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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I got some great sleep. Twenty hours at least. My body heeded the warning of my budding prophetic gift and did all it could to save enough energy for later. 
 
    I would have slept even longer if it hadn’t been for the loud and clearly deliberate argument that started right behind the thin curtain covering the entrance to my room. Talking in a stage whisper, the warriors were discussing the problem at hand; should they wake me or simply kill the unwanted truce envoy who had so conveniently arrived with no weapons to defend himself? 
 
    Truce envoy?! I thought, quickly sitting up in bed. Tossing my head, I called out hoarsely: "I’m about to do some killing of my own! Bring me some kvass and report immediately; who’s here to give themselves up?" 
 
    In half an hour, I was standing at Station 11 with most of my officers who happened to be awake. I was looking pensively at the assault droid that was holding a piece of white plastic in one of its arms to represent a white flag. 
 
    The robot didn’t look well. Aside from the fact that it had clearly gone into sleep-mode, which made it look like a dozing chicken, its trunk was studded with holes in places where it used to have modules. Its reactor block had been scraped with a file and wrapped up in some cloth which was supposed to lower its heat emission and save 0.5 percent of fuel. 
 
    One of the boys couldn’t hold back and burst out laughing: "It needs one of those girly kerchiefs on its head! Then it’ll look just like a European in the winter of 2022 when they shut off that Russian gas pipe." 
 
    The sound of a human voice made the droid twitch. The dim light in one of its optical sensors came on. The barely-audible droning of its servomechanisms could be heard. 
 
    The robot waved the piece of white plastic, signaling that it was indeed a truce envoy, then began a long tirade by emitting creaks and squeaks of fluctuating volume. 
 
    The warriors exchanged disappointed glances, hoping that someone might be able to translate what the droid was saying. 
 
    "Well, this un rants like an ancient dial-up modem," said one of the old-school warriors. 
 
    I shook my head as I took a step toward the robot and said: "We can’t understand you. Can you communicate in sign language?" 
 
    Slowly, trying to make as little moves as possible, the droid pointed its three-fingered hand to where its mana drive was poking out of its body, then began to chatter accusingly. 
 
    "Oh, yeah!" someone said. "He’s upset with us for doing that." 
 
    I nodded. Duh, no interpreter needed for that. 
 
    Meanwhile, the robot reached into its innards, making my personal guard a bit nervous. The Drow girls stepped forward in unison, blocking my view and possible attack sectors. 
 
    With a grunt, the droid pulled out a battery module which I had already grown somewhat familiar with. It was about the size of a fist, weighing roughly twelve pounds. It was a sturdy piece made of those heavy elements listed on the bottom line of the periodic table. 
 
    The droid’s spare battery howled, barely able to compensate for the absence of the main power source. The robot swayed forward and indignantly shook the module. Its charge indicator was about to go out. 
 
    The ear-choppers forming the wall before me remained indifferent. 
 
    I turned to the others. "Can we charge its batteries?" 
 
    "Why would we?" someone asked defiantly. 
 
    I frowned. What is this, an outlaw camp? 
 
    The anarchist got pushed back as one of the clan’s crafters approached me. 
 
    "Sure thing, Sir!" the crafter said. "Mana can be converted to electricity in a snap. Five minutes to throw together a simple converter, and ya get a high-voltage current. That’s how we once powered up a small power crystal. Why, that bang even made Chronos jump; time actually sped up. The next shift arrived in less than two minutes according to our time!" 
 
    The officers shushed the rambling crafter who had grown socially awkward during his years in the underground. 
 
    A lieutenant-storekeeper struggling to see over the others raised his hand in a disciplined manner. 
 
    I nodded. "Speak!" 
 
    "Based on what I can see from back here, this is a standard Mk II accumulator block, or what we came to call a double ‘A’ battery. We have about three hundred of those here, all fully charged per master Durin’s request." He parodied Durin’s voice: "Anything that can be filled, should be filled!" 
 
    "Fetch us a couple of those. Move it, funny guy!" 
 
    We heard the sound of a personal portal as the lieutenant left for his bind point. In five minutes, which the droid wisely spent in sleep-mode to save power, the officer hurried back with the modules I had requested. 
 
    "Hey, mister!" I knocked on the robot’s mithril armor. "Dinner’s served, dig in!" 
 
    The awfully dim light of its optical sensor went on again. After a couple of seconds of focusing its vision, its microactuators buzzing like mosquitoes, the droid was able to see the new battery. 
 
    Clank! Its arm shot forward but missed. I barely jerked my hand away in time. "Not so fast! You’re a bold one. It’s not nice to take things without paying for them. Let’s barter! You give me…hm…Hey, boys, let’s see one of those platinum coins!" 
 
    Everyone instantly fell silent. I could hear them breathing heavily through their noses. 
 
    "Hey!" I turned around impatiently. "I know at least one of you has some of those coins stuffed up your ass! Do I have to frisk everyone?!” 
 
    "Just found one…" someone said as they stuck their arm out from behind their pals to hand over the octagonal coin, then instantly pulled it back to remain anonymous. 
 
    Buncha cheaters! I could have easily found that person later by the unique rings they wore. 
 
    I turned back to the droid. "Here! You give me one of these platinum coins, and we’ll provide you with gas station services, verstehen?" 
 
    The assault droid understood. Twitching impatiently, it reached into its droning torso again. The next second, a thin coin, weighing one fourteenth of an ounce and bearing the map of a foreign starry sky, dropped into my palm. 
 
    "Nice piece! Here’s your battery. Stop shaking before you drop it. Go on, charge up. You look like crap with your eyes out and all twisted up like that…Oh, and hand over your dead battery so we can recharge it, ’cause you sure ain’t keeping ours." 
 
    The droid didn’t mind. It let me take the dead battery from its weakened arm, then started blindly poking the new battery into its belly. The droid kept missing the awkwardly positioned port, growing weaker by the second and nearly bursting into tears. 
 
    "Will someone help him already?! Does anyone here know droids?!" 
 
    "What’s to know?" a sturdy, shaggy-haired crafter grumbled, stepping out of the crowd. "It’s a modular system, like a kids’ construction set." 
 
    He carefully took the battery out of the droid’s hand and reached into its open torso, saying tenderly: "What a clumsy creature." 
 
    Click. The crafter sharply moved back, and just in time before the droid was revived. 
 
    Its hatches snapped shut with a clang, both vision sensors lit up brightly, and its force fields and peripheral units blinked as it went into test mode. Its antennas shot out. Its rigging began to drone, coming back to life. 
 
    The robot whistled something, sounding happy, then, by all appearances, slightly bowed its neckless armored head. After that it hurried back into the depths of the spiral tunnel. 
 
    "Sir, maybe we shouldn’t have recharged it? It was nearly dead. What if they’re all drained right now? We could take ‘em with bare hands!” 
 
    "A possibility," I said, nodding. "But to sell is always more profitable than to fight. Pause those mana circuit repair jobs. Also, set up battery sample displays in here. We need casters to turn mana into electricity. We’ll run a little market, a re-fueling station, and a repair shop in here. Let’s see what these guests from the future can offer. Hurry up! I swear to the Fallen One, this place’ll soon be crowded with starving droids who had all gone lame without proper technical care!" 
 
    I was right. The muffled buzzing of servodrives, the whistling of anti-gravity devices, the clang of tracks, and the heavy footsteps of war machines were already coming from the depths of the dungeon… 
 
    Rubbing my hands together with content, I headed back. The day was off to a good start, the gods were on our side. At least the Dark gods, ha-ha. 
 
    By the look of things, we would have those unique coins pouring in again, which was very important. What independence can there be when your enemy is printing your nation’s currency? 
 
    A storekeeper scratched his head in thought as he entered the Crypt. There was an alchemist’s pencil in his blue lips. He eyed the dusty demijohn in his hands. 
 
    "Why so sad?" I asked him. 
 
    "Well…all alcohol we get we bring down here for testing. We compile the wine list according to the ages and flavors of various drinks. We mix new cocktails. Many come out quite interesting, although not without mishaps. That Oroch wine, Three Axes, for instance. Its stats are growing like it’s on steroids! But after ten years, it gets too thick, starts to stink, and gets labeled as ‘For Orcs Only.’ I can’t figure out whether it’s a bug or some feature." 
 
    I smiled, wishing I had this viniculturist’s problems, then headed back to my private quarters. I ordered a light breakfast, not wanting to stuff myself before going into battle. It wasn’t like I was worried about getting shot in the stomach and the peritonitis that would follow, being in AlterWorld and all. But you do feel sleepy after a big meal, and the battlefield is not the place to sleep. 
 
    Having finished my snack, I sat on the bed, closed my eyes and tried to pull my thoughts together. But my meditation was cut short. For the first time in my life, my soul suddenly demanded a prayer. Not so much a prayer to the Fallen One, but rather a prayer to the powers of the Great Balance. 
 
    I didn’t ask for an unconditional victory, nor did I wish death to my foes. Justice was all that I wanted. A coalition formed in just a month, capable of resisting the government of the world’s most democratic country along with an army that totals hundreds of thousands of soldiers – that’s not something you find very often. 
 
    Time! I thought. Give me more time, son of a scabby seraphim! I got the rest covered! 
 
    We would’ve made good partisan fighters, but they persistently put us in the defense to fight in deciding fisticuffs battles. In other words, battles that are won by numbers, not maneuvers. 
 
    Having expressed my complaints to the Universe, I made the sign of the Holy Circle on myself and gazed upon the fragment of the spider dagger sticking out of the wall, not without a hint of regret. Have I been too hasty? Perhaps the dagger could have served me in battle just one more time? 
 
    Level 500 in five minutes. How tempting…It would have taken decades to climb this high by regular means, if level 500 was even attainable by such means. 
 
    Very few creatures could have helped me level up like that. The risks associated with hunting them were insane. The death penalty was monstrous, instantly wiping out weeks of backbreaking work… 
 
    A portal wiz helped me get outside to what my clan mates called the guarded Station 0. It was a high-traffic area, with portal arches opening so often that their roar resembled a deafening cannonade. Cargo traffic was going both ways, day and night. 
 
    It was getting dark quick. This was another downside of the fact that we were not the ones choosing when to start the battle. The Lightsters would probably begin their attack at 4 a.m. And this had nothing to do with Nazi habits. It was because early morning was that time when most of our players were offline, and most of their players were, on the contrary, online. Seven p.m. New-York time marked the beginning of the most massive online presence time period on the North American continent. That sucked for us… 
 
    At least we got to choose the place of battle…We could work with that. 
 
    Station 0 was filled with lines of Reenactors. Their faces gray with exhaustion, they were heading into the Crypt for their twenty-four hour break. 
 
    I approached an archer with an empty quiver and a peeling, frayed bow-string. 
 
    "Greetings!" I said. "Just getting out? What’s the situation down there?" 
 
    The warrior looked at me with red, teary eyes, then glanced to the side at the portal wiz choking on cinnamon, and finally deigned to reply: "At first, it was like a shooting range. I fired up to a hundred frags, got three achievements. At any given second, I had three arrows in the air at once. I’d fire till I was utterly exhausted and my bow was nearly unusable. And then, the suckers woke up! There’s about 50K of them down there now, and they’re still pouring in non-stop, from twelve portals. The sky is black with bolts and arrows. We’d gone through six cartfuls of our own ammo before we had to switch to yours. Nice iron, but it’s all outta balance." 
 
    "Balance? Arrows don’t have such a parameter, do they?" 
 
    "Pah…" the archer waved me away. He was not the type to discuss professional matters with some random rookie. 
 
    My inbox pinged like mad, finally receiving all the private messages that had piled up during my away-time in the Crypt. 
 
    The ops department was worried. The Lightsiders were getting more and more aggressive. The officers slowly lost control of the situation as they ran into things they were not competent at dealing with. This called for the wisdom of the First Priest with his monopoly on miracles and all those tricks up his sleeve. Guess I better start proving my respectable status and people’s trust. 
 
    I opened the armor-plated gates of my soul to let the Lord out. I should mention that I feared him just like everyone else. Drooling and squealing like a puppy in a childlike ecstasy, I looked upon the menacing Feudal Ruler, still unable to believe that he and I were the same person. 
 
    I no longer rented, I now owned. At my side were my people, my land. Gone was the slave of loans; the lord of a treasury of gold had taken his place. 
 
    No more bosses would peer over my shoulder, no fierce machines of governmental oppression would stand in my way. I was my own master! 
 
    A loyal, battle-thirsty army was backing me up, allies lined up on all sides as we faced the enemy before us. The world was straight and clear as the sword, and the timeserving resourcefulness of the 21st century man was no longer needed. At least not at the moment… 
 
    I shot a fierce look at the aide-de-camp, making him wince. 
 
    "Summon everyone," I ordered. "Code Orange. The clan warriors are to be ready in T minus one. Alliance, our partners; prepare for battle!” 
 
    I then turned to the two spatial wizards that had been assigned to me. "Portal to Tianlong. Drop me right on the walls. Now!" 
 
    A portal arch appeared. The flow of air softly pushed me in the back, forcing me into the open portal. 
 
    I crossed over. 
 
    Clang, clink, thud – the sounds of sharp throwing weapons finding their targets came from all around us as they sank into the new arrivals. 
 
    A colorful, multilayered cloud of poison magic wrapped around our ranks, causing coughing, wheezing, and bleeding noses. Hundreds of long-lasting DoTs hung over the dragon skeleton like lazy thunderclouds. 
 
    The warriors on the walls crowded around my arrival gate through which fresh air seeped in. 
 
    "Keep the portal open!" I ordered my wizard. The acid was getting into his eyes, making him squint and shed bloody tears. 
 
    My body felt like I had gotten sixth degree burns. Every second my muscles twitched severely, reacting to the multitude of spells that were incessant like mosquito bites. 
 
    The sky was cluttered with junk which rained down upon us. The enemy wizards used everything they had: blocks of ice sizzled under drops of lava, meteorites crushed the crystal spires, and arrows and bolts knocked each other down, fighting over what little space they had. 
 
    Our trolls made a sparse wall of shields to cover us. The clerics joined in right away. 
 
    I estimated the overall damage to be minus two to three hundred HP per second. It was bearable, so I peered out from an arrowslit. Fuck me, where will we bury you all?! 
 
    The yellow sands of the Frontier were gone. They were obscured by the raging horde of sentient beings as far as the eye could see. All of AlterWorld races were present: the tiny golbins, halflings, giant ogres… 
 
    Pets, mounts, and other familiars practically doubled the number of invaders. Steel glistened on the golems’ pointy frames. The Sun God’s battered army radiated defiance. The celestial beings had taken a hard beating during the first stage of the assault. 
 
    We were so different. Their army consisted of angels and seraphims, while demons and bone dragons constituted ours… 
 
    Siege machinery of all kinds was being rolled out from every corner of the enemy camp: ballistas, catapults, trebuchets and other inventions of the medieval genius. AlterWorld had never seen such a high concentration of war machines before; three hundred per half a square mile. Like Zhukov had near Berlin in 1945… 
 
    I frowned. This antiquated artillery could deal an average damage of 5,000 points to any stationary object per shot. That was pretty high. Multiply that by three hundred, and you are looking at a million and a half HP lost in the blink of an eye. Hell, they’ll make flour out of Tianlong’s skeleton in the next thirty minutes. 
 
    Focusing on my interface, I sent a brief order via the officer chat: "Code Red. Directive: Trojan Horse. Attn communications officer; spotter channel access code is alpha-three-rock. Grab the coordinates of the siege machine yard, calculate portal exit points, synchronize your actions with the Trojans!" 
 
    The enemy army was slowly rotating its ranks beneath our walls, looking like a giant merry-go-round. The Lights cleverly used their primary advantage; their immense numerical superiority. 
 
    Their clan columns and various detached forces would advance toward the dragon. Within minutes they’d bring down all of their mana supply and extensive arsenal of battle abilities upon us. Then they’d rotate systematically; one ensign would replace another, and a fresh batch of enemy lines would squeeze into the rather narrow firing sector. 
 
    As this had been their routine for the past two and a half days, it was clear that the enemy intended to take us by exhaustion. In theory, we would’ve had no time to sleep, and our ammo and alchemic supplies would have been almost depleted by now while most of our class skills would certainly need to be recharged. 
 
    Praised be Chronos’s Temple! Our enemies would run themselves into the ground and bust their balls before they’d see us get tired. 
 
    The Lightsiders’ fighting wheel had turned yet again, putting the 1.5 thousand strong "D.C. United" detachment before the castle walls. 
 
    Comments flooded the battle-chat: 
 
      
 
    "Our old friends there are having a sixth go!" 
 
    "They shoulda stayed home playing football, asswipes!" 
 
    "Prepare for a hailstorm of fire. Most of their wizards are Flame and Lava pros!" 
 
    "Ranger Crafty Luis is mine! I have a score to settle with him: ‘two-to-one’ and the Arch Enemy status. Gimme a clean shot at that asshole!" 
 
    "There he is, in the backpack of that ogre in green pants. The bastard got himself a comfy spot!" 
 
    "I see him! All right, buddy, chew on this mithril bolt blessed by Aulë himself!" 
 
    "I have been dispelled! All my buffs are gone! Moving to the rear!" 
 
    "Listen up, left wing here, support echelon covering teeth nine through fourteen. We have merged. I repeat, we have merged! Watch out, the enemy is charging sector by sector. We’ve been hit by at least a hundred wizards at once." 
 
    "Third archer detachment; salvo fire on the first quarter of the column! Rangers; fleximode, shoot down the casters! Wizards; pick up yer skirts and take cover! You’ll attack once the enemy’s spent, from the rear." 
 
    "Goddammit, catapult shot in the stomach! My spine’s busted! I’m paralyzed for three minutes! Heal me, quick!" 
 
    "‘South’ Arrowlauncher here; take the machine off the list. The mechanism’s all busted up. I’m joining the infantry." 
 
    "Get him in the eye! Punch him like a squirrel!" 
 
    "Sorry, guys, I’m going offline. School’s over, gotta pick up my kid. I did all I could, hang in there!" 
 
    "Guys, will trade one House of Pleasures token for five ‘Extra-Dinner’ coupons!" 
 
    "No spam in chat! Pooh, when’s your binging spree over already?!" 
 
    "Dudes, I’m done here. I can’t be knee-deep in lava, breathe acid fumes and tear arrows outta myself. I have pyrophobia and asthma." 
 
    "Replacement needed for 319, he’s fried. Alex, don’t panic, just make your way toward the rear. We’ll getcha feeling better again; plenty of rest, beer, girls! You’ll be in great shape in just a day." 
 
    "Watch out! Tianlong’s feeling sick again, he’s gonna throw up!" 
 
    "Ha! Come on, dragon, puke raw mana! The Americans standing right before the skull have just lifted up their shields. Buncha retards!" 
 
    "Need ammo, goddammit, I’m out! Just opened the last box of pila. Where are those bandy-legged dwarves from the ammunition supply point?" 
 
    "Cleric groups four, six, and eight; your replacements will be arriving any minute now. Head to the rear in ten seconds for recovery." 
 
    "Fuck me, how many people do we have here? My capsule’s lagging. I’ll be watching a slideshow soon." 
 
    "Ha, you should go perma. Kickass graphics, zero lag!" 
 
    "Folks, we got a Seraphim rotting away here, with a Soul Stone! Someone pick it up, or I’ll destroy the bastard. He’s taking up half the wall!" 
 
    "Leave it for the clan leader! That’s a clanwide order, all stones 350 and up are his." 
 
    "Stealth groups Shadow, Ear-choppers, and Thunderstorm; assume positions. Shadow; distract the counter-subversive guard. Ear-choppers; take down the wounded and those left behind. Thunderstorm; you are to transport gravestones and the enemy’s master-loot corpses. Don’t get carried away slaughtering. Pounce, strike, withdraw, or I’ll tear your legs off!" 
 
    "That’s it, we’re fucked. What kinda Big Bertha they got firing back there?! I got crushed by a stone the size of a van! Who’s on our evacuation team now, whom should I ask to bring my grave back?" 
 
      
 
    I left the chat and raised my head, surveying the enemy fire. Surely enough, they were firing everything. Cobble-stones, cannonballs, giant spears, harpoons, and barrels with various filth – all this poured from the sky nonstop, creating the illusion of a crumbling ceiling. Boy, were they serious this time! 
 
    One of the projectiles knocked a loyal she-elf off the wall. Orcus, his armor already dented, instantly squeezed into her spot. 
 
    "Sir, it’s time!" he cried. 
 
    I nodded. Pulling up the interface, I launched the one-minute countdown to the start of the operation. I then did the same in the private communication channel for my Trojans to see. Those guys had mixed with the attackers, pretending to be on their side, and volunteered to defend the siege machine park. 
 
    Instantly requests to obtain a temporary alliance membership started pouring in; we didn’t any friendly fire problems. 
 
    One…Two…Three…Five…Well, where’s that last one?! Six, gotcha! I let them all in and glanced over the freshly acquired reinforcements. 
 
    They were mostly Flint’s Light Bearers who had lost a few members, and also Flint’s supporters. Basicallly all the left-overs from the old alliance, the perma warriors from the the Sullen Angels and the Golden Eagle. They had split off from the OMON. 
 
    The old man had kept his word. His digitized granddaughter really was the meaning of his life, and her rescue had guaranteed his everlasting loyalty. 
 
    A thousand and a half hotheaded Southern boys covered the massive trebuchets. That was practically all of the Italian cluster’s merc guild. As it turned out, Don Lucchesi, whom I was already acquainted with, had complete control of the guild. 
 
    There was a certain clause in our secret agreement that covered the sharing of the storage space inside the Crypt of Chronos. This clause granted me analogous access rights to the Cosa Nostra’s battle units. 
 
    Then there was the heavily-armed cavalry from Freetown led by King Rain the Wise himself. His intent to take part in the public flogging of the First Priest aroused no suspicion; the article about our raid on his town had remained the top story of every news blog for a while. And for a good reason! The description of the loot we’d taken alone filled nearly ten pages of small font and a few hundred photos. Ample drooling guaranteed. 
 
    The king’s intimidating guardsmen never got to chill with the other defense units. The cavalry, being highly advanced for those times, was appointed to a sector on the left flank. 
 
    That was all right though; the armor-clad warriors would easily make their way through the ranks of the unsuspecting White Collars by riding in from the side, then beat the Drunken Sailors, and would finally reach the siege machine perimeter. 
 
    The king’s quartermasters had taken 4,000 Molotov Cocktails from our storehouses with unflinching determination. I hoped that every bottle would cost the enemy plenty of wood once we attacked their siege machines… 
 
    There were also three international brigades out there: Koreans, Vietnamese, and Japanese. The Asians liked the taste of blood. They were glad to have the opportunity to rip the flesh out of the necks of the well-fed Western world representatives. The reps of the more venturesome had barely finished counting their loot in the Chinese cluster when they proceeded to get in touch with me again. "Got more?" they asked. 
 
    "Do I ever! Listen up!" I replied then. 
 
    And now, this patchwork power would get to say its weighty utterance. 
 
    "Charge!" I ordered via all communication channels. 
 
    The next instant, a third of the enemies guarding the siege machinery yard put on our colors. The radar filled with green markers, so pleasant to the eye. 
 
    The attacking masses roared, taking advantage of the rare opportunity to deal the first blow in the back of the unsuspecting foe. Thousands of enemies gave panicked cries of horror as they were villainously impaled on sharp steel. 
 
    Just imagine an overcrowded bus; half the passangers secretly reach into their sleeves, pull out blades and attack the sleepy civilians in a well-coordinated fashion. Which side would you put your money on? 
 
    At the same time, dozens of cargo portals opened up within the tight square perimeter of the artillery. These gates had cost an entire chest of gold, but the Guards of the First Temple needed them to pounce on the enemy. 
 
    "Keeyah!" 
 
    The enemy was expecting us. That’s why there were fifteen thousand warriors defending the siege machinery, perfectly capable of crushing any breakthrough operation. However, the enemy was not expecting to suddenly lose five thousand guards, all of whom would switch to our side. No one knew that they’d get stabbed in the liver by their supposed comrades. 
 
    My warriors emerged amdist the defensive formations of the Lightsiders like a mad wolf which had managed to jump over the backs of sheep forming a defensive circle. 
 
    The ground shook. The sky wept piteously as the astral world filled with bloodthirsty beings. Swift was the carnage of twenty thousand sentient beings. 
 
    Our allies hit the enemy fast, pushing themselves to the limit. They used up all of their battle and divine abilities during the three-minute assault. The enemy, on the other hand, needed time to wake up, to realize the gravity of the situation, and to stop trying to save their last chance abilities as they usually did. 
 
    This was the peak of our effort. We bet on victory in the first round, on knocking out our opponents. We did not want any duels or protracted face-to-face battles. We wanted to fight right under our enemy’s nose to make them struggle as they tried to turn around their hundred thousand army. 
 
    In sixty seconds, the enemy guards’ first resistance attempt was successfully thwarted. Warriors sloshed through blood. Guts dangled everywhere. Both the assailants and the guards turned a grayish-red color. 
 
    There were a few enemy survivors here and there; the ogres still spun their clubs like a helicopter its blades; the mighty trolls still danced their awkward dance of death. 
 
    There were dozens of spots where the enemy warriors had huddled up together and now stood back to back, heroically repelling the attacks of the Guards of the First Temple’s minor forces. 
 
    But they didn’t matter. Our goal was neither scoring another thousand frags nor getting more barrels filled with European valuables. Our goal was to reach the delicate machinery capable of bringing down the venerable Tianlong. 
 
    Ninety seconds; half of the assailants raced forward, taking out the covering forces and evading the centers of resistance. From a bird’s eye view, they looked like circles on the water, expanding outward. They chased away the stunned enemy fighters, pushing them off the siege machinery perimeter. When they reached the artillery positions, the Guards of the First Temple, bristled with sharp steel and shields, cordoned off the area. 
 
    The enemy army was already sending the first fast response units our way. With a furious roar, the warriors turned around, splitting up into giant formations to win back the machinery which had been stolen right from under their nose. 
 
    The horsemen of Rain the Wise were overly cautious. The life of a guardsman was priceless, so the NPCs avoided direct combat. Instead, they rode in circles around the camp, cutting down the valuable catapult operating staff and swiftly drinking the players’ hot blood. Purple flashes appeared as the riders reached new levels. They could be seen even through the thick smoke and the raging napalm flames of the Molotovs. 
 
    Everyone on our side fought like a relentless lunatic. The glow of the expanding portal arches made it bright as day outside. The warriors of the rear forces hung like ants from the heavy machinery. Cussing, they pulled it over to their territory. The crushed foot and broken finger count soared. 
 
    A hundred and twenty seconds; our external guard formation encircling the yard was already facing serious attacks. They retreated slowly, allowing themselves to be slaughtered in order to buy the other units more time. Each barrel of blood spilled gave the darkside looters an extra second. 
 
    Whether it was worth it or not depended on how one looked at the situation. The ancient magical technology for launching heavy objects to kill one’s fellow human beings cost anywhere from 10,000 to a 100,000 per unit. So around 50,000 on average. Plus supplies, ammo, spells, and the trained operating team with no other skills. 
 
    This was a substantial sum, but not a critical one. But when that number got multiplied by 300, the final sum of 1.5 million dollars was suddenly a good enough reason to risk both suicide and getting caught, even if that meant seeing the sky only from behind bars for some time. 
 
    Two hundred seconds; our external guards got trampled into the ground. The crowd of a 100,000 furious warriors smashed into the scanty covering force like a tsunami into a sand castle. A few of our epic warriors still miraculously fought back in this fierce river of bodies. The divine buff “Our Cause is Right” must have been a real shot in the arm for them. 
 
    Faith worked miracles for us. Each blow we dealt was deadly. The enemies dropped to our feet like ears of rye to the feet of the reaper. But you can’t plug up a ruptured dam with your butt. The enemy pushed forward with all their might, ignoring the bubbling waves of blood and the scanty obstacles in their way. 
 
    The siege machinery yard flared up with the flame of the alchemic termite. It burned away the oxygen and made the wind blow in different directions, pulling the black smoke to and fro. 
 
    The sooty figures of our allies, their smouldering equipment glistening, tossed the last of the third round loot into the portals: spear bundles for arrow launchers, barrels of oil, coils of rope and ammo. 
 
    The cavalry horses gave frightened cries as their manes caught fire. They struggled to enter Freetown’s portal arch, fighting against the force of the portal wind. 
 
    The boisterous Italian boys laughed as they burned. They found it funny to be fighting amidst so much fire. Somewhere in the outskirts of the astral world, the ancient ifrits squinted in bewilderment as they took these warriors for some unfamiliar kinsmen. 
 
    The dwarves in their burning armor were cursing all at once as they took apart the Big Bertha. They shoved the gigantic trebuchet into the portal piece by piece. Surely such means of transportation were a compliment to the mad gigantomaniac engineer commissioned to build the trebuchet. 
 
    I watched all this from the top of the bone wall. A wave of apprehension swept over me. The operation was a success, no doubt. But I had not expected the enemy to get this furious over the financial damage we had just caused. 
 
    The distance separating us began to shrink. A hundred thousand strong army of Lightsiders raced toward Tianlong… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Our operating forces counter displayed a pitiful three-digit number. Most of the warriors with a “ready to fight” status were already on the walls. 
 
    The siege machinery park diversion had been our peak effort, a nearly impossible feat. We had accomplished it thanks to our great excitement, our crunching, torn muscles, the help of all our temporary allies, the activation of “last hope” buffs, and the mass discharge of abilities. 
 
    After such strain, relapsing into a more relaxed state was inevitable. At least 30,000 graves dotted the lands beneath the castle walls, making them nearly impassable. A fifth of all the lopsided gravestones out there was ours. 
 
    The game designers played along with the environment; stuffed ravens cawed in a sad voice, clouds covered the sky, and stray dogs which seemed to come out of thin air fought over suspicious-looking bones… 
 
    One could reconstruct the entire battle scene by simply strolling through the man-made cemetery. Every granite headstone with Slavic characters was surrounded by ten headstones bearing writings in different languages. The latter were mostly the widely known Latin alphabet characters intermingled with some exotica: ornate Georgian lettering, mixed Russian-Ukrainian Galich dialect, san-serif Baltic Gothic writing… 
 
    In one spot, there were these two lopsided gravestones with their back sides leaning against each other like they were one. The warriors stood back to back even in death. One was a Russian sailor from the Kronstadt clan “Navy,” the other a sworn Ukranian brother from Odessa’s “Black Coats.” 
 
    These two were surrounded by enemies, but they fought knowing that they had each other’s back. And even when one of them fell, his headstone still shielded his comrade from behind, protecting him like a sturdy coat of mail. 
 
    The outer guardsmen were splattered on the ground. Their headstones had endured just as much damage as the warriors themselves. The graves were studded with arrows, covered with knife marks, and dented where the battle axes had hit. You couldn’t destroy the grave, but defiling it was easy as long as you lacked decent moral qualities. 
 
    Nearby, there was a 300-foot-tall heap of fallen Lightsters’ headstones. It towered over everything else like a solemn memorial. 
 
    Our guys had fought till the very end. They intended to surprise the enemies and deal them a terrible blow. This would hopefully discourage the Lightsiders from attempting a second assault any time soon. We assumed that the loss of twenty-thirty thousand warriors at once would be a serious knockdown for the enemy and would cool off some of the more hotheaded leaders. 
 
    But that’s not what we got... 
 
    The enemy’s rear divisions simply could not see how the ones in the front got massacred. Thus they did not witness the bloody fight and were now bravely trampling over the gravestones and the bodies of their fallen comrades. 
 
