompatible bodies? Being an ogre could be a lot of fun, provided you avoided mirrors and had a penchant for two-thousand-pound ladies.
 
   Especially when there were so many half-naked girls and stunning Elfas running about. And you had to give them all a miss. You were meant to date chicks the size of a minibus.
 
   I made up my mind.
 
   "Five," I said. "Five replacement bodies for one Pain artifact. Don't you forget I have Verenus' Summoning Seal. We'll smoke him twice a year until we get you a full set. What would you say to that?"
 
   He chewed on his lower lip. I could see that he really wanted to get the legendary armor — but as any true collector, he hated parting with his exhibits. Finally he made up his mind,
 
   "Two."
 
   "Nope. The artifact costs much more than that. Call it four. But none of that mind programming and other shticks of yours!"
 
   Asmodeus shuffled around a bit, then sliced the air with his hand, "May the angels take you! Three. And the mithril stash that you promised."
 
   I knew it! "Sorry, man. It was a joke, I swear. There are no more stashes in this castle. Only some petty cash stuffed in corners. Just bending down to pick it up would be below you. Let's do it this way. When you take over a castle, just give me a call. I'll scan it from top to bottom for a meager twenty-five percent. Which is non-negotiable!"
 
   I barked the last words seeing him open his mouth to object. He cringed but swallowed it, mumbling unhappily, "That'll be Verenus' Citadel in five days or so. By then I'll restore my army and take over his unclaimed lands. I don't think any other Higher Ones will want to march out before they get a grip on the situation. They've probably already scratched their heads raw trying to figure out our two armies' strategy!"
 
   He guffawed, then turned serious again. "But, you know... Be prepared, okay? Just in case I might need your swords. My own army is the size of a cherub's dick!"
 
   I smiled. Still, I wasn't comfortable with the schedule. "I might need your help too, man. In three or four days we're about to face the mother of all battles. The skies will shudder. I am the First Priest, you know, and I'm obliged to defend the First Temple, and its defenses are already bursting like a bunch of turtles being squashed by an elephant. They might try to make an example out of us. The Light bastards will bring at least five thousand people — or even more if they promise enough freebies. In other words, I suggest you give Verenus' lands a miss for the moment. You need to spare your army. And once it's over, I'll help you too, depend upon it. It's just that saving the Temple is a priority."
 
   The demon paused, thinking. He couldn't have been happy at the prospect of walking into somebody else's dogfight — especially considering his already precarious position.
 
   I decided to up the ante, "You need to understand. If I'm gone, others will keep coming. Over there," I pointed an unsure finger at the ceiling, "we have sixty million people, all eager to lay their greedy mitts on someone else's property. You won't be able to stand against them on your own even if you tried to split into a dozen little demons!"
 
   Eh? What was the name of that skill, Splitting? The one I'd got when I'd drunk the Unknown Skill Elixir? With the 86 available talent points that I now had, it could lead to some very interesting configurations...
 
   Never mind. I'd have to look into it back home. Time to fold up this show. We had to rush. "So, I'm now leaving you three hundred female Ear Cutters and some clan member volunteers, simply to ward off any potential visitors. In the meantime you might try to teach them some of your demonic tricks. You never know, it might just work. I'll send word in a few days' time, so be prepared. It's going to be one hell of a battle. It's not a game any more so you'd better take it seriously. Whatever souls you take prisoner, please don't torment them too hard. I might arrange to ransom them off for a modest fee."
 
   The demon's visage was gradually clearing. He seemed to like my scenario.
 
   "So this seems to be it, regarding the body swap and defense support," I summed up. "What about the prisoners?"
 
   Asmodeus shrugged the question away. "I've already released the disembodied ones. The rest will be taken out in a moment so I can match souls to their hosts. No good them hanging around here."
 
   "Mind showing me the goods? I'd like to know what I'm paying for."
 
   He chuckled but showed me around the room rather eagerly. I took screenshots of the characters I saw, amazed every time at the game designers' sick imagination. Aha, there were the three demons he'd captured, his adversaries. So! Body swap requirements: level 666. I didn't like the sound of it. Besides, there was no one of that muscle power in the whole of AlterWorld yet.
 
   Having said that, after the arrival of Macaria with her cheat ability I wasn't sure of anything anymore. I wasn't even sure if her ability was a good thing, after all. Before its advent we'd only had isolated incidents of slavery while now it was a lucrative business indeed — and a powerful strategic resource of the clusters involved.
 
   What worried me most was the thought that our dear Macaria could have probably got off her gorgeous backside and fine-tune her Voluntary Death ability, allowing the victims — say, after a dozen or even a hundred successive deaths — to choose their own resurrection points, albeit in the nearest temple. The problem was, the goddess was the least interested in it. With the disappearance of industrial-scale slavery, the mana flow would plummet a hundred or even a thousand times. Problem.
 
   Asmodeus was a born showman. He kept the finest piece of his collection till last. A huge black dragon cocooned in a fine net of charmed silver chains was tossing about in his sleep, twitching the tip of his tail fixed to the stone with mithril nails. From time to time, a large crystalline tear swelled under his eyelids and rolled slowly down his scaly cheek.
 
   Noticing my expression, Asmodeus hurried to explain, "I've got nothing to do with it! I detected a powerful portal and went over to see what it was about. And he already lay there, studded with spears and hung up with spells up to his balls. He'd have died in a couple of days, anyway. So I brought him here. About ten years ago it was. The body has picked up a bit — snakes are resilient bastards — but it's his soul that's the problem. It ignores pain, it knows no fear, and isn't willing to strike a deal. And to keep the Phantom Shackles on full twenty-four seven takes more energy than the miraculous seduction of a hundred virgins!"
 
   "How about you let him go?"
 
   His raised his eyebrows in disbelief. "Don't say that! He's only a fraction of becoming a god. Sooner or later I'll break him, whether it takes a hundred or a thousand years. Have you seen the color and the purity of his magic spectrum? D'you know the speed of his mana flow? His recharge times? So you see."
 
   The dragon heaved a sigh. Another tear fell to the floor. Could he hear us? "How about a swap?"
 
   It's not that I wanted to try flying instead of walking. I rather wanted to feel for his weak points. And admittedly I felt sorry for the dragon. I had this thing for powerful beasties.
 
   The demon shook his head, then paused, thinking. Finally he said ruefully, "I could swap it for a castle in your realm. Nova or above. With a permanently activated Summoning Pentagram — a Higher-Circle one, mind you. The one that has to be drawn with chalk made from the crushed bones of a holy man, with candles made of an albino dragon's fat, its points marked with flawless diamonds."
 
   Now it was my time to wrinkle my forehead. "Why? Can't you just port to us? It'll cost me a pretty penny fetching you every time. You can buy half a castle with these portal expenses."
 
   I could see Asmodeus struggle with both his greed and his preservation instincts. Reluctantly he pulled a ring off his finger. "Take it. It's the same kind of seal that Verenus had. Only it has a twenty-four hour cooldown."
 
   "Excellent! Why does his take half a year, then?"
 
   "When I die, it's gonna be the same," he snapped. "It takes time to come round and accumulate enough energy to respawn. Besides, time flows differently over there. Come on, then. I can see them taking your raiders out."
 
   Indeed, some lower-ranking demon had already attached a scarred orc to a long length of chain, leading the obedient caravan of impassive bodies up the stairs. I followed them.
 
   The demon's barely audible voice said to my back,
 
   "Laith."
 
   "Yeah?" I turned round, not so much in response to his call but because of the unusual sound of his mighty voice that had alarmed me.
 
   "If, you know... If I fail to survive... don't forget to summon me back, okay? P- please. To spend hundreds of years floating in the Great Void gradually losing your identity... you wouldn't wish it on your worst enemy."
 
   I nodded in silence, taking his words in. Asmodeus had just entrusted me with his resurrection! It was true that hardly anyone before me had managed to level up their relationship with the demonic faction to neutral even, let alone friendly, but still...
 
   We retraced our own steps back up the dank stairs. Inferno's weak sun blinded us. The Gimhae's indignant outcry assaulted our eardrums as they saw the chained-up line of their comrades, their angry shouts replaced with those of concern as the prisoners didn't recognize anyone: neither their friends nor wives. Even the father of a perma family stared indifferently at his three sons.
 
   Once I blinked the light out of my eyes, I raised my hand, wincing from the noise and demanding their attention. "Wait! Give Asmodeus a chance. He'll get their souls back in a couple of minutes. These are only soulless shells."
 
   The Koreans parted, casting unkind glances at the demon. Apparently, there was no love lost between them. Never mind. It served my purposes just fine. As they say in politics, divide and flippin' rule...
 
   The demon waved a beclawed paw. The prisoners' bodies arced and collapsed to the ground. The astral planes brought their souls' horrified screams that froze in the bodies' parched throats. The crowd shrank back, then swayed forward, hurrying toward the prisoners. They hugged and comforted them while others sobbed at the bosom of their nonsensically staring comrades. Oh yes, coming out of a general anesthetic is child's play compared to returning from the world of eternal nightmares. I just hoped the guys' heads were strong enough.
 
   The all-seeing Dan elbowed his way to me through the crowd and past my troll bodyguards who'd finally taken their rightful place next to me. Our "cloak and dagger" was predictably the first to notice anything out of the ordinary.
 
   "Just tell me how you did it!"
 
   I didn't quite get him. "What exactly?"
 
   "Stop fooling around! Your level! You've done a hundred in the last thirty minutes!"
 
   "Less then eighty, actually," I corrected him mechanically.
 
   "Whatever! How did you do it? Who gave it to you? You didn't have to sell your soul, did you? I'm serious!"
 
   "Get away! It's only a quest. A big fat quest!"
 
   "A recurring one?" he perked up. "Can you use it to level other people? What do you need to do to get it? I want the logs and the pics!"
 
   What a cheek. He made it sound like he was cadging a smoke off me. But this kind of information cost a lot of money. Still, I couldn't really say no to the Vets. Besides, they couldn't do the quest without me, anyway.
 
   "A recurring one, yes," I said. "But it's also personal, meant for me alone. We might use it to level a few people, you never know. The effect is mind-blowing but-"
 
   "But you'll be the one to complete the quest while the chosen person would join the group and get half the xp, right?"
 
   I just smiled and nodded. Dan gave me his typical questioning-officer squint, "Every time I look at you I ask myself, how come you're such a sly bastard? I'm sure if we gave you a stick and locked you in the shithouse you'd dig the shit till you got to a trunk full of gold. You sure your granddad wasn't trading in second hand toilet paper?"
 
   "So what if he was?" I played along. "The poor bastard had to earn his keep, didn't he?"
 
   "Well, if he did, he passed it on to you," Dan parried.
 
   We guffawed, pleased with each other, and headed for the HQ.
 
   The composite officer group in charge of the looting process were up to their ears in work. Most of the items dropped by these kinds of high-level monsters were no drop, which meant that they could only be picked up by their rightful owners who'd outbid all the others at auction. On top of that, each of the participating clans kept its own raid point system as well as other combat and domestic achievement stats. I'd no idea how they were going to combine all of that into one system that would allow us to hold the auctions without hurting anyone's interests.
 
   Widowmaker came running, "Your stone has won, Sir! The mob's body is marked on the map under #2316. Hurry up, it'll only be there for twenty more minutes."
 
   Yes! I opened the location map and activated the HQ markers. There it was, about three hundred paces north west. Shame that the radar with its built-in navigator had disappeared, but my newfound sense of direction worked almost as well.
 
   I struggled through the burial pile of all the demons. We'd minced some meat, hadn't we? And that's considering that the better part of the bodies had already disappeared — those empty looted ones that Asmodeus had killed before joining the raid.
 
   I tried not to look at their scowling muzzles, slimy tentacles and spilled purple guts. Even though these days I slept like a baby in my new body, I didn't want to push my luck. I wasn't looking forward to sleepless nights and perfect 3D nightmares, may the Sun God take them.
 
   Ah, there it was, my mob. Only a mother could love a face like this. Never mind, now it was only for the better. Just seeing him could give his enemies a dose of diarrhea.
 
   The level-340 Demon Soul Stone took its pride of place in my collection, next to the level-300 crystal I'd earned in the dusty streets of the Lost City. Technically speaking, the pinnacle of my collection was the Basilisk's petrified eggs. The mercs still rolled their eyes and tut-tutted like Turkish bazaar vendors every time they remembered the battle.
 
   Yes, that had been one unique monster. The last in AlterWorld, which doubled the loot and increased his rarity tenfold. But besides a dozen five hundred-pound eggs of Ancient Basilisks we also had a couple of Wild ones that weighed almost three times that, plus the totally unimaginable Egg of the Basilisk King. The treasury guards had already told me that its ten-foot sphere was seriously messing up with their brains. Like, trying to put ideas into their heads. That I could believe; in actual fact, it was my job to follow up on their reports because you just couldn't disembody a creature of this caliber completely.
 
   I still had a large stock of useless level-70s Soul Stones which now awaited their inglorious reduction to Magic Dust. They cost peanuts on today's scale of things but we all know that the first step to true riches starts with controlling your income — and especially your expenses. We've all heard the stories of lottery winners who go back on welfare in a matter of years.
 
   The few male Ear Cutters and their numerous female counterparts didn't seem upset by the order to stay behind. Unfortunately, when I'd promised three hundred Drow to Asmodeus, I'd apparently underestimated our losses as barely two hundred remained standing. And even this figure was incredible. The battle had been so tough that most players had respawned several times. repeatedly reexiting their crystal resurrection spheres.
 
   The mercs survived thanks to their higher levels, excellent combat skills and — surprisingly — to my orders to keep an eye on the girls, helping and saving them if necessary. My cheek twitched every time I thought about the money this raid had cost me. Then again, the first crop of my Ear Cutter girls had just respawned. Their eyes sparkling, fourteen of them had just reported back to their team leader.
 
   Oh well, time to get this show on the road. I activated the clan chat and ordered the Drow to fall in. What followed looked a bit like awarding medals on parade. On my signal, an Ear Cutter would step out of the line. Hands would raise as invariably some of the clan members would have something to say about a warrior or warrioress' valor and courage. After that, I would bestow a name on him or her.
 
   Ten warriors; twenty, thirty... My heart was turning into a block of ice, freezing me from inside. My body was shuddering now. Widowmaker next to me knotted his eyebrows. Forty. Fifty. Fifty-two.
 
   Out.
 
   I came to hearing Snowie's desperate roar. Not knowing how to help me, he was hovering over me dangerously close to my head. Somebody's strong hand was squeezing my cheeks, forcing my lifeless mouth open. Drops of thick liquid burned my tongue and streaked down my throat, scorching everything in its wake. I croaked, struggling. Were they giving me chili pepper juice by way of smelling salts?
 
   Finally I managed to focus and see smaller objects than a desperately thrashing troll. When I realized what was pouring down my throat, I struggled again, forcing away the hands that tried to restrain me. I turned face down, retching, trying to bring the substance back up.
 
   "I shouldn't if I were you," Asmodeus sounded hurt. He began healing the cut on his hand. "Sacrificed voluntarily, Blood of a Higher Demon is a unique precious gift. Blood is only a carrier medium here. It's my force I've just shared with you."
 
   "Sorry," I croaked, staring blurred-eyed at a new system message window.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You have tasted the blood of an Archdemon! Now you will forever preserve part of his demonic identity, rising one step above the rest in your skills and abilities. But beware of false pride! Do not consider yourself equal to gods! The stairway to heaven is long and shaky; some consider it never ending.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received a passive ability: Immunity to Soul Stealing. From now on, your astral entity will bare its demonic fangs and snap back whenever someone attempts to force it loose from its host.
 
    
 
   "For future reference," Asmodeus went on, "If ever you want to turn into a one-off creature like those you've been so generously sharing your heart with, then yes, keep up the good work. Just remember that the next time I might not happen to be around. But if you still treasure your immortality, then you'd better go easy on your divine spark. Trust me, I'm an expert. It's not enough to go round."
 
   I gulped, realizing I'd just very nearly parted with my immortal life which I'd already considered part of me. Oh no, sorry guys. We'd have to push this train uphill together. I alone wouldn't manage. Fourteen NPC girls had already gone perma courtesy of my testosterone-driven warriors. Well, they'd have to keep it up then, dreaming about them, dating them and shielding them from enemy swords.
 