    But my army had no reserves. The resurrected warriors put on some second-grade spare suits, wrinkling their noses at the sight of the government goodies behind the open doors of the clan storehouses. Some merely sat in their underwear, lost in thought, dragging on a cigarette as they waited for the evacuation team to act. 
 
    They were ordinary guys, but the demands I had placed on them were extraordinary. Heroes are always scarce and are often revealed by a certain situation. Like when you run into a drunk gang in a dark alley with your girl behind your back. Or find a burning car with kids trapped inside, beating their fists against the glass… 
 
    The usual retrieval line bringing back equipment from the battlefield finally broke down. My stealthers simly couldn’t break through the advancing wave of enemy fighters. Besides, fifty people get exhausted pretty fast when they have to carry thousands of gravestones. 
 
    The ground shook as the enemy army ran straight at us. The crowd effect turned the individual warriors into one single organism. The sense of fear and individuality was gone. All sins were forgiven beforehand. Permissiveness intoxicates like a drug. 
 
    Usually I saw mostly the backs of my warriors. But now, I gazed into hundreds of pale faces in the early morning gloom as they turned back to look at their leader in alarm. 
 
    I strained my absolute memory as I retrieved from it the latest version of portal beacon directions. There was a digital version of it, with passwords upon passwords and terrifying seals thrown in as well. But thoughts are always faster. 
 
    "Demons, get on the walls!" I ordered my precious single-mission NPC reserve to assume positions, then commanded the tracking wizards: "Portal at point 19A!" 
 
    After that I turned to the weary defenders of Tianlong and said, "Get down, boys! We’re in for a big Boom!" 
 
    Forcing my way through the head wind current, I finally made it through the portal arch. I fell out at about 600 feet from the entrance point, where our siege machines were. 
 
    There was a great deal of bustle. The broad-shouldered dwarves tried to quickly master the stolen artillery. They were writing out all the manuals and ballista charts that they downloaded from the VirtNet. We were short on spare parts and technicians with appropriate skills. 
 
    Chaos swallowed up the munitions supply storehouse. The balls of a Russian trebuchet could not be loaded into the French mangonel, and ballista ammunition jammed the British scorpio. 
 
    By contrast, the yard of nonconventional weapons was pleasantly quiet. The medium-size palisade and the biting looks of the Timurites helped to ensure that its territory remained orderly. 
 
    The shooter squad was smoking nervously, standing far away from the aerial bombs covered by a sackcloth. The potential kamikazes meditated in the shadows, preparing for the mission’s finale and praying for success. 
 
    When they saw me, the warriors jumped up. The senior officer proceeded to report: “Greetings, Sir! The artillery battalion manning the heavy siege machines is ready for battle. The sectors are established, the spotters are in position on the walls, and we are compiling an independent chart of advancing enemy ranks within our firing range. We’ll be ready to fire in forty seconds.” 
 
    "Go for it!" I ordered briefly. "Use the 500K GP bombs. Operators must have Holy Unmercenary status." 
 
    "Only four of those here, Sir!" 
 
    My jaw twitched. That wasn’t enough! We needed to switch to plan B. 
 
    "Snowie!" I called. "No, wait! We can’t launch you that far…Lizzie! Put the harness on! I want you to hold on to that bomb like you hold on to your dagger you got for your coming of age birthday party." 
 
    The topographer tuned in to the spotter and raised his voice: "Dense crowds of enemy fighters in the probable damage zone. If their direction and speed stay the same, they’ll reach the certain damage zone in fifteen seconds and the guaranteed damage zone in thirty." 
 
    I turned to the leader of the battalion. "Open fire once you’re ready. Your objective is to take out as many of the Lightsters’ manpower as you can." 
 
    "Yessir!" said the senior lieutenant as he saluted me, then sat down on the sand in a free and easy manner. Closing his eyes, he entered the nirvana-like state of going through the service interfaces, ranging charts and subdivision control channels. 
 
    "Firecracker 1, pointing at sector A4. Operator, get ready!" 
 
    "Ready to fire!" 
 
    "Ready for flight!" 
 
    "Countdown. Three…Two…One…Fire!" 
 
    Dang! The counterweight smashed into the stopper girder. The sling whistled through the air. The aerial bomb became a black dot in the distance as it flew toward the enemy. 
 
    Kaboom!!! The ground literally jumped, crashing painfully into the warriors’ heels and knocking minor damage numbers out of them. For the first time in hundreds of years, Tianlong’s skeleton finally moved, leaping up in place and giving a distinctive"ooh." 
 
    The log-analyst jabbered breathlessly: 
 
    "Direct hit! The operator gets credit for 2612 frags…2640...2670. Widespread bloodloss and injuries keep upping his counter. Initial loot: 3720 objects. 3766..." 
 
    "Firecracker 2, a hundred to the left, thirty inward. Fire!" 
 
    Dang! 
 
    "Bombs away! Calculating the operator’s scored damage and deaths…The harness caught on the locating block! Success! I see multiple targets hit." 
 
    Fucking shit! I thought as I ground my teeth. My greedy pig downed some Validol. Missing 4,000 loot items could have led to a heart attack even in milder skinflints. 
 
    "Firecracker 3, two hundred to your left, fifty inward. Fire! Everyone else, double-check the operators’ strapping!" 
 
    "We have a hit! 3300 frags. The enemy’s losses keep growing due to the large amounts of warriors wounded in the previous explosions. Loot: 4600. There’s a game achievements packet coming in. I am registering a significant increase of clan and alliance ratings." 
 
    "Fire!" the gunner cried again, aiming higher in order to hit the very heart of enemy formations. 
 
    Dang! Then silence… 
 
    "Bomb went straight into a portal arch. Explosion on the other side. 242 frags, all from the same clan. Loot: 311 items." 
 
    Fuck me! 
 
    "Fire!" 
 
    Dang! Bada-bada-boom! 
 
    The explosion was much stronger than normal. It also seemed to be closer. 
 
    "An attempt to seize the bomb in midair. Or we might’ve accidentally hit a flying seraphim…" commented the invisible analyst, digressing a bit. "Explosion at sixty feet off the ground. Frags: 4400. Loot: 5100. The numbers are growing. Midair explosions seem to be highly efficient: repeat them!" 
 
    "Mona-Lisa, get ready. Firecracker 5, fire!" 
 
    Dang! Boom! 
 
    "Direct hit! The ear-chopper is awaiting respawn. I am registering a 32 level increase." 
 
    I nodded. Not bad! 
 
    Within minutes we had relieved the Lightsiders of millions of dollars worth of gear and hundreds of thousands of human farming hours. 
 
    "The enemy’s advancing more slowly now. Personal gates spotted; some warriors are leaving the battlefield." 
 
    I looked around, searching for an operator for Firecracker 6. My loyal NKVD Timurites were bustling nearby as usual. 
 
    "Tamerlane! Limp over here. Come in, hurry up, bro! Put that harness on. Know what you gotta do?" 
 
    He nodded, and I stepped back. 
 
    The gunner took his time to pick out the best target. 
 
    "A hundred to the left, go as high as you can. That place is teeming with casters. Fire!" 
 
    "Explosion! Golbin awaits respawn, a good hit: level increased by 43." 
 
    I froze, awaiting more news. 
 
    "The enemy is not slowing down. Blowing up their rear ranks is not as efficient!" 
 
    I glanced at Firecraker 7, the last one…It won’t change much, might as well leave it for the future generations. It can easily make an impression. Simply having it in stock might make some hotheaded foes back off. 
 
    I ordered: "Put the 500K GP back in the armory. Switch to droid rapid fire. Move it!" 
 
    The loader ogres pulled the canvas off the pyramid of wooden crates. We had learned our lesson and now packed the robots in containers of medium strength to minimize the chances of droids opening friendly fire in midair. 
 
    The cart wheels creaked nastily. The giant trebuchet jerked as the outrageously heavy crate with the droid was loaded into it. The officers stuck their thin arms into the openings that had been made in the crate on purpose. They inserted power supply units into the tight receptacles on the robots. 
 
    "Ready!" a squeaky voice said. 
 
    "Firecracker 1, fire!" 
 
    The counterweight flew toward the stopper. The goblin quickly pushed the power button on the droid and tried to slide his hand out of the crate. 
 
    Too late… 
 
    Dang! The crate flew into the sky, the stump of the golbin’s wrist dangling from one of its openings. 
 
    Crack! The steel trimming on the crate broke. The crate itself flew into a thousand pieces. 
 
    Having destroyed its packing in flight, the droid stuck out its sensors in all directions, scanning its surroundings and classifying tens of thousands of targets. 
 
    Its parachute flew open, and the droid landed softly amidst the enemy hordes. The enemies saw the scarlet marker on their maps. Without taking much time to think, the droid instantly initiated its primary self-protection program. 
 
    Zoom! The robot fired overheated plasma into the tight enemy ranks. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! The heavy railgun released a whole series of tungsten shells which flew at the speed of no less than 15 Mach. The hard alloy slugs knew no barriers. They pierced dozens of bodies before finally sinking into the dunes. 
 
    Slap! Slap! Slap! More mithril robots fell from the sky. Let the fun begin! 
 
    The droids dealt a lot of damage. Their shots often got misclassified by the game environment which couldn’t resist foreign elements. How would a medieval world classify a lazer beam, an electrical discharge or a beam of severe radiation? However, every droid’s HP count was quite mediocre, just like one might expect from a level 300+ monster. 
 
    Having recovered from the initial shock, the crowd covered my robots with a dense cloud of destructive magic. 
 
    Our droid attack instantly turned into a game only millionaires could afford. True, every droid managed to kill a few dozen Lightsters and win us about thirty extra seconds. But that hardly changed anything; we’d live as long as we paid for it. 
 
    Things finally took a turn when the lieutenant droid rose into the air. Wrapping itself up in protective shields, it instantly came up with a tactical plan for the battlefield and took command of the other robots. 
 
    The assailant droids began a more organized attack. They covered each other when necessary, fired denser rounds into the more dangerous enemy zones, and asked for help when in trouble. 
 
    The two dozens of repairmen droids we launched last turned out to be the icing on the cake and gave our diversion its final polish. At that point, we were all out of somewhat aggressive robots. Sending the fragile navigator droids or the armorless super-cargo ones along with the helpless workers was dumb. 
 
    During the next half hour, the Lightsters fought desperately against the platoon of droids that buried themselves into the ground. The robots had nowhere to retreat. They defended their ground like the people’s volunteer corps might defend a hospital whose patients hadn’t had time to evacuate. 
 
    The plasma illumination made us think that our droids would last long enough to give us a decent break. But soon, the fire began to die down. Finally, all the droids engaged in their final hand-to-hand combat. There weren’t many of them left by that time. Clearly they had run out of ammunition. 
 
    The robots surprised us in their final moments. Edging their way into the enemy ranks, they overloaded their reactors, making everything bloom with blinding flashes as they made themselves explode. 
 
    The metal warriors’ swansong was a success. Even though the enemy busted up the line of droids, the Lightsiders were stunned and retreated to their base camp. They needed time to haul back tens of thousands of graves, resurrect the warriors who had lost XP, repair their gear, and achieve even higher levels in order to turn an unintelligible massacre into a grandiose victory. 
 
    Stealthers from both sides darted about in the moonlit battlefield, demonstratively ignoring each other and dragging away gravestones. No one had announced an official truce as that would have been bad for the Lightsiders’ public image. Doing everything secretly was the perfect solution. 
 
    Of course there were high words, attempts to hype up the enemy, and duel summons. Our walls filled up with more warriors; Flint’s guys, the Golden Eagles, and the other allies who had joined in. Here they finally took off their masks. 
 
    The influx of couch generals increased as they woke up and realized that it was a time of war and that their downtown homes were now in the outskirts, surrounded with smoking shell holes where their neighbors’ places used to stand. 
 
    The resentful avengers all came: those who had lost a favorite candle factory, an elite hen house, or a virtual cabin with a garden. An infowar was brewing in the real world. The people were stirred up. They logged in, revived their long-forgotten characters, shook the dust off them, then went on to join the game so they could kick the asses of those they didn’t like. 
 
    These types of reinforcements, however, were not very valuable and could not be trusted. We gave the new arrivals different sectors beneath Tianlong’s walls. Because of this, a few were offended by our suspicion. Blazing with rage, they left the battlefield with their heads held high. 
 
    We were not the only ones going through this phase; a muffled cannonade of portals opening came from the enemy camp. Some clans were leaving, disappointed by the two-day siege which had cost them time, money, and experience. Tons of newbies were eager to take their place, filled with enthusiasm by VirtNet’s growing hysteria. Those wishing to fight against the darksider Russians were plentiful. 
 
    The Guards of the First Temple were also gathering their forces. We needed to be ready for the final showdown "twenty vs. one." Surprisingly, the warriors were calm. 
 
    Like Suvorov used to say: "We are Russians; what a delight!" 
 
    That’s how everyone felt now. The gods were on our side, the First Priest had a deck of trump cards up his sleeve, and behind us were our homes. How could we lose? 
 
    A few hours later, under the cover of the morning fog, the enemy tried to play a trump card of their own. 
 
    I was busy listening to the report on the actions of a terror-group when all of a sudden, one of the hounds lazily lying around raised its head in alarm. It looked around. Its trimmed ears twitched, readjusting themselves to catch the signal. With a faint growl, the hound caught my attention and looked me straight in the eye. 
 
    Instantly my head began to fill with images as I received the message from this living retransmitter. I saw a cozy ravine, wrapped in shadows and a haze. It was illuminated with the glow of an open arch. The army was compressed like a tight spring as the warriors squeezed out of the portal. They looked like toothpaste that squirts out of an open tube when you step on it. At least three hundred new fighters arrived every minute. 
 
    Lightster cock up yer ass, where is this place?! I asked mentally. Coordinates! 
 
    The hound snorted, foaming at the mouth as it struggled to relay the entire perception spectrum of an Inferno creature. 
 
    First it sent me a thermal image of the territory. Ha, more like a chaos of yellow and red blotches! Try something else! 
 
    Then, a smellogram: steel, skin, poison, warm flesh in dozens of tasty varieties. A unique spectrum that could be smelled from over five miles away. But it was not what I needed. 
 
    An emotions model: stress, fear, evil exhilaration, hatred. Bright strokes of feelings filled the surrounding area. Beautiful, but useless! 
 
    A magic imprint of the territory: the pattern of the astral world, ornaments of its threads of power and scattered plants and minerals issuing background noises. This won’t do! I just can’t make sense of this. Gimme a plain old picture, with a horizon and some dimensions! 
 
    New shapes flickered in my mind’s eye: a mountain ridge surrounding the Valley. Very close, a mile away at most. An acacia grove, barely discernible in the early morning light. A hill with random ruins, an ancient spiral road. Finally, a clear reference point! 
 
    I flipped through the pages of the Valley’s cartographic atlas in my head. I should recognize a conspicuous place like this one when I see it, come on! A mile from the edge, upland, ruins, serpentine road…Not it…not it…keep looking…Found it! 
 
    It was a place far from the castle, just over a mile away, straight ahead. Those bastards sure knew how to hide! 
 
    My warriors were on the walls. Reserves were mostly NPCs. 
 
    "Red alert! Breach in sector N27! Twenty thousand players, increasing by 300 per minute. Demons, dwarves and any remaining heavy golems: prepare to attack!" 
 
    But this wasn’t enough. And the closest basilisk egg we had buried was over two miles away, out of reach. One basilisk wouldn’t suffice anyway as we had spotted the enemy too late. We would have to use our backup. 
 
    "Get the King and both Wild ones from Arsenal 4! Teleport them right after me, to the point that’s closest to the breach zone. Let’s go, move!" 
 
    The wizards froze in a trance, their eyes twitching underneath their closed eyelids. Finally, one of them woke up and said: "Sir, we have a logistics issue. Only one of our portal casters has the beacon marker. We’ll send five of our wizards with him right away. They will make copies of coordinates. Two minutes at most." 
 
    I ground my teeth. “Next time, make scrolls! I want every guardroom to have its own sealed volume with a dozen parchments containing the coordinates of each and every point!” 
 
    Orcus put a hand on my shoulder, trying to calm me down. "We can’t, Sir, it’s a matter of security. We won’t be able to keep track of them all." 
 
    "It’s an open secret now! If one person knows, everybody knows! And after we win, this place will be accessible to anyone. We won’t be able to retain the monopoly of temples. Plus, it’s not profitable, no economical or political gains, dammit all to hell!" 
 
    But my rant was pretty much a waste of breath. We still needed a few minutes to wake up our army and to get artifacts out of storage. No matter how loud a command, it still needs time to be executed. 
 
    The portal took us to a ravine with a stream passing through it. In theory, such a place would provide good cover from prying eyes and also deafen the clap of a portal. 
 
    The guards were nervous. They hurriedly formed the outline of the defense perimeter. The ogre carriers shifted from foot to foot as they stood holding the giant basilisk eggs, reminding me of ants guarding their larvae. 
 
    I felt a strong itch between my shoulder blades and looked to the side where I sensed the foreign evil coming from. 
 
    I guessed right…Or maybe I smelled it coming. It could be that I had picked up some hell hound skills after having mental contact with one of them. 
 
    Wind blew from the mountain ridge. It brought the jingling of steel, the sounds of spells being cast, and muffled cursing in different languages. The fog glistening with neon was like a messenger letting us know with gloating delight that the enemy portals were numerous in that area by now. 
 
    I shivered again and turned to Orcus. "They’re watching us…" 
 
    He only shrugged indifferently. "Obviously. We’re less than half a mile away from the breach zone. The enemy’s outer screen clearly has this area under surveillance." 
 
    As if to affirm his words, a quick fight suddenly broke out about thirty paces from us. A ring of ear-choppers stumbled upon an enemy stealther hiding in a bush. 
 
    Adios, pal! He chose a good hiding place, but the skills of the Drow she-elves were through the roof. The rest was a matter of technology. The game radar treacherously showed a scarlet marker and a certain someone ended up with a black blade in their throat. 
 
    Cargo portals opened behind us. The ravine quickly filled with shortish dwarves and short-tempered demons. Both were eager to fight. They had enough drive for three world wars. 
 
    "Move to the side, we need a lot of free space for summoning the basilisks!" I ordered Snowie who was heading a sizable group of guards. We couldn’t have brought a smaller division along. You can’t go to the front line with just one ear-chopper wearing nothing but silk sheets. 
 
    "A lot of free space?" Snowie clarified. 
 
    I pushed my helmet onto my forehead as I pensively scratched the back of my head. "’Bout the size of a steamboat…Let’s move fifty paces away from the portal, that should be enough." 
 
    But it wasn’t enough… 
 
    I should have probably warned the others. I was just worn out. I was trying to get everything done fast, like filling out a form, on reflex response… 
 
    The universe grunted, overstraining its sinews in a harsh labor. Breaking all the laws of physics and biology, a gigantic creature shot out of the tiny space within the egg, rapidly growing to scale. It was like a giant iceberg emerging from the depths of an ocean. 
 
    The Basilisk’s armored side smashed right into our group, turning some warriors into a bloody puree and pushing the luckier ones aside, myself included. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Basilisk King spawn alert! 
 
    The terror of the ancient times has come back to reality. The world will never be the same again. 
 
    AlterWorld respectfully bows its head to the King and grants us new abilities. 
 
    Culinary and alchemic recipe lists are being updated… 
 
    …12%…Error…Update server not available…Connection failure…Rolling back update v. 12.8.1…Error…Access denied… 
 
      
 
    It was probably at that moment that AlterWorld saw its first claimant to a chamber pot filled with gold. Seeing the game spewing out system errors was seriously frightening, possibly making some wet their pants or get gray hair. It was even worse for permas, who did not have the opportunity to reinstall the buggy software. 
 
    To understand what it was like, look up at the sky. Now picture lines of white code running across it, turning the celestial distance into the Blue Screen of Death. 
 
    The game counted our collision with the scabrous monster’s side as a hit. Comparing body masses and multiplying them by the basilisk’s speed, the damage algorithm was shaken up a bit: Where does the comma go? 
 
    Deciding that 300,000 was clearly too much, the algorithm corrected the damage to be 30,000 by using its emergency "verisimilitude" coefficient. Feeling that it had fulfilled its duties, it took away two thirds of my HP. 
 
    Shamefully sitting on my ass and spitting blood, my lungs pierced with shards of my busted ribs, I jerked my head up to look at the gigantic King of Kings. What a party this must have been for the Japanese. They love giants like these… 
 
    The Basilisk, standing nine stories tall and measuring even more than that from head to tail, was slowly turning its huge head. A gold crown sat atop it like a church dome, a diamond the size of a Jeep’s rear wheel glaring in it. 
 
    At the sight of such riches, my greedy pig finally lost it. Grabbing me by the front of my shirt, it squealed, drooling all over me: "I told you! I told you! You must kill it, kill it now!" 
 
    The king inhaled deeply, freezing the astral world and extracting energy from all the places that were within the reach of his will. The monster’s giant accumulators were empty. 
 
    His snake-like eyes passing over his surroundings, the creature accurately detected me amidst thousands of other sentient beings. With a smooth motion of its neck, it brought its 60-foot-long muzzle right up to my face. 
 
    The vertical pupils found my gaze. I felt as though a steel sledgehammer slammed into my mind, trying to bend me to its will in order to acquire an obedient albeit a bit moronic slave. 
 
    My defense against mental pressure came apart like a rotten rag. The power of the First Priest yielded to the power of the King of Kings. Out of all of my supporting forces, only the greedy pig remained standing. The little guy was cornered and wheezing, but he would still fight even the entire Pantheon of Light if that’s what it took to keep everything he owned. 
 
    Me up against an age-old creature…One on one… 
 
    The Basilisk made me feel like a speck of dust which had miraculously gotten noticed by the Lord. And as he stared at me, I was slowly reaching for my staff. I pictured myself slicing through the eyeball, holding on to the eyelid so as not to be swept away by the tons of turbid slush that would pour out. I would then make my way inside the ancient bean and cut the brain into thin slices… 
 
    The King blinked, his upper lip twitching, then slowly looked away. "You are strong," His voice inside my head sounded like an alarm bell. "I acknowledge your right to personally address the King of Kings!" 
 
    Blood poured out of my ears. Fortunately, my scarlet tears went conveniently unnoticed upon my crushed and mangled face. I’m gonna be all right, I thought, hearing the familiar healing spells behind my back… 
 
    I forced the sensitivity of my perception to drop, mentally setting up a barrier between myself and the Basilisk. I then spat viscid drool with pieces of enamel on the sand. "Do you accept our agreement which permits me to utilize the basilisks up to three times each in battle and which upholds our non-aggression pact?" 
 
    The yellow snake eyes narrowed, the diamond in the crown flashed. As far as I could tell, the King of Kings was enjoying these negotiations he was carrying on with a brave little ant. 
 
    The skies rumbled warningly. As I breathed in the fresh air, I felt the invisible presence of the Fallen One. Thanks, Fallon! 
 
    The basilisk turned one eye to the sky like a giant chameleon, then jerked his tail nervously, bringing down the ill-fated acacia grove along with the spies from both sides that had been playing hide-and-seek. 
 
    "I accept…" was his reply. "On three conditions. First, you will resurrect all of my subjects which are currently under your dominion." 
 
    I nodded. This condition I already knew. 
 
    "Second; total losses among the Ancients can’t exceed two per every low-ranking specimen and one per every high-ranking one." 
 
    Frowning, I nodded again. I didn’t remember ranks being involved, but I suppose there might have been some miscommunication because of how hard it is to hear through an eggshell. 
 
    "Third; while our agreement lasts, you will revive any and all eggs that we ask you to." 
 
    The King tensed up, one of his eyelids twitching. He must have thought that the twitch had gone unnoticed. Yeah, right, like that was possible when his continuously moving mountain of a frame suddenly froze and his six-foot-wide eye blinked. It sucks to be a giant. I could even hear both his hearts beating. His pulse grew quicker. 
 
    Why did he suddenly get so nervous? I wondered. What percent of the hatch actually turned into live offspring? Could this be the answer to the riddle of the disappearance of AlterWorld’s strongest monsters? 
 
    I shook my head. "No, King. The third condition we shall discuss separately and in a more peaceful setting. It was not a part of our agreement as gods are our witnesses!" 
 
    The skies rumbled affirmatively. The Basilisk King scowled and shot the sky an angry glare. 
 
    I continued: "I will now resurrect two Wild Basilisks, then use the first battle right. Not far from here, my enemy is transporting their forces. They need to be destroyed or chased out of the Valley. Then, we need to secure the perimeter…" 
 
    The King impatiently waved his tail, raising a tsunami of sand. "I smell them…Lots of warm meat, spiced up with delicate magic spells…Yes, I want this…I will do it...And you’ve chosen the right place. You could build a Minor Well of Power here. Stones of Power! I’ve decided; we’ll lay the first hatch here!" 
 
    I chuckled. What a cunning fella… 
 
    "We’ll discuss it later. The enemy won’t wait. More of them are coming. My warriors will help you." 
 
    The Basilisk glanced over the demons who had turned pale and the rapturously joyful yet frightened dwarves. I chuckled. "Warriors…Dust under your feet…Let the best ones be released into this world!" I turned to the ogre carriers. "Over there, further off, put the eggs down and hurry back. Move it!" 
 
    The short-legged but quick ogres ran to where I showed them. The King of Kings was impatiently knocking off the tops of surrounding hills. 
 
    "Fear me!" I cried out as if hit by a grenade. 
 
    "Raaaawr!!!" A few giant throats roared triumphantly as they bowed before their King. 
 
    Catching the Ancient Basilisk’s stare, I silently pointed to the Lightsider camp illuminated with magic. 
 
    The basilisk turned his truck-sized head away contemptuously, growled something that was either an order or some swear words, then wheeled around with the gracefulness of a Yamato-class battleship and slowly, covering about a 150 feet in a step, headed toward the enemy with his escort of Wild Basilisks. 
 
    The battle group of ancient creatures obscured the horizon and the rising sun. The monsters moved away far enough so that one could make out the King’s crown without having to stare up into the sky. 
 
    Wait…Genzilla…Gena the Crocodile? Great job, kids! 
 
    I heard a branch snap nearby. Spinning around, I saw the astonished White Winnie, his mouth wide open, his Hero star shining on his chest. Blinking as if making sure that he wasn’t seeing things, he started diving into microportals with bullet speed as he tried to catch up with his relative. 
 
    Boy, are the Lightkittens gonna get it now! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The King of Kings ran into trouble. 
 
    Having had no equally powerful enemies in his past life, he snorted disdainfully at the tiny creatures darting to and fro beneath his feet, then came at the uncoiling invasion army like a well borer. 
 
    At first, the Valley shook with the triumphant roar of a hungry monster who had found several kilotons of dainty grub. The multitude of glittering artifacts and power sources sure looked tempting. Yummy! 
 
    Know yer place, squirts! The lords of the Frontier deserts are here to get what they want! 
 
    The local wildlife quickly made for the heart of the Valley. Even the mutants tied to permanent coordinates in their camp were actively packing their scarce belongings and preparing to run for it. 
 
    The first retaliatory hit of the twenty-thousand-strong enemy army put the basilisks on their asses, drawing an awful cry of rage from them. All in all, the basilisks’ attitudes quickly changed as the enemy put up more and more resistance. They went from bewilderment to pain to apprehension to panic. 
 
    The astral world buzzed from the strain. The beings that could hear the chime of its strings pricked up their ears. 
 
    I didn’t wait for the basilisks to cry for help. I spat in irritation, then waved my hand in the direction of the battle sounds. "Charge!" 
 
    I had done my part as the big leader. The order traveled from top to bottom, and the individual squads and platoons each maneuvered accordingly. Every soldier knew what to do. 
 
    The fan-shaped formation of rangers shot forward, clearing the “fog of war” by sending the first bits of info to the staff officers’ interfaces for analysis. 
 
    The wizards sprang into action, sowing the potential battlefield with temporary portal markers. This was an on-going process made mandatory by the new regulation; no matter where we picked a fight with the enemy, the wizards’ first priority was to circle the battle grounds, constantly retrieving coordinates. 
 
    Instantly the first close engagements flared up. The wizes ran into enemy ranks who were also busy mapping and marking the territory. 
 
    The square formations of dwarf hirds bristled with iron slowly picked up speed. The ground shook as three thousand steel-clad warriors pounded along the path. 
 
    The alliance’s buffers and clerics followed them as the dwarves didn’t have many wizards of their own. Forty-pound hammers and brutal-looking pole axes stood high in their esteem, but not the carved staffs of casters. 
 
    The dwarven military art was comparable to a sledgehammer. It was a deadly instrument, but not versatile enough to suit a broad range of situations. 
 
    And boy, were they short on archers! True, a few lone arrows are still deadly, but they never make much of a difference. 
 
    Dwarves obviously had no horsemen to speak of either. Their only wizards were a few pathetic ritualists, useless albeit talented artifact makers, and a handful of elementalists. 
 
    That’s why no one’s ever heard of dwarves seizing world supremacy… 
 
    Our right flank disappeared behind clouds of dust as the speedy demons passed the other warriors, intent on gaining superiority in battle by conducting an unexpected maneuver. 
 
    Buncha pragmatists. They had no shame, just pure rationalism and one single goal in mind; to score more frags while becoming just a little bit stronger at others’ expense. 
 
    "Airforce approaching!" the guidance officer reported. "Aircraft 01 is loaded with flechettes. Ten thousand units, external suspension. Aircrafts 02 and 03 are half-loaded, 5K each. Ninety seconds till they reach the attack course." 
 
    Terrific! It was about time we tested the mithril eaters in battle. We could buy a personal nano-cluster with the money we spent on them, so it was about time we put them to use. 
 
    Pulling out a "summon mount" scroll, I blew the bone horn, but my hope was faint. During his thirty years of imprisonment, Hummungus developed a strong will. He was now obviously on vacation as he ignored me completely. The funniest thing was that Eric’s beer-bellied LAV had also run away. No one knew what forests the gruesome twosome were hiding in now… 
 
    I waved to the golem driver who was guarding the golem staff. He understood. Swiftly wheeling the golem around on one foot, he made it run up to me. 
 
    I jumped up on the back platform, grabbing on to the manually welded irons, then knocked on the fanmade parody of an earpiece. Let’s move! 
 
    Ripping out clods of soil as its spiked soles dug into the ground, the golem darted off. I recalled the sad eyes of the ex-tankmen from the Veterans. I swear, had I but beckoned, they’d have run away from General Frag. 
 
    Once a tankman, always a tankman. It’s just like being a pilot. It’s not a job, it’s a state of mind. One could not even begin to understand what happens in a tankman’s soul when the low rumble of magic engines reaches his ears, and when the smell of dwarven oil fills his nostrils. His heart stops whenever he gazes upon a several-ton steel machine so easily forcing its way through an enemy trench. 
 
    The thunder of battle was quickly growing louder. The clanging of metal became its own separate, frightening soundtrack. Flashes of magic blinded the fighters. The glow of colorful flames made it seem like a fireworks factory had suddenly caught fire. The dark clouds of acid forced our throats contract by reflex, causing sickness and fits of coughing. 
 
    Suddenly a basilisk gave a cry of rage and pain that drowned out all other noises: "Raaaawr!" 
 
    "Come on, bro, faster!" I cried to the golem driver, hearing the despair in the mighty basilisk’s voice. 
 
    The golem reached the summit of a sand dune and came to a halt. I flew head-first into the robot’s armored back. My helmet absorbed most of the shock, but its edge cut my forehead. I didn’t have time to complain though. I studied the battlefield with wide eyes. 
 