   In the meantime, I deserved a break. Even the Fallen One had said that Lena had integrated into AlterWorld's matrix much better than I. Excellent. Let her rename the First Temple's guards to begin with. I was getting a bit fed up paying their wages in gold day in day out.
 
   I leaned against Snowie's helpful arm and scrambled back to my feet, groaning like an old man. "Warriors!" I addressed the crowd. "Thanks a lot for your support! This is another glorious victory for our triumphant record. Thanks to you, we've got xp, we've got loot, we’ve got new allies and farm locations — and these are but a few results of your fearless courage! The raid is officially over! We will now line up and move all together back to our plane. Please stay put and don't disband!"
 
   The crowd nodded their understanding. If the more impatient ones started porting on their own, breaking rank, then the enemy could have had a field day descending on the disintegrating raid. That could have hurt a lot.
 
   "One last thing! Our Drow girls will have to stay behind protecting our new ally Asmodeus from his greedy neighbors. I promised to also dispatch a hundred volunteers to keep the ladies company. Who would like to join them? The Vets, that concerns you as well. Frag doesn't mind."
 
   Wham, wham — three hundred warriors stepped out of the ranks. Jesus. How was I supposed to choose? Having said that... "Attention, everyone! We're opening a lightning auction or the right to spend several unforgettable nights under Inferno's setting sun in the company of our Ear Cutter girls! The starting bid is five raid points."
 
   Three hundred hands flew into the air.
 
   "Ten raid points!"
 
   Likewise.
 
   "Twenty!"
 
   Some of the hands came down.
 
   "Thirty raid points!"
 
   "You cheek," Dan crept upon me and whispered into my ear.
 
   Me, I just smiled.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Strictly Confidential
 
   Urgent
 
    
 
   The Chief Intelligence Directorate of the Russian Federation
 
   The Advanced Research Division
 
   An independent memo on the current situation in AlterWorld
 
    
 
   ...As you already know, the bulk of Russia's scientific and expansionist interests has been focused on high tech futuristic worlds, primarily the overpopulated Eve4. These are the factors that influenced our decision:
 
   - the high tech worlds' tendency to rational thinking as opposed to the esoteric philosophy of the worlds of magic and sorcery;
 
   - the recent impressive Kremlin presentation which included the unveiling of certain technogenic artifacts which might be available for potential reproduction. Mental programming, rejuvenation, warp drives, antimatter; weapons of mind-boggling power; the army, airforce and space fleet of the future — the leaders of our country couldn't ignore such an opportunity. At that moment, Russia placed its bet on technical progress.
 
   - another important factor was the existence of an Eve4 Admin Center on Russian territory which allowed us to immediately integrate into the game, creating an official Russian enclave and allowing us to nationalize four planet systems, building a fleet of 12 Titan starships and introducing a prearranged number of top players into the game.
 
   Alternatively, our presence in the aforementioned AlterWorld is limited to a group of formal observers and a number of informers among our ex-staff who for one reason or the other chose to go perma.
 
    
 
   End of memo
 
    
 
   From an independent analytics group report attached to the memo,
 
    
 
   ...It wasn't until the latest developments, code names Kremlin and Karelia, forced us away from gauss guns that we had to focus on rapid developments in our own world.
 
   We are now working on creating our presence in AlterWorld, raising funds and seeking available staff, repeatedly checking our lists of war veterans, orphaned children and handicapped persons as the most suitable candidates for long-term planting. We intend to submit our preliminary report in the near future. However, there is one particular issue that made us write this memo on our own initiative.
 
   Among the paperwork received from our agent "Geek" operating at the Arizona6 facility we discovered preliminary drafts of a project aiming to launch a massive attack on the First Temple of the Dark Pantheon and to capture the Temple's notorious First Priest and part of his equally notorious entourage.
 
   Both our analysts and AI's forecasts agree that in the case of the mission's success, the Russian cluster would be brought to its knees, forbidding us to create an enclave of any significance. At the moment, this young man seems to have all the trump cards. His exceptional ability to connect with AlterWorld has allowed him to get to the top in no time. We have no other potential leaders of equal charisma, reputation and skills capable of uniting the six hundred clans of the Russian cluster.
 
   The removal of this one figure might collapse the new foundations of national identity and order, with the potential to throw the cluster into chaos, splitting it into small feuds and inviting a potential invasion. The probability of this scenario is estimated at 81%.
 
   We consider sabotaging the Peace project as our agents' priority. With the absence of any material, technical, or military resources in AlterWorld we advise lending at least informational support to the First Priest, revealing his enemy's game to him.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I lounged in my luxurious bed in my Super Nova castle's master suite, busy distributing the available characteristic and talent points.
 
   The constant race against time didn't allow me to sit my ass down for one moment — to take a proper break after the raid simply to enjoy some down time with my men around the campfire, sinking our teeth into a sizzling steak and smiling at their artless jokes. Just as I was thinking of this, the breeze brought a whiff of roasted meat through the open window, the strumming of guitars, the laughter of girls and the cackling of the men. Whoever had said being a general was easy?
 
   I gnashed my teeth. The ever-vigilant Mona Lisa jerked her head off my shoulder. Seeing no danger, she gave me a comforting peck on the cheek, draped her arm around my body, threw her leg over my belly and stuck her nose into my collar bone, snuffling softly. A kitten, a sheer kitten.
 
   As if her refusal to stay behind in Inferno wasn't enough, she'd also picked four more of her reckless friends — all with beauty pageant faces, the bodies of gym instructors and the cold stares of professional assassins. So when I was about to port back to the First Temple, these girls had stepped toward me, taking the places of my bodyguards behind my back. Funnily enough, Snowie didn't seem to mind. He'd snapped a quick command, stepping back and adjusting his human shield of trolls. He only welcomed any security reinforcements, especially because Lizzie didn't claim a leader's role.
 
   Apparently, the girl had decided that the close-range bodyguards weren't enough for me and that I also needed some really close-range ones. Or, as I'd already heard some of the raiders explicitly put it, the bed-range ones. They said it good-naturedly, with a hint of envious respect — pride even. As in, look at our leader who can sleep with five Royal Drow chicks a night, and what about yours? Didn't you know that this sign on her cheek is a seal of the Forest King? What do you mean, the Drow don't have Kings? Just grab your wine and listen to me!
 
   These kinds of conversations kept mushrooming all over the palace. It's not that I was curious, but Lurch followed my earlier orders diligently, reporting the garrison's morale as well as the most popular gossip and rumors. Then the head of intelligence arrived with a similar report. Comparing their messages allowed me to glean some important information about the degree of my entourage's loyalty. If the truth were known, I needed a third source to triple-check the other two. A leader couldn't afford to allow anyone to become his only — and distorted — source of information.
 
   This was something I learned from old Joe, a.k.a. Comrade Stalin, as I read his contemporaries' memoirs. Oh yes, these days I didn't just mindlessly watch the zombie box. I spent some quality time devouring the memoirs of great leaders of the past, all those kings, presidents and generals. Some information somehow went down better when you read an actual book instead of spending hours staring at an interface. Which was why I'd rather spend ten gold on the visual recreation of a hard copy and then lounge on the couch with a proper tome.
 
   My Mom got the shock of her life when she found me studying a small volume entitled J.V. Stalin. A History of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks): Short Course. I was reading it pencil in hand, actually making notes in the margins.
 
   But I digress.
 
   Back to the Drow. Those sun-kissed bodylicious beauties rammed into my suite all at once and took up strategic positions, following their own professional logic: the gunslits, the main entrance, the back door, the headboard.
 
   Lizzie went straight for the bed, pulling off all her warrior gear, her body filling the place with the fragrance of wild flowers as if she hadn't just fought an extended battle awash with blood and sweat. Catching my quizzical glance at the remaining four, she gave me one of her mysterious smiles. Oh no, that wasn't the deal. I was a red-blooded male like any other but even though I had nothing against a bit of experimentation, I'd rather it happened with my consent — not as a gift from a bunch of uninhibited babes.
 
   I snapped my fingers to attract their attention, then pointed at the door. "This is your post. On the other side. I don't need bodyguards in my private suite. Off you go, girls."
 
   Lizzie pouted her lips, but the moment I frowned an indignant eyebrow she switched over to good girl mode. I'd already seen her shed this mask at a certain point in her arousal. This wasn't sex, this was combat. And I wasn't sure I needed this kind of hand-to-hand day in, day out, both on the battlefield and back home. Oh, Taali...
 
   I forced myself to focus and returned to my brain-racking exercise in math. I had no right to get my new character configuration wrong. The consequence would be much worse than just a life gone down the drain. What was fifty years' worth of human existence back on Earth compared to an eternity stuck in a crooked underdeveloped body?
 
   My whole interface was covered with overlapping pages of various guides and manuals, insider forums, real-life search results and countless character calculator results.
 
   The characteristics themselves were more or less clear. I wasn't going to introduce any drastic changes to my strategy. Whoever had seen the inside of the Cats' cellar or Lloth's dungeons — or Asmodeus' jail for that matter — would make survival skills a priority. I could always get myself some killer cannons or use vials — or my own status as Lloth's Junior Priest — in order to use some clever abilities. But when it came to leveling your mortal frame's hits — the only way to do it was through Constitution.
 
   I forced the air out of my lungs as if preparing to enter a frozen lake. With an unshaken hand I added 405 points to the chosen characteristic. +4000 Life! The bed creaked, accommodating my suddenly heavy body. Lizzie's hand fumbled over my chest, my shoulders considerably broader. AlterWorld was mirroring my internal changes onto my avatar. Apparently, this way it was easier to explain my sudden hike in survivability to the laws of magic.
 
   Actually, I'd already noticed that you could always tell perma players in a crowd. They seemed to be growing stronger and taller, their muscles more defined, each level adding inches to their shoulders. Take Fuckyall: he already looked like some brutal ancient Viking. And I had a funny feeling that the free ride wasn't going to last forever. Just pressing the little "plus" sign next to the characteristic of your choice might not be enough soon.
 
   So we had to step up on all the leveling while it still could affect our bodies. When the umbilical cord that still connected AlterWorld to Earth finally broke, those who'd failed to reach their top combat shape would have to pump iron in all seriousness, busting their guts to increase the volume of their magic skills. Don't ask me how they'd do it. I just don't know.
 
   Oh well. I paused thinking, then drafted a quick memo while I still remembered it, describing the situation and appealing to other clan members not to delay the body building. Signed: High Priest. Forward to: all Alliance members. It would end up in the papers of course, but I didn't mind that. I could use some praise as a soothsayer.
 
   The next morning, a fresh news digest would start doing its rounds of the Russian cluster with a detailed report of our Inferno raid. Once again our names would be known, hundreds of thousands of greedy eyes searching the screenshots, lips moving silently as they read the lists of trophies, regretting their bad luck: why weren't they Alliance members too? Why was this First Priest and his merry men so damn lucky?
 
   That's right, guys. You need to give it some good thought and decide whether you support the right side.
 
   In the meantime, I might pour some oil on the flames. I searched through the screenshots for the Centaurus' pics and a close-up of the dragon's head. I sent them to my hand-fed story-hungry paparazzo, asking him to accredit them as exclusive images courtesy of the First Priest of the Dark Pantheon. He knew my bank account number. Publicity was all well and good but it didn't pay the bills.
 
   Now that I'd done my civic duty, I returned to my own work. I had 86 talent points and several choices of the person I was going to become in a few minutes' time.
 
   I had three routes I could follow.
 
   The first one, distributing the points in a classic Death Knight configuration: a raid damage dealer, a raid debuffer, a solo tank, a PK or an anti PK. Basically, a standard layout that had never interested me in the slightest.
 
   The second route was repeating the trick I'd already done once with Hummungus' help, only on a much larger scale. A big fat armored Necro with a terrifyingly strong pet.
 
   This particular version was already gaining popularity under the flattering moniker of The Priest's Configuration. Some clever bastards had already calculated perfect layouts for all subtypes of Necro and Death Knight. My discovery had become mundane, like an entertainment-hungry cruise boat following in Columbus' wake on its way to Las Vegas.
 
   Finally, the third route. It started with a question: why would I need to follow in other people's tracks if I was in possession of the unique Splitting skill? Was it for nothing I had gagged my inner greedy pig and hadn't listened to his pleas to sell the vial? And now I had this chance to make my char truly unique. So I'd spent the last three hours violating the calculator weighing up all the pros and cons.
 
   This was the skill:
 
    
 
   Cast Time: 0
 
   Mana Expenditure: 0
 
   By using this skill, you can split your summoned pet into a certain number of controlled creatures (the number corresponding to the Skill's current level). Their levels will equal that of the initial creature divided by the number of new pets. The split creature's maximum level cannot exceed that of the caster.
 
    
 
   It was as clear as mud but you could still work it out. The skill offered two growth scenarios. The first one was by increasing the number of controlled creatures. Now the second one... that was the interesting bit. Every point you invested raised the micro pets two levels. In theory, it was enough to invest 80 points in order to rush the split micro pet 160 levels — as much as the skill allowed. And the funny thing was, I already had the points. You still don’t think it's cheating?
 
   I kept fiddling with the config generator, gingerly shifting points between columns. This was how the final version looked like:
 
   12 points into the number of creatures;
 
   74 points into their level boost.
 
   This way I could have thirteen level-160 pets. Jesus Christ, who was I now? I gave a mental knock on wood and pressed Enter.
 
   I couldn't wait to try it! I had about a dozen old stones, plenty to experiment with. I gingerly crawled from under Lizzie who stirred unhappily, then cast a look around. I definitely didn't need thirteen zombies to crowd out the room. I still remembered my indoor attempt to summon Hummungus. How could I ever forget!
 
   I activated the portal to the Altar and was transported several floors down, accompanied by Lizzie's indignant yelp.
 
   The empty hall met me with a solemn silence and the flickering light of the eternal torches. The restrained mana flow buzzed dangerously over the Altar.
 
   Plenty of space here!
 
   First I had to summon a normal pet. I clenched a nondescript stone and clicked an icon on the quick cast panel. Through the flickering of visual effects I glimpsed the surprised expression of a hell hound that happened to trot past.
 
   A zombie hippo broke out through the marble floor, compliments of the Oasis where I'd fought my last solo combat backed up by Zena's team.
 
   The fragments of stone tiles crushed under the monster's foot. I heard Lurch's indignant rambling. Shit.
 
   "Sorry, dude," I said to him. "It'll be as good as new. Actually, when are you going to upgrade our Graveyard to a Cemetery? I signed the order yesterday! I expect it to be done tomorrow. It's not a good thing, making our warriors wait for their graves in the City of Light of all places. The Fallen One my witness, one of these days they might get into trouble."
 
   There! Offence is the best defense.
 
   I turned toward the hell hound warily sniffing the air. "Say cheese!"
 
   Biting my lip impatiently, I pressed Splitting.
 
   Dozens of marble tiles cracked, crumbling. Lurch wailed like a banshee. The corridors echoed with the pattering of the scared hound's paws. I forced my way through the enormous cold beasts crowding the temple and jumped onto the Altar's pedestal, taking in my army.
 
   This was some fine body of men! Or hippos, as the case may be. Thirteen controlled monsters, my very own pocket zombie squad. No, wait. What was that, for crissakes?
 
   The bulk of them shuffled their feet happily below, squeaking, glaring and pushing each other as they awaited my orders. A few paces away, however, four listless creatures stood apart from the rest, swaying and drooling, staring blindly at the radiant Altar.
 
   Excuse me? Who were these cripples? I played around with a few basic commands, like Sit! Guard! Meditate! Nine of the hippos were happily running around, obediently dropping belly down onto the floor and seating their fat backsides in the lotus position, supposedly restoring their hits and mana. But the four sick ones still stood there like stage scenery, slobbering the First Temple with their drool.
 
   A bad premonition clenched at my heart. Nine live ones and the nine stones I'd had left in my pocket — was it a coincidence? I reached into the inventory — empty! Dammit! It looked as if AlterWorld had indeed obeyed the cheat skill creating a bunch of zombies but it didn't bother to find souls for them, taking the path of least resistance. If I was the one who summoned them, apparently it was my job to provide souls for them.
 
   The low-level stones were fine with me but the skill had also used two of my most treasured level-300 and especially level-340 stones. I'd wasted them on summoning freakin' zombies! And those who hadn't got a soul had turned into brainless rubber dolls. So it wasn't such a freebie, after all. Fourteen Soul Stones for each summoning was a lot: this was what you could farm in one session, solo or in a very tiny group.
 
   What a waste! My precious top stones! All I had left in my pockets was magic dust from all the low-level stones I'd destroyed last night with these very hands, leaving only a few to experiment with! I absolutely had to get a few dozen Soul Stones. What kind of a super-duper pet controller was I without them?
 
   Skidding round a dark corridor corner, Spark the Hell Hound dashed into the hall and screeched to a halt. Following her, the corridors echoed with the pattering of many feet as the whole pack hurried to my rescue. Master had been attacked by the gigantic stinky Roundbutts!
 
   Seeing that everything was under control, Spark came over to me and gave me a reproachful nudge in the belly with her large head.
 
   "Sorry, babe. False alarm. You don't happen to know where I could find a few mobs levels 150 and beyond within walking distance? I need to try this bunch in action and farm a few stones. Oh really, you can show me? And help me too? Good doggie!"
 
   The Temple's doors swung open, letting out first the pack of hounds, then myself followed by a herd of glossy hippos. The nighttime chatter and laughter in the temple's courtyard was immediately cut short by the sounds of swords being drawn and bows being strung. I threw up a warning hand.
 
   "Quiet! These are my little hippos. Can't you check your radars to see they're marked as friendly?"
 
   Someone finally found his voice, "Er, Sir, dammit! Are they all yours?"
 
   I gave a nonchalant shrug. "Just some special priestly magic. Now! Enjoy your time off duty, just don't forget tomorrow's the Parents Day. I expect everyone to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed — and don't forget your manners!"
 
   Then I drove my stomping herd past the speechless crowd as if it was the most natural thing in the world, crooning, "I want a hippopotamus for Christmas..."
 
   Half an hour later I was already calling the world and its developers every name under the sun — and that included one particular Death Knight who was too smart for his own good. The hell hounds sat around me and listened, cocking their heads from side to side. Spark was stretching her lips in a very peculiar way, trying to repeat a word that was actually quite easy for a canine to say. It sounded very close to deeckhead.
 
   Indeed, the skill that had only recently seemed so deceptively easy, was rapidly becoming immobilizingly awkward.
 
   Firstly and secondly, the location had looked good for our farming purposes. It was a crater about three hundred feet wide — hopefully not from some ancient nuke as the greenish glow surrounding it would suggest. And still I needed a team of five hell hounds to pull the mobs fast enough. Who was going to do this for me if I went solo?
 
   Once we'd mopped up all the mutants, my little hippos got bored: the local mobs' respawn times were too slow for their voracious appetites.
 
   The third problem arose when they tried to smoke the micro boss. The eight zombies crowded each other out, pushing and shoving each other out of their target's way. And I still had four dimwits left in the Temple.
 
   Finally and mainly — I was the deeckhead to end all dickheads. The three points I'd at the time invested into the passive Intellectual skill kept giving the pets 15% of the mobs' xp. Each! The grand total of my little op was some loot and zero xp.
 
   All in all, this Splitting skill proved to be prohibitively expensive and utterly useless for leveling purposes. Having said that, I wasn't that bothered about going solo any more. I'd apparently grown out of roaming the woods smoking wild pigs and admiring the xp bar's unhurried growth. As a capitalist shark in the making, I was now quite capable of calling up a thousand-strong raid, making the players' day by porting them to Inferno or somewhere similar, showering them with loot and enjoying my own energetic climb in levels.
 
   If I only had time! Give me a year, and I'd lead ten thousand level-300 Children of Night into battle! Only I didn't have a year. I might not have a week even.
 
   Never mind. We had what we had. You could say that I'd just added twelve more clan members to our ranks — admittedly rather useless but eager to shield their First Priest with their bodies or become the last decisive reserve in a local scuffle. So in the grand scale of things I was pleased.
 
   I patted the pooches behind the ears. "We're done! Off you go home now."
 
   I put the pets to rest. The last thing I needed was a herd of self-learning self-leveling feral hippos roaming around. There was only one Bagheera and so it would remain.
 
    I ported back to the temple and took the steps upstairs to my suite. I wasn't in a hurry. A team of female Ear Cutters stood guard by my door, habitually poking fun at a towering troll bodyguard. His face was black with effort as his elephantine mind tried to cope with the girls' sharp tongues.
 
   "Belay that chatter on duty!" I snapped in mocking anger, giving the troll an inconspicuous wink. He sprang to attention, his glare gleaming with gratitude. I would call him Silent Sam.
 
   Lizzie was sitting in the soft chair, her silk shirt tantalizingly short, her long sun-kissed legs thrown over the table. Her gun belt lay within reach. She was busy honing a throwing knife on a whetstone.
 
   I grinned at this well-calculated image of inaccessible beauty. Women and their games!
 
   The duty channel of the castle guards pinged. "Sir? The Remote Post got a visitor for you. A certain Bug, a level-90 rogue of the OMON clan, member of the Toddler Alliance and of Interception I. We attach the link to his profile. Please advise."
 
   Bug a cop? Never! "Transfer authorized. I'm in my room."
 
   It took him a few minutes to clear all the security systems: the initial transfer to the Portal Hall bunker, a rapid-fire interrogation session in the presence of my canine lie detector, followed by a transfer to the castle's guest quarters. Finally, I heard a cautious knock on the door.
 
   "Come in!" I slammed shut my copy of Sun Tzu's enthralling Art of War and hurried to meet him.
 
   My memory of Bug was firmly associated with my first days in the game when no one viewed me as a First Priest. We'd had fun slaughtering gnolls, counting coppers and carefully picking up the trash loot. How simple had the world been back then, shrunken by our blissful ignorance to the size of a few square miles!
 
   The door swung open. The guards let in a beaming Bug. Against my will, my face lit up in a smile. We gave each other a hug and a hearty slap on the back. I had to crouch to accommodate his five-foot frame.
 
   "Howdy, dude!"
 
   "Hi, Nec!"
 
   I grinned. I'd never made it to a Necro, after all. "You hungry? Fancy a bit of a BBQ?"
 
   He spread his arms wide, as if opening imaginary wardrobe doors like he'd done all that time ago, and opened his mouth in an impersonation of a top shelf.
 
   "All ssset! Load me up!" he said with a familiar lisp.
 
   We laughed. I dictated an order via the castle charm while Bug squinted at Lizzie who hadn't bothered to change her pose, spinning the throwing knife between her fingers and watching us from under her half-lowered eyelashes.
 
   "We could talk while we eat," Bug added meaningfully.
 
   I wasn't stupid. "Liz?" I nodded at the door. "Would you please leave us?"
 
   She didn't move, only raised a sarcastic eyebrow. She'd learned that from me, dammit! I had to add some metal to my voice, "Corporal Mona Lisa, vacate the premises! Now!"
 
   She snorted and picked up her gear. Flashing her seductive backside, she sashayed over to the door.
 
   There was no way Bug was seventeen. His face didn't even twitch when she walked past. He was too busy watching my own face as I told her off. My reaction to a potential conflict and her attempt at domineering apparently were more important to him than her Elven assets flashing under the frivolous silk.
 
   Her mane of black hair swung indignantly one last time. The door slammed shut.
 
   "Is that your girlfriend?" Bug asked indifferently.
 
   I shrugged. "More like a cat — purring, cuddly and independent. The kind that walks by herself. She doesn't need a master," I paused and asked the question that now worried me the most. "Bug? How old are you?"
 
   He gave me a satisfied nod. "You've changed a lot since I last saw you. If the truth were known, I doubted our leaders' decision to bet on you. Only a month ago you used to be this run-of-the-mill noob — lucky and generous but definitely not leader material."
 
   I waded through all the fuzz, concentrating on the main thing. "The leaders. Of the OMON? How on earth did you end up there?"
 
   He shook his head. "It's not about the OMON. Watch the alliance tag."
 
   His stare clouded as he focused on his mental interface. The alliances' tags faded as he switched them off. A new one lit up instead. I'd never seen this one before.
 
   The Grumblers clan. Their logo was a five-petal carnation. "What's the catch?"
 
   "Read the first three letters."
 
   "G-R-U? The military intelligence?" I shook my head in dismay. Bug an intelligence agent undercover? I brought my emotions back in check and spoke slowly,
 
   "I was expecting officials to contact me at some point. But why the GRU? Why not the FSB or whoever handles the virtual worlds? Surely the government couldn't have missed their slice of the pie? Or could it?”
 
   He smiled. "This is why. According to your psychological profile, you're not a big fan of our government. You can't stand the police, you don't trust the secret service — but you do have a certain amount of respect for the military and intelligence. All this cloak-and-dagger spying shit."
 
   "You aren't too respectful to your employers, are you?" I asked warily. "Is this how you recruit new agents these days?"
 
   "Cut it out," he waved my question away. "It's not even about their instructions to contact you with 'ultimate sincerity'. I don't need our staff nerds to understand that. It's just our country makes me feel so frustrated sometimes. You were right: they've pissed AlterWorld away by betting on Eve4."
 
   "Never a truer word spoken. I could use a couple of Titans hovering in the sky."
 
   He nodded. "That's what they think, too. Contacting you was my shop's private initiative. Even though I seem to be drifting further away from them with every day. Like all permas, I suppose. I have nothing that keeps me in the real world, only my duty and my word as an officer. The GRU believe the battle for the First Temple to be the turning point that might radically change AlterWorld's power dynamics. My job is to warn you: you seem to underestimate the enemy's numbers a lot. Really a lot."
 
   "Oh. What kind of a lot? And how can you help me?"
 
   He gave me a guilty smile. "Sorry, Max. The only thing your country can give you now is a word of wisdom. Just hang on in there. Enemy at the gates, your country needs you, that sort of thing. You need to understand that it's only recently that AlterWorld has come into my office's sights. You never know with them, if push comes to shove they may stick a whole special-ops cadet school into FIVR capsules, but what good would those noobs be to you? That's why all the practical help you're getting now is information."
 
   I nodded. "Better than nothing, I suppose. So how many bastards should I expect to arrive at our walls? Five thousand? Ten?
 
   "A hundred," he said quietly. "At least. And only because they believe this number to be sufficient enough. Their backstage puppeteers are quite capable of bringing a million if needs be. They have plenty of experience tweaking public opinion and staging flower revolutions."
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Moscow. A low-scale block of flats in one of the dormitory suburbs.
 
    
 
   A disheveled man paced his cluttered lounge. His bachelor pad had seen better days, judging by the windowsills lined with withered potted violets, by hand-knitted lacy doilies and dusty toys piled up on shelves.
 
   "A miracle... what a miracle..." he kept mumbling as he circled the room, mechanically approaching the fridge.
 
   He froze as his willpower fought an already-lost battle, then shrugged and opened the fridge. Its door creaked. He reached for a misted bottle in the empty freezer. It clanked against the glass as he fidgeted, measuring out a double shot. With a practiced hand he threw the thick icy liquid down his throat and chased it by sniffing an old slice of rye bread left on the table.
 
   He heaved a sigh of relief. The nervous tension seemed to be releasing him. He filled another glass, more expertly this time, and checked the fridge. He should have something to eat too, really, lest he got legless. And today he really wanted to stay sober.
 
   A harsh ring at the door cut through his reverie. He shrank, then rearranged his crumpled necktie and hurried to answer it.
 
   "Oleg Yurievich, how are you? I'm the hospice representative. Our coordinator called you earlier today."
 
   "Oh yes, he did, he did! He said my Sasha was alive and well! Isn't that a miracle? What a shame my dear Nonna won't see it... You know, she said to me she didn't want to outlive him... Right from this very window here she stepped out..."
 
   The lanky visitor winced from the heavy odor of liquor. "Mind if I come in?"
 
   "Absolutely not! You'll have to excuse me. I must be going out of my mind, keeping such a guest standing there on the doorstep!"
 
   "Bring it in," the visitor snapped over his shoulder as he nudged the man toward the wall.
 
   Two workers wearing white overalls with a vaguely familiar logo rolled through the door a massive six-foot shipping container.
 
   "But... but what's this for?"
 
   "Aren't you going to see your son today?"
 
   "Y-yes, of course."
 
   "Well, you aren't going to connect to VirtNet using your smartphone, are you? So we've delivered the equipment to you. We'll need half an hour to set it up and off you go! It's free of charge, don't you worry. It's this charity, Virtual Children NGO, who pick up the bill."
 
   The visitor quickly checked the few rooms of the tiny flat, making sure its owner was alone. Seeing the vodka bottle, he cast a disapproving glance at him.
 
   "It's just nerves, you know," the widower made a helpless gesture, hanging his head.
 
   In the meantime, the workers got busy scurrying around the lounge and poking electric sockets with their testers. "Wretched couch! Let's put it here anyway," they spoke softly between themselves. "The voltage surges. Stabilizer installed... The net plug, no signal."
 
   "They must have disconnected me," the man mumbled apologetically. "I have nothing on my utility card. I get food packets from the welfare, that's all I have these days..."
 
   The worker's cheek twitched impatiently. He forced a smile. "We'll sort it out, don't worry."
 
   The container's locks snapped open, revealing their precious contents: a tandem medicapsule Twins9Mod.
 
   The man shook his head in surprise. "Why is it like this? They looked different on television!"
 
   "A twin version, you mean," the visitor corrected. "That's because this is your first full-immersion experience. That's in the regulations. Have you ever jumped with a parachute? You do know, don't you, that the first jumps you're obliged to perform with an instructor? Likewise, we can't just send you off to AlterWorld all alone, can we? Where do you think you'll go there?"
 
   "Oh, well, yes, I suppose you're right," the man answered, insecure.
 
   After half an hour of the workers' combined expert effort, the capsule was connected and tested and was now awaiting its patient. Its two transparent open lids made it look like a May bug spreading its rigid wings, about to take off.
 
   "Oleg Yurievich, don't just stand there in the corner. Please take your place."
 
   The man had already removed his clothing and stood awkwardly covering himself with his hands, embarrassed by his grubby underpants. At the signal, he scrambled onto the capsule's illuminated bed. The comfortably warm nano gel enveloped him, lifting his body and creating a zero gravity effect. The massage rollers stirred, forcing his tense muscles to relax.
 
   "That's it, Sir. Sweet dreams!"
 
   With a touch of a sensor, the transparent safety glass slurped greedily, sealing the lid on the base of the capsule.
 
   There was so much sarcasm and spiteful triumph in the visitor's stare that the man struggled, trying to free himself from the bed's grasp. To no avail: the Patient Security mode turned the soft nanogel sticky, giving the customer even less chance to escape than an upended turtle in quicksand.
 
   Gas hissed, filling the capsule with xenon, putting the man into a deep eternal sleep.
 
   The Twins9 model allowed for a wide range of modifications and was easily adaptable to the job at hand which made it the tool of choice for a wide spectrum of criminals, from hackers and virtual robbers to some of the sleazier secret services.
 
   In theory, the capsule was intended for a doctor to work in tandem with a patient, communicating the patient's sensations to the doctor which allowed him to conduct adequate diagnostic or mental correction in the safe environment of a virtual world. Not everyone is capable of telling the doctor exactly what their problem is. This especially concerned little children, old people and the mentally ill. Also, it was much easier to train someone to use their new prosthetic leg by controlling their body, not even to mention teaching a recovered quadriplegic to walk again after surgery.
 
   Still, certain criminal circles had quickly realized that a few simple modifications could make the capsule suitable for identity spoofing, allowing them to enter the virtual world in someone else's guise. The "patient"'s biometric data was fed into the machine, then the "doctor" would enter VirtNet in his stead, gaining access to particular banking or personal areas.
 
   Suddenly the Twins manufacturers had experienced a spike in their profits. The fact that the numbers of capsules sold were ten times that of those installed in medical facilities didn't seem to alarm anyone. This was the right tool at the right time. No one was going to kill the golden goose.
 