    The fearsome basilisks were getting their butts kicked. The Lightsiders turned out to be well-prepared. They were in their best shape and had already managed to bring out about 20,000 warriors. Plus, new soldiers kept pouring out of the dozen open portals like minced meat out of a meatgrinder. 
 
    The enemy army seemed even bigger because of its diverse pets, summoned spirits, familiars, and mounts. They had not yet brought out any siege machinery, however. We had given their machines a good beating. Yet I did not doubt for a second that there was a long line of wagons with machine parts forming behind the invasion army. 
 
    A Wild Basilisk hit the ground. They’d managed to break his legs and force his HP down into the red. Thousands of warriors clung to the struggling body like ants, attacking it with steel and magic. 
 
    Of course, had this happened in the real world, no one would have cut through a basilisk’s scales with their tiny toothpicks of swords. Every scale was the size and strength of a tank’s armored hatch. 
 
    But AlterWorld could hardly overcome the algorithms imposed on it, forced to cater to the greedy little humans. Weapon damage got multiplied by the strength modifiers, while the armor and physical resistance values of the target decreased, changing the chances of crits and injuries. 
 
    Whack! Ordinary steel busted through sixteen inches of chitin, making the astonished monster’s HP drop even lower. 
 
    Not far from me, the remaining two basilisks were backing up; the King and the Wild Basilisk who was shielding the former with his body. Even though they were losing, the beasts were still impressive given their size, strength and noble grandeur. 
 
    The King swatted his tail. Like a giant scythe it cut down a thousand warriors trying to clamber up the giant body. It seemed as though the King could just keep doing that one move to win. But…the game, the damn game…Every weapon and special ability had a well-balanced attack or recharge speed. A rollback timer must have popped up somewhere in the basilisk’s interface, preventing him from using his deadly tail several times in a row. 
 
    The path of the retreating basilisks was paved with gravestones. But no amount of savage fury could outweigh hundreds of crossbow bolts fired in one volley. Swarms of tiny beings equipped with sharp magic steel hung on the scaly hides and dealt blow after blow… 
 
    The monsters’ greenish skin would have already turned scarlet if the basilisks hadn’t been covered with soot and weren’t on fire in several spots. 
 
    Thousands of casters pumped out entire sequences of spells that got mixed up with each other, then brought them down on the bodies of the basilisks who had overestimated their own strength. This whirlwind of magic gave rise to many new spells, but most of them went unnoticed, except for those moments when a wizard got torn apart by a poorly-devised incantation. 
 
    Giant asteroids fell from the sky, tearing chunks of scales right off the monsters’ bodies. Some wizards burned up all of their mana in one go, casting very potent spells. It was a wise move given the current stage of battle. 
 
    The fallen Wild Basilisk was getting finished off. He lifted up his bloody head with difficulty and gave a sorrowful howl, saying goodbye to his fellow monsters. One of them replied with a desperate cry and wanted to run to the rescue, but his sense of duty and the King’s stern growl made him change his mind. 
 
    The giant lizards were retreating again, proving one simple truth; tanks without an infantry cover are nothing more than a future mass grave. 
 
    The crown-bearing basilisk looked back and noticed me standing on top of the hill. His giant eye lit up with hope. 
 
    Having learned my lesson through bitter experiences with the gods, I decided not to make the King indebted to me. Influential beings couldn’t tolerate owing somebody. To avoid this sticky situation, I strained my mind and asked him telepathically: "Allow me to join you in battle. The blades of my warriors have grown rusty and need to be oiled with blood." 
 
    The King blinked in astonishment. He must have been expecting me to start pressing him with all sorts of demands before I’d rescue his royal hide. 
 
    "I allow you to join me," came his hoarse and not so arrogant reply. "Thank…you…" 
 
    I nodded, then selected the Wild Basilisk in his death throes as he continued to fight for his life, and activated "Help of the Fallen One." 
 
    Yanked back from beyond the grave, the basilisk gave a triumphant roar. He jumped to his feet and shook himself off like a wet dog, throwing off hundreds of angry ants. 
 
    His ability timers had reached zero very opportunely. The Wild Basilisk now fought at maximum capacity as he employed all the combos he knew, avenging his minutes of weakness and slaughtering everyone within his reach. 
 
    Meanwhile, the skies groaned in protest, sounding awfully like the distorted voice of the Fallen One. The world flickered. The Fallen One, doubled over in pain, tumbled out of a spatial fold. 
 
    Catching my stare, he signaled to me that he did not want help. The god looked with both irritation and respect upon the Wild lizard he had restored with his own power. He then disappeared in the astral world, slamming the virtual door behind him. 
 
    I guessed that this ability was no freebie. It was really tied to Fall and drew HP straight from his divine might. I decided to be more careful so as not to run the Head of the Pantheon off his feet at the most crucial moment. 
 
    I turned to the portal caster accompanying me and forwarded him the file containing the coordinates of the hatches of Basilisk eggs. "Take some mules to these spots! Collect all eggs, then come back!" I told him, then turned to the King, yelling telepathically: "Form a ring! Get into a ring! Minimize your area of physical contact with the enemy! Retreat to the top of the dune!" 
 
    The King of Kings heard me, although probably didn’t understand the purpose of the suggested maneuver. Nevertheless, he took my advice. The three terrestrial battleships positioned themselves closer together, backing up toward the dune. 
 
    The game conventions could be exploited in many ways. Whose fault was it that crossbows dealt damage only within fifty steps, while most spells had a range of only thirty-forty steps? 
 
    How many enemies would fit inside a circle with a 150-foot radius? Pi ‘r’ squared? Where Pi was more like ‘Die’ because the monster lizard could certainly reach anyone within that range. 
 
    Anyway, whatever that number came out to be, it was certainly less than 20,000. Or even 15,000 at that point; the runway studded with gravestones sure was impressive. 
 
    Damn, how do we win this?! 
 
    The battlefield froze in a brief maintenance pause. The enemy licked their wounds, hurriedly resurrected their fallen warriors and tried to figure out how in the world had the dissected basilisk suddenly come back to life. Some even insisted that they had seen a dozen artifacts glowing in its guts. 
 
    Huge Lightsider detachments patrolled the front, swiftly forming covering forces whenever they saw dwarves and demons approaching. 
 
    We clearly couldn’t cover all of our weak points from the enemy stealthers. The bastards hid by burying themselves in the sand and counted our warriors. 
 
    On the other hand, the invasion forces had been pulled apart. They had used up several abilities along with mana, and postmortal debuffs were rampant among the resurrected warriors. 
 
    The dune shook, making sand trickle down its slopes. The dwarf detachment was in the homestretch. 
 
    I adjusted their course on the tactical map, redirecting them to help the basilisks get away from enemy formations. To trap the enemy between the hammer and the anvil was as ancient of a method as female cunningess. And just as effective. 
 
    Boom! The clatter and splatter of crushed flesh drowned out other noises for an instant. A frontal attack by a dwarf formation is a fearsome weapon. Well over a million pounds of steel and flesh hit our foe like one gigantic fist. 
 
    All of the more valuable yet helpless classes of fighters in the enemy’s front line got trampled into the ground: archers, clerics, and fragile casters. 
 
    The dwarves kept their positions, synchronously swinging their pole axes, then stepping forward and lifting up their shields. It was a cycle; a thousand axes would glimmer in the sun, and…Hit! Shields up, step forward, hit! 
 
    Their beards were tucked into their belts. Their eyes shone with joy. Ancient family hymns erupted from their armored throats. Their lives have not been in vain; now they will all have something to tell their children as they sit at their fireplaces with a mug of dark beer. 
 
    Behind them, healers ran to and fro and cussed; these unlucky guys happened to be two heads taller than their wards and caught all the arrows as they drew the attention of enemy archers. 
 
    The basilisks also picked up their pace as they took heart after sighting unexpected reinforcements. Our blood boiled as we watched hundreds of ceramic statues cover the dune. Some enemies were a bit luckier; they fell under the breath of the King himself. Instead of the trivial red clay, their bodies turned into royal marble. 
 
    But the lizards didn’t get carried away this time. They were less aggressive, limiting their attacks to brief lunges. One Wild Basilisk stayed behind the others; his HP had dropped into the orange sector once again, and the ancient monster did what had to be done; he was watching his own ass as well as covering the King’s. 
 
    We could get comfortable for about a minute. After that, the thousands of enemies that had been left behind would recover, get new orders, and hit the dwarves from the rear, turning the highly maneuverable formations into a messy sandwich of clashing forces. Tactics would no longer matter; numerical superiority would decide the winner. 
 
    Aw, screw it! I decided. We’ll be the top bun on this hotdog! We’d throw on layer after layer of mustard, trapping the enemy between two fires. 
 
    I turned the demons around. They’d strike the enemy infantry whose steel was reaching for the defenseless backs of my dwarves. Unfortunately, I could not make the dwarves look both ways at once. They could move only in one direction; forward. Such was the way of this shaft-sinking and tunnelling force… 
 
    I looked at the battlefield. The geometry of our formations was ruined; the enemy finally saw the real threat. The seven-thousand-strong horde charged at us with loud cries, intent on overwhelming and crushing us. They could already see themselves happily splitting up the artifacts from the basilisk’s guts and finally raiding the First Temple. 
 
    The demons were already fighting, sealing off the multi-layered hamburger of warrior ranks. The 300-level creatures of hell took many lives. I remembered that we usually needed fifty warriors per every Inferno fighter. Therefore, sending two hundred demons to deal with a thousand Lightsies was in no way an act of despair, but a good decision. 
 
    The two armies were successfully slaughtering each other. The enemy lost XP, leaving graves on foreign territory and losing about five warriors per every one of ours they killed. We could count on a pyrrhic victory. 
 
    But how could we deflect the second wave? I thought. The portals were supplying the enemy with fresh batches of cannon fodder non-stop… 
 
    I said into the staff chat: "Get three thousand warriors off Tianlong’s walls and send them over to me!" 
 
    I had to wait for an answer way too long, but it finally came: "Sir! The Lightsiders are preparing an attack on Tianlong! At least 30-40k! Please confirm your order. If we send you warriors, we’ll likely lose the castle." 
 
    That sucked…It was exactly as I feared; we now had more than one sector to defend. But we didn’t have the resources to fight on two fronts at once. 
 
    "As you were! Hang in there, boys. We’ll try to handle this without outside help. The Fallen One’s with us!" 
 
    What a disaster…Now we needed to win more time until the messenger I had sent to get the rest of the basilisk eggs came back. If my NPCs get slaughtered, how would I look Asmodeus or the dwarf elders in the eye ever again? To lose a whole army in the first battle was not an option. 
 
    I twirled the summoning ring in my fingers, wondering if this was indeed X-Hour. I felt so nervous I got hiccups. I was wary of inviting Asmodeus into our reality. 
 
    We can do this without demonic help! I was raised by greedy pigs and I had fifty secrets. I decided to scrape the bottom of the barrel and turned to plan “Micro-disaster.” It involved a twofold reduction of the number of guards, the observation post staff, and external watchmen. I called back the diversion groups and told the second rank warriors (levels 100 and up) to get ready. 
 
    In ten minutes I would have a detachment of a so-so fighting efficiency, two thousand sentient beings total. Citizen soldiers, to put things bluntly. Little more than greasing for enemy blades. Clearly this wasn’t enough… 
 
    I sighed and opened another secret moneybox. I had to pay for this one. I pulled up the First Temple hire interface through my amulet, then chose the Dark Paladin profile created long ago. 
 
    It was an explosive mixture of a warrior and a healer. It had no mana though. All of its pseudo magic acts were tied to abilities. Most of its healing came from damage dealt to enemies. The paladin could also take on someone else’s damage, or, what was even more hardcore, he could give his HP to cure an ally. Or even his life, thus resurrecting his comrade and taking his place in the Great Nothingess. The darksiders are a diverse people… 
 
    Four hundred warriors, level 210. That’s all the First Temple could allot us. That and a double price for leaving the walls. 
 
    My greedy pig was in tears, Durin was loading wheelbarrows with gold, and I was grinding my teeth. 
 
    The fifteen-minute summoning timer started ticking. I switched to the Super Nova interface. Things there were pretty bad there; too many hire points were allotted for staff, ear-choppers, artillery, and outpost defense trolls. 
 
    Most of the girls from the House of Pleasures, the charismatic janitor goblins, and the inconspicuous servants were probably perma. Most of my clan mates had already learned the basic behavioral rules that led to NPC digitizing. Nobody was squeamish about drinking with a simpleton loader-ogre, shaking hands with a gardener and asking him about his day, or giving a quiet guardsman a throwing knife as a present. 
 
    But I did not risk cancelling the contracts. Per the general agreement, we could terminate contracts only once a year, on May 6th, on St. George’s Day. 
 
    So I couldn’t get much from the Super Nova; two hundred she-elves only. The boys would like that, if the newly hired Drow beauties survived the upcoming battle, that is… 
 
    In fifteen minutes, the group of paladins and wizard slayers would appear on the battlefield, to become yet another bloody dressing on the salad of gore. But we had to survive till then on our own… 
 
    By the way, the e-guide How to Train the Ideal Girl was already circulating in the clan. Oddly enough, its technique worked. The goal was to change the childishly naïve NPC by making it go through routine situations until it reacted the way you wanted it to. Home meant comfort. Hubsand meant leader. Yelling was not allowed. Sex was not to be refused. 
 
    It was easy to guess what most men had in mind. The guide quickly grew into something more than a down-to-earth collection of rules and recommendations. The complex questionnaire tried to make the user reveal the ideal reactions of his future bride; What do you want? An obedient housewife that turns into a sex machine in bed? We have taken your order, please wait while the analyzer works on it. 
 
    Based on the answers provided, the guide returned a long list of movies, music, books, and places, all of which could shape an NPC. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose, but stayed away from the educational work process for now. On one hand, programming a character felt kinda rotten. Something just wasn’t right about it… 
 
    On the other hand, to reform the character of a Drow by making her watch a hundred movies? Hm…Didn’t seem feasible. It seemed to me like the girls were just toying around with their boyfriends like some re-recruited spies. Hell knows whose side they were really on… 
 
    The girls would get into groups to have a laugh about something as they polished their nails with their blades. Then the proud husband would show up, showing off his freebie biceps and broad shoulders, saying: "Honey, time to go home! I got new bedsheets trimmed with lace from the best seamstress. FYI, the thread is made from Passion Flowers, and the Indefatigability and Heightened Sensitivity spells have been applied to it." 
 
    His ear-chopper girlfriend would give him an admiring glance, drop her eyes modestly, and, with a secret wink to her girlfriends, would follow her hero. 
 
    "Air!" came the hysterical yet happy cry, distracting me from irrelevant  thoughts. 
 
    My reflexes failed me; instead of diving into the nearest trench for cover, I blinked and looked around. I was lucky that time; three dragons went into a power dive from the East side, aiming for the approaching enemy lines. It was Vertebra along with Draky and Craky, who had grown to be the size of trucks. 
 
    I missed the moment when the dragons opened the containers they were carrying. But the steel rain of heavy faceted arrows was impossible to miss. For the first time since World War One, flechettes were back on the battlefield. 
 
    Unfortunately, they were amateurish, randomly built crossbow bolts. They did not deal a lot of damage. On the contrary, because they were too heavy, their stats were low, which surely made their creators pull faces. We hoped their numbers would make up for the low stats and that the sudden attack from the sky would shock the enemy. 
 
    We hit good, but not without some losses. Five to seven percent of damage turned out to be friendly fire. Some of ours just happened to be in the way. 
 
    Sadly, the dragons were not part of the raid, so everyone got their share; both the innocent and the guilty. The bolts lashed against the staff officers’ armor, then hammered on the dwarves with a ringing sound, then poured over the approaching enemy hordes. 
 
    Very few got killed, but at least a third got injured. In theory, a flechette would pierce a rider along with a horse. But in our reality, the survivability of the top warriors rivaled that of the famous cat from Tom & Jerry. You had to hit them hard, repeatedly, and be remarkably creative with your attacks too. 
 
    Before my very eyes a sharp bolt pierced an enemy werebear, entering the back of its head, coming out of its lower jaw and sinking into its sharp-clawed paw. 
 
    You’d expect it to drop dead. But no way! Minus 6 percent HP, a slight limp and nothing more… 
 
    I wondered what the survivability of such a player might be in the real world? A gun wouldn’t work; it would probably just pump the bear’s fat full of lead at best. A machine gun? Hm…In kilojoules, a flechette dealt more damage than a bullet. That meant that it would take a whole magazine to bring down a bear like this. And it was crucial to hit vulnerable areas. Wow… 
 
    We had long ago discovered the Grumbler’s – Lazar’s – secondary interest. He was digging up information on anomalies and portals that could lift the veil between the worlds, tenacious like a hound tracking its prey. 
 
    The world’s most democratic country had already seen some success in this matter, while we still hadn’t gotten anywhere, sadly. And not just in AlterWorld, but on Eva 4 as well… 
 
    The enemy no longer kept in step, raised a racket in confusion, then scattered in fear at the sight of the dragons repeating their maneuver. 
 
    Damn! Blank fire!…Wait, not really. Vertebra breathed out a Cloud of Ashes, drawing hysterical cries from the Lightsiders. Enemy weapons and ammo rusted and got covered with rotten holes before their very eyes. What a hit! I recalled the basilisks having a similar ability. 
 
    What if the invasion army came home in nothing but dirty undies? They’d sit on the steps of the Sun God’s temples with handwritten signs: "Help buy gear!" That would have been nice. 
 
    A wave of terror passed over the horde, making one of the enemy werewolves turn gray right before my eyes. Then, our dragons plucked a dozen unlucky warriors from the panicking ranks and flew off, having sustained quite a few holes because of the enemy archers and wizards. 
 
    There would be no third run, it seemed. The loner mega-monsters never fought against hordes of several thousands. 
 
    The enemies’ spirits rose again. Their incessantly arriving reinforcements pushed the warriors forward, and the Lightsiders charged again. The approaching army sent a thousand warriors off to the side to create a formation that would sweep my staff officers off the hill. 
 
    My trolls and she-elves formed a thin line. Snowie spat on his palms, scooped up some sand and whipped out his mithril club. 
 
    I reached for my staff, but noticed the officers around me flinch. The artifact’s aura must have been really unpleasant. I better wait… 
 
    But then…We were few. Too few. 
 
    Someone sniffed the air nearby. Looking to the side, I noticed the dishevelled Winnie with a black eye. The little critter was wiping its nose with its furry paw and looking sulkily at the approaching Lightsters. 
 
    I asked ingratiatingly: "Winnie, domeone needs to go get help, what’d’ya say?" 
 
    Winnie eyeballed me, then looked at the enemy and nodded with displeasure. Obeying my request meant missing a great fight. 
 
    The clap of his long range portal nearly made me deaf in the left ear, but I smiled nonetheless. Winnie would not let us down. 
 
    The troll next to me lifted up his shield. The next moment, hundreds of enemy arrows began hammering on our bodies. The Lightsiders had gotten close enough, and were now within their aimed fire range. 
 
    Another ten seconds, and the enemy wizards would turn the top of our hill into an active volcano crater. They wouldn’t even have to draw near;being outnumbered twenty to one was not something that shields could fix. 
 
    "Charge! Stick together!" I cried. 
 
    This was stating the obvious. I was the center of our micro universe, and the guards were like celestial bodies crowded around me. 
 
    Honestly, we should have fled by portals. But I knew there was a chance of taking a thousand enemies off the main army. Yes, I was looking for a fight. I did not seek to be a non-fighting general. I have not had enough yet. For my home, for the right cause! 
 
    The deafening noise of battle, the rage of tens of thousand of people slaughtering each other; all of it was intoxicating, bereaving the mind of prudence. The young world perceived everything in lurid colors and resonated with the strong emotions of the sentient. This was not the ancient, nonchalant Earth where you could instantly destroy millions of lives with a nuclear explosion, and the planet would remain indifferent, wouldn’t even cough up a puny storm… 
 
    Boom! The trolls on the outside of our formation disappeared in the sea of enemies. We managed to bring down the first ten of their lines before they closed ranks around us, cuting us off from the outside world and dooming us to fight surrounded. 
 
    A minute passed. We were pulled apart, seized by the arms, pushed to the ground and buried underneath the bodies of the enemies. The trolls fought like bears against a pack of dogs. Their hide was in shreds, their blood loss so immense that their fingers became numb with cold, making it difficult to hold their weapons. Their muscles and tendons torn, their legs gave way under the weight of the enemies dangling from their backs. 
 
    Another minute passed. The triumphant cries of Lightsters and the silencing of the trolls’ battle song meant one thing; Snowie had fallen…My heart was wrung with pain, making me gasp for air. I had never lost the loyal albino before. When will he be resurrected, and how am I to look Bomba in the eye? 
 
    The third minute began. The elite she-elves worked miracles. The demon combat school was perfect for the close medieval fight. With every brief “Ha!” a Drow’s invisible wing would bust an opening in the enemy ranks, scattering them along with fountains of bloody sand. Jedi girls… 
 
    It must have been a spectacular sight from a bird’s eye view; our ridiculously small defensive circle letting out dozens of scarlet rays. The next instant, we found ourselves with a bit more room as the enemy army shrank back. 
 
    I took advantage of the unexpected pause. My greedy pig in golden armor was no longer stingy; it handed me one of the Soul Stones that I had taken off the bodies of fallen seraphims. 
 
    My cast failed several times because of the pressure of all the spells hanging over my head. But I finally managed to raise the menacing level-350 pet. 
 
    It was time for a surprise. I activated Splitting and got a full platoon of six-winged fallen angels, may the gods of the old Earth forgive me! 
 
    The enemy army swung at us again like a pendulum, ramming the line of the sparse she-elves. They piled on the ear-choppers, crushed them with steel, choked them with magic and overran them. Till we meet again, girls… 
 
    My pets rushed in all directions in response to the damage I received. The colorful magic cloud hanging over me ate away my flesh, and the seraphims tried to reach the enemy casters. Other enemies intercepted them, drawing the aggro to themselves. Within a minute, the chaos of the fight dragged the angels deep into the enemy column. 
 
    I was left alone. The demon staff was already in my hand, sucking the life out of everyone within ten paces of me and making them writhe with pain. With so few assailants, the inflow of HP my staff stole made me nearly immortal. 
 
    I opened my soul and charged, insane laughter erupting from my throat. I stretched time and tried to save my strength, taking abrupt steps as I danced amidst enemy blades and rendered enemies disabled. Crack, goes an arm, snap, goodbye, leg… 
 
    I used my Faith Points to heal enemy wounds on the go, cauterizing stumps and stopping bloodloss. It had no intention of stupidly ruining others’ avatars with my adamant, leaving them with a permanent debuff. No, I needed mutilated victims of war scattered on the parvis of the Sun God’s Temple. Let the one-armed and one-legged veterans strike fear into the youth for thousands of years to come, revealing the horrors that befall anyone who fights against the East. 
 
    I left a trail of screaming and sluggishly stirring bodies with missing limbs. Whoever will come to us with a sword, from a sword will perish. 
 
    I began to feel tired, sinking in the growing lines of resistance. The density of magic over my lonely figure was staggering. The thick rain of arrows met with the immunity I’d gotten from the Sun God’s blood. 
 
    They had already figured out who I was. The big-brained enemy leaders changed the vector of the main attack and activated filters in their battle chats. They kept coming at me, unaware of what we had in store for them. 
 
    My instinct of self-preservation failed me. I was spent. I slowed down, overheated and overweighted with the loot that had fallen into my bag. Was it time to meet with Lloth? 
 
    A portal snapped open and the White Winnie appeared next to me. There were claw marks on his face. He was clutching lumps of black fur in his shaking paws. 
 
    Winnie was being chased; two portals opened nearby and two giant furious beasts jumped out onto the sand, looking around in search of the big-eared troublemaker. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile: "Bagheera, Tigress! I am so glad to see you guys!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tigress heard me and turned her giant head toward me. She shut her eyes in disbelief, then let out a sob just like a human and ran over to me. 
 
    The pet, who’d grown to be the size of a draft horse, poked her head into my chest, leaving a large print of a cat’s muzzle on my armor, then began avidly licking my face with her coarse, hot tongue. 
 
    The enemies froze for a second; the monsters instilled fear. 
 
    Bagheera looked at me jealously with one eye, while his other eye threateningly surveyed the aggressive enemy horde. His mighty paws scraped the stones, drawing sparks. His fangs, glistening like swords, looked unbelievably huge and sharp. 
 
    "Enough, enough already! You’ll lick me to death…I love you too! Man, have you fattened up! I bet your muzzle won’t even fit into a barrel now!" 
 
    Despite being broad as an ox and having three-foot-wide biceps, I could barely push away the giant muzzle. This kitty the size of a cave bear could have made the hound of Baskervilles piss itself. 
 
    "Tigress, I’m in a bit of a situation here, think you can help? They’re really giving us a hard time." 
 
    As if affirming this, the enemies came to their senses; we heard bow strings snapping. The hail of arrows hit us hard, blood spurting everywhere. 
 
    The cats roared in indignation. Tigress rolled on the ground, breaking off the feathered tips of the arrows stuck in her luxuriant hide. She then jumped up and in a few leaps reached the enemy lines which were closing in around us. 
 
    It took Tigress only an instant to bring down the solid formation. It looked like a spiked race car had crashed into the audience. Jets of blood spurted in all directions. Chunks of meat, armor, and broken weapons went flying. 
 
    Tigress’ status bar appeared in its proper place in the corner of my interface as if to remind my distrustful mind that this machine of death was indeed my pet. My overload bar turned a disturbing red, and I collapsed on the ground. Just like the good old times, Tigress once again came to my aid. 
 
    Bagheera trusted his girlfriend. Instead of following her, he turned around to deal with the other half of the enemy ring. 
 
    His DpS was clearly lower than that of the cheater sabretoothed tigress. But I remembered his main weapon, and waited impatiently until the Lightsiders would pump him full of steel. 
 
    Done, three quarters HP! The battered, furious beast stopped for a second, looked up at the sky and howled, summoning help. 
 
    Clap! Clap! Clap! The booming echo of the portals indicated that his ability had worked just right; Bagheera, the Black Death, the immortal guard of the Deserted Temple, summoned monsters from the Lost City. They were a small crowd; about fifty beasts of level 350. Mwuahaha! 
 
    They weren’t a challenge for an army of twenty thousand. But would the enemy stay at twenty thousand? 
 
    Another minute of fighting. Cries of rage and fear came from everywhere. The kitty’s HP meter went down by a quarter, turning from green to yellow. 
 
    Bagheera gave a commanding howl again. This time two hundred monsters responded to his call. Now the Lightsiders were taken aback. 
 
    No one had ever tried to carry out three consecutive wave attacks. The Chinese usually stopped after the second, choked on their bloody tears and dropped dead. 
 
    But the Light invasion army had every opportunity to become the pioneer of the triple wave tactic; they were just so many. Reinforcements kept pouring out of the portals. The leaders weren’t stupid, and their supply reserves could make any army painfully jealous. 
 
    Clap! Tigress, heavily beaten yet quite happy looking, appeared next to me. She reminded me of a zombie; normally animals with holes that large in them don’t survive. But by the looks of things, this feline was far from dying. She sat down on the sand and started licking her numerous wounds. 
 
    Her opponents did the same. They reconfigured their buffs and changed equipment in a hurry. Very few were wounded. The uncategorized monster meant business and rarely left survivors. Most of her hits resulted in so much damage that everyone within her reach fell dead. 
 
    I tried to help Tigress by using the Healing scrolls I had on me. But it was like slapping band-aids on a whale. The tigress had the HP bar of an armored train and my treatment was about as helpful as stuffing bullet holes with silly putty. It had a purely visual effect. 
 
    The feline handled everything herself. Her coarse tongue flashed incessantly, making the scarlet holes in her luxuriant fur quickly disappear. 
 
    The enemy was not happy about having to deal with her again. The Light leaders, cursing and shoving, ordered their warriors to attack one more time. 
 
    They formed a wall of shields that approached us slowly like a constantly jamming mechanism. The leaders of the independent clans were not eager to engage in a fight with the mega-boss. They would acquire neither fame nor loot, only lose XP points and money. A minute of slaughter, and the Light warriors would find themselves in the yard of their home castle. It’s called went for wool and came home shorn. 
 
    A leader making such moves can expect his warriors to abandon him. After all, these people came here to beat up the bearded, barbaric Slavs, to have fun and to make a few bucks. They were already upset over the four-hour wait as it were. It took some serious diplomacy and logistics genius to assemble the hundred anarchist gangs into a single, well-ordered formation. 
 
    Tigress stopped licking her wounds and cast a heavy gaze upon the nearing enemy. They shuddered. 
 
    The feline gave a terrifying growl, making the attackers draw back sharply. She then spit out a hairball. 
 
    The enemy’s rear lines cut off all escape paths, so the front ones started walking forward again. Tigress heaved a weary sigh and came at them. 
 
    I sat still as a broody hen. Six tons of loot had rooted me to the spot. If I tried to leave it, my greedy pig would cut me open and burst out of me like those fetuses from Alien vs. Predator. Leaving by portal wouldn’t save me, plus my kitties wouldn't understand... 
 
    The fierce battle continued on all fronts. The enemy concentrated on the remaining basilisk and managed to make his HP plummet to a critical 3 percent. The Wild lizard backed off once again, unwilling to dissolve in the Great Nothingness. 
 
    With a deafening howl, he used a last chance ability; the monster’s body became immured into a wall of basalt, acquiring outrageous armor stats that neared absolute invincibility. The basilisk froze and towered over the sands like a majestic Sphynx, ignoring damage and regenerating infinitely slowly. 
 
    His brothers were furious. That ability must have had a dark side. The two remaining lizards began a counterattack. The surviving dwarves and demons, all in a frenzy of war, promptly joined in. 
 
    The enemy employed the same mass attack tactic against Bagheera. The Lightside analysts must have decided that the death of the boss would make the monsters he had summoned disappear. 
 
    Maybe they were right. But once Bagheera’s HP meter turned an alarming orange, the puma gave an imperious summoning growl for the third time. An additional 500 monsters from the Lost City undermined the enemy attack. The amount of gravestones appearing every second was more than the attackers could handle. They started backing up. 
 
    Soon, the wizard I had sent for the unhatched basilisks returned. He was breathless, accompanied by panting mules carrying a dozen eggs. A retreat signal rang out on the battlefield. 
 
    The wizards left by personal portals. The more conscientious ones helped the warriors escape by group portals. Some used teleport scrolls. Two thirds of all survivors managed to escape. 
 
    The rest kept fighting. Some were hoping to snatch some loot from the rich Darksiders. Others were trying to complete quests and get achievements. And there were some who got so carried away by the battle that their personal priorities changed. Their new goal was to kill the Russians. 
 
    Yet others simply couldn’t escape their opponent. In close combat you rarely had five to seven spare seconds for a portal cast. The dummies who had forgotten to bring a portal scroll along were cussing and inscribing personal reminders on the inside of their helmets for the future. 
 
    The Lost City monsters paid no attention to my warriors. But whenever a warrior even so much as sneezed in my direction, he took on the monsters’ aggro instantly. After this happened a few times, the raid party was ordered to refrain from mass spells and debuffs and attack certain points only. 
 
    The twelve new basilisks turned out to be more tolerant of friendly fire. They would shoot daggers with their satellite-dish-sized eyes when they got irritated, but the lizards wouldn’t trample anyone into the sand for a few stray arrows. 
 
    Soon the mercenary unit I had sent for came to our rescue. They started chasing the enemy away. The chase was short. Our monsters made it to the rear of the enemy army and cut the Lights off from their portals. 
 
    The remainder of the invading army – six thousand warriors – were crowded together in a close mass. Our fighters slaughtered them with feeling yet in an orderly manner, prolonging the pleasure by tearing the enemy apart piece by piece. 
 
    The hired Inferno NPCs ignored my order to take the enemy alive. It is easier to steal pork tenderloins from a pack of hungry dogs than to snatch a condemned soul from a demon’s clutches. 
 
    In twenty minutes, it was over. The enemy’s attempt to counterattack through portals left them with more losses. Stuck fighting the basilisks who barred their way like guard dogs, the Lights couldn’t assemble into dense formations. They got worn out pretty quickly. 
 
    Their invasion of the Valley failed. Claps of closing portals were the final sounds of battle. The enemy left, giving up on their attempts to rescue the surrounded and leaving them at the mercy of the Darksiders. 
 
    The spy goblins grinned with pleasure as they made scandalous videos. The last of the resistance faded away. Stealthers and hounds searched the area for enemy rogues. 
 
    This was it. This was our victory. 
 
    I sat on the ground, exhausted. Tigress courteously offered me her silky side, and I lay down, leaning against her. The feline was purring happily. I could tell she was remembering a moment we’d shared during our dungeon expedition. Guess I wasn’t the only one feeling nostalgic for the carefree young life…Fallen One knows how long ago that was. 
 
    Bagheera sat by us, breathing noisily and jealously stirring his whiskers. The tip of his beautiful tail jerked from side to side. 
 
    I rose with a groan and scratched Tigress behind the ears before turning to my inventory. I whistled as I looked through it. "Get the treasurer over here! And mules!" 
 
    I glanced at Bagheera and started digging through my jewelry. Finally I found something I thought was good enough; a fine gold chain with a crazy Strength modifier and an awesome Crit bonus. 
 
    I took it out. The precious metal glistened in the morning sun, drawing the curious felines’ attention. 
 
    Bowing respectfully, I held out the artifact. "Thank you for your help, Bagheera. Please accept my humble gift. An extra hundred strength points might be useful even for you." 
 
    Bagheera looked at Tigress, read something in her eyes and stepped forward, bending down his massive head. 
 
    Good thing that the chain had a buckle. It had clearly been someone’s belt before. Bagheera could wear it only on the neck, like a golden collar glowing with magic. 
 
    He growled contentedly and flexed his claws, crushing a stone beneath his paw. 
 
    "Works, doesn’t it? Great! I have a truckload of goodies here all thanks to you guys!" 
 
    My greedy pig grumbled but had no objections to a fair division of loot: One for you, and a thousand for me. 
 
    Bagheera wasn’t greedy. He was satisfied with four bracelets. I really had to strain my Divine Spark to make them fit his mighty paws. Something told me they weren’t made for pumas. 
 
    I upgraded the bracelets with magic stones while I was at it. The universe gave in and allowed the modification of the already distorted artifacts. But the law of conservation of energy still played its part; the bracelets’ stats now read "for felines only" as if to spite us. 
 
    Tigress gladly accepted some gifts as well. But she chose them herself, digging through the shiny goodies with her enormous paw. She preferred whatever was more beautiful. My greedy pig giggled insidiously and happily slipped her huge useless diamonds and platinum items. 
 
    Bagheera and I exchanged knowing glances and smiled. Women. 
 
    As an extra treat, I used my Gilding ability to make Tigress’ claws look as though they were made of solid gold. Tigress held a paw to her muzzle, flexed her enormous glistening claws flirtatiously and purred with delight. 
 
    Bagheera was growling and pacing impatiently, hinting that the master must have had enough of the high-maintenance pets for one day and that it was time to go. 
 
    Tigress looked at me guiltily, and I sighed. "Leaving? What will I do without you? We’ve won a battle, but not a war. And we were up against only 30,000 warriors this time. Now picture this: about sixty miles from here is an army that’s four times stronger. And I’m running out of trump cards fast. I’m down to the six of trumps." 
 
    I scratched the purring feline behind the ears as I complained of the difficulties of life. It soothed me. My uneasiness faded, and I finally felt the joy of victory to the fullest. 
 
    Having these two mighty felines as my allies felt reassuring. Everything will be okay. 
 
    The dozen basilisks sprawled out on the sand dune close to their mate who had turned himself to stone. They would clearly wait an eternity for him if they had to. This was great news for me; the monsters would keep an eye on the Lightsiders’ teleport zone. 
 
    The remaining demons fraternized with the dwarves. Standing shoulder-to-shoulder in the exhausting battle had brought the different creatures closer together. 
 
    The dwarves offered everyone Dwarven Extra Dry and Old Troll in demijohns wrapped in vines. Our guests from Inferno returned the favor and poured their new friends Volcanic Grog from smoking amphoras. 
 
    NPC losses were terrifyingly high. Only a quarter survived. The composite battalion had turned into a heavily battered crowd. On the bright side, the survivors saw a significant increase in levels. Altogether the dwarves and demons had defeated 5-6K Lights. The profits were decent to say the least: XP points, religious and race achievements, upgraded abilities… 
 
    The Lost City monsters dispersed in different directions within the Valley and were in no hurry to get back. I saw some of them digging holes and appropriating dens like they owned the place. They sniffed the air and looked dreamily at the majestic mountains and forests. 
 
    I turned to Bagheera. "My friend, should you ever need my help, you know where to find me." 
 
    Bagheera nodded majestically and Tigress gave a quiet sob. 
 
    "Don’t lose heart, girl! We’ll see each other soon! Wanna leave me something to remember you by?" 
 
    Tigress gave me a long, pensive look. With a glint of determination in her yellow eyes, she disappeared in a portal. 
 
    I barely had time to raise a brow in surprise before she came back. She held a large cub in her mouth. It had cuddly spotted fur and wide, strong paws. 
 
    Tigress set the cub on the ground and gave it a light push in my direction. Bagheera snapped at her, but she slapped him on the muzzle with her tail. 
 
      
 
    Status alert! A free gift is offered to you. Do you accept? 
 
    Remember that you are responsible for your pets. In the event of a familiar’s death, the owner is penalized with an XP deduction. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t hesitate even for a moment. Genetic engineering was not my strength; I had no idea how a mountain lion and a sabre-toothed tiger could have had a snow leopard cub, but there was no way I could refuse the cub. Surely I said yes. 
 
    The cub gently probed my mind through our newly formed mental connection. Finding that friendship was possible, it huddled up to me. 
 
      
 
    Status alert! You have accepted the Great Gift and Unmanageable Responsibility. 
 
    The cub of two bloodlines is capable of becoming stronger than both its parents. Are you ready to help his power grow? 
 
      
 
    Status alert! New mission available: Acquisition of strength I. 
 
    Become the teacher of your future uncategorized pet, help him reach level 100. 
 
    Reward: undetermined. 
 
    Duration: one month. 
 
    Nonfulfilment fine: loss of familiar. 
 
      
 
    This opportunity made me pause. After quickly picturing the possible outcomes, I decided to accept the quest. 
 
    I would have to level up the cub anyway. The quest would be just an incentive to do it sooner. 
 
    Holding the soft cub to my chest, I waved goodbye to the small pride. "Thank you!" 
 
    The two beasts roared triumphantly. All the monsters within a mile’s radius hid in their burrows. Even the basilisks lifted up their multi-tonn heads in alarm and nervously beat their meaty tails on the ground. 
 
    Clap! Clap! The felines left by portals. I had to resume my duties as clan leader. 
 
    I looked at the mules, then beckoned to the impatient treasurer. It was very difficult for me to open my trade window. It was getting harder and harder to pull it up. Handing an item over physically was much easier. 
 
    But at that moment I was carrying over half a million coins of different value, not to mention other valuables. I couldn’t just hand them over. 
 
    I passed the cash on to the treasurer, then pensively scratched my head. I had about 3K loot items on me. When would I find the time to sort it? I was sure my greedy pig was up to the task, but I didn’t want to go psychotic. 
 
    However, I had heard that a pretty competent piggy now lived in the castle treasury. I decided to let him prove his worth and handle the sorting. 
 
    I transferred the loot to the mules. "Take this to Durin, all of it. We’ll sort it later." I lowered my voice before adding: "If it doesn’t sort itself…" 
 
    I cracked my spine. What’s that proverb? Your own burden doesn't hurt you? Yeah, right! Put 15,000 pounds on your back and try to waltz. I’ll get first row seats for that one. 
 
    The battlefield looked horrific. AlterWorld had not seen such carnage until today. There must have been 20-30 thousand graves out there. Stuff worth tens of millions of dollars. And it would all end up in some backwoods graveyard within the next three hours. 
 
    I could have kicked myself. I walked up to the nearest gravestone with an old English Gothic design and read: 
 
      
 
    Crazy Grizzly. Level 211. 
 
    Time left until teleportation to cemetery: 02:37. 
 
      
 
    I looked her up in the paid database. A she-troll, the main tank of the women-only clan Physis. 
 
    What a terrible life! Not only trapped with other trolls, but getting no male company whatsoever.Clearly a mental case. Or something else. 
 
    I tried to guess the price of the grave as I walked by it, passing my fingers over the rough granite. 
 
    A joyful-looking Orcus fell out of one of the open Super Nova portal arches. "Congrats, Sir!" he said, hugging me. "That was some decent ass whooping! You broke all the laws of logic and game mechanics!" 
 
    I pushed the orc away. What a day! Why’s everybody trying to hug me? I snorted when I saw our pets staring at each other; the rainbow-colored dragon suspiciously eyed the snow leopard that was sneaking up to it. "Tommy, shoo! Friendly troops ahead!" 
 
    "What a beaut!" said Orcus. "Where did you get him? Found a cat egg and hatched him yourself?" 
 
    The ogre mules burst into uproarious laughter. I smiled. "Something like that. But I’m asking you, please don’t touch the local cats. No one wants to hear falsetto mewing!" 
 
    "Why would I do that?! I have Scaly. And you tell those big guys to be quiet, or there won’t be a single tomcat left in the entire Valley by tomorrow! And what’s up with you circling that grave? Remembering your dark necromancer past?" 
 
    "Yeah…" I drawled pensively. "I’m wondering if I should pursue a grave digger career. How much treasure would you say is hidden beneath this stone?" 
 
    Orcus came closer, read the markings and froze up for a second as he looked through the database. "The main tank of a clan of 300…a degenerate lot, but I’d say at least 400K. Gold. More likely – 500K and up." 
 
    "My point exactly." 
 
    I checked my Faith Points, most of which I had spent, and shook my head. They would be of little use in this case. Then I reached for my Divine Spark which I was extremely careful to preserve. Gently stroking the precious flame, I scooped up a handful. My hand began to shine. The original fire sheened my clan mates with light as they stood still, showing respect. 
 
    I clenched my fist, summoned up all my proletarian hate and punched the gravestone. The granite flew to pieces, injuring an ogre mule and drawing a high-pitched cry from him. Pain shot up my arm. My glowing hand grew dimmer. Man, maybe I should’ve learned martial arts! 
 
    I bit my lip and punched the grave three more times. Rubbing my injured wrist, I looked for any signs that I was actually getting somewhere. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I could see my clannies exchanging glances in alarm. They were clearly wondering if I’d been out the sun too long. 
 
    Alas, the world matrix clung to one of the foundation stones of our micro-universe’s magic laws. My efforts yielded but a small crack and a shallow dent. This won’t do. I’m gonna have to use my brains, not brute force! 
 
    I immersed my mind in the Divine Spark and smiled involuntarily, intoxicated by the feeling of omnipotence. The headstone became enmeshed in the invisible net of my willpower. I gave the grave a mighty jerk. 
 
    My heart missed a beat. Blood spurted from my nose and I fell to one knee. The headstone exploded. Shards went flying in all directions. 
 
    "All done!" I said hoarsely, wiping my mouth. What an idiot! The energy I just spent was enough for a miracle of medium proportions. 
 
    What I had done with the grave was a miracle too, but I didn’t find it impressive. One busted headstone wasn’t of any use. I was actually looking for a way to break all the graves on the battlefield at once. 
 
    I rose, approached the pile of broken rock and turned it up it with my foot. Whoa! What’s that? 
 
    I bent down to pick up a pair of giant jackboots from the pile of junk. They had a rhinestone design and stylish stiletto heels. Ha! The mystery she-troll was quite a fashion-conscious girl. 
 
    I shook the loot proudly, but was taken aback by the quiet voice that came from behind: "Max, where my Snowie? Something’s wrong, I feel it in my heart." 
 
    I slowly turned around. Of course… 
 
    Bomba stared at me with teary eyes, filling with fear as she awaited an answer. 
 
    I forced a smile and showed her the boots. "Hey there! Check out these awesome Grinders I got you! Here you go. For your heroism in battle, you are hereby rewarded with these red combat boots!" 
 
    "Thanks," The ex-mercenary skeptically eyed the heels. "Where’s Snowie?" 
 
    I walked over to her and put my hands on her broad shoulders. "Awaiting resurrection…He fought like a hero! I bet his club’s stats are through the roof after all this. He’ll be thrilled when he comes back. Come on, don’t cry! Everything will be all right. He’s not the first, and he won’t be the last. And you don’t need any stress right now:, you’re expecting." 
 
    I felt my back creak painfully as the steel-clad hippo of a lady began to cry on my shoulder. Bomba’s two-thousand-pound frame leaned on me heavily. Her huge dull tears beat against my armor. 
 
    "What if he isn’t reborn?" 
 
    "Then I’ll turn the Great Nothingess upside down until I get Snowie back," I answered without a shadow of a doubt. "Come on, what’s gotten into you? Russians don’t leave anyone behind!" 
 
    Bomba sobbed, somewhat calmer now. "Max, I’ll go home then, okay? I’ll set the table and cook up those damn floury maggots with fish sauce. How he even stomachs that thing, I don’t know." 
 
    I heaved a sigh of relief. "Sure, good idea. If a guy comes home from war and isn’t fed well, that’s just not right. He might leave his forty-year-old mercenary girlfriend for two twenty-year-old ones if he isn’t cared for." 
 
    "Then he’ll part with his head," Bomba said resolutely and broke the seal of her scroll. 
 
    No sooner had her portal snapped shut than our favorite gods came down to the accompaniment thunder. How is this fair? I thought. No one wants to fight, but everyone wants to reap the fruits of victory? 
 
    The Fallen One looked great and shone with happiness. I knew he had received many freebies for the faith that went into this battle. 
 
    Aulë had a greedy look on his face. He was clad in shining armor, clutching his axe. I could only imagine how hard it must have been for Fall to hold back the Father of all dwarves who itched to fight. 
 
    Yavanna looked at the battlefield with compassion as she whispered something silently. I wondered if she was praying or counting the corpses. 
 
    Macaria pursed her lips in disgust, looking at the basilisks with displeasure. Unlucky for me, my snow leopard drew her attention with a meow. 
 
    For the first time in a long while, a true smile lit up her face. "He’s so cute!" Macaria kneeled and reached for the cub. Grabbing him with her power, she dragged the cub closer to her. 
 
    The snow leopard tried to break free, but Macaria passed her fingers through his fur, sticking her nose into it, and laughed happily. "I’m keeping him!" 
 
    I shook my head with a smile. "Forgive me, Great One. This one’s my familiar. He’s a gift from a friend." 
 
    "Knock it off," the goddess replied flippantly. "You can find yourself another one. This one’s mine!" 
 
    She tightened the invisible chains, ready to pack up the resisting cub. The snow leopard’s hissing turned into mournful squeaking. 
 
    A cry for help pierced my mind at that moment. What the hell?! 
 
    I stepped forward with a heavy gaze. The bloodthirsty adamant blade shot out of my staff without a warning. 
 
    Macaria frowned and pointed her finger at me. "Fall, put your priest in his place!" 
 
    The Fallen One raised his brows in astonishment as his eyes filled with impenetrable darkness. "I am not your errand boy! Don’t take what doesn’t belong to you and have some respect! The man just won an impossible battle in the name of our Pantheon!" 
 
    The Fallen One severed the invisible chains with a gesture. The snow leopard gave a grateful meow and hurried to hide behind my back. 
 
    Macaria’s face twisted with rage. She stomped her dainty foot in a high leather boot of immaculate craftsmanship, then disappeared in a personal portal with a clap. 
 
    The Fallen One spat with irritation and gave us a guilty look. "Forgive me, friends…She’s on the verge of a nervous breakdown. She fears that these are our final days, hence the constant hysterics. I’m sick of it myself…" 
 
    I shrugged, patting the trembling cub, then put the staff away behind my back. We had more pressing problems at hand. I swept my arm over the battlefield and asked: “Fallen One, do you know how to destroy all of these graves at once? We can really weaken the enemy. I broke one grave, but nearly broke myself in the process.” 
 
    The god looked at the pile of stones at my feet with respect, pensively fingering his chin. 
 
    Aulë’s nostrils flared. He struck his axe. "I can crush it into dust!" 
 
    The Fallen One shook his head. "There are 27,000 graves here. It will take you a month to destroy them all considering how much prana you will spend. Besides, this type of interference is much too intrusive. The recoil will take too much HP, leaving no chances of recovery. This calls for a more delicate approach. But I like the idea. Good job, Max!" 
 
    Yavanna frowned, filled with doubt. "I think I can do it. By indirect means; plants crushing the graves. They’re capable of this and much more." 
 
    "Go for it," Fall instantly replied. 
 
    With a nod, the goddess ran her eyes over the scanty verdure around us. Once she spotted the right type of grass, she came closer and kneeled next to it. The slits of her dress revealed provocative, athletic thighs. 
 
    I averted my gaze out of decency. Aulë stuck out his chest and gave us a haughty look, taking pride in his wife’s body. 
 
    Yavanna was singing something quietly. Power flowed from her fingers, making the ordinary grass mutate before our eyes. It sprouted thorns, glittering like steel and growing noticeably bigger. 
 
    Pleased with the result, the goddess stepped aside. The bindweed greedily reached for the nearest headstone. Once the plant felt the cold granite with its tendrils, it rose off the ground and threw itself upon the stone with effort. 
 
    The weed formed a thick wreath, digging its thorns into the granite. There was a crunch as cracks covered the grave. The stone exploded with a deafening sound. All right! One down! 
 
    Yavanna nodded with content, lifted her arms and sang louder. 
 
    The bindweed bloomed and became studded with pods. Within the next few seconds, it cast off a hundred seeds which insantly sprouted. They grew strong, going through their entire life cycle in a mere dozen heartbeats.T seeds repeated everything from the beginning. 
 
    The wind spread the seeds, planting them on the bloodied battlefield with immaculate precision. Blood puddles worked perfectly as a fertilizer for the omnivorous desert weed. The jungle of sprouts expanded and grew like mad, its shoots enveloping the granite gravestones. 
 
    This process took a toll on Yavanna. Her voice grew shaky as she began to wheeze and break into a hacking cough. Divine blood trickled from underneath her fingernails. Beads of sweat ran down her graceful arms along with green sparks of power. 
 
    The bindweed became incredibly strong. The sands, NPC corpses, and heaps of gravestones all disappeared beneath the moving green mass. Then it began to thunder. The gravestones burst with deafening sounds. Their fragments whistled through the air like shrapnel shells, bounced off armor and pierced flesh and the surrounding sand dunes. They made more noise than an ambushed motorized infantry battalion shooting all their weapons at once. 
 
    Soon, the racket began to die down. The weeds had served their purpose and now quickly withered. The green field turned into a sandpit filled with dead standing trees. 
 
    "I did it," the goddess whispered hoarsely and fell to the ground. 
 
    "Yavanna!" cried Aulë, rushing to his wife. 
 
    The Fallen One kneeled at her side and put a hand to her chest. He sat still, listening for something to determine Yavanna’s condition. "Complete depletion of magic. Rupture of astral channels, shortage of vital forces. She didn’t have enough prana to finish the ritual. She was drawing strength from her own flesh toward the end, and that was highly disadvantageous." 
 
    "But why, love?!" The shocked Aulë tossed aside his axe and shook Yavanna by her slender shoulders. "What are we to do now?" 
 
    "We’ll take her to the Halls of Heaven. They offer maximum protection. She’s in for a long rehabilitation period. A week, a month. Possibly even a few years…But she’ll be all right in the end. This is just a bad time to drop out of the race…Boy, we could sure use the loyal Asclepius with his ability to share powers of the right color." 
 
    Aulë lifted his wife off the ground and wrinkled his brow as he concentrated on summoning a long range portal. We heard a deafening clap, and they were gone. 
 
    The Fallen One walked over to me and embraced me tightly. I hissed quietly, hearing my bones crunch. Here we go with the hugging again! 
 
    Fall stepped back, admiring my battered, heroic appearance. "You fought well! The Lights got their share. A victory so great deserves divine gratitude. The universal balance has no choice but to allow it. I present you with a gift!" 
 
      
 
    Status alert! You have received a divine right: Restoration. 
 
    By the power and the word of the Supreme God, you can reset all previously chosen characteristics of a player’s avatar. All points are conserved and will become available for repeated reallocation. 
 
    Rollback: 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    This is it; reroll! Many players would have given their right arm for this baby. It was a free opportunity to correct any mistakes you may have made in your character’s development. You could get a completely new build and change your avatar’s class; thief to stealther, bomber to portalist, mule to warrior, you name it. An inexhaustible source of money. Thanks, Fall! 
 
      
 
    Status alert! You have received a new priestly ability: By the Power of the Fallen One. 
 
    The Head of the Pantheon gives you one chance to resurrect a fallen creature with all of its gear, a full refund of all experience points lost, and nullification of ability rollback timers. 
 
    Cooldown: 24 hours. 
 
      
 
   
 
  




 Ha! Dear Snowie! By the Power of the Fallen One, head on home. Dinner’s ready, your wife’s waiting, and your floury maggots are crawling away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The piercing clap of the long range portal echoed in my ears as the Fallen One and the other gods left for the Halls of Heaven. They left a trail of Sparks of Divine Presence which blew into our plane of reality like a blizzard of light. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to get rid of the ringing in my ears. I was on my way to acquiring the occupational deafness of gunners from the main tower. A tank helmet would have been better than the delicate mithril helmet which the narrow-minded game designers labeled as state-of-the-art armor. 
 
    The security goblins which reverently stood nearby suddenly lost their habitual imperturbability. They broke into two different-sized groups. 
 
    The first group quickly formed a circle around us and turned their backs to us, their sharp eyes scanning the premises. Their agile green fingers would reach either for their slender blades dripping with poison, or for their pencils and tattered notebooks from yellowish low-grade paper. It was hard to say which of these the people feared more. 
 
    This fierce formation scared away all the nearby gapers. It was rumored in the clan that the meticulous spies had dirty files on everyone. The ratings of each clan member kept changing based on usefulness and dependability. And it was also said that every time the great and mighty Laith decided to award someone a grand title or some other fancy decoration, he would be sure to consult the clerical folder which contained everyone’s records… 
 
    I laughed to myself as I looked at my subordinates hurrying away in fear, but had no intention of telling them the truth. Orcus and I had just spent an entire afternoon perfecting the clan’s internal security system, so this type of response was for the best. 
 
    The second group of goblins rushed to the sacred trails of the four gods. They took out vials and alchemist spoons. I heard the rustling of archaeologist brushes. Bone tweezers swiftly pulled large greenish diamonds out of the sand. This was Yavanna’s crystallized blood. 
 
    I nodded approvingly, seeing that they closely followed the secret protocol for physical evidence collecting. After dear Winnie stole the blood of the Fallen One, I had a fit of rage which vented itself into a few pages covered with handling instructions for divine blood. Later, after I cooled off, I fine-tuned the details and passed on the instructions to the goblins for execution. 
 
    These instructions aimed at achieving a few things. The first was obvious to everyone, even those without a greedy pig. It was all about collecting rare goodies and stocking up on the precious Divine Spark supply. 
 
    The second goal was not quite so obvious; preserving traces of divine activity. Hard evidence would assure that even ten thousand years from now, no huge-headed geek wearing huge glasses would dare ask the provocative question: "Did the Fallen One ever exist?" 
 
    That is why my goblins now carefuly made photos and videos and uploaded them to the virtual storage. Later, they would be transferred to parchments and crystals. The bindweed left-overs were put into a burlap sack. The goblins poured plaster on the spot where the Beautiful Yavanna had kneeled, then carefully cut out that piece of the ground. 
 
    There was a fight over Aulë’s axe. The dwarves, still hot from the battle, wanted to take the artifact to their great father’s temple, uttering their monotonous chants on the way. 
 
    Upon my command, the goblins reluctantly stepped out of the way. One of them held a vial behind his back. But it was empty. The cunning officer had failed to take a sample as mithril scrapers didn’t work on divine weapons. 
 
    Another goblin in the outer ring tripped over a massive piece of iron in a pile of stones. He cussed quietly, saying something about stallions ridiculing the Sun God. Jumping on one foot, he pulled out a huge two-hilted sword from the debris. It shone with a rich assortment of Power Stones. 
 
    It seemed as though no one saw what my goblins were doing. Everyone was busy with things like resurrecting the fallen, looking for hiding stealthers, and guarding the salvaged graves of their clan mates. But they were just putting on a show. The second they saw the sword, a true gold rush began on the battlefield. Any loot they were able to find added fuel to the fire. 
 
    Our clan members found the most random things. There was useless junk such as hare hides and stale sandwiches. And then there were safe deposit box keys and unique artifacts with a “no-drop” status. Distribution happened on a first come, first served basis. 
 
    Trying to restore some order, I cried at the top of my lungs: "Hey, no stealing! All loot is considered Clan Resources, and it goes in the treasury, now!" Turning to Orcus, I whispered: "Get the dwarves outta here. They’ll take everything down to the granite, leaving nothing but sand." 
 
    The demons weren’t interested in loot. The remaining soldiers of Inferno sat in a circle around the mighty Lightfighter in a temporary nirvana-like state, absorbing and subjugating the fragments of captured souls. 
 
    There were more survivors among the dwarves, enough for a large battalion, in fact. But they had a different nature. They needed a celebration with lively discussions and magniloquent boasting. They also required a funeral feast in honor of the fallen, which would be followed by a commemoration of the resurrected, then finally by a three-day mourning of those who had disappeared in the Great Nothingess for good. 
 
    In other words, they would definitely not go into another battle very soon. These short guys could be temporarily relieved from military duty. Now had I asked them to defend their home caves, then they’d fight to the death without a second thought. But everything else just wasn’t worth it in their eyes. 
 
    The dragons did a great job storming the battlefield. The only downside was the amount of ammo we had spent; twenty thousand flechettes per run. Even the Crypt’s time anomaly couldn’t help replenish that very fast. 
 
    Military aviation can only thrive in an industrial society. A labor-in-vain team of loner mechanics simply couldn’t produce enough supplies. 
 
    A couple of orcs appeared from one of the windy portal arches. Their armor was covered with chalk and watercolor stains. Kindergarten security. What are they doing here? 
 
    My mom appeared with them. The eternally-blooming wreath of a Top Priestess on her head had lost its lustre and had a sickly, wilted appearance. But with Yavanna’s sudden misfortune, all of nature’s creations in our lands began to look unwell. Fall came unexpectedly to the Russian cluster. 
 
    Mom smiled, a shade of sadness upon her face, then whispered something into a private channel. Children walked out of the massive portal single file. They were in couples, holding hands, bows and baseball caps moving side by side; boy-girl, boy-girl… 
 
    I was about to protest, but Mom would hear none of it. She said sternly: "It is important to set a good example for the children. Many defenders of the First Temple had proven themselves heroes right here on this field. The little ones absolutely have to see it for themselves!" 
 
    I shrugged. She had a point. Let the kids play war as the fearless dwarves of the Third Copperhead Hird, the loyal she-elves of the Inner Circle, or the invincible and legendary Snowie. It was much better for them than those dumb cartoons our possible enemy put out, or those single-key shooter games you could get for yout tablet. 
 
    I nodded to the limping Tamerlane, the goblin leader. "Give the kids a tour. Let them touch whatever they like and make sure they’re safe." 
 
    But Mom blushed and said: "We don’t need security. We have vamps and Simon…er…Medved Nikolaevich…Ugh! You know, that mighty paladin!" 
 
    I raised a brow, not sure what she meant. Only when I saw Major Medved’s stocky frame appear from the portal did I catch on and grin knowingly. Medved was the ex-Commandant of the Vets’ East Castle, which now lay in ruins. 
 
    My words must have really imprinted themselves on her mind when I told her about all the worthy, mature men pining away without women to back them up and support them. After the first signs that her youth was returning and hours spent in front of the mirror in admiration of her looks, she began to wonder; where are the crowds of promised admirers? 
 
    So I nodded at the major. Here’s one, without a horse of his own but a good person no matter how you look at it. He looked like a perfect square with his bulging muscles, almost like some ancient superhero. 
 
    Geez, some Romeo! But then, why not? I asked myself. Mom was quickly growing younger, and anyone who would dare call her an old lady would get punched in the eye. Not because it would be an insult, but because it would be a lie. 
 
    I wondered what was this major doing in the rear while the Vets were fighting on the wall of Tianlong? My question must have been written on my face because Medved suddenly tried to explain the situation: "Planned rotation. We’re transferred to the reserve for four hours after a day of fighting. So I thought I’d…see how you guys are doing…I better go…" He added, sulking. 
 
    He was one shy character. 
 
    "Halt!" I said. "Major Medved, I’m putting you in charge of the children’s security. You will have temporary command of four hounds and a special ops lieutenant. Any questions?" 
 
    "Sir, no, Sir!" the paladin replied, habitually standing at attention. 
 
    I didn’t have any rights to order him around, but we both ignored this slippery issue to get what we wanted. 
 
    "Carry on!" 
 
    "Sir, yessir!" the major saluted me and gave me a cheerful wink. 
 
    I smiled and asked in a familiar way: "How are things at Tianlong? Our guys holding up?" 
 
    The major wrinkled his face. Now he definitely looked at least fifty. "It’s hard. Just physically hard. There’s too many of them…The enemy is constantly trying new things, different tactics, different attack and formation structures. The analysts on both sides are locked in a chess tournament. But the weight categories are different. They’re heavyweights with crowbars, and we’re flyweights with toothbrushes for swords. We do deal damage, but the longer we waltz around them, the higher the chances of them finally knocking us out with those crowbars." 
 
    A pessimist, it seems. I guessed that he still hand’t recovered from the loss of the East Castle. That place had been like a child to him. They said he knew every stone, that he would read children’s books to the controlling artifact, and that the crystal would pulse in tune with the words. 
 
    As if affirming Medved’s words, the staff channel began to blink to get my attention. They never used the urgent message option unless they had to. Could it be that the enemy broke through our defense again? 
 
    Waving Medved goodbye, I ruffled the hair of one of the boys who was petting my purring snow leopard, then switched to my internal interface. 
 
    Sir, all is lost! The Lights came back with countless warriors. We can no longer resist! 
 
    Well, perhaps I chose a bad time to crack wicked jokes. It’s just that I was rather optimistic after our huge victory and the massive sack of Lightsiders’ graves. It felt like we were capable of solving any problem, no matter how hard. 
 
    On the other hand, I was subconsciously expecting the enemy to begin a general siege, so I wasn’t that surprised. We obviously failed to weed out all the enemy stealthers fast enough, and the Lights already knew about the fate of their graves. 
 