   The visitor quickly removed his clothes, folding them neatly. The modest shirt of a middle manager was followed by prohibitively expensive underpants that must have cost the monthly paycheck of an office worker. Bioactive and antibacterial, they were lined with a fine layer of nanomuscles that gently massaged everything they touched preventing circulation problems. The assassin's health was too important for him, which was why he'd consciously risked acting out of character on this particular job.
 
   Unfazed by his nudity, he turned to his assistants who today played the role of company workers. "Wait here."
 
   They didn't need this command which was rather a nod to tradition and an extra reminder of their pecking order. The two assistants had enough means and training to be able to interfere at any stage of their leader's immersion if necessary. The only thing they couldn't do was openly confront a SpetzNaz group, but even then they had their trump cards neatly stacked up their sleeves, administrative as well.
 
   Four hours later, the special-ops agent would complete the job and exit the capsule. An untraceable money transfer of twenty thousand bitcoins would be made to his bank account while his assistants would commence the final stage of the mission, dissolving the "patient"'s body in a bathtub, removing the equipment and pumping a foam solution of caustic soda into the apartment. Not a single hair or speck of dust that might contain the assassins' DNA should fall into detectives' hands — not even to mention the easily identified smellograms that were these days installed in all of the city's key points: all of its stations, airports and public places.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Our Parents' Day in the Super Nova Castle didn't at all resemble its past prototypes from the Soviet-type children's summer camps. The only thing they had in common was the solemn festivity of the occasion. The armor on the clan members' dress uniforms sent specks of light everywhere; the First Temple sparkled with gems; the clan and alliance colors fluttered in the wind. The emblem of the Children of Night commanded respect: a black panther and a white bone dragon embroidered within a circle of silk.
 
   The competing magicians painted the sky with their fantasies. Soon, the festive atmosphere overtook everyone. Even the hell hounds had been gentrified with bright silk ribbons around their necks. We also had to ask them not to try to smile so hard: the sight was too spooky for the uninitiated to bear.
 
   We expected quite a crowd: about three hundred relatives plus another twenty Vets complete with their families. The fact that we had children in the castle never ceased to amaze them but they had no idea of the true scope of things. They probably thought that it was the First Priest again who'd laid his hands on a couple of unique skills as usual.
 
   In order to spare the visitors' feelings we'd simplified the transfer procedure as much as we could. The portal opened directly into the guest zone where a special sentry group checked the guest's name against a list, smiled and ushered him or her into the First Temple's festive courtyard. Two ever-vigilant hellhounds next to them constantly pricked up their ears, trying to detect any foul play. But today of all days, my self-appointed canine lie detectors were a little less than useless: they were flat out with the seven-hundred strong surge of emotions around them. And what emotions! Not some idle daily daydreaming but a raging tornado of feelings.
 
   The ancient walls echoed with the children's laughter and happy screaming. I swear to you AlterWorld had never seen anything like it. The parents oohed and aahed looking this way and that, watching their rapidly growing kids do stunts on the galloping hell hounds' backs, watching them scratch the dragons behind the ears and proudly demonstrate their budding magic skills.
 
   We'd decided against orchestrated choir numbers or cheerful stage acts. It was all so stilted. Even if we invited the entire Royal Variety Show, we wouldn't have raised a fraction of the emotions that a mother feels when she sees her son resurrected, cheerful and suntanned, laughing happily and hugging a puppy busy licking his face.
 
   Our clan clerics were working overtime waking the visitors out of their trance, treating shock or even curbing a heart attack. A refreshing touch of a healing spell would reduce the stuttering stupor of an asphyxiating face to a bursting dam of happy tears. Magic worked better than any amount of traditional face-slapping, water-gulping or salt-smelling remedies.
 
   Dan froze next to me, drowsy with shock. His beautiful wife Katia was clenching the hand of her perma husband crying silently, while their two boys were already tearing around with the best of our little kindergarten. Their impressionable little daughter couldn't take her adoring eyes off the young Screwyall.
 
   How I understood Dan's wife. We'd just shown her the other side of AlterWorld — a place where her family had a chance to be together without robbing the kids of their childhood.
 
   Dan — who could see into it much deeper and understood even more — shook his head in amazement. "Some people will bless your name and call you a saint," he said to me. "Others will curse you, hating you wholeheartedly. I can't tell yet which ones will be in the majority."
 
   Dan stared at a five-year-old warrior who was straining to bring a butterfly Familiar to life. He must have been sufficiently impressed. Biting his lip, he latched on to me with his stare. "And this — for this alone they'll never leave you in peace. A hundred unique universal soldiers — that's something more lethal than an A-bomb! Some won't be happy about your clan's — or even the whole Russian cluster's — potential power increase. Others might want to get their hands on your kids while yet others would like to lock you all up in a cellar to study your reproduction methods and determine their potential control and resistance actions."
 
   "So were we supposed to leave them all to die?" I countered his question. "Half of them are already stacked up in the hospice morgue and the other half are awaiting a spare freezer shelf."
 
   Katia shuddered and looked up at him pleadingly. He twitched his cheek with annoyance. "Oh no, you had no choice here, I understand that. I'm just trying to put you in the picture."
 
   I nodded. "I know. They'll find a dozen excuses to butcher us if necessary. That's just the way the cookie crumbles. One more excuse won't change anything. But at least we've saved the kids, we opened a school and a kindergarten and now we're working on new training and personal development techniques. Look at your boys — don't you think they're much happier here than in damp and heartless Moscow? They can never fall sick, they can never die in an accident, whether run over by a rich scumbag under the influence or from a serial killer's hand. And as for all those Forest Cats and such, we'll rid this world of them, don't you worry. I remember what you told me: that you wanted to give your kids time to finish school and make their own choice. Unfortunately, we don't have the time. The celestial umbilical cord will snap any day now. Make sure you don't find yourselves on opposite sides of reality."
 
   Both Dan and his better half looked up at the sky: she in fear, he in helpless frustration. "Max, you're probably right. I read your analytic reports. Both me and my clan really appreciate them. We had some sort of general assembly and came up with a joint recommendation to our real-life members not to delay going perma if they so wished. In the last two weeks, the clan's member list has grown 25% because each member can bring three or four people, five even. The Alliance numbers aren't as impressive but it's still 9% growth, that's nothing to sniff at. Everyone's in a hurry to swap their sick defective human bodies for gaming perfection. They're afraid of missing their chance at eternal youth. To cut it short, my guys are only waiting for my go-ahead. It's a shame we have to sell our apartment for peanuts: recently there's been much more offer than demand on the real estate market. It's such a shame, really: I've spent three years syphoning gold out of AlterWorld and now I'm trying to pump it all back and losing half of it in the process. But that's not the problem. My mother-in-law is," I detected a hint of unreserved hatred in Dan's voice. "She doesn't want to hear about it. She can't leave her country, she says. And Katia won't go anywhere without her."
 
   His wife blinked tears from her long eyelashes. "She's my mom."
 
   Dan didn’t say anything. Oh well. Each family had its own dramas and its own skeletons in their respective closets.
 
   "Dan, I'm serious," I said. "You've got to get your act together. I know about it firsthand."
 
   He glanced at the First Temple flying the Fallen One's colors and ground his teeth. If his family failed to relocate courtesy of his mother-in-law, he'd probably get to the old hag even if he had to hire a necromancer to pull her soul out of hell a thousand years from now.
 
   I focused on my own problems. After my long conversation with Bug, I hadn't slept all night, scribbling out a defense strategy and looking for any out-of-the-box solutions for the "one against a hundred" battle scenario. In all honesty, the results weren't worth a shit. It was all too bulky, far-fetched and overly optimistic. Still, a thin stack of good ideas kept growing; somewhere far ahead, a lightning bug was fluttering its wings pretending it was the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel.
 
   "Dan, I might need your help."
 
   He nodded. "Count us in. The Alliance will arrive at the Temple's walls as one man."
 
   "That goes without saying. But a little bird told me that we underestimate the degree of the enemy's involvement. It's as if we're readying for them to shell the place so we keep digging trenches and proudly jump on top of the dugouts to demonstrate how sturdy they are. The only problem is, instead of artillery fire they're about to nuke us. Know what I mean?"
 
   His stare focused. "Carry on."
 
   Soon, Orcus and Frag joined our quiet but emotionally charged conversation. This wasn't a fully fledged HQ meeting yet but I already picked out a few interesting ideas from the stream of semi-censored f-words.
 
   We must have looked impressive to any onlookers: a group of senior officers holding council. I noticed the children pointing me out as the clan's leader but few visitors dared to disturb us. Only a few approached us, clutching their newfound child and scared of letting go of him or her. They would smile and try to find words of gratitude, then ask a multitude of already-familiar questions.
 
   I kept raising a puzzled eyebrow every time I heard, "Could you please tell us when we can take him back home?" Hadn't they even bothered to check all the brochures and videos we'd so painstakingly put together for them? We'd paid a lot of money for having that done, too. It was much easier of course to corner the clan leader and pick his brains with questions.
 
   I announced for everyone to hear, "In an hour we'll be holding a general meeting in the Main Hall where you'll be able to ask all your questions. Yes, yes, you can spend the night in the castle of course, there's plenty of living space. The question is though, are you familiar with the perma effect? Yes, we appreciate your donations in any shape or form. Where can you sign up to become a clan member? I repeat: have any of you heard about perma mode? You have. In that case, I invite you to see Cryl in that pavilion over there: the guy with the dogs, the one buried under piles of paperwork. The pavilion is marked B9 on your maps. To open the map, you need to click its icon on the service interface. To activate it, you need to try and unfocus, the way you do when you stare at the tip of your nose. No, not that button. I don't need an invitation to join your group. Please, no need to activate the SOS alarm! There's no need for you to touch the macros at all. Grrrr! Lena! Please take these ladies and gents to the classroom. Show them that tutorial we put together for the first-graders. You're welcome. Pleased to meet you too."
 
   A short distance off, another potential trouble seemed to be brewing. A large man with a weather-beaten face was holding tight on to one of our youngest charges, the two-year-old Alyona, the one with a piercing stare who could barely speak. So this was her dad, then.
 
   We had all felt sorry for the girl whenever she waddled around the castle, grabbing at the pants of every male clan member in her way, peering into their faces, demanding, "Daddy? Daddy?" She gave them no time to swallow the lump in their throats before answering: tears would well in her eyes, she would sniffle and let go of yet another man who'd failed to answer her expectations. Then off she'd toddle in search for her daddy. You never know, he could be just round that corner.
 
   I'd seen quite a few male groups that would scatter promptly at the approaching sounds of her "Daddy! Daddy, where are you?", all the men hiding their eyes and rushing off to attend to an apparently urgent business.
 
   Now father and daughter clutched at each other. She babbled away, hurrying to tell him everything at once while he stroked her fair hair, all the while applying pressure to Widowmaker. The man did his best not to raise his voice, laboriously swallowing all the accidental cussing, but his nickname Bosun hovering above his head spoke louder than words.
 
   "What the f- is logging out? I'm gonna live here now like a f-ing land lubber! I'll dig a hole under her window if you don't give me a bed. I'm not letting her go! I was at sea, five months off the f-ing shore, while this bitch did a number on me. She wrote that f-ing note right on the hospital bill! Alyona is dead, it's over between us, please don't look for me. I'd rip her heart out! I passed out right there on the spot! Had it not been for the letter you slid under the door, you'd have never seen me resurface from the bottle! We'd have both gone right to the bottom!"
 
   What a picturesque character. Flamboyant, as they call it. But the main thing was, our Alyona had finally found her daddy.
 
   I walked over to them. "How are you, Sir? I'm Max. You could call me the captain of this cruiser, I suppose."
 
   Bosun's stare followed the flight of the baby dragons overhead. He proffered me his hand, then hurried to return it to his daughter's fair head. "A cruiser? More like a f-ing aircraft carrier! Thanks, Max. I owe you. Whenever you need me, just let me know. I'll do whatever it takes to help you out. Even if they cut my legs off, I'll crawl all the way to come to your help. And you don't need to overexplain it all to me. I'm not as dumb as I might look. It's just that I spent the last few years sailing this goddamn dry cargo with a crew to match, you had to treat them with a stick and the worst kind of language. Downgrading me to a circus trainer, sort of."
 
   I looked around, reading the endless relief in the face of my warriors. They were happy for Alyona. Dan's gaze betrayed the professional interest of a head hunter as he peered at Bosun trying to divine his potential military past. Sorry, man. I could use him myself.
 
   Bosun lowered his voice, "So what d'ya think, man? D'you have a spare bunk for me? I'm not some useless shore loafer. These hands can fix things, they also have one hell of a punch. Just try me."
 
   I nodded my understanding. One hell of a punch, indeed. I took in some air. "Rule number one. Subordination. I'm not a 'man' to you and this is no pirate democracy. In order to join the clan, you'll have to pass a number of tests and interviews. Your girl has already given you a glowing reference so I think you'll manage. We've rented enough capsules for all the guests for the next two weeks. That's the time you all have to make up your minds and finalize whatever unfinished business you have in real life. Do you have any? You do realize, don't you, that by deciding to stay with her you'll never be going back?"
 
   He nodded. His eyes glinted. "Yeah, right. I do have unfinished business to attend to. I want to find that peroxide bitch and say goodbye to her. Oh, and another thing. The sea is not always kind to you, it can be quite cruel sometimes. I know quite a few guys who are broken and desperate. Mind if I tell them to check you out? I'm a cripple myself, in fact. A cable snapped seven years back and withered my arm away. I'd already forgotten what it feels like to have two hands."
 
   For a brief moment he took his hand off his daughter's head and grabbed at a fancy bit of marble on a nearby column. With a grunt, he ripped it off and clenched a powerful fist, crumbling it into dust.
 
   "Sorry Sir, couldn't help myself. Permission to leave, Sir!"
 
   "Permission granted. Just make sure you don't break anything else. The castle is a living being, you know. It can feel everything you do to it."
 
   Widowmaker touched the column in disbelief. It was marble all right. "How did he do that?" he whispered in my ear.
 
   I shrugged. "He believes he can do it. Just like the kids do. They know no restrictions."
 
   A sullen Sasha walked over to us, a seven-year-old boy who'd arrived with the third wave of digitized kids. His face bore no trace of his initial excitement at meeting his father. "He isn't my dad, Uncle Max."
 
   I frowned in disbelief. "In which respect?"
 
   "He just looks like him. But he speaks funny. And he smiles all the time like they do on TV. And Dad never smiles, he's embarrassed of his teeth. Grandma says that's because he ate too many sweets. He knows nothing about our cat and our summer cottage. And he couldn't remember anything about our fishing trips. He's an impostor."
 
   Dan and Orcus next to us pricked up their ears. I turned my head this way and that, trying to match his mental portrait to the crowd around me. There he was, talking to my mom! And I really didn't like the expression on her face.
 
   Mom cast me a helpless look, her eyes apologetic. Then she turned to the man and nodded her consent.
 
    
 
   Hi there, Anastasia Pavlovna. You look stunning in this new body. Of course I know who you are. It's my job to know all these things. What job would that be, you may ask? Well, I'm a kidnapper. A rather harmless gaming occupation. I kidnap other people's chars and return them for a modest compensation. Please don't be afraid. No need to call for help. I'm going to tell you why in a moment. I've located three of the kids who had no visitors today and promised to take them to their mom and dad. Yes, I'm a scumbag, no need to get so upset. The kids have already joined my group. In thirty seconds, we're porting outta here. You can't stop me and you shouldn't even try. I'm using a one-off lightning portal. Expensive but it does what it says on the box.
 
   I have a proposition to make. Getting the ransom paid can take quite a while. I'll have to lock the children in a dark cellar for a few days. I'd like to avoid all their screams and tears by having someone they know keep them company. You have ten seconds to make up your mind. You either spend a couple of days in their company or you simply dump them here and now. Seven seconds. I'm sending you an invitation to join the group. Five seconds. Excellent. You've made the right decision. Prepare for takeoff.
 
    
 
   The man reached behind his back into his inventory, producing a strange artifact that resembled silver lightning covered with ancient runes.
 
   "To arms! Get him!" Orcus and Dan shouted simultaneously.
 
   The hell hounds' gray shadows darted through the crowd. Magic droned, entangling the area with spells. The man scowled, the artless cheerful expression on his face changing to hatred.
 
   Crossbow strings twanged from the nearest walls and towers, released by the archers we'd planted there in anticipation of any trouble. Mom's Ear Cutter bodyguardesses unstealthed behind her back. The man shuddered with the impact of a dozen crossbow bolts hitting him all at once. The Drow girls' swords produced a semicircle of blood spray. And still the intruder was standing. He must have had an indecent amount of hits!
 
   His lips curving in pain, he whispered a brief key command. The space around him imploded, collapsing in a silent flash of purple light. Taking away the fake parent and my mom staring guiltily at me!
 
   "No!!!!!" I screamed, scaring the clueless guests. "Anything but that," I whispered, sinking onto the flagstones and clutching my head.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Unlike a regular portal, the lightning teleport proved to be a rather crude thing. Purely functional. The portal opened about five feet from the ground, throwing its travelers face down at full speed.
 
   Even the blood-covered kidnapper grunted, shaking his head as he scrambled to his feet, pressing his hands to his bleeding wounds. Those Ear-Cutting bitches knew how to use a knife. They didn't just stab you like a hood in a dark alley; no, they dealt crippling damage causing sustained bleeding. The flights of a dozen crossbow bolts peeking out of his body did nothing to improve his optimism.
 
   "Finally! Take her! Give him a heal, someone."
 
   Two steel-clad guards grabbed Anastasia Pavlovna under her armpits, dragging her aside. The healing magic's bells echoed across the enormous vault, restoring the kidnapper's hits. The stone floor rang from the bolts and bullets exiting his body.
 
   The man nodded his appreciation. "Five thousand hits in two seconds! Had it not been for the covert jewelry and the buffs, I'd have never made it out of there. You told me they wouldn't be able to react fast enough!"
 
   "Shit happens," said a young guy with a twitching face who sat on a tall throne. There was no sympathy in his voice. "The pup's started teething. Or he got himself some clever advisors, one of the two. It's even more interesting this way."
 
   Anastasia Pavlovna looked desperately around her, searching for the children. She saw about twenty guards, a few heavy golems frozen in the vault's corners, a chained monster — barely alive and peppered with wounds — and a dozen naked girls lustfully arching their voluptuous bodies at the base of the throne. The heavy steel boots of the insane guy on the throne rested on their backs, their spiked soles ripping their delicate skin open. Blood streaked down the girls' savaged backs and bitten lips. Tavor?
 
   She only recognized him now — more by the sadism of the situation than from the screenshots that her son had sent her once. She remembered Max' serious voice as he'd warned her, "in case he captures you, activate Blissful Death straight away!" She began leafing through her interface until she finally found the button she was looking for. She breathed a sigh of relief and activated the ability.
 
   Nothing! She pressed it again. Nothing. She raised her head in dismay, meeting Tavor's triumphant eyes.
 
   "Didn't work, did it? Never mind. Don't you even try to escape back under your god's wing. Don't push me. Better not awaken the beast in me, there's no stopping me then. I'd rather keep you till later. I have your smartass son to deal with first."
 
   He pointed at a squat goblin who kept poking the chained monster with his spear. "Take this green idiot away, agent. Move it! Do it as we planned!"
 
   A level-200 guard swished his sword through the air. The goblin's head rolled across the floor. The monster — some sort of a mutant wolf, his life bar shrinking to insignificance — breathed a very human sigh of relief.
 
   The kidnapper that Tavor had called "agent" hurried to pull a combat staff out of his inventory, pointing it at the bleeding monster. The artifact jolted in his hand, spitting out a fire arrow. The recoil threw his arm back. He did it again. And again. The vault filled with the stench of scorched flesh. The wolf struggled in his fetters, howling pleadingly, but still couldn't die. There wasn't much level 1 could do against level 26: there were too many automatic misses, resists and zero-damage hits.
 
   The agent was already casting worried looks at the red-hot staff when finally the powerful artifact finished his job. The wolf's life thinned out into infinity and finally broke with a particularly successful mini-crit. With a yelp, the monster collapsed on its side.
 
   Anastasia Pavlovna's interface was flooded with system messages. She stared in horror at the message window,
 
    
 
   You've received group experience!
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 9!
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 10!
 
   Racial bonus: +1 to Intellect!
 
   Class bonus: +1 to Constitution, +1 to Spirit!
 
   5 Characteristic points available! You now have 10 Characteristic points!
 
   Warning! This is the first key level. You aren't immune to other players' attacks any more. Proceed with caution!
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 11!
 
    
 
   Hadn't Max warned her when the perma test had proved positive two weeks ago that she should never, ever reach level 10? Before, all that her enemy could have done to her was imprison and immobilize her, applying psychological pressure. But now he could hurt her for real.
 
   She buried herself in the chat trying to send Max a message. No answer. The chat itself looked dead like a screenshot made at the exact moment of a portal jump. The location was silent, the clan didn't react, the auctions were paralyzed; she couldn't even send a bank transfer. What was going on?
 
   "Quit your tricks, lady. I didn't even need to level you up. I have over a hundred different ways to torture a customer without causing actual pain. But your son is too dumb to know the superiority of psychological torture over physical, isn't he? Cool down. Have some respect for the dying god. You're in Chronos' temple!"
 
   Obeying the kick of his steel boot, the naked girls swayed aside, revealing the base of the throne. Anastasia Pavlovna peered at it and gasped. The throne was sacrilegiously mounted over the crystal lid of an enormous sarcophagus. Protected by its transparent shield lay the powerful body of a god.
 
   His legs had been torn off at the knees, his muscular body mauled like that of a suicide warrior rushing a heavy machine gun. A large jagged hole in his chest revealed broken ribs and the immobile lump of the Heart of God.
 
   Boom! The heart contracted in slow motion. Chronos took one short raspy breath. A drop of blood swelled in his tormented chest and rolled down his already unmoving body, solidifying.
 
   One of the girls hurried toward the sarcophagus. She reached her agile hand like a monkey into a narrow crack, pulling out the precious crystal and offering it to Tavor with a deep bow. He deigned to accept it, studied it against the light and stashed it in his inventory. The scumbag's neck sported a whole necklace of Crystals of Divine Blood.
 
   "That doesn't happen often," Tavor explained. "Normally the heart only beats once a day. It's the second time it's done that today. Our Speedy Gonzales is upset! He's tossing in his sleep!"
 
   The madman laughed: a blood-curdling hysterical laughter. His harem joined in, grinning inanely.
 
   "You'll have to wait, lady. I need to send your son a couple of racy pics. I'll have to go upstairs to the donjon to do that. Time is frozen in this wretched cellar. You can spend a year here and outside it'll only be half an hour! Chronos got himself a nice hideout. He probably wanted to restore his strength while waiting for the Titans to come back but it didn't quite work out that way. I'm off then. Take care!"
 
   A portal popped open. The girls breathed a sigh of relief. The NPC guards stood at ease.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The emergency staff meeting was held on the run. The wretched Tavor had sent us his list of demands forty seconds after the kidnapping, accompanied by a screenshot of Mom clinging to the wall in some dreary dungeon. He had also added a link, demanding we visit it to purchase a one-off portal scroll. The link was for a private auction and the item's price set my teeth on edge: three million gold!
 
   The amount was doable but it equaled two-thirds of our treasury. Had we really been harboring a mole somewhere? I was going to find the scumbag no matter how long it took me! I would make an example of him so that no one would get any ideas about serving two masters and leaking confidential information! You could call me a butcher but that was one thing I'd actually enjoy doing.
 
   And finally, the main demand of this nutcase. Ten minutes after receiving the letter I had to activate the scroll and port myself to an unknown location. Here the instructions ended and the threats began. If I failed to comply, I might not like the next set of screenshots they sent me.
 
   I strode through the arsenal, grabbing the long-chosen items and throwing together a well-conceived survival kit. Hits, more hits, armor, self-heals, regeneration and more hits. With all the buffs, I was going to have it worked out at about 19,000 life. I wasn't sure I'd need it but it might buy me the extra seconds needed to assess the situation.
 
   The staff officers trotted next to me, showering me with information. "The Castle is in Siege mode, no sign of any enemy, no attempts to breach the perimeter detected."
 
   I nodded. Lurch hadn't noticed any enemy presence, either. It was possible that the entire gig had been performed by an experienced loner. Orcus had warned me about these new identity swap methods, but this fact had been swamped by such a torrent of other information that I'd failed to single out its importance.
 
   Any preventive measures we could employ would be rather primitive though effective, and demanded knee-jerk practice. In order to tell an intruder, we could use a complex secret sign language like those used by some gangs, as well as a special clan slang. Every clan member had to practice them until they became second nature, automatically plugging them into their speech and registering an adequate response. According to Orcus, with our absolute memory we could master it in a couple of months which would complicate the enemy's task of planting a mole in the castle tenfold.
 
   I struggled to fathom the very idea of swapping a perma player's identity but I did like the sign language idea.
 
   "The roll call produced no further absent clan members, Sir!"
 
   This was good news albeit predictable. Either the intruder hadn't wanted to take any extra risks or he simply lacked the persuasion necessary to talk anybody else into joining his group.
 
   "The kidnapped clan member doesn't respond to chat messages. Still, there can be dozens of reasons why she hasn't done so yet. What I don't understand is why she hasn't yet used her Blissful Death ability."
 
   Orcus touched my sleeve. "Any intel from the Fallen One?"
 
   I shook my head. "He's furious. The marker he'd assigned to her has been blocked. He can't locate her. Having said that, there're plenty of locations in AlterWorld that are off limits for him. All the Temples of Light and places of worship, gods and their avatars, jamming artifacts and all sorts. Such blank spots account for maybe only 0.5% of AlterWorld's entire area but when you convert it to square miles, it might take you decades to check them all out."
 
   "So he can't help us, then?"
 
   "I didn't say that. The Fallen One is ready for action, keeping an eye on me. I'm different, you see. I'm so covered in all sorts of Divine Marks no one can possibly block out their emissions. He swears he'd find me even within the solar corona. The divine cavalry arrives... and then it's all systems go!"
 
   "And how about when you were lying on Ruata's altar? Didn't you tell me it took him five minutes to breach that shield of hers? Five minutes is a long time!"
 
   I waved his question away. "This is why I'm pumping up my fragile frame with hits. Besides, we've all grown since then, both the gods and their First Priest. We have many more tools at our disposal and they've become much more powerful."
 
   Durin emerged from the secret vault, grunting, lugging an enormous Basilisk's egg. "Here, Sir! Once you hatch it, the place will become very crowded no matter where you are and everybody will have other things to do!"
 
   Excellent idea.
 
   Blessed be AlterWorld for its virtuality! The mammoth egg slid neatly into my bag. Still, the extra 450 pounds made themselves felt on my back. "Cast me a strength buff!"
 
   The enchanter and the cleric both nodded in unison, conferring briefly to decide on the best scheme of non-conflicting spells. Then they showered me with their fiery magic. I stood firmly on my feet, feeling my muscles bulge with steel. The load ceased crushing my back. Much better.
 
   Widowmaker was the next to report. "The clan's troops are ready to jump to the location once the beacon is set up. You've got the artifact, haven't you?"
 
   I slapped my pocket.
 
   "Excellent. You need to set it up and activate it at the first opportunity. It's only a couple of minutes of drawing pentagrams and other ritualistic shit."
 
   Whoever was going to grant me these two minutes? Still, not yet knowing what kind of game Tavor was about to offer, I kept stashing marked cards, extra chess pieces, fake dominoes and such up my sleeves hoping I could use some of it to my advantage.
 
   "The first buffs will expire in seventeen minutes. The ultimatum will expire in two hundred seconds," Orcus looked into my eyes. "Are you sure you're going? You should never negotiate with terrorists. It's a perilous practice that only encourages them to kidnap again."
 
   I nodded. "I agree. Only I'm not a negotiator. I'm the assault team!"
 
   "Got it. Are you taking your pet? This is a personal portal but it doesn't apply to summoned creatures. I'd have lent you my Rainbow chick, only it won't pass through the personal gateway."
 
   "I'm taking him. I'll take all of them. As many as you have."
 
   "Pardon me?"
 
   "You'll see in a minute. Step aside, everyone! Lurch, I'm really sorry, man."
 
   It was a good job I hadn't left it till later and had already farmed about fifteen Soul Stones. I summoned a pet: a Zombie Rogue Mutant, level 155. Will do. Now — Splitting!
 
   The tiles shattered underfoot. Never mind we were on the second floor. Everybody shrank back as thirteen rather stinky zombies bared their razor-sharp teeth, squinting with their hungry eyes.
 
   Bleeeep, that's all you'd be able to hear had we activated parental control.
 
   "More special priestly magic?" Widowmaker asked matter-of-factly.
 
   Any other day I'd have played along with his joke but now time was of the essence. I had only a couple of minutes left till the deadline. How on earth did this scumbag keep up with such a tight schedule? He too had to prepare, even if only to take screenshots and write letters.
 
   "Come on, cast whatever buffs you have left over the zombies! Only don't bless them, blessings actually debuff the undead."
 
   "As if we don't know," one of the enchanters grumbled, choking on an elixir which spread the powerful odor of cinnamon around him. "Don't teach your granny to suck eggs, Sir. Concentrate on your own job."
 
   That was right. I had yet to learn a leader's skill, to give orders and control their execution without looking into the actual process of doing it or, God forbid, trying to do everything yourself.
 
   Skidding around the corners, Gimmick rushed in. Trying to catch his breath, he reached into his bag, producing a couple of hefty cylinders the size of a howitzer round. Their fat steel sides were covered in runic writings. I could see dark access holes and the shimmer of power crystals.
 
   "Whew! Thought I wouldn't make it. Take 'em, Sir. These are experimental prototypes. You can test them at the same time. Just make sure you take plenty of screenshots."
 
   "How about a video? What the hell is this?"
 
   "This is my latest project. A stationary turret. Has the same stats as a level-200 crossbowman and the same life as a good tank."
 
   "Excellent. Where's the catch?"
 
   Gimmick took offense. "What catch are you talking about? This is a revolution in nanotechnology!"
 
   "You have ten seconds, so quit blabbing."
 
   He deflated. "It's the price. Only millionaires can afford a one-off artifact worth nine grand. Once it's loaded, it can't be deactivated. You can reload it, though."
 
   "Got it! Skip the details for now. How d'you turn it on?"
 
   "Easy. You drop it to the ground and focus on it, then click Activate in the drop-down menu. It'll go off automatically in two and a half seconds. I loaded the clips with alternating armor-piercing and poisoned bolts. The last five are tracers."
 
   "Crossbow tracers, oh great! Never mind."
 
   I grabbed the cylinders, swearing through clenched teeth. Another three hundred pounds.
 
   The armament platoon commander butted in, "Are you taking the golem, Sir? You can port it through a personal portal as a mount."
 
   I shook my head. "I don't have enough golem driving skills to drive a heavy one. Or even a medium one. I'd rather summon Hummungus to serve as a ranger. Talking about which!"
 
   I fumbled through all the numerous strings around my neck, found the one I needed and blew the whistle, summoning the bear. He'd been missing me, trying to lick my face with his warm wet tongue but this wasn't the right time for any show of affection. I gently nudged his heavy head out of the way. "Enough, enough! I'm happy to see you too!"
 
   "Forty seconds," Dennis the Analyst kept the situation under control.
 
   One of the alchemists shoved me a trayful of colorful vials. I grabbed them one by one, pulling the stoppers out with my teeth, and choked on their contents in such a hurry that I couldn't even taste them. Magic buffs started flashing around me: regeneration, resistance to magic, boosts to basic characteristics, more hits and armor.
 
   It looked eerily like something from the Middle Ages when several villages had to work their butts off to equip one knight. Here, too, the cost of my gear and all the boosts amounted to an indecent sum of money.
 
   I diverted the Altar mana flow to myself. My body began to shake as if with an adrenaline rush.
 
   "Five seconds!"
 
   At the last moment, the Fallen One stepped out of a portal next to me, giving me an appraising look and a nod of approval. His hard hand momentarily touched my forehead, enveloping my entire body in a gray aura.
 
   I squinted my eyes in contentment: the Fallen One had immediately detected my weakest spot and generously added 300 points to Strength and Agility each. Now we were cooking!
 
   I pulled the scroll out of the inventory and broke the seal. "Step aside, everyone!"
 