    The bomb we had planted amidst enemy hordes began to tick. Once the warriors would find out that they risked losing an invaluable set of expensive gear, there would be no way of telling how many of them would choose to remain with their English-speaking instructors… 
 
    But when I took a portal to Tianlong’s siege machine sector, my euphoria quickly disappeared. The fortress could not be seen. Heavy flaming clouds of magic were wrapped around the dragon’s bones like multiple tourniquets. The swarm of enemy spells kept getting thicker, forming a sandstorm. A hail of arrows accompanied the work of enemy casters. 
 
    Three thousand of our warriors were moving back, yielding to the immense pressure of the magic. They would attempt futile counterattacks from time to time, diving into the chaos of elements in order get closer to the enemy and fire a few arrows. Very few managed to make it outside. 
 
    I ground my teeth. The enemy had turned our advantage into our weakness. We were planning on a heroic fight inside the narrow pass so that we could hold back the Sun God’s hordes like the 300 Spartans. 
 
    But instead, the enemy allotted a hundred casters per every square yard of the dragon’s head. Because of them, it was now tougher to survive inside that head than on Venus. We would all inevitably get pushed back into the Valley. Once there, the one-hundred-thousand-strong enemy force would fully expand, proving that the gods favor large batallions. 
 
    We were in trouble. Our artillery was firing blindly, launching projectiles over the heads of our retreating soldiers. The tar-covered junctions smoked, the wooden bearings flew to pieces, the breaking cords harvested lives. 
 
    Everything has its price, and speed buffs for siege machinery attacks are no exception. Our ammo supplies were dwindling fast, but the strength of the machines dropped even faster. 
 
    A warrior on a slim-legged stallion emerged from the line of retreating soldiers. Swiftly breaking through the clerics of the second line, he rode up to the artillery park and made his horse rear. “Did you not hear the orders to retreat?! Grab yer machines and beat it! The wizards are holding portals open for you! In five minutes, even the stones are gonna melt in this place!” 
 
    "Hey Dan!" I called. "Starting to panic?" 
 
    "Finally! Howdy, Sir! I hope you can stack the deck, ’cause we need miracles right now. Those bastards sure discovered the right tactic. They’re attacking under the cover of barrage fire. The magic pressure reached six thousand damage points per second, and it’s not dropping! They are constantly rotating casters!" 
 
    I scratched my head pensively. Performing miracles had been a problem lately. And I had but a few trump cards left. But as long as we held out for the next three hours, I was sure it would get easier after that. 
 
    I reached into my bottomless inventory and took out a huge batch of magic parchments. It was the bribe I had accepted from the dwarf elders for supporting the right nominee for Aulë’s Top Priest. 
 
    I tore out five pages for myself and handed the rest to Dan. "Take this! Cargo portal scroll. Minimum caster stats: level 140, 3,700 mana, ingredient – a 40-karat ruby. Has to be opened as close to the enemy as possible, facing the enemy army. Ever used frag mines?" 
 
    "I have," Dan replied thoughtfully. 
 
    He hurriedly flipped through the pages, paying close attention to the exit point coordinates. He noticed some problems right off the bat. "They’re less than 300 feet apart. Casting underwater and in volcanic craters is impossible. Outer space is not on our list yet, and we can’t confirm its existence. So where do these portals lead? How can they stop the Lights?" 
 
    "I never said they could stop anyone. But they can certainly delay the Lights and make it rough for them. The coordinates were found in a huge cavern. We’re talking several million cubic feet. The hard-working dwarves made a few mountain rivers flow in there by portals. A portal on the bottom of the cavern helps remove softer layers of rock, kill fires in the coal beds, and create backup as well as industrial wells. The scrolls are numbered strategically. They can’t fall into the wrong hands. So be careful with them and don’t forget to report the use of each one!" 
 
    "Boy, will those shorties be surprised when we dry up their cave!" Dan rubbed his hands together, then remembered something. "Wait! Won’t the water crush our wizard? To carry over that much water, one would need insane amounts of mana. A few tons wouldn’t have been a big deal. But this…A portal’s fifteen foot wide. I can’t imagine how many atmospheres of pressure we’re talking here! It’s gotta be hundreds of thousands of gallons!" 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, the wizard’s getting torn apart either way. The portal will snap shut, for sure. But have you ever tried to break a crowbar with your ass? At this pressure, the water will hard as steel. The portal will close, but not right away. It will take time…based on previous experience, I’d say the portal will need fifteen seconds to close completely. In the last few seconds, the water jet will grow so strong that it’ll be able to punch a hundred-foot-long hole in a mountain!" 
 
    Dan gave me a hopeful smile. "Sounds like fun! Bending the canyon toward the invaders until they’re forced to fire point-blank or get washed away. Or maybe we can even drown them here like kittens." 
 
    "Just be careful," I said, nodding at the wall of enemy magic. "Don’t bust up Tianlong’s skeleton. The old boy might get angry…" 
 
    Dan looked at me wide-eyed. "Skeleton?! You sure have been living in a cave! During the last two days, he had absorbed so much magic that he began to regenerate right before our eyes! Decomposition in reverse is a horrifying sight. The more sensitive folks nearly threw up. By the time we retreated, the dragon’s skeleton was already fully wrapped in muscle tissue and was rapidly restoring nerve fibers. Its limbs twitched, its muscles contracted, and it even had a faint pulse. Although I’m not sure it survived the Lights’ latest attack…" 
 
    "Sure did," one of the staff officers said stiffly, pointing. 
 
    The tension in his voice made everyone look. 
 
    "Holy shit…" they whispered in unison. 
 
    "So he rose from the dead," I noted, scratching my left forearm. I felt that this was where Tianlong had placed his astral mark on me. 
 
    What did the Fallen One say? To find the departed Titans means to learn the Rider or even Tamer ability? Wow… 
 
    The bloodied dragon carcass was rising out of the canyon, blowing away the magic clouds and covering the ground with its fearsome shadow through which no light could pass. 
 
    Tianlong didn’t look well. Drops of blood flew off him. The dragon’s cries of rage sounded more like cries of pain. His mighty tail dangled flaccidly like a loose anchor. 
 
    The dragon hadn’t yet had time to grow plates of invincible armor. He wasn’t even strong enough to grow skin yet. When I looked at him, he resembled a miraculously escaped victim of a sadistic maniac. 
 
    The enemy reacted surprisingly fast, driven by either fear or wisdom. A wall of steel weapons hit the vulnerable body. Thousands of casters looked at the dragon through their cross hairs. Fire, dust, plasma, acid, ice, stone, poison…They used everything, turning the newborn creature into fresh-killed meat. 
 
    Tianlong roared in distress. He began to beat his wings even harder in an attempt to put some distance between himself and the vicious sentient micro-creatures. To win time and avenge his pain, he lowered his spiked head and spewed out a jet of blue flame into the very midst of the Lightsiders. 
 
    The three-hundred-foot-long stream of flame burned a huge hole in the enemy ranks, searing imprints of bodies into stones. The whistling sound it made had such a high frequency that our eardrums nearly popped. Many of the enemies’ heads exploded. Survivors suffered an acoustic shock. 
 
    With his HP bar only half-full, the dragon took wing and headed into the depths of the Valley. A wise move. Had he stayed like this, without armor and facing hundreds of thousands of enemies, he wouldn’t have lasted one minute. 
 
    Such a sight stirred up our warriors. Dan looked through the scrolls again. "Forty total. Useful, but not enough. Fifteen-twenty minutes, and we’re done for." 
 
    I nodded. "Buy us some time! I’m off to Inferno for help." 
 
    Dan made a wry face. "The bastards don’t fear death. Had this happened in the real world, they would’ve gotten sick of this bloodbath. They’d need time to get new supplies, to rest and heal, to hire new soldiers and to boost their morale. But here…We defeated them twice while on the walls. But there are no corpses, no plagues, and the enemy numbers haven’t dropped." 
 
    The exhausted officer fingered a fresh scar on his brow which wouldn’t go away for some reason. 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. "I get it, Dan…Our diversionists are working their asses off. We’ve sent three dome-breaking scrolls to our allies. We’re spreading dirt on the Sun God as fast as we can. We’re doing everything in our power to make this war unprofitable for the Lights, in terms of both finances and reputation. Our last attack really showed them. Soon, every enemy soldier will have heard about it. Just hang in there!" 
 
    "Yessir!" The officer saluted me, then got back on his horse. "I’ll get back to my soldiers. The Lightsiders regrouped and are advancing again. Stubborn bastards! It’s like a bulldozer’s pushing them from behind!" 
 
    "Well why don’t you get a thousand warriors, make a sortie, go to the enemy’s rear and check it out? Otherwise why did those nine wizards fill their free slots with the forefield’s portal coordinates?" 
 
    Dan curled his lip. "And how are we supposed to recover our graves then? Fine, we’ll figure it out. Come on, Max, hurry!" 
 
    He spurred his horse mercilessly, taking a couple of its HP and making it gallop away at full speed. 
 
    I looked around to see how many staff officers I had. The ear-choppers slowly came back from the dead, leaving the Great Nothingness and returning to service. The Super Nova wizard on duty, completely exhausted, could no longer transfer the she-elves one at a time. Turning them down was dangerous. The girls were tough and wouldn’t hesistate to castrate whoever displeased them with a single painful slice. 
 
    Snowie, covered with kisses, was already behind me as usual, in charge of my five bodyguards in white armor. That was their new fashion trend; armor the color of the senior officer’s hide. 
 
    I focused on my internal interface and navigated to the private message tab which was going nuts trying to get my attention. Doc was having problems back in the real world. What a bad time! 
 
    I opened the archive and flipped through drafts of different operations that our analysts had thrown together. There was no time to improvise. We had rehearsed our plan of action many times for when they would come for Doc. So I activated Plan-072, reluctantly converted half a million gold into rubles, then transferred the sum to an expensive yet very competent lawyer. 
 
    The money worked like oil on the legal, social, and bureaucratic mechanisms. This increased Doc’s chances of survival. Hold on, Alec! That’s all I can do for you right now. We have a war on our hands. 
 
    I mentally summoned the Portal to Inferno icon. Doing that made me smile; this move wasn’t programmed in, and the interface couldn’t handle it. According to the messed up logic of the developers, I was supposed to pull up my list of personal abilities first and then select whatever spell I needed. 
 
    This alone wasn’t a big deal, but whoever pioneered the overcoming of game limitations would be at a huge advantage when it came to character development. I was willing to bet that such masters of willpower would become the elite in the new world. 
 
    I activated the portal. Gusts of scorching sand flurrying through the arch made me cringe. My ear-choppers went in first, then gave me the go-ahead. 
 
    The Portal Trap pentagram that Asmodeus had set up worked wonderfully. We were transported right to the Small Citadel, his current residence. 
 
    I shook my head. I hoped the demon knew what he was doing. It’s risky to constantly keep a door in your home open. Should a raid of a few thousand burst in, it would be a challenge to eliminate them. 
 
    Asmodeus appeared before us in the form of a stately warrior just over six feet tall. "Is it time?" he asked greedily, leaning forward. 
 
    "Not yet. Plan B." 
 
    The demon concealed his disappointment, but I could still feel his true emotions. He was eager to jump into action. It was frightening to see a cool-headed, thousand-year-old creature so passionate about something. It almost made me decide against letting Asmodeus out of the secure Inferno. 
 
    "As I you say," Asmodeus replied, poker faced. "Two thousand of my warriors have gained over half a million levels total. I think we could put this power to use." 
 
    I sighed. Of course we could. But I was in no hurry to ask for his help. I wasn’t eager to become indebted to beings lesser than someone from Inferno, let alone a Top Demon. 
 
    "Plan B," I repeated with emphasis. "How many Bundles of Nerves have your rangers spotted?" 
 
    "Seventeen," Asmodeus made a wry face. "I hate the damn creatures!" 
 
    "And how’s your…" I paused, searching for the right word, "protégé?" 
 
    "Oh!" the demon livened up. "An amusing fellow. Crafty as a hundred . demons from the Seventh Circle. He has transformed his mind and now loves pain, can you imagine? Instead of making the observers feel like their spines are being torn out, he now radiates love and pleasure. Even the more experienced Soul Catchers now voluntarily climb into his jaws! You’ll spot him easily; he’s thirty feet in diameter, a mastodon of the basalt plains." 
 
    I frowned. Asmodeus had a morbid enthusiasm. He might even end up working with Tavor, Fallen One forbid… 
 
    "If you want, " he continued, "stay for the daytime siesta. That’s when the beaters lure him to the Citadel walls so that they can convulse with pleasure." 
 
    I needed to do something about this. I decided to bring this up with the Fallen One once the Lights were out of the way. He needed to figure out how to make everyone secure against the enemy. And should things get out of hand, I would personally fling a piece of Tavor’s mind into the astral expanse. What feels like hunger here becomes a healthy appetite over there. Bon appetit! 
 
    I heard the familiar clap of a micro-portal behind my back. I turned around, expecting to see the White Winnie. But it was a gray-haired, fearsome-looking demon, adorned with numerous obscure artifacts like a Christmas tree. 
 
    "The Portal Master," Asmodeus introduced him with a hint of respect. "He will join a few arches and will start deploying Bundles. Bear with us; takeovers of spell control can sometimes be painful." 
 
    "I will need a drop of blood from the maker of the magic structure," the Portal Master lied. 
 
    I was grateful for my heightened senses. "You’ll have to settle for the bucket of holy water I’m about to pour on your head," I replied politely. 
 
    The Master shrugged indifferently. It was worth a try. 
 
    After he sniffed and even licked the arch, he brought his slimy nose closer to me. When he smelled the pink adamant blade, he started back in fear, cussed under his breath, then waved his hand sharply. 
 
    Whack! Something crunched inside my head as if a virtuoso dentist yanked out a tooth without even bothering to sedate me first. 
 
    What the fuck?! Feeling a saltish aftertaste, I spat. I wasn’t surprised to see blood on the stone beneath my feet. The Master’s interest was piqued. He snapped his fingers, incinerating the bloody stain on the floor. 
 
    I wondered if gods felt the same way every time we cast carnivorous looks at their throbbing veins. Forgive me, Fallen One! I am ashamed of myself! 
 
    The Portal Master reported: "Takeover is complete. I can hold the spell for seven hundred beats. It’s important to keep in mind that the original ligature of magic formulas was sloppy and irrational. The small corrections I’ve applied helped decrease expenditure by forty percent and gave an extra function." 
 
    "All right, shut up!" Asmodeus cut him off, not willing to listen to his bragging. The Top Demon then turned to me and said proudly: "He’s a real talent. I pulled him out of the underworld. Paid a dozen first-class souls!" 
 
    I grew tense, realizing that before me was yet another true creature from Hell. I took a deep breath to calm down and explained the situation: "My troops are slowly retreating. At this rate, the Lights will reach the portal arch in four minutes. I suggest we wait for the first scouts, or better yet, for some fast-moving clan which will burst in here right through the open portal." 
 
    Asmodeus grinned and rubbed his hands together in anticipation. He clearly liked the idea. 
 
    "In any case," I continued, "start deploying Bundles of Nerves in eight minutes. Let them enjoy our hospitality!" 
 
    "You got it, partner! I won’t let you down! Let me remind you that you can use the Summoning Ring at any moment. The power that the artifact had accumulated along with your invitation will help me break through the barrier between the worlds." 
 
    I nodded, waved goodbye, then followed my ear-choppers into the new portal. We had to hurry while we still had control over the territory where the arch was. 
 
    The desert of the Frontier met us with a hundred percent humidity and bloody dust suspended in the air. The “hydraulic angle grinder” turned out to be both showy and effective. 
 
    "Thirty-seven, twenty to your right. Open!" 
 
    "Done!" 
 
    The portal opened. A 300-foot jet of water shot out of it with a roar. 
 
    "They can’t hold it," Aulë’s deep voice commented behind my back. 
 
    I turned around. The gods from our pantheon stood nearby. Feeling my eyes on him, the Fallen One nodded hello and kept the conversation going: "Yep…" 
 
    Aulë’s face lit up with hope. "Let me help!" He raised his hand belligerently. Feeling that it was empty, he looked at it in perplexity, then slapped himself on the forehead and whispered something quietly. The divine hammer returned to its master. 
 
    I could only imagine how much this must have upset the dwarves. They had been fastening that artifact to the temple wall with their tongues hanging out. 
 
    The Fallen One shook his head. "You can’t, Aulë. This isn’t our battle, and you can’t interfere directly. Besides, you’re not a god of war, but a crafter and a lord of stone. Use your head for thinking, not for ramming it into walls! Do as Yavanna does. Strategy of indirect actions. Damn, sorry for bringing this up…" 
 
    "Yavanna," Aulë whispered sadly, drawing into himself. "You’re right! I’m the master of the stone, and it obeys me. There’s no glory in crushing enemy troops just to get your brain splattered all over the astral world when the Great Equilibrium recoil kicks in!" 
 
    "He finally gets it," the Fallen One grumbled. 
 
    But Aulë wasn’t listening. The eyes of the Great Blacksmith sparkled with zeal. "I won’t lay a finger on them. But I will build a fortress strong enough to stop a hundred-thousand-strong army of Lights!" 
 
    "Aulë!" said the Fallen One in alarm. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The astral world groaned as the god wrung it out like a rag with his willpower. An incredibly powerful mana current flowed through the god, transformed by his power. It reshaped the local structure of the world. 
 
    The stone moved around, changing its molecular structure and its shape. A 150-foot-tall wall of smooth basalt rose from the canyon floor. Towers and negative angles formed. A spike-filled trench took shape, then the breastworks, the parapets, and the wide fence roofs to protect from missile weapons. It was a strong, monumental, and practictally eternal creation. 
 
    "By the name of Yavanna!" Aulë smiled happily, bloody foam forming on his lips, and fell unconscious. He had a seizure. A bloody sweat stood out on his bronzed skin. 
 
    "What the hell?!" cried Fall in alarm, rushing to his fallen brother-in-arms. 
 
    "Thanks," I whispered, knowing the price of the god’s gift. I then passed an order via staff chat: "Assume new positions! The fortress’s name is Yavanna! Praise the gods, they need it! The gods of our pantheon are working their fingers to the bone trying to help us win this battle. Do not hold back your words of gratitude! Do not forget what kind of world we live in!" 
 
    I kicked a couple of officers who had fallen into a religious stupor and ran over to Aulë. "How is he?" 
 
    "Same as Yavanna. Only worse ’cause he’s thickheaded and has this wounded male vanity. It will take him years to regenerate." 
 
    The Fallen One smashed his fist into the ground in rage, leaving an imprint in the stones. 
 
    I held Aulë by the shoulders as his seizure slowly subsided. "We should take him to the Crypt. He’ll stay in bed, then be back on his feet in a few days with Chronos’ help." 
 
    “Hmm…" Fall fingered his chin pensively. "That could work. Chronos won’t notice him until he comes to. Last thing we need is a revived titan! In order to keep Aulë from waking up early or from letting the shadows of his dreams into the world, I will put him into an artificial coma. He may think himself extremely smart, but I still have the keys to his offline shields." 
 
    The Fallen One cracked his fingers and closed his eyes, preparing to influence the mind of a high-order being. I sat down and stared at my hands. Divine blood glistened on them, tempting me. Ooh…No! Quiet, greedy pig! 
 
    I glanced at Fall. He seemed to be in a trance. In a flash I brought my palm to my mouth and licked off a drop of blood. 
 
      
 
    Status alert! You have tasted divine… 
 
    Bang! A hard blow to the back of my skull made stars explode inside my head. 
 
    "I see everything! Feel the wrath of god!" warned the Fallen One, making a pun. 
 
      
 
    Status alert! The divine essence particle is reacting to the first hostile impact and is dissolving in your aura in order to preserve itself and its bearer. 
 
    Partial divine damage immunity received: 90%. 
 
    Chances of getting a crit and an injury are reduced threefold. 
 
      
 
    I rubbed my head and smiled to myself. Not bad! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Croaking and tearing my back muscles, I barely managed to pick up the unconscious god. He felt like he was made of lead. My strength was way over 2,000, and yet lifting Aulë still felt like giving birth. 
 
    Screenshot! I saw Grym slip by. 
 
      
 
    National Art Gallery. A work by an unknown artist. Circa 7th century of the rule of Laith the Two-Faced, the Era of the Uprising of the Young Gods. 
 
    "Sorrow." Laith carries Aulë’s son off the battlefield after the latter has been heavily wounded in a fight with his father. 
 
      
 
    The staff portalist transferred us to Station 0. Every few seconds portals to and from the Crypt would appear in this place. I handed the comatose god to an orc who grunted under the weight. Then I recited a series of instructions to the senior officer accompanying the orc and let them take the god away. 
 
    Hurrying to get back to the battlefield, I dove back into the portal that was considerately opened for me. It was best to act while I could still feel the enemy’s next move and while the small details were fresh in my mind. 
 
    Our warriors left cover before the wall of fire reached them. They hurried to retreat and take new positions. 
 
    Our covering team wasn’t just a formality; blurry shapes of enemy stealthers would flash here and there amidst the raging flames. There was no friendly damage in AlterWorld, and the enemy took full advantage of it. Damn bug users! 
 
    On my command, dwarf masters came out of the portals, carrying quality timber. It made for a peculiar obstruction on the Frontier sands. As a barrier, it had an efficienty of zero point zero. But once it would catch fire, enemy assassins wouldn’t feel so safe anymore. Accidental death by fire was more dangerous than death by an enemy arrow as the former counted as carelessness and took away precious XP. 
 
    I had no clue which plane of reality Aulë had copy-pasted the fortress from. But my hat went off to the unknown architects; the edifice was stunning with its hundred-fifty-foot walls and its sixteen-story-high roof. Look down, and you could shit your pants. 
 
    I didn’t even want to know what the enemy leader must’ve felt like. The fortress marker read: "Created by a god. Indestructible." That meant that you couldn’t just zero the HP of one of its segments, break through fifty feet of basalt and be on your way. 
 
    Hitting us from the ground was also impossible. Those on the walls would be out of shooting and magic range. But we, as owners of the game bonus "+1% range for every yard of elevation," would unleash our entire arsenal on them. And not just the arsenal, but the contents of the closest stone quarry as well; the portals allowed us to transport heavy objects with little effort. The dwarves were already working their pickaxes, and the five-ton mules prepared their bags, accepting buffs. 
 
    At last, Lightsider rangers counted the total numbers of our cover force. They passed the info to their leaders. The latter gave new orders which were passed downto the executing officers. 
 
    The enemy force that had accumulated under the cover of the wall of fire finally charged, easily crushing our defensive formations. They made a few attempts to take prisoners. Good luck with that! The times when some of our warriors were not devoted to Macaria were long gone now. 
 
    Enemy wizards stopped burning mana in vain. The veil of magic disappearead, and we felt shivers run down our spines. The entire canyon was teeming with enemy soldiers. They jammed into the pass, intent on killing us. 
 
      
 
    "Boys, where’s the ladies room around here?" whispered a svelte female archer whose armor was covered with phone numbers. 
 
    "Don’t sweat it, girl!" grinned the orc standing next to her. "Look at it this way; we’ve got countless loot and frags coming our way, just asking to be butchered!" 
 
    A small and always gloomy halfling armed with a sling spat on the ground. "Yeah, right! And how much [beep] loot have you [beep] gotten so far?" 
 
    The orc barely held back from laughing, then put a hand on his chest and confessed: "Sorry, Junior! I feel for you! To get digitized in such a tiny body and with a mandatory admin curseword filter – that sucks! But don’t give into pessimism now." 
 
    "I don’t give a [beep]! [Beep] you and [beep] pessimism!" 
 
    Everyone around them was already chuckling. The halfling turned red with anger and started talking back with one "beep" after another, making the warriors erupt with hysterical laughter. A fierce-looking mercenary NPC elf looked at the guffawing Immortals and could barely maintain his usual mask of arrogant imperturbability. 
 
    Slightly shaking his head, he turned to the female archer. "Lady Amy Astan, allow me to show you to the ladies’ section of the Fortress and watch over you as long as you need." 
 
    The girl nodded, took his arm and followed him, carrying herself majestically. As they were about to disappear inside the tower, she looked back and stuck her tongue out at her stunned fellow warriors. 
 
      
 
    The Alliance members quickly made themselves at home in the divine fortress. A few optimists were already writing Tsoi lives! on the walls. 
 
    The former Sullen girls built fires, eager to try shish kebabs from marble unicorn fillets. The scent was truly something. The meat sparkled with many colors, indicating that the dish had magic buffs. 
 
    A quarrel started in one of the towers; two homeless clans were trying to claim the free property. 
 
    I sent Fuckyall with some reinforcements to handle the situation. A fight between allies in the middle of a war was no better than treachery. It needed to be stopped as soon as possible, in the strictest way possible. 
 
    The enemy army trampled over the lonely portal as they advanced. Of course there were a few curious ones. They pushed each other out of the way to get inside the arch first and become the next Darwin Awards nominees. I bet that even if I had left a huge red button labeled Will explode when pushed! it would take less than thirty seconds before the slippers of some curious fellow would go spinning through the air. 
 
    The enemy soon figured out where the portal led. The cries of the souls that Asmodeus captured must have had a sobering effect on the Lights. The demon would never miss an opportunity like this. Of those who dove into the arch, none came back. 
 
    Some tried to step aside, but were accidentally pushed inside the portal by the charging army. The warriors shrieked in horror as they stumbled into the opening, where their cries died down forever. 
 
    After a few minutes of demonic feasting, the first Bundle of Nerves squeezed out of the iridescent film of the portal. 
 
    Have you ever heard the roar of a stadium full of fans? Now picture them all wheezing in pain. That’s the sound that the arrival of this creature induced. 
 
    The first Bundle of Nerves was followed by a second, third, fourth…The sensations they caused quickly intensified to the point where the body could no longer cope. The soldiers dropped their weapons and fell to the ground. Twisting into fetal positions, they croaked and their exhalations sounded like they would never end. 
 
    The bundles nearly choked on the abundant victims, hurrying to swallow the lavish gifts of reality plane "zero." Their gluttony killed them. For the first time in their lives, these creatures ceased to feel hunger. Plus the warm, bloodied sand of the Frontier was more difficult for them to move over than Inferno basalt. 
 
    Hell’s creatures grew heavy and began to slow down. At last they stopped, feeling stuffed, and went into hibernation. They pupated, preparing to give rise to new life. The aura of contentment emanating from them wrapped around the nearby mountains, bringing the fighters to their senses. 
 
    Direct fatalaties were few; barely a thousand enemy warriors. But those who had lost all patience were many. Portals began to pop up everywhere as entire clans left the giant horde. About 7-8 percent of Lights deserted from the invasion army for good. Not bad! 
 
    The enemy closed ranks. Craving vengeance like a beaten weakling, they started violently tearing Bundles of Nerves to pieces, making them screech. 
 
    Trampling their remains into the scarlet sand, the horde charged again, driven on by scathing hatred. We were able to bring something personal into the conflict, making all the superficial aspects recede into the background. And we were about to be generously repaid. 
 
    After all the pain, fear, and material damage, the enemy wished to get even. They wanted to destroy our towns and rape our women. 
 
    We heard claws striking stones; that meant our hounds gave in under the mental pressure and abandoned their positions. Draky and Craky who were perched on two projecting towers began to whimper sadly. 
 
    Vertebra roared from the sky, and the little ones took wing, escaping into the depths of the Valley where it was still safe. All right…We started this war, we are gonna finish it… 
 
    The enemy fell on the wall, helplessly clawing the stone in blind rage. The numerous instruments of death were already falling on them from above. We dumped everything on the Lights that we could find: stones, logs, burning barrels with flammable liquids…Archers on both sides fired non-stop, wizards drove off stealthers, and ogres competed for the highest DpS against each other. 
 
    The fortress was safe indeed, but rather cramped. It was only 200 feet wide plus the area inside the towers and the three-story fighting grounds and the space behind the extra arrowslits. Our 500 warriors were elbowing each other. 
 
    The attackers painted Yavanna’s walls with their own blood, paying for their fury with their guts, then stepped back, leaving a hundred fresh graves in their wake. 
 
    It was a shame we hadn’t killed more. It was hard to even aim at any single individual in such a crowd, much less employ efficient tactics. We couldn’t spot the healers so we were unable to break neither casts nor portals. We also couldn’t make out the enemy commanders. We just blindly threw heavy objects into the sea of assailants, hoping for the best. 
 
    After pulling back their reconnaissance party, the enemy leaders took a short break. Unfortunately for us, they reached a decision rather quickly. They passed an order through their public channel so that we couldn’t hear. Their soldiers began to undress, reluctantly at first, but then much more decisively. 
 
    I looked at my officers in bewilderment. "Any guesses as to what the striptease is for?" 
 
    Most only shrugged in response. Only the analyst lieutenant looked down, then surmised: "Maybe they want to build a ramp out of gravestones?" 
 
    Someone scoffed. I paused, weighing it up. A headstone was six inches thick, so it took two headstones per foot and therefore three hundred headstones to climb to the top of our walls. Assuming the ramp could be up to 30 feet wide, one stair would need a few thousand graves. And there would need to be almost a hundred stairs total. So about half a million headstones… It sounded a bit out there, but then everyone could simply die five times to get it built. Whoa, what if it works?! 
 
    But the enemy had something even more creative planned. Clan mules raced between their lines to collect all gear. After that, the Lights started stuffing their inventories with sand and stones. 
 
    It looked like they would fit the entire canyon into their pockets. If each one weighed 500 pounds, then a hundred would weigh 50,000. 
 
    "They’ll build a ramp by filling up the canyon," concluded the leader of the Vets, General Frag. 
 
    It felt like I was dreaming. The crowd of almost completely naked people charged at the fortress, carrying thousands of pounds of rock in their spatial pockets. 
 
    "Screenshot…" muttered Grym in astonishment. He had somehow managed to get inside the fortress. 
 
    This was the strangest siege I’ve seen in my entire life. We chopped them up by the thousands. The bare bodies easily gave under the steel, accepted all crits and burned like logs under the magic napalm. 
 
    The hateful horde roared with pain and spouted millions of curses which slowly materialized into a fierce-looking tornado over our heads. This road was being built from blood and gravestones. In three hours, when the graves get sent to the cemeteries, this road will be gone. But we might be gone too. 
 
    Only fifteen minutes into the massacre, the ramp was already half the height of our wall. The enemy jammed the lower level embrasures with stones. 
 
    Most clans could fire accurately at a distance of 75 feet. We could no longer burn the enemies like ants through a magnifying glass and get away with it. They hit us back hard. 
 
    It was clear that our pressure on the enemy wasn’t very efficient anymore. The Lightside commanders had made the right choices, and now the assault forces were regrouping and rebuffing right in front of us. 
 
    There seemed to be too many of them. Did they already start believing that they could win again? Did the craftier and more careful ones return to deal the final blows and partake in the looting? Probably… 
 
    They were 30 feet from the top of the wall. There was a short yet bloody fight on the first defensive tier. Alas, the fighting platforms were under three feet wide. A hundred of our guards got splattered all over the walls. The mules were fearsome to look at as they joined the massacre, literally tearing our warriors to shreds with bare hands. 
 
    The Guards of the First Temple grew pale. The intensity of the battle shook up even the most thick-skinned. 
 
    The top of the walls was luxuriously wide, 30 feet at least. Over a thousand of our tanks lined up there. Wizards bustled behind them, preparing portals to resurrection zones. Clerics formed a line, dividing the future patients among themselves. 
 
    Archers climbed the adjacent mountains trying to get the best positions. The least agile ones fell to their deaths. Rock climbing is a risky sport and a one-time venture for many. 
 