   Magic swirled around, forming a vortex around the scroll's owner and any of his property, in this case Hummungus and the pets. The Fallen One peered intently at the formula, trying to work out the portal's exit point.
 
   My friends raised their hands in the air, wishing me luck. I could hear Durin's anxious voice, "Bring our gold back, Sir! The treasury is empty!"
 
   The advanced custom-coordinates spell worked much slower than a standard portal, so I had time to produce the Staff of Hatred from behind my back. Still, I wisely kept its adamant point out of sight.
 
   Jump!
 
   My mind habitually accelerated. Slowly I looked about the confined space around me, grinding my teeth with hatred and fury. The adamant dagger clicked open; I heard the excited mumbling of the soul imprisoned in the staff and the ominous sound of dozens of unsheathing swords.
 
   My thirteen pets sprang up next to me, crowding the place out.
 
   "Rovers, attack!" I croaked as I shattered the crystal wall using the Fallen One's seal as a knuckle duster.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Tavor, his face transfigured by hatred, kept prizing at a narrow crack in the sarcophagus with his dagger that oozed green venom. The predatorial blade struggled to enter the divine flesh. But its owner's patience and malevolence had already allowed him to shred the giant's knee, baring the god's hacked-about joint and the taut mithril muscles.
 
   Chronos was apparently discomforted by it. He groaned softly, his heart shuddering, accelerating time a hundredfold within the vault. Which was exactly what Tavor needed. He'd noticed this useful effect a long time ago as he was experimenting with the helpless god. Now he could make the time flow at whatever speed he wanted — and have fun in the process!
 
   Tavor grinned, growling just like an animal. His concubines gulped, shrinking back. They knew their master's nature well enough.
 
   An especially fortunate poke of the dagger chipped the divine bone. Chronos' eyelids quivered, noticeably accelerating the flow of time — possibly outrunning actual real-world time. Tavor pulled the dagger out of the crack.
 
   "That's not good. This way we'll miss our guest. Have some rest now. Give yourself a heal. I can see the holes from my last experiments are still there. How was I supposed to know that pouring molten mithril into your old wounds would make you so sickly? Some god you are!"
 
   The First Temple kidnapper was sitting behind his back, groping thoughtfully one of the concubines while waiting for his employer to close his contract. Snatching the old lady hadn't been his objective, oh no. She was only a means of luring the First Priest into the trap in order to hand him over to this demented customer of his. Having said that, he had no doubt of Tavor's perfect sanity, as well as of a complete absence of his social and moral boundaries.
 
   The girl's tits felt great. He shouldn't have avoided all those little virtual pleasures. Once he was back home, he really needed to finally take his friends at their word and visit one of the Padishah's best harems. They kept telling him stuff about those three miniature concubines — something totally out of this world, they'd assured him. What was it they said? "A Ukrainian, a Jap and a Thai is the best combination there is!" He might try and see for himself.
 
   Tavor turned just in time to notice the growing glow of a portal within an enormous crystal cube as solid as tank armor.
 
   "Gotcha!" he guffawed, delirious.
 
   He'd paid the dwarves some crazy money for five hundred square feet of multilayered reinforced crystal. But now this transparent cage was capable of containing a rabid dragon, provided someone managed to pack him in there. Normally, all of AlterWorld's zoos and bestiaries used regular power fields to restrain their menageries: a considerably cheaper solution even if it did distort the picture a little.
 
   Besides, Tavor's sophisticated tastes didn't allow him to be content with a blurred soap-bubble quality view. The likes of him buy vintage vinyls for three hundred dollars apiece, assured that they provide a better sound experience. He was too spoiled to deny himself anything, too used to having the best of it all, no matter what price.
 
   The wretched priest must have enjoyed the deafening pop of the opening portal inside the sealed cube. The glow of magic died away. A grin froze on Tavor's face. Had they really managed to squeeze a dragon into a personal portal?
 
   The shatterproof crystal groaned, quivering under the pressure of all the bodies forcing it apart. A mithril-gauntleted fist flashed through the air. The transparent cage exploded into a shower of shards.
 
   Immediately the vault grew crowded. On top of his twenty guards, the annoying harem and the golems busy switching to assault mode, the room now held a dozen zombies, an enormous angry bear and his own arch enemy. How had he done it? How? How on earth had he managed to bring along all these NPCs?
 
   Habitually Tavor reached into his heart, picking up a tiny fragment of Chaos. Time obeyed, compacting, giving him the chance to find the optimal response to this change in his original plan.
 
   Nothing disastrous, but it did give his enemy an infinitesimal chance. And Tavor wasn't going to offer him even a shadow of hope. His eyes fluttered, scanning the castle interface menus. His still-alive daddy had done a great job building this exceptional hideout on top of a powerful ancient temple.
 
   He pushed the emergency slider from the orange sector deep into the red. The portcullis screeched close; numerous doors slammed shut; the hard-working crafters left their workshops, taking their places on the castle walls; tar bubbled in cauldrons as hundreds of hands hurried to pass over extra supplies of arrows and crossbow bolts up to the towers. The corridors echoed with the stomping of thousands of feet: the few of his own perma followers, the NPCs and the hired staff. The castle seethed with activity, building up its defenses over mere minutes.
 
   Tavor entered the hire interface, exhausting it of whatever points he had left. An extra hundred fighters wouldn't hurt; and with any luck some of them would go perma provided he still had enough energy to bestow on them. He'd only recently learned to use this part of his spark of Chaos, rightfully proud of his talent. This sacred rite was beyond the capabilities of for all these losers inhabiting AlterWorld.
 
   Everything seemed to be under control. He sent an order to two companies of his personal guards to come down to the tomb ASAP. Glory be to Chaos, the disturbed god hadn't yet retired to his usual slumber. Encapsulated in space, the tomb's time flow was still only about double or triple that of real time. The reinforcements would only take a few minutes to arrive.
 
   Tavor blinked, closing the service interface and raising his eyes to his adversary. He didn't like how it had started. Apparently, the hateful Laith too was capable of accelerating time so now he was forging his way through the solidified air toward his mother still hanging on the wall. Strangely enough, three level-200 guards in his way didn't seem to bother him. The First Priest had redirected his zombies' objectives to cover his back and assault the bulk of the guards.
 
   Slowly Tavor rose to his feet and cricked his neck a couple of times, stretching it. His joints cracked, his face relaxing into a promising grin. Time for war!
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Within the first few beats of the confrontation my mind habitually went into acceleration mode. Only this time this traditionally combat skill would serve a different purpose. I needed this precious headstart to collect and process all the information I still could.
 
   With all the grace of a virtual piano player I ran my hands over the pre-prepared macros taking screenshots, scanning coordinates, PMing and sending chat messages, waving hands at the Fallen One and configuring the perimeter of zombie guards while pulling the heavy turrets out of my bag. Losing precious microseconds on the lagging DIY interface, I activated Gimmick's creations. Now I would for sure find out whether he was our mole — if these cylinders exploded at my feet, resetting me back to zero, or if they covered me with some kind of stasis field where I'd hang immobilized like a fly in a cobweb.
 
   They didn't. Gimmick's machines worked as clockwork, the turrets opening and letting out twin crossbows glittering with Crystals of Power.
 
   Unwilling to waste my precious Holy points, I removed acceleration and exposed my back to the enemy, rushing toward my chained-up mom, the #1 objective of this opportunistic foray.
 
   I established the enemy forces at about twenty level-200 NPCs, two golems of a rather unusual guild — medium rather than heavy ones — plus Tavor himself. God knows when and how he'd managed to make level 300. Then again, with all his money and slaves he might be nearing level 700 like that Chinese Emperor whatever his name was.
 
   The raid calculator dumbly summed up both sides' levels and gear and blinked its panicky red light, promising to set us back to zero within 98 seconds. I shouldn't have listened to Dennis who'd insisted I install this panic monger. This dumb piece of software had no idea of the power of true fury multiplied by unadulterated hatred.
 
   The first of the guards had tactfully stepped back and lowered his shield invitingly, exposing his vulnerable throat for a potential crit. His partners, armed with nets and short swords, stepped aside, flanking me. They did it by the book! Weren't they supposed to be just some dumb-ass NPCs? How come they worked better in a team than even the Gladiators clan who'd won this year's Arena prize?
 
   Using the advantage of the length of my weapon, I lunged toward the one to my left, ripping him open from groin to chin with the tip of my adamant blade. A crit! Paralyzation! Bleeding! Awe-inspiring damage numbers flashed above his head, devouring his hits at a frightening speed. This one wasn't fighting anyone anymore.
 
   Formally, my level was lower than those of the guards. But I was so pumped up with all the buffs, elixirs and gods' blessings, armed with an artifact weapon that made deities themselves recoil in fear, that in individual combat I stood a head above most opponents.
 
   I ducked, avoiding a net thrown over my head. It glowed a sickly green. It probably wouldn't have immobilized me completely, but it would have surely worked as a powerful debuff, considerably decreasing my agility and attack rate.
 
   I swung to my right in a wide scything gesture, slicing through my opponent's support leg. A crit! A prone target! Double crit! The second one's finished.
 
   The expression in my mother's eyes, scared and wide open, hindered my sanity by shooting extra adrenaline into my brain. I hit the last guard with an artless jab, punching through his raised shield and smashing his face into his skull. Something crunched in my hand, and it definitely wasn't the guard's head. Pain shot up my arm, reminding me that everything had its price. My heart missed a beat. God forbid that I ended up with only one working hand at a moment like this! But no, my arm was still working, even though every hand movement made my face twitch.
 
   The zombies growled behind my back. It sounded like a group of butchers working hard at the slaughterhouse, chopping up the dead flesh with dozens of swords. No idea how the enemy was faring but my zombies kept popping the clogs one after another, their life bars expiring at a frightening speed.
 
   I hacked through the rather symbolic fetters that pinned my mom to the wall, preventing her use of magic. I had no idea of her mana levels, so I just shoved a basic portal scroll into her hands, yelling into her face to suppress any potential questions or disobedience,
 
   "Port out, now!"
 
   I swung round, prepared to defend this tiny corner with tooth and nail, holding it for the six seconds necessary to cast the portal.
 
   Actually, things weren't that bad. The turrets kept firing, discouraging the more brazen enemies, ejecting the empty clips while helpfully reporting the ammo supplies down 15%.
 
   Hummungus was still alive thanks to all his fat buffs, busy dishing out the dirt but losing hits rapidly. I called the overzealous teddy off. He needed a break and a chance for rapid regen to work.
 
   By then, there were only five zombies left and it didn't look as if they had more than a few heartbeats left in them. I took a few steps forward, gaining some extra space for a maneuver and leaving behind the turrets chattering like sewing machines. Dammit! I'd spoken too soon. The smoking bowstring snapped in one of the turrets; then a bolt became jammed in the other. Now both were firing at half power.
 
   Shit, where was the Fallen One? Why were communications down?
 
   My practiced eye singled out a non-combatant motion as a human figure elbowed its way through the enemy line into a far corner, receiving angry shoves from the annoyed fighters. This was our kidnapper! Long time no see!
 
   Hatred surged through me. "Where do you think you're going, dirtbag? You're not getting there, wherever it is! You're ours now — you're not leaving, ever!"
 
   I poured all my ire into the last word, emptying my reserve of Holy points and breaking a jar of liquid nitrogen in my chest. I hoped I wouldn't faint, my concern mixed with the glee of someone who'd just done the dirty on his enemy. The kidnapper-gone-perma must have sensed something too as he kept opening and closing his mouth, his hands slapping the virtual keyboard hitting the emergency logout button. Finally he raised his head and stared at me, his eyes popping with fear, then squealed like a fishwife.
 
   Tavor went for me. Hearing the desperate screams, he cast a quick glance behind his back, grasped the situation and laughed heartily, giving me the thumbs-up. He was laughing! This was the kind of laugh that Nazi firing squads laughed while throwing babies in the air and impaling them on their bayonets — an ancient form of entertainment first introduced by the Vikings.
 
   Finally the portal popped open behind my back, signaling that my rescue mission was over and it was time to think how to get my own ass outta here.
 
   Again I tried to contact the Fallen One. The line was dead. How about Asmodeus? The ring he'd given me was inactive, apparently not sensing the presence of the summoned creature. Shit, there's no coverage here.
 
   "Get him!" Tavor snapped. A wave of attackers flooded over me.
 
   I growled, buried under their bodies, surprised that their swords weren't yet making mincemeat out of me, the pain stripping my mind of any critical ability.
 
   Then I shuddered, realizing that he wanted me alive. My photographic memory offered a number of details I hadn't noticed earlier: the butcher's hook in the ceiling, the chains and shackles heaped in a corner, torture tools laid out on a rusty medical cart that some idiot had carefully covered with a washed-out cloth. Someone had done a fine job of the torture chamber's interior design. Could Ivan the Terrible be here too?
 
   Growling with fury and effort, I rose on one knee, then pulled myself up, hung with enemies like a deer with hungry wolves. I shook myself free of them, using up all eight hundred borrowed Strength points. I'd never thank you enough, guys, for all the buffs, blessings and elixirs! The attackers went flying everywhere.
 
   Supported by the turrets' lethal chattering, I tripped a guard and drove my adamant dagger through the back of his head, then punched another one's head in sideways. The pink dagger's blurred outline arched through the air, fencing the others away and slicing through some unlucky bastard's knee in the process.
 
    I didn't need to forcefully pump adrenaline any more. I simply lost it and went for the enemy, charging forward without really knowing what I actually wanted. Was it to die in battle, resurrect in the Halls of Gloom and try to impale the hated Lloth who didn't let me live nor even croak in style like a hero?
 
   Or should I try to get to Tavor who tilted his head to one side like a chicken, calmly watching his guards drop one by one? How I'd have loved to fight my way out of this magic tomb where everything wasn't like it should be — and which even the High God of the Dark Pantheon couldn't penetrate in order to rescue his priest!
 
   Or should I try to drive my adamant dagger through the heart of a half-dead titan languishing in his sarcophagus and anxiously moving his eyes under their closed lids? I had a funny feeling he might have something to do with it. Should I smoke the poor quadriplegic and see if the communications sprang back to life?
 
   Come on now!
 
   I very nearly made it. Slipping over other people's guts and ignoring the wounded who tried to scramble away, I proudly watched a gigantic golem slump to one side, his power crystals blown to smithereens. Yes, the enemy had thought of protecting them with a steel sheet, but did they really think it could stop an adamant dagger? And all the gold wires of mana grid disappearing under the rivets of his armor, semaphoring all of his vulnerable points.
 
   One more golem to go and Tavor was mine!
 
   It wasn't meant to happen, though.
 
   The vault's heavy doors swung open. Enemy's reinforcements flooded in, pressing through the barely visible film of the capsulated space. They lined up by the walls in ranks of ten, obediently awaiting their master's commands and forcing me to back off.
 
   I made one last step, my back pressing against Hummungus. He gave me a lick on the neck before stepping aside, offering me the last relatively safe corner in his naïve desire to buy his master a few extra seconds. I'd have loved to know how that kidnapping rat had lain his filthy hands on a lightning teleport. I could use one, that's for sure. No one was going to give me the six seconds necessary to open a regular portal, disrupting my concentration with hundreds of hits.
 
   The wall of warriors stepped forward. Tavor raised a warning hand, "Leave him to me!"
 
   Slowly he reached into his inventory, producing two butcher's hooks like those they hang dead pigs on. The thin theatrical layer of rust couldn't conceal the noble blue glow of the mithril below. The hooks oozed some magic goo, dropping venom onto the stones and gradually filling the room with its suffocating emissions.
 
   Smiling, Tavor began walking over to me playing with the hooks, occasionally jabbing out with one making it clear how he was going to hook one under my ribs and hang me from the ceiling.
 
   Very well, you slimy piece of shit. Come to daddy. I still had one stunt from my bag of tricks — specially for such "gentleman's" fights.
 
   I stepped toward him. Again. And again. Tavor exploded in a frantic sequence of moves but he still wasn't close enough. I blocked one of his blows with the staff, another with my forearm, then listed to one side from a shattering blow to my hip. My hip bone snapped; Tavor jerked the red-hot hook toward himself, burying it deep into my muscle. The pain took my breath away; I wheezed, sucking the air into my lungs and delivered a fine uppercut to his pugnacious chin.
 