    The joyful enemy cries and the sound of Russian cussing indicated that the Lights took yet another platform. It was no longer dangerous to fall off a fortress wall; the ramp was at most ten feet lower. We could already hit the taller enemy ogres over the heads with our weapons. 
 
    The enemy was short on vials this time around, unlike the first days of the siege, so the ones they dumped on us weren’t many. I had seen this coming; it was easy to use up a whole crate of those things, but they weren’t cheap. The developers charged three times as much for abilities that were outside of a certain class’s specialization. 
 
    The ramp grew higher. Hooked spears reached our ranks, trying to catch us and pull us down into the raging crowd. Enemy trolls and ogres blindly probed the parapet with their meaty paws, leaving chopped-off fingers on the black stone and spraying it with blood. 
 
    Finally, the ramp drew abreast the top of our wall and the enemy stormed the fortress. But I realized that things weren’t so bad for us. Taking into account how we constantly rotated our warriors, we could probably last forever on these walls. 
 
    The 30-foot-wide ramp only let a dozen enemy warriors charge at any given time. Once at the top, only six of them could actually approach us because of the castellations. The Lightsters were also being heavily pressured on the flanks, the towers and the adjacent mountains. 
 
    For each one of our soldiers, the enemy lost five. They could not get into dense enough formations and therefore could not use their huge numbers to drive us off the fortress walls. 
 
    Our warriors cheered up. Frag numbers soared, new achievements poured in and loot dropped right into our pockets. 
 
    The Analyst was the first to predict a potential problem: "They’ll pile their graves on top of us." 
 
    He was right. The ramp kept getting higher due to the huge number of headstones. They had already swallowed up the castellations, allowing more enemies to come in contact with us. 
 
    Our first line was forced to move back as the pile of graves got bigger. It was now the enemy attacking us from above. The werewolves growled as they lunged at us. The heaviest members of the largest species jumped on top of us with laughter. 
 
    Our losses increased sharply. The intensity and difficulty of the battle reached a whole new level. The situation was still under control, but things were getting worse fast. 
 
    The ramp grew higher and wider, and the influx of enemies grew with it. The enemy headquarters stayed on top of the situation. They sent out mules again to aid in the process. 
 
    I transported three basilisks into our rear task force. The presence of the mighty monsters emboldened our warriors, although of course the basilisks were no match for a hundred-thousand-strong army as I had recently learned. I would have brought all twelve, but the enemy had enormous resources at their disposal and had already dispatched a portal infantry to the far end of the Valley. The King and his subjects were holding them back successfully, and I could not risk exposing that area, so I couldn’t use my reserves. 
 
    An hour passed. No one was smiling anymore. Our girls and boys wheezed like overdriven horses. Their blades slipped out of their weary blood-stained hands. 
 
    Our archers had all gotten knocked off the mountains by that time. Our casters were vomiting elixirs. No one took breaks anymore. You left your position only if you were a corpse. Alas, our corpses were many. 
 
    The warriors would come back through portals, live through another minute of brutal chopping and slicing, and leave as corpses again. The fighting area grew ridiculously small. In some spots, the gravestones were already piling up on our walls, and the fight continued atop these artificial waste banks. 
 
    The gods of Light were filled with childlike excitement. Their faces appeared from behind the clouds, radiant with joy. The Sun God’s laughter accompanied the wails of the dying. 
 
    Even our staff joined the fight. Snowie was at last fighting side by side with Bomba, covering his wife’s growing belly. Zena’s team was focused solely on helping him; they cast healing spells, covered him on all sides. I knew that their side of the wall will be the last to fall. 
 
    I was an easy target, standing in the light atop a tower. It was piled with gravestones like a burial mound, barely recognizable by now. My staff scared off any heroes eager to cross swords, but gave me away to all the wizards and archers. The air boiled with spells. Sparks flew as arrows struck each other midflight. Stealthers were trying to sneak up behind me. 
 
    The demon soul contained within the staff howled greedily as it sucked HP out of the thousands of sentient beings around us, obediently sharing it with its master. 
 
    A few local victories did not do us much good. The enemy advanced, we retreated. The casters in the rear neared the edge of the parapet. They fell off, adding to the panic with their screams and the sounds of bodies hitting the ground. 
 
    I ordered via battle chat: Fall silently! 
 
    Our staff analysts had been advising us to retreat to the Super Nova for the past five minutes. Our current defensive position was no longer effective. 
 
    I twirled Asmodeus’ summoning ring in my fingers. I decided it was time… 
 
    The huge waste bank hanging over the fortress began to crumble. The stone avalanche knocked several of our warriors off the wall, creating a 60-foot-wide gap in our lines. 
 
    The enemy rushed toward the gap, howling with joy. Only ten of us were still standing on the moving tiles. I ground my teeth, expecting them to get crushed. 
 
    Then a shortish dwarf with a colorful beard whipped out a machinegun made of burnished steel, turned the safety off and opened fire point-blank. Rat-tat-tat! 
 
    The mithril gun discharged one of its enormous rounds into the approaching Lights, knocking them off the wall. Durin, have you really found the right alchemic compound?! How come you didn’t tell me, ya bastard?! 
 
    Click! The empty cartridge hit the ground. Durin quickly reloaded, fired another round, but the gun suddenly fell silent. Durin didn’t seem worried about it though. I figured that he had simply run out of ammo. He must have grabbed grabbed whatever bullets were available, and now the party was over. 
 
    The enemy was nonplussed. They hesitated, pausing the attack. Our warriors seized the chance and restored our battle formations. The Veterans looked around, trying to spot the machinegun that was so dear to them. They sniffed the air, hoping to detect the smell of gunpowder. 
 
    But we had no time to explain. The enemy advanced, and we had to back up. We flung the last of our grenades into the crowd. A Wild Basilisk reared, leaned his front paws on the parapet and began licking off the tasty female trolls with his sticky tongue like a chameleon. 
 
    The Light gods grew tired of waiting. Or maybe they just craved to see the malignant Darksiders suffer a horrible defeat before we suddenly decided to retreat to our Super Nova. And that place had three walls, a myriad of dome shields and direct support of altars. Not that any of it made the castle invincible, but it would take more time to bring it down… 
 
    A glittering spot appeared in the sky and rapidly drew nearer. The next second, a figure in winged sandals was already circling above us. Hermes, one of the gods of the Pantheon of Light, personally came down to the battlefield. 
 
    I wondered what that Scarface was up to. Did he want to boost the Lights’ morale? Or would he be stupid enough to personally interfere? The lord of commerce, theft, intellect, alchemy, and magic was also the Sun God’s errand boy. 
 
    I saw his scepter flash and tear the fabric of reality to reveal celestial gates beaming with blinding light. Praise the Fallen One that we weren’t creatures of Darkness in the literal sense! For any real creatures of the night, this light would have done more damage than burning plasma. But where do these gates lead? I wondered. 
 
    The sound of battle horns and trumpets accompanied the arrival of the first guest; a mighty six-winged seraphim, clad in steel armor and armed to the teeth to fight for the righteous Cause of Light. 
 
    The beautiful yet deadly creature spread his fifteen-foot wings and landed on top of the waste bank. Sparks fell off his snow-white feathers, healing and resurrecting its comrades. 
 
    His blades whistled as they drew eights in the air at an insane speed. He brought death to the defenders of Yavanna. The seraphim showed up purple even for me, and that meant he was at least level 450. 
 
    My face growing dark, I raced toward the celestial creature, gravestones crumbling beneath my feet. Bring it on! 
 
    But then I stopped abruptly. More figures appeared from the spatial gap. It was the Army of the Seventh Heaven in full strength. 
 
    The gust of wind from their spinning swords swept over the fortress wall. Blood flew everywhere along with the heads of my clan mates. 
 
    I scowled in anger. You got another thing coming! I thought, rubbing the ring and calling loudly: “Come, Asmodeus!” 
 
    Inferno’s red arch opened right across from the gleaming portal of the enemy. Asmodeus majestically stepped onto the ground of “reality 0,” reveling in the triumph of the moment. Then he froze. His eyes turned crimson as he bared his teeth. His low vibrating growl resounded through the battlefield. The age-old enemies met at last. 
 
    The Top Demon cast off his politically correct appearance of a handsome stately warrior and quickly got in his most powerful fighting shape. The 30-foot-tall demon and his army slowly emerging from the portal cleared some fighting space for themselves. They pushed the exhausted Alliance warriors out of the way and cut up the Lights. 
 
    The seraphims also lost interest in the ambiguous servants of the Dark. They found their true enemy. The original enemy. The very face of evil. 
 
    The two forces clashed. The shock wave sent everyone who was dangling on the wall falling to their deaths. The sky wept blood, disgorging a hail of chunks of bloody flesh. The two forces were killing each other. 
 
    I was writhing with pain, my spine broken. I was grateful to the soft troll on whose corpse I had so luckily landed after I fell. 
 
    The “Full Healing” scroll put me back on my feet. Very few were still alive at the foot of the fortress. They were mostly the paranoid types who never stopped wearing levitation spells, and our reinforcements huddled in small groups. There was also the Ancient Basilisk whos sat on his tail in astonishment and gogged his huge eyes at the sky. 
 
    The Wild Basilisk, however, had other concerns. He had accidentally licked a Seraphim off the wall and was now rolling on the sand, howling in pain; the angel was disemboweling the lizard from inside. It was really hard to say who would die first. 
 
    “Heal him,” I said hoarsely, nodding at the basilisk. 
 
    Still limping as my brain couldn’t accept the fact that my legs and spine were suddenly okay, I climbed the nearest mountain plateau. I wanted to see for myself what the situation was like. 
 
    Just when I had almost made it, someone at the top offered me a hand. Weary of kind strangers, I looked up. “Hey, Fall!” 
 
    This guy would definitely not let go. I took his hand, and he swiftly pulled me up. 
 
    “Hello, Macaria,” I said, bowing my head lightly. 
 
    She deigned to give me an irritated glance with a hint of hatred in her eyes. I wondered what had I done to deserve that. Had I walked in on them perhaps? I could’ve just climbed some other mountain… 
 
    The goddess hugged the Fallen One around the waist, whispered something tender into his ear, then led him further away from me. I was glad they were patching things up. We didn’t need any wuarrels in the Pantheon. 
 
    Macaria pointed her finger to something below. The Fallen One bent down, trying to see what she was looking at. The goddess passed a hand over her hair and pulled out the long hairpin. She shook her head, letting her hair drop down to her gorgeous waist. 
 
    “Forgive me, dearest. I do not want to die anymore!” said Macaria loudly and thrust the adamant needle of her hairpin into the Fallen One’s skull. 
 
    “Fall!!!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I raced toward the two gods, pulling out my staff and slowing down time time until it nearly stopped. Some of my molecules could not even keep up with the rest of my body, and I left a trail of bloodied flesh suspended in the air. 
 
    Macaria shifted her gaze to me, unbelievably slowly, her eyes filling with fear. I would have reached that bitch. But…A thought is faster than any action, and divine will is almost as powerful as the laws of the universe. 
 
    The air grew impossibly dense. Its atomic composition changed, forming an indestructible crystal cocoon around me. Streams of magic bound me hand and foot, stopping me dead in my tracks and once again leaving me helplessly sprawled out in midair. 
 
    I had a sense of déjà vu. Grym, a Red Bear, and now Macaria… 
 
    The Fallen One arched his back at an impossible angle with a crack as if brutally tazed. He was instantly paralyzed and fell facedown on the stone, crushing his delicate nasal bones, busting his lips and crumbling his teeth. 
 
    The needle clearly didn’t have enough adamant in it to kill the god. But the treacherous goddess had chosen an ideal spot to deal the blow. Perhaps the Fallen One himself had told her where to strike so that she could protect herself against some rapist god. Ugh, he’s naïve like a three-year-old child! 
 
    I moaned, powerless, and tried to force my way forward, using all the resources I had to bend the goddess’s will. My muscle fibers tore, my overstrained tendons crunched, my mana hit zero and my Faith Points melted away. My Divine Spark quivered like the flame of a candle in the wind as it burned the sticky web of another creature's power. 
 
    Macaria looked at me anxiously, then at her husband. She reached for the sky and called in a loud voice: “Come, my Olympic brother!” 
 
    I heard thunder rumbling. A ray of sunlight blinded me for an instant, forcing me to squeeze my eyes shut. When I opened them, there was now another on the narrow mountain landing. The Sun God! 
 
    The Sovereign God of the Light Pantheon stood before me. He wore a self-satisfied grin. His scarred, contorted mouth was open, revealing his teeth. The stone beneath his feet was melting from drops of solar plasma that fell off him. 
 
    “I have done your will, Great One!” said Macaria. “Remember you promised to take me in and grant me a Minor Altar?” 
 
    “Yeah-yeah, I remember,” he waved her away nonchalantly. “You’ve done well.” 
 
    He hugged her around the shoulders, pulled her close and wrapped his steely fingers around her firm breasts like he owned her, then gave out a horselaugh. 
 
    The goddess wrinkled her nose dolorously. I detected a flicker of doubt in her eyes. 
 
    The Sun God turned the Fallen One over onto his side with a kick. He then knocked the Blade of Darkness out of Fall’s hand and grinned. “Well, I bet you didn’t see this coming. Betrayed by your beloved, paralyzed from head to toe, and with no one in your entire Pantheon left standing except the insane Spider Girl. Will no one run to the rescue of the hillbilly god? A shame, isn’t it? Or maybe those puny humans you love so much will blow the battle horns and race to defend the insolent AI who somehow got the idea that he’s a god?” 
 
    As if answering his question, the adamant blade slid out of the staff with a loud click as it finally managed to pierce the magic bonds. 
 
    The Sun God spun around. Macaria jumped aside and pointed her finger at me. “Kill him! He’s dangerous. Just look at how he’s ripping apart the unbreakable Chains of Hades. Once he breaks out of there, he’ll surely go to the Altar of the First Temple for help!” 
 
    The Sun God only chuckled: “And what will that get me? The deincarnation of one stupid suicide? Nah! I have much bigger plans for him. He’ll live for a long time, but in lots and lots of pain!” 
 
    I ground my teeth, straining every muscle to tear the damn chains. Another minute, and I will cut up their hated faces! 
 
    The Sun God shook his head and slowly shifted his gaze from my distorted face to Macaria who shrunk back in fear. He was trying to decide what was more important. 
 
    Finally he pulled a face and spat: “You, darkside broad, are worth no more than a bent, tarnished, silver coin. But the baby you are carrying…Oh, what an opportunity this is!” 
 
    He turned to me and spread his hands regretfully. “Seems this wasn’t meant to be…I thought I would enjoy your piercing cries for the next two-three millennia, but things are turning out differently. But don’t feel relieved just yet. The bliss of the sentient is so strong that I have opened a channel to the plasma of the True Flame. And it can reduce to ashes more than just flesh; your soul. Be you cast into Oblivion, worm!” 
 
    The Sun God raised his hand as he strained his muscles. Throbbing veins stood out on his temples. 
 
    A tiny portal opened before my eyes. A blinding solar prominence instantly burst out of it. 
 
    The next moment felt like an eternity. My cervical vertebrae crunched as I tried to dodge the cloud of radioactive hydrogen 45,032 degrees hot. 
 
    Ssss! My eyes began to boil. 
 
    Crack! My flesh crackled, becoming charred. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! The precious stones on my gear burst from the heat, deafening as gunfire. 
 
    The flame wrapped around me, covering me from head to toe, melting my armor and dripping onto the mountain, turning it into magma. The True Flame destroyed even the tight bonds of magic spells. The Chains of Hades burst. My aura was losing several buffs at a time. My soot-covered greedy pig tore the scorching gear right off me and tried to save it by stuffing it in the inventory’s spatial pocket. 
 
    I stood there, blazing like a torch, and would’ve screamed at the top of my lungs if I could. But the plasma had already burned my vocal cords and filled my lungs. Amazed at my resilience like any half-witted semi-sentient substance, it wondered: Why hadn’t the fragile flesh turned into ashes yet? 
 
    I focused my inner vision on the virtual interface window. It was the only thing that helped me remain somewhat in control of my mind. 
 
      
 
    Status alert! Revenge of a Higher Being. A “Divine Punishment” has befallen you. 
 
    Damage: 500,000. 
 
    Status alert! Blood immunity is responding. 
 
    Effect 1: divine damage decreased by 90%. 
 
    Damage: 50,000. 
 
      
 
    The Fallen One’s gift proved useful. And you would think it was a mere clip on the back of the head. 
 
    Something crunched and fell to pieces inside my right palm. It was the adamant medallion sewn into my skin, another gift from the Fallen One. 
 
    Its icy fragments sank into my flesh, freezing it and alleviating the pain. As promised, they swallowed up the 50,000 damage points and saved my blind, charred body just as my HP plummeted to 5%. Thank you, Fallen One! You’ve provided me with so many things, doing the best you could to save my stupid ass. And I will repay you right now! 
 
    Focusing on the interface, I connected to the Altar and flipped through the pages as fast as my brain and the server allowed. Where is that damn deincarnation?! 
 
    Combining binary logic and Indian outsourcers had resulted in the most user-unfriendly menu ever. Multi-level lists popped out of nowhere, embedded in each other. Dozens of illogical checkmarks and buttons opened in new tabs and pulled up even more useless pages. 
 
    I searched as fast as I could, listening to what was taking place around me in horror. The Sun God was no longer interested in me, confident that the solar plasma would finish the job. He turned to Macaria, forcing her to take the final step. 
 
    “Pick up the Blade of Darkness. It won’t resist you! There we go, perfect. It barely has any adamant, but the runic ligature is quite intriguing. I think this artifact can decapitate this pathetic excuse for a god. Not in one effective slice, however. You’ll have to put some muscle into it. But it’s in your best interest. Well? Strike! What are you waiting for?” 
 
    AltarInitiationPrimary deitySecondary deitySettingsChange deityDismiss current deity 
 
    Yes! I punched the virtual key with all my might. Had this been happening in the real world, I would’ve smashed to bits even a steel tamper-proof elevator button. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Once a deity is deincarnated, you will not be able to summon him/her again. The altar will lose one level. 
 
    Are you sure you would like to proceed? This command is irreversible. 
 
      
 
    “Macaria, don’t just stand there like the armless statue of a fallen virgin! I said strike! His paralyzed body will soon grow another brainstem or simply digest your stupid hairpin. I will be surprised if it turns out that he hasn’t installed some sort of protection on an artifact he had made himself.” 
 
    Macaria obviously felt something. I almost thought I heard a blade whistling through the air and cutting into flesh. 
 
    I hit the confirmation key again several times. Suddenly I heard the Blade of Darkness drop on the stone and a quiet: “Forgive me…I wasn’t the one I was afraid for…” 
 
      
 
    AlterWorld shook and began to weep… 
 
      
 
    Worldwide alert! Grieve, sentient beings! The goddess Macaria has left our world forever. 
 
    Her gifts will remain in AlterWorld as long as at least one of her priests remains alive. (Current value: 24/27). 
 
    Pantheon alert! Those who allowed their patron to die deserve punishment. 
 
    All of Macaria’s worshippers hereby receive a lifelong debuff: XP loss due to death increased by 25%. Additional penalty applied to those who rise in religious rank: minus 33%. 
 
      
 
    My radar grew more sensitive due to my blindness. It showed approaching clan mates running to the rescue. I could already hear healing spells being cast nearby. Rocks crumbled underneath the warriors’ boots as they climbed the mountain as quickly as they could. 
 
      
 
    Our reality wept as a babe abandoned by its mother… 
 
      
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The Sun God roared like a thousand storms, instantly knowing who was to blame. 
 
    The solar plasma crushed me once again. I moaned as my body crunched, leaving the vector of attack and sprinkling the mountain with pieces of charred flesh. Like a bat guided only by sound, I raised my staff, desperately trying to fight back. 
 
    Whoosh! I heard the flame fly at me right as someone’s figure shielded me from certain death. 
 
    “Aaah!” a female cried out in pain. 
 
    I heard trumpets signaling Total Healing. The cascade of interfaces flickered, and I could see again. 
 
    I saw a familiar figure reduced to ashes. Behind it was the Sun God’s broadshouldered frame. He raised his hand for a repeated strike. 
 
    Silently begging for forgiveness, I threw my staff right through the haze of remains of the sentient being who had saved me. 
 
    Crunch! The pink blade adjusted its trajectory as it flew through the air and sunk into the god’s solar plexus. 
 
      
 
    The world cried, choking on its tears… 
 
      
 
    The Sun God froze, staring at his stomach in disbelief. The staff quivered, trying to go deeper into the divine flesh. 
 
    The god seized the shaft, his mouth twisting from all sorts of unpleasant sensations. He jerked the weapon, trying to tear it out. But the demon soul within the staff wasted no time. It had already wrapped the thin adamant blade around the Sun God’s spine. Have you ever tried to rip out your own backbone? 
 
    The god’s halo lost its shine and turned a blood-red color. The Sun God’s face darkened as he loured at me. A plasmic blade materialized in his hand. 
 
    I’m screwed…I can’t leave Fall! But who am I to fight a god? 
 
    Unsteady on his legs, the Sun God came toward me. I instinctively stepped aside, moving in a spiral in an attempt to get near the Fallen One. 
 
    Thunder rumbled overhead as two opposing forces battled in the sky. Hundreds of Alliance members stood at the foot of the mountain, squeezing their weapons so hard that their knuckles turned white. The sentient were drowning in a sea of divine will. Some would occasionally slip out of the higher beings’ control and run to save the clan leader. 
 
      
 
    The universe whimpered as it suffocated, its pitiful sobs growing quieter and quieter. 
 
      
 
    I scowled like an animal and squeezed all the strength from my Divine Spark, driving every last drop of it into my fist. I would deal only one blow. I knew I could do it. I would break his sternum and rip out his heart. 
 
    Bam! A portal opened, and my wide-eyed stare made the Sun God look back. 
 
    Agent Winnie! 
 
    The scruffy kids’ toy bent over the Fallen One. Biting the hairpin, Winnie began to pull the adamant needle out of the god’s skull. 
 
    “Bastard!” roared the Sun God as he threw his sword at the little creature. 
 
    Winnie jumped aside, removing the lethal weapon from the Fallen One’s body, and instantly got out of harm’s way by slipping back into the portal. 
 
    He made it. But not all of him. His white furry ear with a ruby earring fell from the sky like an autumn leaf. 
 
    The Fallen One croaked, slowly regaining control of his body. He turned over on his belly, propped himself up on his shaking arms and abruptly rose to his feet, with pain and crunching sounds. 
 
    The two wounded gods took a step toward each other. Swords of opposite colors materialized in their blood-stained hands. One more step, and their figures blurred as they began to move faster than the eye could see. 
 
    The next instant, the gods returned to normal time. 
 
    Fall had ten charred slash wounds. He had driven his sword into his opponent’s liver. The Sun God wheezed and spat bubbling blood as he grabbed the blade, driving it deeper into himself. He was reaching for the Fallen One with his crooked fingers sparkling with solar plasma. 
 
    The Fallen One moved away, throwing his head back but not letting go of his weapon. The gods were connected by more than just the steel blade. They duelled not just physically, but on other levels. 
 
    I caught the Fallen One’s look for a second. It was the look of a losing boxer staring at the clock with hope. 
 
    I understood. That Sun Bastard was a tough one. Even with two serious injuries he was an overwhelming enemy for our semi-dark lord. 
 
    I started to run, my bare heels sending stone chips into the air. I did not slow down. I needed the speed. Concentrating all of my strength in my right fist, I aimed for the spot near the god’s left shoulder-blade. Despite the anaesthetic effect of the medallion, my wrist was already throbbing with pain from having to contain the energy of the Divine Spark. 
 
    Punch! The divine flesh parted, succumbing to the will of the Creator. His ribs crumbled as did the bones in my hand. His muscles popped. His sinews jingled like guitar strings. 
 
    My crushed fingers wrapped around a strong, slippery chunk of flesh. It contracted, and I knew it was the heart. Clenching my fist, I tore it right out of the body. 
 
    The Sun God’s heart gave another beat in my hand. He slowly turned his head to look at me. He tried to lift his arm to take his organ back, but his strength failed him. 
 
    Knitting his brows, the god tried to escape; evacuators began to flash around us. But each one of them faded away. To open a passage without a heart while being impaled on two adamant blades was not a simple task. 
 
    "Crush it!" the Fallen One said hoarsely. 
 
    I squeezed my hand. The Sun God’s heart stirred, gave a jerk, then stopped forever. 
 
      
 
    Worldwide alert! Change your ways, sentient beings! Another god has left our world forever. The children of the Sun God, the Head of the Pantheon of Light, will never again feel their father’s caressing sunlight. 
 
    His gifts will remain in AlterWorld as long as at least one of his priests remains alive. (Current value: 57/84) 
 
    Pantheon alert! Those who allowed their patron to die deserve punishment. 
 
    All of the Sun God’s worshippers hereby receive a lifelong debuff: damage from fire attacks increased by 25%. Additional penalty applied to those who rise in religious rank: minus 33%. 
 
      
 
    The Sun God’s body fell on the mountain and disintegrated into millions of sparks, leaving behind a handful of objects underneath a snow-white tunic. 
 
      
 
    AlterWorld was sobbing quietly… 
 
      
 
    His moist heart hardened, becoming unusually light and pink in color. A tab obscured my view: 
 
      
 
    Adamant. Alloy purity: 99.99%. Weight: 8.7 oz. 
 
    Eternal. Indestructible. Cannot be processed by mere mortals. 
 
      
 
    When I closed it, I bumped into the next tab: 
 
      
 
    Status alert! You've received new status: God Slayer. 
 
    The blood of the Higher Being will remain on your hands forever. Those who can see it will not pass you by. 
 
    Divine will no longer has power over you. Divine curses, buffs and quests are now your choice. You are free to accept or decline them. 
 
      
 
    I minimized all tabs to the tray. This was no time for freebies. I looked at Fall. 
 
    Wiping tears of rage off his face, he dropped to his knees and crawled over to the pile of clothes – the only thing left of his beloved. "Macaria…Why, you silly child, why?! We could’ve overcome this…" 
 
      
 
    AlterWorld whimpered softly… 
 
      
 
    The Fallen One gently unfolded the snow-white Greek tunic and unwrapped the bundle within. Inside was a baby with a tear-stained face. 
 
    Now I knew where the heartrending cries had been coming from all this time. The Fallen One’s face kept changing. He went from surprised to happy to utterly horrified. I looked hard at the sickly, pale infant who didn’t even have the strength to cry anymore: 
 
      
 
    Premature baby. Male. Child of gods. 
 
    Status: dying. The mother goddess could not gain enough strength to give birth to a high order being. 
 
      
 
    The Fallen One turned white with fear. Forgetting his wounds, he jumped to his feet and raised his arms toward the sky, drawing whatever strength was left in the universe. 
 
    The world thundered in protest. Heavy clouds swirled in the sky. An icy rain came down on the rows of silent warriors. Lightning flashed, hitting the scowling figure standing on the mountain top. 
 
    The Fallen One took more and more power from the world, freezing the air, turning rain into hail. He directed the already-visible flow of energy into the infant’s tiny body. 
 
    Sunlight went out. The shriveled bodies of the less lucky astral beings fell from the sky. 
 
    The universe was no longer outraged. It wept and pleaded with the god, asking to be left alone and at least allowed to heal. 
 
    Even I could feel the tension of the cosmic spheres. Spatial bonds creaked from the strain. The Fallen One drained all sources, pumping megatons of materials from reality into the world of the game. 
 
    The cord connecting the two worlds had already reached its rupture point. Only the word and will of the Fallen One were keeping it intact. The god was bending down, writhing from the recoil. 
 
    Crunch! Snapped his collarbone. 
 
    Crack! The pointy end of a broken bone poked out of his thigh. 
 
    I ran over to him, dove under his shoulder and tried to prop him up. It felt like trying to hold up a nine-story building. An impossible task. 
 
    The Fallen One was about to faint. Yet he still kept drawing power, muttering something, asking then threatening someone. 
 
    The clouds sank. We could reach them with our fingers. All magic was dead in our location. 
 
    The players’ attempts to help the god heal the infant proved useless, as could be expected. Their scrolls began to turn to dust, the vials started to dim, and the magic enchanting stones cracked. The warriors grumbled, backed away, then finally ran off to save their goods and escape the magic anomaly. 
 
    For an instant, Fall’s eyes cleared up. He turned to me and whispered: “I can’t…Now you…Help him and…hold on! We’re about to get hit…” 
 
    Bang!!! The cord connecting the two worlds burst. AlterWorld shook as if in birth pangs. 
 
    Mountains were ripped out of the ground. Earthquakes warped the soil. The two realities flew in opposite directions, distorting each other’s physical and magical properties. Constants disappeared in the emptiness of space. The very foundations of the worlds shook and turned into one chaotic mass. 
 
    The two micro-universes hurriedly closed their gaps and holes, filling them with the least contradictory concepts. Potential wizards and artifact crafters were born on Earth, while great mechanics and future chemists were born in AlterWorld. 
 
    The two worlds changed, and would never be the same again. Players disappeared around us. The magic-physical structures that were impossible in the real world got crushed. Something new was rising out of all the pain. 
 
    I didn’t notice anything around me as I stood on my knees next to the Fallen One’s broken body. The infant was crying at the top of his lungs again. 
 
    The god had given more than he could. When the cord between the worlds broke, the recoil knocked him out. His breathing was raspy and infrequent. The multiple wounds and fractures oozed blood and magic. 
 
    I needed to get him into the Crypt where Aulë was. He survived, and now needed only rest. Gods are beings of great vitality, and Chronos is a great example. As for the baby… 
 
    The Fallen One had mostly pulled him out and came up just a bit short on energy. The infant was chubby and no longer looked so pale. His face was a healthy pink, and folds of baby fat could be seen on his arms and legs. 
 
    But his lips turned blue again, his hungry wailing subsiding. What do I do? 
 
    Looking around helplessly, I saw a ball of black-and-white feathers falling from the sky. It was Asmodeus grappling with a mighty Throne. 
 
    I remembered how Asmodeus used to heal me with his blood. I blindly felt the ground; my absolute memory was telling me that I had seen Macaria’s hairpin somewhere nearby. 
 
    Here it is! I grabbed the corroded adamant needle, slashed my wrist, then froze in terror. What if this wound never closes? After all, I inflicted it with a divine metal… 
 
    Nevermind! I gently lifted up the baby’s head and brought my bleeding wrist to its lips. "Drink, little fella! It’s good for you." 
 
    The son of the Fallen One wasn’t picky. He instantly sensed the power coursing through my veins. He greedily pressed his lips to my wrist, clutching my arm with his tiny fingers as if holding on for dear life. 
 
    As he drank, I felt drained like I was thrown under a press. I lost my strength. My skin grew pale, my muscles shriveled, my hair turned gray. 
 
    Then I felt a hand on my shoulder, adding a tiny stream of energy to my dried-up well of power. 
 
    I turned around. Eric! You’re alive! You found me in this universal chaos! 
 
    Orcus put his hand on Eric’s shoulder in turn. Cryl put his hand on Orcus’s. Then Lena, then Grym. 
 
    Hundreds of players and NPCs formed a huge line, giving me their strength drop by drop. I was not just giving energy anymore, but also taking it. My muscles hardened once again. The Fallen One’s son was drinking more slowly now, to fatten up rather than to feel satiated. 
 
    Finally the infant pushed my wrist away, belched and fell asleep with a happy smile, breathing gently and smacking his lips. 
 
    The world flinched. 
 
      
 
    Pantheon alert! A new power has entered this world. The Fallen One’s unnamed son has joined the Dark Pantheon. 
 
      
 
    A new achievement pop-up window blocked my view. I was glad that inner interfaces remained intact. 
 
      
 
    Status alert! Family tree updated. You now have a Blood Brother. 
 
    Blood brothers can multiply their powers instead of simply adding them together. Guard and develop this bond. Defend your brother, for you two will die on the same day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Moscow suburbs. Hotwork metal plant. Four hours after the end of the shift. 
 
    Yaroslav was still working, biting his lip in stress. The banging sound of his air hammer echoed across the empty workshop. The young man was peening a box of multi-carbon steel over and over again. 
 
    The secret of welded damask had been discovered long ago, and the self-taught blacksmith was experimenting with the composition of different types of steel. Although the client’s order was crystal clear – a hunting knife with a patterned 400-layer blade – Yaroslav couldn’t work with just the template. He craved creative freedom. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! He diligently worked his hammer. 
 
    Click…Ding…Crunch…He heard heavy, confident foosteps approaching from behind. 
 
    The young man’s cheek twitched as he filled with irritation. “Michaelovich! I’ve asked you a thousand times not to disturb me! I left you a bottle of Stoli. Go down it in your watch box and stay out of the shop!” 
 
    He heard only a chuckle in response, then an unfamiliar deep voice spoke: "A fine hammer. You got a troll working behind these walls, or is it magic?" 
 
    "Yo mama!" Yaroslav shot back, angry that there was a stranger present while he was absorbed by his work and unable to pause. The last thing he wanted was to mess up a half-finished product. 
 
    "Hm," the stranger didn’t seem at all offended. "But what kind of defective furnace is this, without its own Salamander? How do you plan to temper your metals? Well, darling? Where is your Spirit of Fire?" 
 
    "Sent it to get me beer," the blacksmith growled. 
 
    The curt reply silenced the curious guest, but not for long. Breathing noisily through the nose, he came closer, his boots scraping the floor, and insolently looked over the young man’s shoulder. 
 
    "What are you doing?!" the shortish visitor cried in outrage. "You’re hitting the power intersection points, ya blind ass! Who has entrusted a clumsy goblin like yourself with a hammer anyway? And the steel? Why haven’t you performed the purification ritual? The metal is moaning, plagued by the memories of its past forms!" 
 
    The visitor was stomping his feet in indignation. He hadn’t even noticed that his beard was smoking. 
 
    Yaroslav barely refrained from swinging the red-hot workpiece at the advice-giver, itching to scare him to tears. 
 
    "You wretched spawn of a blind slug, show me the grave of your teacher so that I’ll know what to spit on come Remembrance Day! I know he can’t still be among the living, for anyone would have died of shame after letting you graduate!" 
 
    This was the last straw. Yaroslav released the hammer and the heated tongs and turned to the stranger sharply. His strong fist of a working man was already raised for the blow. 
 
    But upon seeing the guest, he froze. A real-life dwarf was looking at him ironically. Yaroslav could tell at first glance that this was not just a short corpulent man, nor a beer-bellied midget. 
 
    No, this guest had a harmonius appearance; he was just under 5 feet tall and had 5-foot wide shoulders. His spatulate, toil-hardened hands and powerful forearms the size of a grown man’s thighs indicated that he was a fine hammerman. His neat and well-chosen attire was too finely detailed to be some sort of movie costume. He had pockets for a pipe and a flint stone, buttonholes for a removable hood, and intricate embroidery with an unbelievable amount of detail which was surely and indicator of a specific social status. 
 
    "Step aside before your parents and teachers shed more bitter tears over you!" said the dwarf as he promptly kicked Yaroslav, forcing him away from the workstation. "Where did you apply pressure, ya clumsy spawn of Chaos? Ah, I see…Now watch and take good note of what I’m about to do, you beardless excuse for a blacksmith!" 
 
    Yaroslav recovered from the shock only after an hour, when the dwarf handed him the shining blade. 
 
    The dwarf looked happy. "That’s some fine steel. A paragon! And all this machinery is pretty good too; produces smooth, quality results. So what does this artifact offer? Plus 15 strength, increased chance to parry a blow, and Dissection – causes bleeding that’ll waste 300 HP. Hm, not bad! Just needs to be tempered with dragon blood, then properly sharpened and enchanted with magic from the bottom of one's heart. Then it'll make a fine rare item!" 
 
    The dwarf kept talking while Yaroslav stood with a blank look on his face, trying to blink away the semi-transparent label blocking his view: 
 
    Status alert! Your craftsmanship has increased. Blacksmith's work: +1. Current rank: Apprentice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood on the shaking, disfigured mountain which had forever become a, monument to our epic battle. The more quick-witted warriors were already taking historical screenshots of each other in front of the huge gray mountain, the soot-covered First Priest and the unconscious god. 
 
    I looked at the Fallen One’s emaciated figure. He seemed to be sleeping. 
 
    The Fallen One turned out to be wise enough to avoid burning himself out completely. He had made a conscious decision to do what Aulë did; upon reaching almost complete exhaustion, he sank into a healing sleep. 
 
    A pre-school girl appeared out of nowhere. She was sobbing quietly, pressing her face into the chopped-off, dirty white ear she had picked up on the ground. 
 
    Some of the boys brought ''permanent'' enamel paint and hurriedly signed the mountain side, commending the warriors and leaving their mark for future generations. 
 
    The mountain top had largely melted away after coming in contact with the high-temperature plasma. It didn’t take a detective to figure out that two gods had fought here. 
 
    The imprints of bodies and hands gave it all away. The drops of blood that had turned into rubies were now barely distinguishable inside the muddy quartz. The cradle of the Unnamed infant, decorated with Olympic silk and mommy’s loot, had left permanent grooves in the stone. 
 
    And I had left my footprints. First the marks of aggressively approaching boots, then the prints made by shaky bare feet sprinkled with scraps of burnt flesh. Then there were obscure crimson puddles; alas, I was no god. Yes, my blood was of a thicker consistency than normal, but I still had a long way to go until I would be bleeding precious rubies of immense power. 
 
    Feathers of different colors, soft fluff and flocks of black fur were gently falling from the sky. The battered armies of Inferno and Seventh Heaven took a break from their eternal struggle. 
 
    Lightfighter was slowly dragging away Asmodeus’ broken, slightly twitching body. The winged figure of the Throne disappeared in the portal majestically. 
 
    Our demon allies took quite a beating. True, Asmodeus and his troops were outnumbered, but I had expected more from a mighty creature with thousands of years of experience. 
 
    Could it be that the Thrones had turned into something substantially more powerful? Maybe they weren’t weak-willed game dummies anymore. Maybe they had finally cast off the behavior algorithms that used to bind them hand and wing. 
 
    After all, a few powerful Asian alliances were farming Seventh Heaven. Surely they had some Gifted ones, with the Spark. Plus, the new sectarians drew parallels between the angels and some aspects of the world’s most prominent religions and had already built a few sanctuaries. Perhaps their prayers landed them a mighty avatar from the first dozen. 
 
    The infant winced in his sleep, distracting me from my thoughts. I held him carefully and rather awkwardly, not having much previous experience. I knew that even a battle axe couldn’t harm this baby, but looking at his fragile limbs sent a pang to my heart and made my fingers shake. Sorry, little one…For it was I who killed your mother... 
 
    The clan staff and the stern-looking green goblins were already restoring order. They pushed back the curious and sent the new arrivals to the fortress walls. They nipped all looting attempts in the bud and carefully documented all artifacts of divine presence. 
 
    As for loot, Macaria had left behind only one precious gift; my baby blood brother. The rest sank into the mountain or disintegrated into magic molecules under the Fallen One’s energy flow. 
 
    Cutting out a divine piece of jewelry from the mountain was not complicated. But my soul protested, begging me not to put anymore weight on its fragile essence. 
 
    I walked over to the spot of the Sun God’s demise and probed the pile of loot with my bare toes. Sadly, it was mostly junk. 
 
    My charred greedy pig screeched like a dying seagull when the divine clothing disintegrated into dust and got carried away by the wind. Fallen One, goddammit! That’s not the way to go! A true barbarian. Boy, oh boy! 
 
    My face grew dark. The losses turned out to be worse than I thought. Among the ashes I found chips of black wood; my staff. As they say, the old gray mare isn't what she used to be. 
 
    Grinding my teeth as I felt pain all over my body, I squatted down, carefully placing the infant in one arm. I held out my bleeding wrist to the healers bustling nearby. They were surprisingly professional and swiftly bandaged me. Were they real-life doctors playing as AlterWorld clerics? 
 
    I nodded my gratitude and memorized the name of the girl who treated my wound. She was a Vet second line cover warrior. There was no way I would tear a girl away from these guys; they had a huge demographic disbalance. The situation had just recently begun improving as female battalions started recruiting NPCs. The soldiers lacked a rich imagination though and ended up with dozens of the same exact copies of a pirated Miss Universe or the most wanton image of Angelina Jolie. How did they even tell them all apart? 
 
    I turned to my staff. "Get all these nosy types outta here. Snowie! I want your bodyguards to form a wall. What do you mean no one survived? What a shame…Hey, don’t be sad, your boys’ll respawn. I remember all their names." 
 
    After all the curious individuals had been escorted off the premises, I started picking up the remains of my staff. The enemies didn’t need to know that the world’s most powerful weapon was in pieces. 
 
    I cluthed the severed bottom part with the unusually large crystal. When the weapon had attached itself to the inexhaustible source of the Sun God’s power, the demon jar leveled up god knows how many times. The precious stone significantly increased in size, obtaining more complex faceting and internal structure. 
 
    But all my greedy hopes were extinguished when I saw the huge crack running right through the middle of the crystal. It completely ruined the artifact’s exterior. The bastard staff had consumed too much. 
 
    I passed a finger over one of its faces; it felt cold and empty. Could it be? Had the Demon Soul really died? 
 
    In reply I heard a quickly receding burst of laughter, almost like a hallucination. So the bastard escaped! 
 
    I smiled to myself. Screw him! To be honest, even I was scared of the staff. It was just that I didn’t have the luxury of showing my fear when I felt it. 
 
    With an effort, I pulled up the staff’s status panel. The letters floated before my eyes, just barely forming crooked lines of words displayed in an unusual font. The artifact parameters were spinning like numbers on the reels of a slot machine. 
 
    AlterWorld was still stormy. Game algorithms were in conflict with the physics of the newborn world. 
 
      
 
    Empty Soul Prison. Has known Divine Blood. 
 
    It can no longer contain a Higher Being, but the crystal’s walls are still strong enough to hold captive dozens of beings of a lower rank. 
 
    Effect 1: +409 Intelligence. 
 
    Customization: This is a unique item, the only one of its kind in the world. The artifact can accumulate magic energy and share it with its owner. 
 
    Artifact status: damaged. Mana leakage and captive soul escape attempts can occur. Chances of spontaneous self-destruction are tripled. Instances of erroneous operation of the functional are possible. Taking precautions before operation is highly advised. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. I wasn’t Asmodeus, didn’t need to trap other astral beings. And the ethical side of the question really bothered me. And how would I drive beings into a broken crystal anyway? The instructions didn’t cover that. 
 
    But the staff could still be used as a mana accumulator. Standard artifacts were usually gigantic, outrageously expensive, and, most importantly, could not be utilized by humans. They had to be kept in castles, dragged around in a mobile dome cart, or at least stored inside a golem. But the human owner wouldn’t get any charge from it. A battery is a battery. 
 
    I hid the staff in my inventory. Its capacity was still unknown, and I would need to run a series of in-depth experiments to determine it. 
 
    I took a short break from looting and smiled involuntarily as I looked at my soundly sleeping brother. Then I reached into the pile of ashes again. 
 
    I found another piece of the staff; the slightly melted and jammed adamant blade on a short wooden fragment. The metal had lost its pink shine, corroded by acid. The pH of divine blood was outrageous, just like that of the aliens from Alien vs. Predator. 
 
    I passed my fingers over the edge of the blade, feeling sorry for it. I pulled up the interfaces again. It was easier this time and I didn’t have to overstrain myself. 
 
      
 
    Personalized sacral dagger: God Slayer. 
 
    A blade of damaged adamant that has tasted the blood of a Higher Being. It can no longer strike down celestial beings, but any mortal killed by it for sacrificial purposes will become randomly devoted to any of the sleeping gods who are temporarily resting in the Great Nothingness. With a little luck and the benevolence of the dagger’s owner, the sacrificed may become a priest. 
 
    Customization: This is a unique item, the only one of its kind in the world. At the moment of sacrifice, it is possible to summon a diety into our world. 
 
      
 
    These were pretty serious characteristics. The adamant did not survive the prolonged contact with the Sun God’s blood, and the blade got bent. But the immense amounts of energy that could have resulted in a real miracle had changed the weapon into something odd and frightening. 
 
    Sure it would be a lot of fun to cancel an enemy’s current religious status and redevote them to some long-forgotten unknown gods whose name is Legion. The Lord of an Oasis which dried up ten thousand years ago, or the Master of a Foul Swamp overgrown with a coniferous forest of the same age. 
 
    But taking into account the number of our enemies and the strict laws of the Universal Balance, the tiny chances of summoning a god would come into play sooner or later and bring Cthulhu, Azathoth and other such vile creatures back into existence. 
 
    My officers were giving me fearful looks. I scratched my burnt brow with the tip of the blade, wondering if I should drive this thing into the wall next to Lloth’s dagger. A quick blow from the side would cause it to break near the hilt as practice has already shown. 
 
    My greedy pig reached his burn-covered paws to me and begged me to keep the unique artifact. Life is hard and, given our circumstances, long. Who knows what sorts of unbelievable things it may yet send my way. 
 
    I decided to store the artifact in the far corner of my spatial pocket for now, then reached into the pile of ashes again, sifting it through my fingers.Could it really be that Fall had turned the ownerless items into pure energy? 
 
    Something jingled; my sensitive fingers finally ran across and object of value. It was a ring, very slim but surprisingly heavy, clearly made of the stuff from the lowest cells on the periodic table. I hoped it didn’t hum like some busted reactor. 
 
    I looked at its characteristics. The world was no longer coming apart and revealed the item’s details without lagging or distortions. What I saw drew a rapturous gasp from me. 
 
      
 
    Ring of True Flame. Divine artifact. Personal upon pickup. 
 
    Effect 1: +200% plasma resistance. 
 
    Effect 2: +100% fire spell power. 
 
    Customization: This is a unique item, the only one of its kind in the world. Created out of solar wind by the power of a Higher Being, the ring contains 24 cubic miles of the sun’s coronal mass. The artifact’s owner can break magical chains with willpower, releasing the elements they may contain. 
 
      
 
    My jaw dropped. I was holding a nuclear grenade! Rip out the pin, throw it at the enemy, and you will have wiped out everyone within a 9-mile radius. 
 
    The logical thing to do would have been to give the artifact to the clan’s top wizard, a School of Fire buff. But I had a better idea. 
 
    Stealthily looking around, I decidedly pocketed the ring. My precious! 
 
    My greedy pig applauded, pleased with his student who just passed the Ninja-looting 101 final exam. But, as the gods were my witnesses, I didn’t do it out of greed. It was just that I couldn’t give an artifact of such caliber to someone else for safekeeping. I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night. 
 
    I once went hunting with this girl back in the real world. Watching her point her gun everywhere so carelessly almost gave me a heart attack. I found myself constantly dodging the barrel aimed right at my belly. Now imagine someone that careless in our castle. They might turn the Super Nova into a mile-wide plasma ball of plasma by simply lifting an eyebrow, Fallen One forbid! It was better for me to keep the artifact. What’s another heavy responsibility for me? I’m used to it. 
 
    I looked around. My officers stood nervously nearby. Pale faces flashed around us. The sounds of battle turned into cries of alarm and sometimes even hysterical shouting. 
 
    The entire world of the game had gone perma. Like an overripe fruit falls off the tree that bore it, so AlterWorld had detached from the reality of Earth and fell into the raging river of the macro-Universe. 
 
    Mom pushed her way through the crowd of anxious guards. She probed me in a hurry, then counted my limbs and heaved a sigh of relief. "In the chat, they said the Sun God burned you." 
 
    I gave her a reassuring smile, feeling relieved myself. A clan is a clan, but a family – a real family – is irreplaceable. Maybe I would even bring Dad back into existence some day. The question is, would it make him happy? 
 
    I shook my head, driving away the absurd thoughts. ''Mom, whoever hurts us won’t live to see another day! The Sun Prick got his ass kicked. Oh, and congrats! I have a baby brother now!" 
 
    That explained to Mom what was in that bundle I was holding on my arm. She raised her brows in astonishment, wide-eyed. 
 
    I handed her the infant. ''Can you look after him? He’s the son of the Fallen One and Macaria. Fall got knocked out and Macaria’s gone. You’ve probably seen the world status alert. I gave him my blood, and we heavily depend on each other now. Seriously. He and I will die on the same day.'' 
 
    Mom gently held him to her chest. Her eyes filled with tears. "A foster child is as good as a grandson.'' 
 
    Sensing desired food, the infant reached for the breasts hidden underneath the lettuce green priestly tunic. 
 
    I wrinkled my brow pensively. Of course the baby needed to be breast-fed at that age. God knows what he might turn into if he drinks blood. ''Our hounds just pupped. Maybe they can feed him? Like an ancient legendary hero. Plus Bomba’s expecting. She’ll have enough milk for a whole litter.'' 
 
    Mom blushed slightly. ''I’ll breast-feed him myself!'' 
 
    ''Um…How?!'' 
 
    The baby was impatiently squeezing her breasts and whimpering, demanding his rightful food ration. 
 
    ''Well…As soon as he touched me, I felt that I will have milk. And…it’s gonna happen very soon! Max, I have to go!'' 
 
    I shook my head in surprise. Divine will was sacred. Once the infant felt hungry, the world chose the path of least resistance and instantly provided a wet-nurse. ''All right then. But don’t leave the Super Nova. I appoint Snowie and his legionaries to protect my brother. It is inevitable that someone will try to kidnap him. I’ll go take care of business, then come check on you.'' 
 
    After giving a series of orders, I saw Mom and the others to their portal, then gave a sigh of relief; now I had one less thing to worry about. Hang on, Fall! I already gave the order; a portalist and a mule should arrive any second now. They’ll get you to the divine dorm in the Crypt. All three of you will dream together, frightening each other with your secret nightmares. 
 
    I beckoned to the Analyst and Orcus who had pleading looks on their faces. ''Report! Oh, and…has anyone seen my kitten?'' 
 
    The Analyst replied impatiently, ''He’s at the foot of the mountain. Please, Sir, tell us, have we all gone perma?'' 
 
    Everyone froze, awaiting my answer and ready to read my lips. 
 
    I listened to the celestial spheres, remembered how omniscience had failed when the two gods clashed, then slowly nodded. ''That’s right. We are on our own now. I don’t know if we have any connections with the real world left. But you can turn off the game servers. AlterWorld no longer needs them.'' 
 
    ''No connection, Max! None! We’re cut off from everything like a sunken submarine! Dan would’ve hung himself already if he could. He’s going crazy, smashing the virtual interface to bits. He’s got a wife and kids on Earth.'' 
 
    I bit my lip. I had seen his family. They were great people, a legend among the Vets. 
 
    I ground my teeth and said, ''We’ll think of something. Tell the clan to stop panicking. I’ll do everything I can. Once our gods feel better, we’ll demand their help. Another oder; everyone is to attend public prayer twice a day in order to help the Dark Pantheon gods recover. They have given their best. Now two are in a coma, and one is confined to bed. Macaria has sacrificed herself to save her child. Only that crafty bitch Lloth still sits snugly in the shadows.'' 
 
    My officers left the conversation to make a list of orders. I looked warily at the sky, regretting having mentioned the Spider goddess. What if she heard, Fallen One forbid? All our top players were off the field at that point. Very few were left standing, including myself. A team of invalids is what we were now. 
 
    But then, I did have quite a reputation with the gods. I had just killed two of them. Perhaps that was enough to scare away the eight-legged Lloth? 
 
    The chaos subsided. Clear orders, promises, and a few punches helped everyone overcome the initial shock. I even saw commandant Medved give a box on the ears to some warrior who had already succumbed to depression. 
 
    Many had this look as if they were plotting something. Some of the boys were unsteady on their feet like drunks. The only ones who didn’t fidget and even carried themselves straight and with assurance were the NPCs. I wondered if they even understood the situation. 
 
    A few dwarves nearby were trying to break the gravestone of some Lightsider with their huge hammers. They must have heard about Yavanna’s heroic feat. Well, go ahead, try to saw through gold… 
 
    Groups of goblins and low-level dwarves at the foot of the fortress were hastily picking up unattended goodies: archangel feathers, basilisk armor plates, colorful innards of various creatures, and so on. And although these goblins could sort of be considered part of Harlequin’s brigade (disobeying orders, I bet), these dwarves didn’t look like any I’ve ever seen before. 
 
    Everything was a mess. The world was in pieces, and someone would have to sort through this pile of debris and glue it back together… 
 
    My snow leopard’s muzzle emerged from behind the mountain edge. He looked happy yet somewhat offended. Panting, the cub climbed the steep slope, swiftly walked over to me on his chubby paws and head-butted me in the knee. 
 
    I petted the purring cub with delight. ''There’s a clever boy. Sorry we got split up. I forgot to drop anchor and got blown right off the mountain.'' 
 
    The Analyst came out of his trance and blinked, changing focus. 
 
    I asked one of the most pressing questions: ''How many of us are left?'' 
 
    Widowmaker looked at the mighty ogre in astonishment as the latter respectfully lifted the Fallen One off the ground, then reported: ''Surprisingly many from our Alliance. Seems that all the 17,000 permas made it. There were 30,000 non-perma players online at the time of the disaster. Most got kicked out. Only one in five got sucked into AlterWorld, and many are not happy about it. The Valley looks like a nuthouse: yelling, wailing, and insane laughter.” 
 
    I could only imagine. When I had found out about going perma, I danced with joy, while these people each reacted each in their own way. 
 
    The chaos hadn’t befallen AlterWorld alone. The entire Earth was shaking with cries in different languages… 
 
    …Somewhere in Moscow, a man beat his fists against the capsule he was in until his knuckles bled, begging for a second chance… 
 
    … In the building nextdoor, a little girl scratched on the translucent plastic of her father’s capsule like a kitten. Her broken fingernails left scarlet marks. Biting her lip, she kept repeating: “Daddy, daddy, come out!” But deep inside the child knew; her dad would never come home from work again… 
 
    … A thin man sat on the cold floor of his apartment, staring blankly at the wall. He had taken a risk, staked his all and lost…He had quit his promising job and pawned his apartment for an outrageous interest rate to buy three capsules – a family edition, “Two plus one.” Then in AlterWorld he purchased tons of land for his future Gigantic Fly-Trap plantation. He turned all his funds into in-game gold. And now he sat on the cold floor while the medical blocks of the ''Mom'' and ''Son'' capsules beeped in alarm. ''Deep coma'' was their diagnosis. And the ambulance arrival timer showed nothing but infinity symbols. 
 
    Infinity…No escape…The man slowly rose, kissed the tranquil face of his son through the dull plastic, then dragged his stiff legs to the balcony. Nineteen stories up. It would be enough… 
 
    …In an underground virtual center somewhere in China, the capsules opened one by one, letting out thousands of confused, sluggishly moving people. The sixteen-hour shift was far from over… 
 
    The center’s chief supervisor could see his hair turning gray. The merciless statistical monitor showed that 52,000 operators had lost contact with the server. Another 14,000 were in a deep coma… 
 
    …On that day, the manager of Russia’s emergency service, AI Shoygu-231, launched a defense protocol against a DDoS attack for the first time ever. The AI thought that the hundreds of thousands of calls from subscribers were just that – an attack… 
 
    Closing my eyes for a second, I shook my head. AlterWorld had no anti-depressants. How could we treat nervous breakdowns? An insane wizard is a dangerous thing, a living weapon. 
 
    That made me think of something. I looked hard at Orcus. ''Are we still immortal?'' 
 
    ''Yessir!'' he replied with a cheerful smile. ''We’ll live. Some of the Lights are still carrying out their last orders, so there is a bit of fighting still happening here and there. Plenty of corpses and resurrections to go around. There are some glitches in damage calculations. But we’ll take care of it. The analysts are collecting information as we speak.'' 
 
    ''Good! Get the on duty portalist over here. Let’s jump to the wall. I want to see what’s left of the Lightsiders.'' 
 
    Widowmaker smiled menacingly. ''Not much. Seems both sides now have the same number of soldiers, or warriors, at least. We don’t yet know what’s the situation on their home front. But I imagine they don’t have many people there either. Based on the initial info we received, reality had calculated the meaning of life and personal values of every single individual. Any geek that played for more than eight hours a day had their new permanent address set to AlterWorld. Anyone who just dropped in for some fun after work was pretty much told to go fuck themselves.'' 
 
    I shook my head. ''So the Chinese and Koreans must have plenty of people in AlterWorld right now. Asians aren’t just devoted players; they work in the virtual world too. One in three Asian families makes a living that way.'' 
 
    Orcus frowned. ''This could become a real problem with time. Most of the golden billion population are lazy, casual players. They must be in the middle of a terrible post-apocalyptic situation right now…'' 
 
    ''Leaving in five!'' came the voice of the on duty portalist. 
 
    The portal clapped. Our coordinates instantly changed, and we cussed in unison as we landed on a palisade of gravestones, nearly breaking our legs. 
 
    Sliding over hundreds of graves and maneuvering between dangerously sharp, gigantic piles, we ascended the unusual burial mound. 
 
    The battle was practically over. Those who were looking for their graves occasionally fired a few shots. Brief fights would break out between groups of stealthers whenever they accidentally found one another. 
 
    I looked over the giant cemetery, counting the enemy ensigns fluttering in the wind and portals flashing. ''Looks like we beat off the attack,'' I said, grinning. 
 
    I was right. Only one tenth was left of the original army of a hundred fifty thousand, most of them in nothing but underwear. Two percent were permas, and the rest were those who were devoted heart and soul to the colorful world of might and magic. 
 
    So how many were now in AlterWorld? Two-three million? Considering the Asians, nine million was also plausible. But that meant we were sitting on a mine. It was bound to explode sooner or later. The Chinese would surely expand outside of their own cluster considering that there are white people’s cities with enticing treasures all around only one portal jump away. 
 
    It was a good thing that AlterWorld went perma right when it was evening in the Russian cluster. Eight p.m. was prime time, the peak of gaming activity, further increased by the artificial First Temple Defense and those who tried to stay apolitical but still played. 
 
    But for Americans it had happened early in the morning when few players were online. Poor kittens! We would have to consider them an endangered species now. 
 
    The Lightsider invasion army was left without an external governing body and with drastically lower numbers of fighters. Squadrons of a hundred shrank to ten. Many clans were missing their senior officer personnel. The poor people were finally starting to realize the true scale of the catastrophe and the heap of problems they now faced. 
 
    They had no right to access their armories, treasuries and warehouses themselves. Some clans had lost individuals with access rights to the castle interface, the clan’s automated broker with all the lots, and the means to control external politics and everyday life inside the clan. 
 
    Orcus said exactly what I was thinking: ''Many alliances and clans will be forced to disband. But they’ll lose all virtual stashes and accounts.'' 
 
    ''They might lease the castles to allies, then pretend-seize them to restore control,'' the Analyst predicted. 
 
    I nodded. ''Then they’ll scam the auction system by buying items from themselves. These are all feasible solutions. But they’ll still lose time and money and will have plenty of chaos to deal with either way. And we’re about to add to their chaos.'' 
 
    I looked up at the sky and used my right of Direct Appeal which had been given to me by a certain goddess: ''Hestia! I call upon thee!'' 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Near-earth orbit. Russian space research station World 2. 
 
    The intercom speakers inside the facility were blaring out alarm signals. Red lights blinked. The AI’s soft, calm female voice was repeating the same monotonous words: ''Attention! This is NOT a drill. All astronauts are to put on spacesuits and move to life saving capsules as per the Meteorite Threat protocol. Ninety seconds till mandatory deployment of emergency modules. I repeat, this is NOT a drill.'' 
 
    VKS Colonel Sergey Volkov sat at the control panel, performing a dozen urgent tasks at once. He was hurriedly reporting to the RKA Mission Control Center, receiving data from them on the dodging maneuver, and kept an eye on the bleeping near acquisition radar. 
 
    He had no time to figure out where this sudden meteor shower came from and how it entered a geosynchronous orbit. Had NASCOM’s ''Orion'' finally fallen apart? Or maybe this was a deliberate act of sabotage? Our sworn enemies could’ve easily launched a container of gigantic blocks of debris into orbit in order to once again become the dominant power in space. 
 
    But there were discrepancies between the sizes. According to the radar, the cloud of objects was nearly as large as a high-rise. Either that or some joker had launched a few square miles of every astronaut’s favorite gold leaf into orbit. 
 
    ''Sixty seconds till danger zone entry: 82% probability of the station sustaining critical damage. This number is increasing as new objects are detected. The commander is to abandon the bridge and begin the evacuation procedure. Please transfer commanding rights of your space station as specified by situation code ''Flying Dutchman.'''' 
 
    Sergey thought he heard genuine melancholy in the AI’s voice. ''Negative,'' he replied, shaking his head. ''We have been on this station since day one. We can’t just abandon it. An extra pair of hands can make a difference between life and death.'' 
 
    Glancing at the torn photo of his wife with a mimic panel hoop on her head and a cartridge pouch with the young AI on her belt, he whispered quietly: ''Daughter, we’ll make it. Don’t get cold feet. Is this how your mother and I raised you?'' 
 
    The fourteen-year-old AI gave a distinct sob, then yelped through its black boxes. She rewinded her plated wire and replied: ''Yes, we’ll make it, dad…Mom would’ve been proud of us.'' 
 
    The station shook as the emergency modules undocked. Their thrusters had to work in an off-design mode to accelerate, burning backup fuel as they transported the crew out of harm’s way. 
 
    The colonel closed the visor on his space helmet and turned to look at the external surveillance monitors. The AI directed the cameras at the nearest large object, fully zoomed in on it, then sent the image to the holographic monitor. 
 
    Sergey blinked in disbelief. He looked out the window as if trying to see the anomaly with his own eyes, then turned to the massive cylinder of composite armor that contained the heart of the station – its AI crystal. ''Is this a joke?'' 
 
    ''No, sir. It’s a piece of a fortress wall, 27 feet long, with a mass of about 740 tons. I’m no archaeologist, but it looks like a modern replica made to resemble the architecture of antiquity…Hm…There’s something interesting.'' 
 
    The view on the monitor switched to camera 26 located on the station’s rear sector. Most of the objects were catching up to the space station. By outer space standards, they traveled at a snail's pace: 1,200 feet per second. 
 
    The bridge’s main section displayed on the screen was wrapped in a cloud of numerical and textual labels that the computer generated. A giant donjon tower was spinning around it. But the most incredible part was that amidst the castellations was a figure in black velvet. Covered by multiple forcefields, it struggled to stay in place. It had blazing eyes and wore a silver diadem on top of the hood that concealed its face. 
 
    ''Who is that?'' the colonel asked in a hoarse voice as he pulled up the biometrics panel by moving his eyes to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. 
 
    There was triumph in the AI’s voice. ''According to AI Know-All, there is a 99% chance that we are looking at an Archlich from AlterWorld’s virtual reality!'' 
 
    The staff on Earth addressed the colonel again: ''Attention, Sir! The RKA Mission Control Center has received situation codes Invasion and Improbable! We recommend you…'' 
 
    Bang! Bang! 
 