   Time slowed down again. I activated the portal to Inferno behind my adversary's back and watched in triumph as his eyes opened wide, his hands trying to clutch at thin air, his body ripping through the portal's crimson haze and disappearing with a flash.
 
   I really, really didn't want to do it. A loner could last but a few minutes in the infernal planes till he encountered the first monster. And then, hello Lloth.
 
   I dived in after him like some awkward lame duck, snapping to Hummungus on the way, "Get the kidnapper!"
 
   Never mind teddy wasn't supposed to be capable of autonomous existence without his master anywhere near. Ours is to do or die.
 
   I whirled about ass over tit, ending up on Inferno's abrasive basalt amid some stalagmitic rocks. Barely raising my head, I could already see Tavor casting a portal. So he wasn't prepared to play an away match!
 
   I was obliged to lunge for him hearing my bones crunch as I hopped toward him like a clumsy lopsided frog. Throwing my staff hand forward, I buried its adamant tip in Tavor's shoulder, pinning him to the cliff.
 
   Bingo!
 
   "Down, demon!" I shouted at the staff. "Don't you dare suck his soul out! I need him alive!"
 
   Tavor turned sluggish. He barely moved his arms and legs, struggling to open his broken jaw. The demon's intrusion into his aura must have stupefied him. The staff seemed to work better than a police dog who could catch up with the criminal, force him to the ground and hold him there with a powerful clench of its jaw on the offender's throat. One careless sneeze, and the dog wouldn't hesitate to rip his Adam's apple out.
 
   The hook came out of my hip, clanging onto the basalt. The pain subsided, becoming more tolerable. I drank a healing vial and immediately felt much better even though still not a hundred percent. Despite my already-full life bar, the bone in my hand kept crunching, the ragged scar on my hip refusing to heal.
 
   Time to bring on the cavalry.
 
   A steel needle pierced my spine. I looked around, groaning. A Bundle of Nerves had sensed some fresh meat and was hurrying toward us, howling in its agony and drooling with hunger.
 
   I hurried to activate Appeal to Gods. "The Fallen One, quick! I'm out of there but I need your help, now!"
 
   "Wait," his voice rang with strain. "The God of Light has just struck via the astral planes. He tried to scorch my brain! He went right through two of my shields before he fell for the same trap. He's strong, the bastard. Now he's chipping at the third one and I don't think he's alone there! I'll hold the fort but I'm a bit like that Atlas guy who held the sky on his shoulders — if I step aside it'll all come crashing around my ears. You gotta wait!"
 
   Jesus! What was wrong with the world? Whenever I needed help the Fallen One had an emergency to handle!
 
   I winced and gritted my teeth; the pinned-down Tavor squirmed as the Bundle of Nerves kept approaching, flooding us both with pain.
 
   I didn't have time to set up a portal beacon. I had a funny feeling it wouldn't work in Inferno, otherwise the Koreans would have already hidden a dozen of them under the rocks somewhere instead of wasting another two million buying yet another one of my scrolls.
 
   The Summoning Ring!
 
   "Asmodeus!"
 
   A pause; then a mini volcano erupted within a dozen paces from me. The flame subsided, leaving the surprised Arch Demon in its wake.
 
   "Hi, partner!" I greeted him cheerfully.
 
   Asmodeus cast a cautious look around, cringing at the monster which stepped back, undecided. Then he proffered me his hand. "Greetings, Max! What brings you here to my part of the world all alone? This pinned butterfly and squealing bag of slime, are they yours? Or can I have my way with them?"
 
   I hurried to nod. "They're mine!" A sudden thought brought a nasty smile to my lips. "I've brought you your first body swap customer."
 
   Asmodeus raised an eyebrow. Mechanically he scratched the scar on his throat. "Why did you have to impale him?"
 
   "He didn't want to swap, see."
 
   The demon guffawed. Another bout of sharp pain sliced through my lower back: the Bundle of Nerves had thrown caution to the wind and resumed its quest for warm flesh.
 
   Asmodeus threw his hand in the air, about to exterminate the creature. I grabbed his wrist. "Wait! Just wait a bit. No need to ruin good material. We're going to transport this freak into him."
 
   "What, that one?" the demon glanced at the shrinking Tavor, then at the slimy creature. His stare came to rest on me. "Honestly, Max... I wouldn't want to be your enemy."
 
   "You shouldn't. So what do you think? Can you do it? I want to bind his soul to this body, so that he keeps respawning as this creature even if he dies."
 
   "Not a problem," Asmodeus snapped his joints, stretching his fingers. "One mo'."
 
   All that time, Tavor had been listening intently. Now he struggled, trying to pull the staff out of the rock despite the immobilizing cold that the adamant dagger spread over his body. Finally convinced of the futility of his attempts, he turned to the demon, speaking rapidly,
 
   "How much did he pay you, Sir? I'll give you more! Ten times more! A hundred times! In silver, in gold or in mithril! Set me free and seize this useless bastard! I'll pay you well! I'll give you a heap of gold as tall as you are! My servants will bring it to you now!"
 
   Asmodeus paused in thought, listening to his yelling. Then he shot up, transforming into his battle avatar: a devilish figure fifteen foot tall.
 
   "This tall?" thundered from above.
 
   I gulped, reaching for Lloth's dagger on my belt. If Tavor managed to strike a deal with the demon, I'd send him straight to the Lady Spider's halls. Let him try to buy his way out of there.
 
   The prisoner's cheek twitched. He nodded. "Yes, that high! A hundred million gold. I have the money — I control all of my father's assets! Come on now, spawn of evil, we've got a deal! Set me free! And I like this useless Elf's idea. How much do I need to pay you to transport him into that slug?"
 
   Asmodeus smirked, changing back into his habitual shape. "Cheeky little rat," he shook his head. "Words cost nothing. In the world of sentient beings, it's their actions that speak. The First Priest has already done a lot for me. And you, you just shatter the air with promises. Long may you live!"
 
   He clapped his hands. The sky thundered. Tavor's empty soulless body slumped on the rock.
 
   The Bundle of Nerves lost shape, then quivered, pulling in his many tentacles and filled the astral planes with its wailing, "Hurts! Pain! I hate you! So much pain..."
 
   It swayed unsurely and started to worm it way off, wobbling from side to side as it carried my enemy's soul toward the mountains far beyond.
 
   Justice was done.
 
   



 
   
 
  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   From the newsfeeds of the Western Cluster Union:
 
    
 
   The situation in which one particular cluster has appropriated access to the First Temple and the altars of three deities cannot be tolerated. It denies us a large segment of quests, daily blessings and a whole line of unique artifacts. The resulting loot imbalance is easily exposed by monitoring the top Russian auctions which reveal the true scope of the abuse and the strengthening potential of the self-appointed First Temple masters.
 
   Who gave them the right to become the buffer between the bulk of the players and the Dark Gods? How can we stand aside and watch the wholesale of priestly statuses, unique spells, hundreds of pounds of mithril and bagfuls of tears of Stone? Why would all these riches be concentrated in the hands of one weak cluster, controlled by a single clan which struggled to make AlterWorld's Top 1000?
 
    
 
   ...our analysts have studied the numerous screenshots that flooded the Net after the pagan celebration of the alleged Parents' Day in the First Temple. The files' valid signatures allow us to rule out their falsification and conclude that the incredible, unbelievable Crafting Throne of the Fallen One does indeed exist!
 
   The artifact's price range and its stunning potential has already been assessed by numerous groups of the Free Foragers guild. Art hunters from other top guilds have also joined in the hunt.
 
   We can safely say that the Dead Lands are about to become the new Klondike for opportunists of every stripe and color. There's one extra motivation that might draw them. I'm talking about the Tears of Stone that cover the First Temple's walls like precious fish scales. They're estimated at ten to fifty million gold.
 
   >>> Sponsored statement: The Green Looters group offer their salvage and recovery services to all wishing to strip the walls of the First Temple. A number of Diamond Scrapers and Bottomless Bags are available upon request. Fee: a percentage of the loot. The successful applicant will guarantee the group's safe passage to the location and ensure its security throughout the mission. >>>
 
   The barbaric practice of digitizing young children had reached its genocidal peak in the Russian cluster. Hundreds of little kids have been snatched from the real world, depriving them of the joys of childhood and denying them the tender care of the social services and juvenile justice. Who can protect them from violence and bad influence? Who will tell them about their new world, planting in their minds the seeds of democracy, liberalism and human values?
 
    
 
   From the Quest Review:
 
    
 
   We currently observe an incredible surge of quests targeting the First Temple, the Dark Pantheon Altars and the Alliance of the Dark Guards.
 
   You can find complete information regarding all known quests, including the whereabouts of all NPCs, in the QR paid version.
 
   They include:
 
   Seven non-combat quests such as reconnaissance, terrain mapping, portal coordinates listing, enemy exposure, delivery of supplies to the troops, support roles and the procurement of structural elements, such as Tianlong's Bones, Stones of the First Temple, etc.
 
   Sixteen level 100-plus combat quests with a total award pool of 390K of xp and 8K of Faith points. The number of prize items, faction changes and Fame points defies estimation.
 
   Three repeat quests deserve a separate mention: the procurement of the death badges of the Guards of the First Temple, fragments of the Altar, and Blood of the Dark Gods.
 
   The point of the following quest is not yet clear: capturing one or more Dark Priests and delivering them to the Temple of the Sun God. We would ask those who complete it to send us the full logs of their feat for our usual reward, a free one-year subscription to Quest Review!
 
    
 
   A global mailing to all clans of the RPG Cluster:
 
    
 
   "Free people of Middle Earth! It happened! The true Valar have come to our world! Aulë forges with his hammer in his divine smithy — the great master, the teacher of Mairon and Kurumo! Yavanna's light steps are nearing, the patroness of all living things!
 
   But our joy may be short-lived. A host of hypocrites have slandered the Returning Ones as the spawn of the Dark and are honing their swords to slaughter them!
 
   To arms, O sons and daughters of Arda! Only you can defend them today, just like they used to lead and protect you in bygone days!
 
    
 
   An announcement made by the town crier in the main square of the Free Town of Reenactors:
 
    
 
   "Warriors! There's one hell of a scuffle brewing by the walls of the First Temple! Time to show those cloth-clad elixir gobblers the advantage of disciplined ranks and honest steel! All are welcome: free archers and heavy infantry, knights in armor and true berserkers!
 
   P.S. Honest steel is all good and well but still, don't forget to wear all the magic resist jewelry you can get."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The noisy excited crowd hurried to squeeze themselves through the welcoming gates of the Sun God's Main Temple. It was humming happily, awaiting a free two-hour buff cast by the Patriarch himself, a pinch of Faith points for listening to his sermon and the potential announcement of a mass quest.
 
   Real-life gamers celebrated their chance to get a few freebies. Permas, however, frowned in indecision. You didn't have to be a mind reader to see the actual targets of this focused ray of hatred that the Light Priesthood was casting over this event-happy crowd of young students and housewives.
 
   The war of ideologies was gaining momentum. Our newly-formed Dark Commissars, too, were fighting greed and ambition in the battle for the hearts and minds of the players.
 
    
 
   Say no to the Gods of Light today so they couldn't say no to you tomorrow! Don't grant them monopoly on faith!
 
   Words cost nothing, don't buy into them! It's actions that count! Who gave you the Blissful Death ability? Who lives, sleeps and drinks your interests? Who works tirelessly building up your cluster's reputation, raiding the daring foe? Who is the cause of all this commotion and why did the Gods of Light suddenly remember their flock's needs?
 
   It's up to you. It's all in your hands. Just remember: fighting on the side of the Fallen One, you're fighting for your future. By joining the bastards of Light, you become a puppet in their hands, selling your world for thirty pieces of silver!
 
    
 
   I walked amid the crowd. The Shadow of the Fallen One concealed me from the radars. The hood of my cloak hid my face from any curious stares. A tight box of ex-mercs preserved me from the pressure of the crowd impatient to jump on the bandwagon.
 
   My bodyguards were the new clan applicants who'd already passed all the tests with the highest praise from Orcus. Formally, they'd already been congratulated on their admission. And still I wasn't in a hurry to send them their long-desired invitations to join the clan. Lately, the sight of either the Guards of the First Temple or the Children of Night tag guaranteed its bearer the fury of the Light priests. And while you could conceal a player's Alliance mark, their clan affiliation dropped his or her faction relationships to absolute zero.
 
   It had caused us quite a few problems in the past. Other clan members grumbled under their breath, cursing the bastards of Light to hell and back. The times of a happy free brotherhood in our newborn world were quickly becoming a thing of the past.
 
   AlterWorld was rapidly turning into a multipolar community, dividing the players into ever smaller groups. Each had developed his or her arch enemies craving revenge for a cunning blow, a stolen kill or a personal mob, or an item lost in a roll. More and more clans found themselves entangled in a net of blood debts, broken agreements and treacherous assaults. The Elves smoked the Dwarves who answered in kind; the Orcs slayed humans who in turn slaughtered everything that moved. The once-carefree roleplay was forming new habits, gradually growing into racial hatred.
 
   It was possible that in another couple of millennia the young would smile skeptically, listening to their grandfathers' stories of the AlterWorld's nations all sharing the same origins. They'd listen and smirk while polishing their trusty swords, harboring the dream of an upcoming raid targeting the evil Orcs, Elves or Humans. He'd return a hero from battle, throwing the Necklace of Valor — strung with his enemies' ears — to his girl's feet. Oh well.
 
   In the meantime, walls rose around clusters, their clans overwhelmed by this new arms race, their castles grinning with sharp steel, enveloped in a multi-layered film of power shields.
 
   And now it was the Gods of Light who wanted their piece of everyone, anathemizing everything that could cast a shadow.
 
   This was my first time at the British cluster. I cast discreet looks around, looking for any landmarks. The architecture was imposing. The guild buildings were nothing short of palaces, and as for the Royal residence, it rose proudly into the clouds, its shadow covering one-third of the city. The developers hadn't skimped here! Nothing like our cluster's budget designs. Oh well. As they say, if you want something done well, you'd better do it yourself.
 
   To leave anyone no illusions, the Brits had put an end to the fragile gameplay balance by erecting the Main Temple of Light which offered its mother cluster a considerable amount of freebies. Talk about smug.
 
   Never mind. We were about to fine-tune their template.
 
   It wasn't my adventurous spirit that forced me to venture into the lion's den. It was the promise I'd given to Lloth as well as my reaction to the constant attacks on the Fallen One.
 
   When I'd left Asmodeus, entrusting Tavor's listless frame to his safekeeping, and ported back to the First Temple, the first thing that had caught my eye was the figure of the Fallen One on his usually empty throne. His fingers clutched the armrest, squashing the fancy silver inlays and crumbling the noble onyx. Beads of blood rolled down his temples but there was no one around to wipe them away.
 
   His faithful Macaria was squirming by his feet, whimpering with pain and clutching her head. A furious and desperate Aulë raged around brandishing his glowing hammer dripping with magma, not knowing how to help them. From time to time he'd freeze, squinting at something far beyond in the astral planes. Then he'd grunt, putting all his valiant strength into a shattering blow, directing the accumulated energy at a target invisible to me.
 
   The fabric of reality flickered. The air in the First Temple quivered as if it stood over a giant furnace. I didn't think Aulë had a specific target in mind. Had he been able to see the actual opponent, his reaction would have been different. It's just that he couldn't simply stand there watching, so he kept blanketing the astral planes with his kiloton magic hammer.
 
   The awe-inspiring fury of the Father of Dwarves had reduced my welcoming committee to a shivering group shrinking in a corner.
 
   My knees too gave slightly when his blood-shot bovine eyes focused on me. I raised a warning hand. "Chill out, man. It's only me. Everything's under control."
 
   I ran up the throne steps, jumping unceremoniously over Macaria's sprawling body. Her look of surprise barely registered.
 
   I grabbed the Fallen One's shoulder — and jerked my hand off. His skin was scorching like an overheated computer — at least 140 F!
 
   I swung round to my officers shirking in the far corner. "Get me some wizards, tell them to make as much ice as they can! The Fallen One's got a fever! You need to pack him with ice."
 
   I turned back to him. "Man, you hear me? What's going on? AI 311, fuck you! Say something!"
 
   He was silent. He must have been in a hell of a way.
 
   I took two steps down, giving way to the first courier who was lugging two pailfuls of crushed ice. My men had this funny pastime, freezing a handful of gold into a large cube of ice, then hacking at it from opposite sides to see who would get to the gold first.
 
   I bent over Macaria. She startled from my touch. I lay my hand on her divine neck and breathed a sigh of relief. You didn't need to be a thermometer to tell she didn't have a fever, even though she seemed to be in absolute agony.
 
   The ice already reached the Fallen One's knees. The cheerful springtime sound of melting snow rang over the stone tiles, forming bubbling rivulets on the floor. The feverish crimson left his drawn face. His weak voice reached my mind,
 
   "Thanks..."
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "I'm better now."
 
   "What else can we do, tell me! D'you need some mana? D'you want us to organize a mass prayer and a sacrifice session? Just tell me!"
 
   The Fallen One chuckled weakly. "I have more mana than I'll ever need. It's the channels capacity that's lacking. And my reaction times. There're at least three of them having a go at me, I barely have time to restore shields and fix the damage."
 
   That's never been good, two hands fighting against six. "So what do you want us to do?"
 
   "I'm not in a position to counterattack. You can do that for me. It's time you pay your debt to Lloth. You must kill the Patriarch of Light. This won't stop the mana flow to the Sun God but it will destroy the strongest link in it. Its efficiency will plummet, distorting and redirecting the mana flow."
 
   That was useful to know. The Fallen One had never let me in on the First Priest's crucial importance to his god. And if it were true that the priest's personality could taint the mana flow, then his initial choice called for the utmost prudence.
 
   The Sun God had never had the choice. He'd been stuck with this haughty ancient NPC, the so-called Patriarch, from the beginning. But the Fallen One had chosen me himself... only I had no idea what I'd done to deserve the honor. Was I supposed to be proud now?
 
   I nodded enthusiastically, like a boy scout entrusted with The Most Secret Message To Be Delivered To The Highest Commander. "Will do. You hold on here. Everyone who doubts our peaceful intentions will choke on their blood!"
 
   This school nerd motto had done its usual magic, boosting my morale. "Staff, we're working! Listen to your objectives."
 
   Which was how my group had found itself in the Main Temple of the Sun God.
 
   I was accompanied by a team of four wizards with only one objective, to pull us all out safely — either after I'd used the Spider Dagger or in case of a fatal emergency. Plus we had a very funny dude nicknamed Badaboom, currently sniffing his runny nose next to me. He believed himself too smart for his own pants which was why he'd come up with a highly clever configuration for his warrior char, investing every available point into Strength. It was like, I only strike twice: once on your head and the second time on your coffin lid.
 
   But it hadn't quite worked that way. He had one hell of a punch, for sure. The problem was, he was desperately low on agility, swallowing all incoming damage and missing time after time. Besides, he was a proverbial giant with feet of clay as he'd sacrificed his survivability to the power of his arm so he kept losing hundreds of hits with every couple of crits he received.
 
   As a matter of fact, this leveling scenario might have even worked, provided it came with some powerful cash injections. In this case you had to start with a standard warrior configuration — not this one-armed cripple — and then use the money to blow one of his characteristics out of proportion.
 
   Want a lithe warrior? Sell your car and triple your agility!
 
   Are you dreaming of a nearly-impervious hide of steel? Invest your yearly wage into some artifact gear!
 
   Do you prefer to be the last man in the raid standing? Take out a loan to boost your Constitution!
 
   And so on and so forth. In the meantime, Badaboom made a decent mule, but by no means an Armageddon machine. The guy was sulking, looking for his place under the sun while putting some money aside for some elixirs hoping to rectify his char's crooked configuration. He'd lost his opportunity to rerole into something more sensible at the same time as he'd gone perma at the very start of the game, losing track of time while genociding rabbits, hares and the like.
 
   But at this particular moment I was using his biggest forte. The warrior was lugging our gifts: the presents from the Dark Side to the Temple of Light. I just hoped they liked it. Joke.
 
   About two thousand people had gathered under the Temple's dome generously plastered with gold by some Indian outsourcer designers. Badaboom's lips moved as he tried to count the crowd's numbers, stroking his custom-made five-ton Banhammer and squinting his eyes like a cat in mouse heaven.
 
   Our arrowhead formation kept squeezing its way through the crowd closer to the stage which the nasty old boy used for his daily pontifications.
 
   The gold slab of the Altar shone brightly, the very sight of it burning one's skin. It was covered with a fancy carved pattern and an unbelievable amount of precious stones apparently chosen by only one standard: their size. The funny thing was, I wasn't the only one ogling the unprotected treasure. The 220-pound gold bullion stolen from that museum in Japan paled into insignificance compared to this one. But that one, too, someone had managed to pilfer though.
 
   I gave Badaboom an inconspicuous nod at the altar. Just to be sure. He lowered his eyelids in agreement: like, no worry man, I can see it.
 
   A door, unseen amid all the paintings and moldings, swung open behind the backs of the Warriors of Light cordoning off the crowd.
 
   Hi there, fellow shepherd. Long time no see. Your crafty debuff was still there, choking my daily mana regen and literally begging to get rid of both you and your awkward burgundy marker.
 
   The Patriarch didn't look that special. His eyes watered; his sunburned eyelids were covered with gaping bluish ulcers. Several times during his sermon he was forced to make the sign of the holy circle, calling the god's strength to himself in fruitless attempts to restore his plummeting health. Whoever had managed to fit out my arch enemy with such a long-playing DOT?
 
   The old fart kept spitting venom, blaming the Dark Ones for the curse they'd apparently cast on all High Priests. He ripped his robes open, demonstrating his septic wounds and demanding the minions of the Fallen One to pay for the crippling spell.
 
   I even caught a quizzical glance from one of the wizzies. I shook my head: no, we had nothing to do with it. No idea why he was all doubled up like that.
 
   Finally, the Patriarch's speech was reduced to hurried incoherence. Apparently the sermon was nearing its end. Very well. No good you announce those stupid quests of yours!
 
   Your turn, Badaboom.
 
   I PM'd him the code word. The warrior strained his muscles, rolling out The Egg of the Ancient Basilisk from his inventory. With a grunt he lifted it above his head and hurled it into the temple's service area, right between the priest and the door to his private quarters. Bingo.
 
   No one got hurt in the process. The only casualty was the shattered miniature rose water fountain. But this was a great shot which both blocked the enemy's potential escape routes and delivered our quarry into our hands. The next stage: enter the hunting dog. Chuck chuck chuck!
 
   Shrinking my head into my shoulders and wrinkling my forehead in embarrassment — this wasn't a male ability any way you looked at it! — I activated the Broody Hen.
 
   Rrroar!!! The triumphant bellowing of the resurrected Basilisk shattered the bright-colored stained glass windows to smithereens.
 
   "An eveeeent!" the numerous youngsters cheered, grabbing at their cold steel and switching their magic layouts to combat mode.
 
   The crowd swayed in two opposite directions. Some tried to get closer and deal a pinprick to the impervious monster while others strove to put some distance between it and themselves in order to safely employ their throwing weapons and magic.
 
   Whoosh, the first wave of paralyzation surged over the crowd, turning hundreds of figures into astonished-looking statues. Bang, the powerful tail swished, crushing the fancy columns and petrified players with equal ease.
 
   We'd learned quite a few things from our earlier Basilisk experience, prudently bestowing a series of buffs and meticulously chosen resists on all group members. As a result, only one wizzy froze in a cumbersome lopsided pose, his eyes popping out.
 
   The Patriarch and his warriors joined the fight: a predictable reaction from NPCs to a direct attack and damage to the Temple. We didn't expect anything else.
 
   The old boy was busy chanting something energetic while his Knights Templar blunted their swords on the creature's scales. All sorts of backup started crawling out of woodwork. Shit. We'd better make it quick.
 
   The wizards backed off, keeping the maximum distance necessary for a group portal while trying not to expose themselves to the Basilisk's lethal tail. Fragments of stone flew everywhere. There were virtually no columns left standing. Had this happened in real life, the building had already have collapsed onto itself. But here at least the six-foot thick walls still held the building together, hampering the Basilisk to the state of the last sardine in the can: still crowded but allowing for a bit of tossing around.
 
   Ducking and dancing amid the rockfall, I was gradually making my way toward the patriarch, enjoying my hundreds of extra buff points' worth of borrowed agility. The game mechanics obediently calculated the trajectories of every rock and shard of glass flying in my face, made the necessary allowances for my char's characteristics, then brought them to my attention, swaying my body this way and that to move it out of the projectiles' deadly course. My joints cracked, my ligaments groaned but the result was worth it. I was a Neo of this dark-age world!
 
   Bang! The next incoming boulder stripped me of all passive shields and skewed my armor's pauldron as I blanked out for a split second, staring at a new system message,
 
    
 
   Congratulations! Your mind has taken over your body, forcing it to function beyond its limits. The Universal balance watches all such feats closely, punishing or rewarding them as it sees fit.
 
   Effect I: +1 to Agility
 
   Effect II: Torn Ligaments. -15% to Speed within the next 24 hours.
 
    
 
   That was a welcome fix for my embarrassing clumsiness! And I had a funny feeling that somehow it had been in the game's initial setup. Our turbulent times just might go down in history as the Golden Age of AlterWorld: the legendary era when you could become smarter at the touch of a button or improve your agility by using a top buff for a challenging swordfight.
 
   You could see a pattern in this gradual de-virtualization when the originally digital characteristics became amenable, subject to growth by exerting one's physical and mental muscle. And then this originally secondary effect would replace the initial setup, forcing it back into the legendary era of fairytale knights.
 
   Plop! A huge lump of fancy gilded molding rocketed through the air and splattered at my feet into a thousand pieces. Holy Jesus. One had to be really careful here.
 
   I hurried on, watching anxiously as more and more portals swelled open, disgorging reinforcements of the Royal guards. Within the first ten seconds of his resurrection, the Basilisk had already smoked two-thirds of all players. Which was no surprise really as the Temple had gathered all sorts of freebie-greedy small fry.
 
   The Temple shuddered but it still stood. Sunrays poured through the numerous gaping holes, reflecting off all the giltwork and adding a surreal touch to the battle. I kept squinting my eyes, turning my head to escape the specks of golden light that blinked in every direction.
 
   Finally, I reached the Patriarch's two close-range bodyguards. The pink tip of the Staff of Hatred went through the back of the first one's head with surgical precision. A short hook from my clenched gauntleted fist twisted the second one's neck.
 
   The tip of the Spider Dagger paused undecidedly over the Patriarch's skinny shoulder blades clad in a toga sodden with claret. Furious as I was with myself, I just couldn't come up with enough cold calculation to deal him a blow in the back.
 
   I grabbed the raging priest by the shoulder and swung him round to face me.
 
   "Remember the Bone Dragon and the First Priest you once cursed!" I yelled at his dumbfounded eyes.
 
   I buried the dagger in his shriveled chest, piercing the Sun-shaped medallion and pinning it to his body. My hand froze solid on the dagger's handle, paralyzed. The artifact's spider legs came to life within their victim's body, hashing through it to get to his chakra points.
 
   We both arced in synch: the Patriarch turned inside out by his soul's departing throes and me, contorted by his memories: the last few days visible in every detail, the picture growing dim and fragmented as it delved deeper into the past.
 
    
 
   His dialogues with the Sun God... A pentagram covered in blood... a molten gold statue... some incomprehensible but spine-chilling rituals...
 
    
 
   Struggling to focus on the here and now, my mind registered the priest's body sinking right on top of the altar. I barely managed to grab at his flimsy toga, stopping his fall in my fabric-ripping grip.
 
   Dammit! I'd very nearly sacrificed the old idiot on his own altar, desecrating the temple and activating the Child of Chaos quest!
 
   His body shuddered one last time, then collapsed in a heap of black sand that immediately turned into millions of tiny spiders. The shining under the Temple's dome grew dull, the magic mana flow disrupted by this barbaric elimination of its vital link.
 
   I shook my head free of the last bits of borrowed memories, closing the system messages that flooded my interface,
 
    
 
   The Goddess has looked with favor on your sacrifice.
 
   New religious status confirmed: Junior Priest.
 
   Your faction relationship with the Goddess has improved from Hateful Bastard to Funny Little Shit.
 
   Special skill used: you have received 1% of the victim's XP.
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 162!
 
   …
 
   Congratulations! You've reached level 163!
 
   Racial bonus: +1 to Intellect
 
   Class bonus: +1 to Strength, +1 to Constitution
 
   10 Characteristic points available! You now have 10 Characteristic points!
 
   1 Talent point available! You now have 2 Talent points!
 
   Congratulations! You've observed and learned an out of class skill: Gilding
 
   May the world shine the color of noble gold in His name!
 
   Status restrictions: Only Priest
 
   In exchange for 1 Faith point, this skill will plaque 10 square ft. of any inanimate surface with a fine layer of gold leaf.
 
    
 
   Aha. Now I could see why their temples glittered like Christmas trees. And why their warriors were parading around in precious armor!
 
   Whack, time regained its momentum, ending the slow motion effect of the emotional surge. Dozens of temple guards sprang into action, sinking their swords into their victim.
 
   I managed to duck successfully a few times, ricocheted a bullet off myself and even managed to parry a crossbow bolt. None of which saved the situation. Within the first second, my hits dropped 25%.
 
   I hurried to activate a new 30-second immunity stretch and gestured to the wizzies... time to leg it! A random exit portal demanded a lot of open space so it didn't work within city limits. We had to use a classic one.
 
   There were only two wizards left standing. The other two had been hit by the raging Basilisk. Never mind. One was plenty.
 
   Somewhere out of focus, the interface counted down seconds — both to the jump and to the end of my immunity period. In the meantime, I was having a field day, frolicking about in the thick of the charging guards with a wide grin on my face. A jab! A blow! A lunge! And again! I just wished I had time to pick up the loot. Such high-level bodies were bound to have some yummy items on them. What a shame that my Holy Unmercenary skill only worked in battle with other players!
 
   I had mere seconds left until the jump. Who else could I impale on my spear?
 
   In front of me, a portal swelled open, sending colorful snowflakes flickering in the air. My brain failed to register the appearance of the Sparks of Divine Presence. I wielded my pink dagger on autopilot, slashing through the furious face turning to me — the face of the Sun God.
 
   He was barely within my reach. It was also possible that my hand had quivered at the last moment. Why would I lie to you? Have you ever tried to punch a chief of police in the face? And he's only human, mind you. I — I did it to a god.
 
   The tip of the dagger sliced through the divine cheek from ear to chin, leaving hanging a whole sheet of skin and muscle and exposing the Sun God's scary scowl.
 
   The soul of the demon imprisoned in the staff cried out in disbelief and chomped greedily, choking on the drops of blood that dotted the pink blade.
 
   The infuriated god bellowed. Croaking an unintelligible curse, he slashed with a fiery sword that had appeared in his hand out of nowhere.
 
   It took the heated plasma a split second to smash through my immunity but that was all the time I needed. The portal popped, pulling me out of its deadly way. Saved by the bell.
 
   The last thing I noticed was Badaboom grinning happily as he raised his hammer over a 500K GP bomb which he'd dumped right on top of the altar.
 
   Teleport! A physically impossible echo of a gigantic Boom rushed overhead. My men shook their heads in awe. Me, I rubbed my cheek grazed by the plasma sword as I peered at a new system message,
 
    
 
   Status alert! You've received new status: Arch Enemy to a God.
 
    
 
    
 
   End of Book Four
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   MMORPG Glossary[ii]
 
    
 
    
 
   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
 
   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 (ie. 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] One of Joseph Stalin's unofficial titles
 
  [ii] 
 
   
 
   
 
   [image: ] 
 
   
 
  We want you!

If you love "Play to Live" and "Squadcom-13" Series, then sign up for my newsletter and get a chance to get a free Advanced Reader Copy (ARC) to review or be my beta reader! 
I only send emails  when I have a new release, which is generally no more than few times in year. I can't write any faster than that. :)

I hate spam with a fiery passion, so I'll never spam you or share your email.
Hope you'll join us!
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