    The hand-made granite blocks easily pierced the silicon panels of the solar batteries and the identical-looking heat sinks. They crushed the boron-aluminium composite of the station’s exterior along with the delicate electric insides, then flew out the other side without any noticeable drop in speed or mass. 
 
    The two three-foot-wide holes didn’t look like mortal injuries. But the space station felt that it was dying just like a human shot in the gut. The station’s walls got crushed as the bracing was now utterly destroyed. Pipes and fuel lines leaked technical fluids. The torn wiring sparked and smoked. 
 
    But the colonel paid no attention. His eyes were glued to the window as he stared at the snow-white connecting module ''Union 107.'' The two hollow eye sockets hypnotized him. The skeleton was steadily crawling over the station, a dagger laced with poison in its teeth… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bang! A divine portal rent the space, sending gravestones flying and clearing an entire square that reached all the way to Yavanna’s walls. 
 
    Our companions jumped aside. A few slipped in the blood and fell off the ledge as if reinacting a mountain climbing accident. They must’ve regretted not investing enough points into Agility at that moment. 
 
    Hestia was magnificent even though she bore obvious signs of abuse. The perfect creature’s striking beauty contrasted sharply with the dark circles under her eyes and the heavy burns on her scarred arms. 
 
    I ground my teeth. The Sun God was a bastard! 
 
    Hestia gave a sad yet grateful smile, then followed the falling, cussing bodies with her eyes. "My apologies. Ultra-long-range transportation has quite a recoil. We were forced to sit out the war on the edge of Chaos, going insane. The Sun God’s all-seeing eye is hard evade." 
 
    I lifted a brow. "We?" 
 
    The world went dark for an instant, and a shortish, chubby man appeared next to the goddess. He had a vacant look and a confused smile. 
 
    It was Asclepius. He was born a mortal, breast-fed by a dog and raised by a centaur. He received the gift of immortality for his medical achievements. But the gods are fickle; Asclepius’s mother was burned at the stake, and he got killed by Zeus’s lightning bolt. 
 
    Such were the Olympians. The most vile snake pit imaginable... 
 
    “We came together,” Hestia said in a commanding voice and, taking the god of medicine by hand, pulled him closer to her. 
 
    He froze up for a moment, examining my aura with the eager curiosity of an expert, then slightly shook his head. I bet he didn’t like the God Slayer mark. Or was something else bothering him? My collection of titles could’ve made an emperor jealous. As the green-eared Grym liked to say, the small astral creatures avoided me at all costs. Of course, nature didn’t like loneliness, and my high-level aura continually attracted larger beings… 
 
    I gave him a reassuring smile to let him know that I was all right with whatever opinion he formed of me. It was hard for me to keep a poker face though. Yee-haw! Scared another one! 
 
    I respectfully bowed my head to the goddess. "Hestia, I have done as you asked. The rapist is dead and will never again reincarnate in this world!" 
 
    The daughter of Chronos closed her eyes for a moment, trying to conceal her exultation. But a god is not an ant, and divine joy is hard to miss. 
 
    Waves of colorful sparks rolled in every direction. They brushed against the warriors who were staring at the gods and dissolved in their auras. 
 
      
 
    Yellow light: ''Happiness at home! Your native home increases regeneration and doubles crafters’ chances of creating a Masterpiece.'' 
 
    Red snowflake: ''The fire in your hearth becomes the House Guard. The longer it burns, the more chances it has of giving birth to a minor salamander.'' 
 
    Pink spark: ''Nights with your beloved will become colorful and vibrant. Chances of conceiving a gifted child are tripled.'' 
 
      
 
    I read the system messages listing the effects of Hestia’s divine grace and raised my brows in amazement. Praised be the goddess of the hearth! 
 
    ''Our agreement is sealed with Fulfilled Vengeance,'' the goddess said in a rich voice. ''As promised, we are leaving the Pantheon of Light which has sullied its name!'' 
 
      
 
    Status alert! Quarrel in the Pantheon of Light. 
 
    The like-minded powers have failed to get along. The priests of the allied gods are turning their backs on each other. 
 
    Effect 1: 10% penalty on religious rank promotion for all Lightsiders. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Status alert! A pantheon is splitting up. The world has new borders. 
 
    The tender Hestia and the miracle-working Asclepius have left the snow-white Pantheon of Light and created a new divine abode: <_untitled_>. 
 
    Be inspired with all the good things, sentient beings! Your doings will enable the Pantheon acquire a name. 
 
    Current relationship with forces of Light and forces Darkness: neutral. 
 
      
 
    ''Hoorah!!!'' the narrow canyon shook with warriors’ cries. They threw up their helmets. The wizards did the same with their three-cornered hats. 
 
    I smiled happily. This wasn’t a victory, but rather the first step toward it, the preliminary sketch of a huge project. Yet we had reasons to rejoice. 
 
    ''Lights’ invasion forces are leaving our control zones,'' the on duty analyst reported via public chat. Even more good news for the exhausted warriors. 
 
    ''Hail Hestia, Hail Asclepius!'' cried over a thousand voices. 
 
    Flattery can get you everwhere with gods. Maybe the enormous flow of our life force and the precious warmth of our Creator Sparks simply intoxicates them? It had to be so, because the neutral gods shut their eyes with joy like cats who just got an extra serving of milk. Hestia waved her slender hand as if saying ''Come on now, no ovations necessary.'' Asclepius was beaming like a supporting actor who suddenly found himself at the front of the stage under the floodlights. 
 
    I wondered if perhaps this was a good opportunity to subdue the gods while they had their guard down. The last line of the system messages gave me an interesting idea… 
 
    I did something that drew everyone’s attention: I touched the goddess’s delicate skin. A zap of several thousand volts of erotic spark was what I got in return. 
 
    Hestia flinched and gave me the look of a frightened doe. Maybe I was the first ever sentient being who had the honor of touching a divine being? 
 
    Barely overcoming delightful pain, I said in a hoarse, stolid voice: ''Hestia and Asclepius, by the name of the Fallen One, I am offering you to form a Pantheon Alliance. The more power our Houses have, the more order there will be in AlterWorld. No threat will be too great if we stand united.'' 
 
    May the Fallen One forgive my bold initiative, I thought to myself. 
 
    Hestia raised her eyebrows. ''Is that even possible?'' 
 
    My cheek twitched at that. Is it not? Could it be? I had accepted hounds into the clan, made countless NPCs go perma, involuntarily befriended a dead dragon…How difficult could it be for me to form an alliance with my equals? 
 
    I nodded with confidence. ''I don’t see why not.'' 
 
    Hestia and Asclepius exchanged glances, and the goddess announced: ''We’re in!'' 
 
    I quickly tried to think of a proper way to seal the agreement. But then I decided that legal formalities weren’t important. I shrugged and held my palms out to the gods, quickly filling up my hands with energy and projecting my will into the world. ''May the Great Balance be our witness!'' 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, the neutral gods took my hands, closing the circle. The sky thundered in approval, making all three of us flinch. Is Big Brother watching? 
 
    The next instant, a deafening thunder rang out near us. Doubling over in pain and holding my ear, I sharply turned to see who did it. There was a bright, iridescent flame hovering before us; an Astral Messenger. 
 
    Hovering before me, he looked closely at my aura to verify that I was indeed the one to whom he was to deliver his message. 
 
    ''Speak!'' I demanded hoarsely with annoyance, forcing the ringing in my torn ear drum to die down. 
 
    ''A message from Ruata, Princess of the House of Night, Yavanna’s priestess,'' the messenger announced in a stately manner, then related the hurried speech of the princess herself: ''Laith! Lloth has summoned all her forces and is preparing to bring the Sun God’s Main Temple under complete control! We cannot allow this. The spider goddess will devour us all! My warriors clashed with the attacking Drow armies and are ready to obstruct the Temple’s gates. But we can’t hold out for long – several minutes at best!'' 
 
    Fuck me! I ground my teeth and strained my exhausted brain, considering all possible courses of action. 
 
    The Analyst, or secretly the prince of the House of Shadow, nodded as he said: ''This is true. My House admin menu gave a buzz. The message reads: 'The goddess is calling upon all who have carried ancestral faith in their hearts over centuries of heresy.' I think you got this message too.'' 
 
    I probably did. But my interfaces were bursting with unread messages. Chat windows were overlapping, forming a huge stack like the pages of an endless interactive children’s book. Damn these loggers! 
 
    ''How many are there?'' I snapped at the glowing messenger. 
 
    He switched to a formal tone again: ''To minimize the chances of interception, direct conference is not permitted. The messenger is in offline mode. Please dictate your message within thirty-two heartbeats.'' 
 
    Orcus spat in irritation. ''Stupid magic!'' 
 
   
 
  




 Hestia, who had grown very tense, touched the ball of fire with her hand. The messenger blazed up, gave a hissing sound like a poorly tuned radio, and we heard the princess’s strained voice again: ''There are thousands. Eight paws, eight bodies in eight lines, times eight! AlterWorld is in upheaval. Its ether is messed as if a Royal Storm had just hit. The reign of Lloth is near…Are you coming? If not, my House officially asks permission to take shelter in the Valley. It is the only relatively safe place in AlterWorld.'' 
 
    ''I’m on my way!'' I said decisively. ''Hold the Temple and don’t let them near the altar! I’ll be there asap.'' 
 
    Dan and the Analyst started rattling off orders: ''Alarm code: 'Mutinous God!' Third line reserve; to the wall! Make yourselves look like a huge crowd. Low-level spies and reconnaissance and sabotage groups; to the Temple! Roll out the machines. Raid meeting point: Square 1. Buff and gear reqs: Boss Fight. We’re going right into battle, portal in…'' 
 
    They looked at me, and I gave them as much time as I could: ''Two hundred seconds!'' Then I turned to the silent gods. ''Dear allies, you’ve heard everything yourselves. We need your help. Are you with us?'' 
 
    Hestia and Asclepius froze in hesitation. They were facing a moment of truth: would they join us or retreat into the darkness of Chaos again? 
 
    I put a hand on the Sun God’s adamant heart in my pocket just in case. I would’ve broken their noses with it had they made a false move. 
 
    Hestia nodded slowly. ''We’re tired of war and have chosen neutrality. However, because of the ties of our allegiance, we can’t watch from the sidelines. The punishment of the Great Balance is fearsome and inescapable. We are with you. But keep in mind that we are no warriors. Our power is of a passive and constructive nature.'' 
 
    Content, I slammed my fist into my open palm. The gods stared at me in horror. This made me realize that I was still holding their brother’s heart in my hand. Well, that could’ve gone better. 
 
    ''I understand. You won’t have to fight unless Lloth interferes directly. Until then, I ask that you support my troops and help transport the basilisks. They don’t fit in regular portals.'' 
 
    The gods cheered up. They weren’t eager to become heroes and were perfectly happy working behind the scenes. 
 
    The first report I received from the battle zone indicated that the low-level spies had lasted a few seconds. It consisted of the rattling sound of ''gun-camera'' screenshots and a terrified cry, ''I can’t see anything over these spiders!'' Then a crystal orb of resurrection appeared on the display. 
 
    The reconnaissance and sabotage group of stealthers survived much longer. The Spider goddess had produced insanely many eight-legged creatures. Eight to the power of four was probably an accurate guess. 
 
    My officers frowned. Four thousand high-level monsters was no joke. I’d say it was too much. In addition, Lloth had summoned all of her adepts; the darker ones from the Drow house who were still loyal to her after centuries. 
 
    Our forces were a lot less powerful, especially in terms of levels. We could muster up 5,000 decent warriors at best. 
 
    But our soldiers were vets by now, used to dealing with much larger armies and quite skilled at devouring the enemy piece by piece. What usually did the trick was creating a localized overbalance in the attack zone. It most often ended in a tactical encirclement of the demoralized enemy troops, followed by a swift slaughter. Our master strokes always helped; portal games and the butchering of enemy staff and logistics officers. 
 
    The gods took a portal to the basilisks, and I jumped to Square 1. 
 
    ''Congratulations, Sir!'' said Lurch. ''You’ve won.'' 
 
    I nodded gratefully. 
 
    Bam! It was as if a giant clapped right over my head. Pain shot through my left ear again. But it was the astral messenger who was quickly fading. He had found me even here, by the walls of the First Temple. 
 
    ''Hurry!'' he breathed in the princess’s voice and dissipated in the astral. 
 
    ''Thirty seconds!'' Widowmaker reported anxiously. As always, he had taken coordination and logistics upon himself. 
 
    Our troops had received some serious training over the last week. Despite the shock, the weariness, and the festive mood in some cases, the forces of the alliance were quickly lining up into even squares headed by the spiral formations of invasion warriors. 
 
    The kindergarten teachers were trying to chase away our children who were about to get lost in the dense ranks. A few harmonius couples slipped by here and there, like a Hellhound with a Partner. And the latter wasn’t always a ranger or a druid. The player’s class wasn’t the foundation of their bond. Something more instinctual and primitive was. 
 
    The battle had helped my NPCs level up significantly, which wasn’t the case with ordinary warriors. That’s right, we hadn’t been the only ones zealously luring our enemy to die at the hands of mobs. The average levels inevitably dropped on both sides, much to the joy of the neutrals… 
 
    Widowmaker’s assistants consulted their clipboards and picked siege artillery which we had more than enough of at that point. 
 
    Alas, only the smaller arrow launchers were useful in a narrow space. The large caliber machines would stay behind this time. Napoleon had ordered to make city streets long and straight for a good reason. 
 
    My private channel pinged as staff sent me a rough plan of the coming battle. I didn’t have time to make any changes, but at least now I knew the lay of the land. 
 
    We were heading to the Lights’ capital city, to an elite block adjoining the residence of the local ruler. It was mostly restaurants, guilds, and expensive villas belonging to individuals of title. 
 
    The temple complex was well-suited for an enemy attack. I almost approved of the Sun God’s paranoia when I saw the walls forming broken lines, the deadends, the bars on every window and the hidden arrowslits. It was great against an invasion of a reckless raid group, but useless in times of real war. 
 
    We already had the portal coordinates as it was in this temple that I had cut the Sun God and impaled his Patriarch on a sacrificial blade. I wonder how he likes it at Lloth’s? Bet he cursed the day he became blood brothers with a First Priest… 
 
    Amazingly, the Lightsiders had already upgraded their Altar to level 3 by praying. I was sure that divine intervention had something to do with it. The Sun God had enormous resources and used unconventional techniques: sacrifices, fake gold… 
 
    I wrinkled my nose in pain, wiped the blood dripping out of my ear and made a note to myself: if I ever need to get back at someone for annoying me, then spamming them with astral messengers every minute would do the trick. I’d just need to get the secret spell from NPCs. 
 
    Such a reusable scroll was worth half a kingdom. I pictured a foe going to bed or sitting down for number two, and then…Bam! ''I’m in charge of the parade now!'' Or: ''Load barrels of oranges, Brothers Karamazov!'' Wow! 
 
    The last of the heavy golems limped over to the square, accompanied by battered recon golems. Strong-armed goblins dangled from the giant’s shoulders, hurriedly shoving ammunition cartridges into supply slots. The mechanic was running after the golems. His hands were black with burnt oil, and his face was pale from exhaustion. 
 
    I smiled bitterly. My Invincible Armada was defeated. Several tons of gold and the hard work of many great masters had been used up on the battlefields. Millions in profit for the admins who sank into oblivion. Where was I to buy Crystals of Power now? Could this be one of the last golems of AlterWorld to ever head into battle? Should I have my picture taken next to him just in case? 
 
    I mentally gave the finger to the universe. Eat shit! It wasn’t a coincidence that my emissaries had spent the last few weeks buying up those Crystals for outrageous prices at all of AlterWorld’s auctions. They even took the defective ones, the cracked ones, and even ones that had crumbled into a pile of rubbish. We paid silver for the latter, which were priced by weight. It was risky, but we were trying for a jackpot. 
 
    I hoped that I would be the last leader to run out of heavy golems and Power Crystals. But much depended on how powerful of an opposition we would encounter. I was beginning to understand Stalin, who took great care in dividing the tanks between the fronts in 1941. 
 
    Unexpectedly, six hundred extremely drunk dwarves approached us. There was a merry priest with them who reeked of cognac. He asked someone to show his warriors the attack vector, then put a safe distance between themselves and the dwarves. Breakthrough "guaran-hic-teed!" Right. 
 
    Widowmaker’s confident voice rang out: "Arches 1 through 7 opening in: Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Let’s go!" 
 
    Cannonade-like thunder preceded the appearance of the glowing portals. The weary army raced toward them with the speed of a released spring. I had but to lift my legs up and my warriors carried me throught the iridescent film. 
 
    Our analysts had placed the exit point on the flat roof of a many-storied mansion not far from the gothic, steepled temple. I had no idea which one of my stealthers had searched private villas and why. I figured his motives weren’t exactly noble. But he had given us accurate coordinates and deserved praise for that. 
 
    I jumped on top of a statue of a flat-faced gargoyle, looked around and became horror-struck. 
 
    There was an entire horde of spiders! The black sea of monsters swallowed up the central neighborhoods and was steadily turning the city into a heap of crushed stone. The smallest living thing, and anything that even looked orderly, was enough to draw their aggro. Smooth surfaces, straight angles, symmetrical buildings – everything got trashed. They were like some damn Langoliers! 
 
    The monsters exhibited a stunning variety. The slow and heavy breach spiders broke through walls and crushed any organized resistance they encountered. Their smaller, swifter brothers the size of cats raced over surfaces tilted at negative angles. They hit the defenders in the most unusual places: the back of the head, groin, elbows. Within seconds, the bleeding warrior would hit the ground under the weight of the large-toothed monsters. 
 
    The road was covered by a solid carpet of extremely tiny spiders. They snuck underneath the warriors’ armor and spat poison on bare skin. 
 
    The giant 30-foot-tall spiders towered over everything else like mountains. Sticking their legs through the top-story windows of various buildings, they ripped out the low-level servants within. 
 
    Shop owners, their guard, quest NPCs, and the faceless city crowd all fought on their own, saving themselves and their belongings. 
 
    Well, saving is an overstatement. The Lightsiders fought to live an extra ten seconds at best. The royal guardsmen were doing slightly better. They had high levels, maintained dense formations and had decent magical support. All in all, these city defenders were still holding up, although struggling. 
 
    Actually, the only reason they were still alive was that they were far away from where the main attack was directed. But beneath the temple walls, a mini-Armageddon was raging. Magic howled, thousands of chitin legs scurried along, and Drow blades glared with darkness. 
 
    The paladins, priests, and monastic novices of light were getting slayed at a catastrophic speed. World alerts kept popping up to report the death of yet another one of the Sun God’s priests. Somewhere amidst it all, the warriors of the House of Night were also getting slaughtered. 
 
    The ex-players – now legitimate members of AlterWorld – weren’t many. Most of those who had suddenly gotten stuck in virtual reality were still in shock. Their consciousness was readjusting, and they didn’t care about pseudo-gaming events at this point. 
 
    They had lost contact with relatives and friends. Their clan castles were empty, just like the castles of their neighbors. A good portion of their property was stuck in government warehouses. And at home, in the real world, stoves were still on, and kids were waiting to be picked up from schools… 
 
    It was clear that for the next few days, or even months, the new permas wouldn’t be worried about politics. I feared that our rehab center for ex-slaves and digitized newbies would become overcrowded again. 
 
    Suddenly, at this time of total shock and chaos, the true, extremely well-organized veterans of going perma joined the action. 
 
    “Charge!” came the cry of the drunk, armor-clad dwarves. 
 
    I flinched. The world physics overestimated my body weight and the pressure I exerted on the flimsy gargoyle. The unlucky statue crumbled into dust. I managed to flip in the air and land on all fours. 
 
    “Charge!” 
 
    The reeling dwarf hird was going in for its last, all-out attack. I didn’t expect any of them to come back alive given their numbers and condition. Alcohol buffs were random and short-term. Coming out of them was a long, brutal experience. 
 
    The heavy dwarves were slowly speeding up. 
 
    Boom! They rammed into the monsters’ rear like a steel wedge. Green slush spurted out of the spiders as the massive infantry trampled them into the ground. The dwarves’ speed gained them hundreds extra frags. Once again, the NPCs made the war of the sentient profitable for themselves. 
 
    Glaring pole axes easily cut the chitin plates. Spider mandibles grinded against mithril with a nasty sound. Smoking poison flowed down the dwarves’ armor. The dwarves suffered losses with every step. But they were oblivious to it like a crowd of berserkers driven on by battle frenzy. 
 
      
 
    Pantheon alert! A quarrel in the Dark Pantheon! 
 
    The like-minded powers failed to get along. The blades are covered with the blood of priests. 
 
    Effect 1: 25% penalty applied to members of the Darkside congregation who rise in religious rank. 
 
      
 
    I growled, outraged. We were 50% behind the Lights, and I was fucking sick of fighting! I wanted a lilac-covered castle, a purring snow leopard by my side, the girl I love with her head comfortably on my shoulder, and ten kids happily playing outside…Oh, how I hoped this wasn’t a fantasy, but a psychic vision of the future! 
 
    Most of the alliance’s forces ran after the dwarves. They widened the gap in the crowd of monsters, using the courage of the drunk to their advantage. 
 
    The staff channel was ringing with cussing. The officers had to abandon the original plan immediately in order to squeeze their troops through the narrow gap. 
 
    Even though we were level 200 warriors against level 300+ monsters, my boys were quick and efficient like butchers. The Fallen One’s "Our Cause is Right" buff made their DpS go through the roof. It didn’t increase HP though, just the damage, so we left scores of our own gravestones in our wake. But fighting against an enemy more powerful than your own army always has been one of the Russian hussars’ most favorite pastimes. 
 
    Our dwarves proved extremely difficult to kill. They waved their 80-pound hammers around like feathers, crushing and critting the high-level mobs time after time. 
 
    This made me wonder if they had somehow gotten their hands on my special aged cognac. After all, hardly anyone had been on guard duty during the Second Battle for the First Temple… 
 
    Low clouds covered the sky. The hyperactive pool of mana made it freezing outside. 
 
    I could feel a heavy divine stare on the back of my neck. And it wasn’t just Lloth: I had learned to sense her through her shields. The best lesson is one learned from pain. The recognition always made my hair stand up as my heart raced and my hand reached for the staff that was no more. I was ready to kill her every time. 
 
    But this time there was someone else in the astral world. Their gaze made the mind race and evoked idiotic fantasies of violent, savage mating. What the hell has gotten into me?! 
 
    Kaboom! Kaboom! Mega-portals appeared with deafening thunder, transporting five basilisks to where we were. That was all the King had given us. He wasn’t about to give up his entire escort, and his own survival was always his number one priority. 
 
    I couldn’t blame him. When your entire population consists of a handful of individuals, thoughts of the everlasting begin to fill your mind… 
 
    The oversized creatures instantly drew the spiders’ attention. And as for enemy Drows, no words could describe their agitation. They must have had some old scores to settle with the basilisks. The dark elves loved vengeance, and according to their faith, avenging ancestors from thousands of years ago would be greatly rewarded by the Universe. To them, it was worth any and all efforts. There was nothing to lose, only to gain. 
 
    The several-thousand-strong horde before the temple finally shrank as some of the warriors decided to fight the basilisks. They elbowed their way out of the crowd, waiting for a brutal face-off at the massive gates. 
 
    But not everyone was idly waiting. This was a very serious war. The steeples of the Sun God’s holy place were melting. The dreary sound of the battle horn came from the depths of the last shelter of the House of Night. It was Ruata calling for help. 
 
    I ground my teeth. "Charge, boys! Move fast! Our ally’s in danger!" 
 
    I was yearning to join the battle myself, brandishing the best of our armory’s blades and slicing the hated enemy into tiny shreds. But being the raid leader, I had to give up my own wants and lead the army. Abandoning my post would’ve been quite costly. I mean Zhukov was never in the trenches, firing at the Germans from a personal ТТ pistol. Yet he must have been dreaming to see all those mouse-gray uniforms at such a close range. 
 
    The analysts swamped me with reports. My staff efficiently rotated reserves. It seemed like we would have a protracted battle on our hands. That was something we couldn’t afford. The warriors got tired. Buffs hit zero as did special ability timers. Everyone accumulated postmortal penalties. The potency of mana and individual regeneration speed noticeably decreased. 
 
    We no longer had the element of surprise on our side like in the first attack. Our troops started slowing down as they pushed through the horde of monsters. The first line tanks cussed loudly as they died. The supporting clerics reported in sad voices: "I’m spent, zero mana." 
 
    The basilisks got stuck on the narrow city streets. With spiders hanging on their bodies, they knocked down balconies and openwork towers. The lizards roared furiously, drowning out all other sounds of battle and attracting even more eight-legged monsters. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Divine portals appeared, and our new allies stepped out onto the roof right next to us. The gods had easily found me despite the chaos. Surely they had put a seal on my aura… 
 
    I greeted them with a nod and got straight to the point: "Asclepius, our troops need help. Lloth’s creatures are too powerful, and our warriors need the world’s best healer.” 
 
    I decided that a little flattery wouldn’t hurt as AlterWorld’s young gods were often like children. And a long coma certainly couldn’t have made them any smarter. 
 
    The super-doctor nodded proudly, frowned and wrinkled his heavy brow, a stern look on his face. Stepping forward, he raised his arms and gave the world a brief command. Shining waves of energy flew in all directions, instantly restoring the warriors’ health and cheering them up. 
 
    "Show ‘em, Asclepius! This is exactly what we need!" I said, rubbing my hands together. 
 
    If he kept this up for another ten minutes, the victory would have been ours. Alas, the divine intervention did not go unnoticed. 
 
    The enemy goddess’s intent gaze made the hair on the back of my neck stand up as I felt a stirring in my private parts. Fairest One?! 
 
    The hidden observer finally revealed herself. The skies shook with her wrath as she yelled at Hestia: "Homely bitch! Traitress! The Pantheon grew weak because of you, and the gods are on the brink of deincarnation!" 
 
    A meteor fell from the clouds with a flash. Hestia scowled in rage. She stomped her foot and fearlessly ran to meet her opponent. 
 
      
 
    World alert! Pantheons at war! 
 
    Relationship between Pantheon of Light and <_untitled_> Pantheon have worsened and resulted in: Hatred. 
 
      
 
    Boom! An exact copy of the Tunguska meteorite exploded over our heads. Roaring, the two goddesses clashed like wild cats. Lightning bolts of pure hatred zoomed in all directions. Divine sparks and blood spurted everywhere, and shreds of the goddesses’ clothes went flying as did their silky hairs. 
 
    Now everyone had a chance to pick up a piece of Hestia’s Olympic tunic or a lock of the Fairest One’s weightless hair. We were witnessing history and the birth of holy relics. 
 
    Asclepius jerked up his head and looked at the sky in alarm, pausing his mass healing spell. 
 
    I frowned. "Sir, don’t offend Hestia by not trusting her powers. Believe me, she won’t forgive you if you interfere. Let each fight his own battle. The troops are pleading for your help!" 
 
    I had to shout the last phrase so he could hear me over the cussing of the warriors, who didn’t appreciate the interruption of the mass healing at all. 
 
    But Asclepius merely waved me away and started sending healing rays up into the sky. 
 
    What the fuck?! I thought. He shouldn’t be trying to break up a catfight – even a divine one – when there’s a whole army being slaughtered. 
 
    I whipped out the Sun God’s heart that I had ripped out with my bare hand and took a step toward him. "The troops! Need! Help!" I rapped out the words, barely holding my anger in check as I stared into the surprised and frightened face of the former mortal. 
 
    The adamant was melting from the heat of my Spark. The sentient metal gently wrapped around my arm, covering it all the way up to the elbow. The amazed healer was witnessing a miracle which only gods were capable of. 
 
    I clenched my fist, which was now clad in a shining pink gauntlet, raised my arm and ordered: "To battle, ally! Heal!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    New-York City subway, Pelham Line. 
 
    The engineer of the electric train shut his eyes as he pulled the emergency break lever with all his might. Brake shoes jammed up the steel wheels. Sparks turned the pitch-black darkness into an absurd fireworks show. Stopping a hundred-ton train going at full speed was anything but easy. 
 
    Boom! With a muffled sound, the train ran over something that was clearly alien to the usually clean underground tracks. 
 
    The train wobbled as it came to a stop. The engineer let out a piteous sob. He wondered if he was imagining things or if he had just run over a crazy underground tunnel explorer. 
 
    He could still see the figure as if it got imprinted on his retina. It was a shortish, frightened dwarf illuminated by the powerful headlights of the train. He stood motionless on the track, holding a rusty pick hammer in one hand and a dim lantern in the other. 
 
    The sound of metal getting crushed came from the first car, accompanied by cries of horror. Looking at the car through a surveillance camera, the engineer saw someone’s figure wrapped in a black cloak forcing the doors open. The figure gracefully slipped inside and smiled happily, baring all of its one hundred needle-sharp teeth. 
 
    Another blood-curdling cry of horror echoed through the dark subway which now seemed like a cold, alien territory. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Divine healing magic lit up the battlefield once again. Asclepius bent reality to his will and would occasionally glance at his left shoulder where my I had put a friendly hand. Clad in adamant armor, yep… 
 
    I wouldn’t allow any fooling around. Those born to heal would heal for the people’s sake on my watch. 
 
    Asclepius didn’t mind. But the majestic goddess had subjugated him, making the former mortal always give her his full attention. 
 
    I kept smiling encouragingly as I monitored the movement of my troops and the battle chat in alarm. The battlefield disappeared behind a cloud of damage numbers, healing symbols, and colorful flashes of all successful crits and combos. 
 
    Wrinkling my nose, I pulled up the video settings menu with some effort. The interface was rippled. I was barely able to press the keys even though my will power was immense. After hiding damage numbers, I let go of the panel which struggled to break loose. I wondered if I would be able to pull it back up again. 
 
    Despite the massive crowd of people, the virtual world no longer lagged and nobody in the chat was complaining of the "damn slideshow." That was one upside of the entire world going perma; no more issues with channel width, outdated capsule processors, or server equipment capacity. We were in a real world now, with the true smell of innards and wounds, the crunching sound of breaking ribs and the salty taste of blood. Maybe it was time for the clan to stake out a claim to the production of highly glazed toilets? It seemed promising. 
 
    My connection channel with the hounds was giving me a headache as it radiated animal instincts. The pack was having their Big Hunt, leveling up the pups as fast as possible and getting them accustomed to blood. The hounds would drive a huge spider away from the herd and into a secluded spot where the pups were already waiting, baring their tiny fangs. They wore light composite armor gotten from droids. The long spears of our partners from the newly created К-9 group were attached on all sides. 
 
    I had appointed two clerics and a goblin cupbearer with a barrel of strong coffee and a dropping tube to accompany the group. The hounds had gotten addicted coffee. Fortunately, they had experimented with it and discovered the right dose which gave them buffs without making them go insane. 
 
    Draky and Craky had grown since the last battle. The spectral fledglings reached level 400 like their bony mom. The teen dragons were now the size of delivery trucks and discovered that they had several new talents, including transportation by portals. 
 
    Now Vertebra was desperately trying to instill conscience into her naughty kids as she made circles in the sky. The cubs got carried away, intoxicated with battle frenzy. They barely had enough self-control to stick together and avoid attacking allies. 
 
    The dragons tore the spiders to pieces, choosing the biggest specimens to suit their fine taste. As the fledglings killed the spiders, they restored their own HP and tried out countless battle abilities. The first ever pair of Mithril Phantom Dragons in this world, they slowly became more powerful than game bosses and turned into something epic and legendary. In a few thousand years, gods and the armies of all seven kingdoms put together will be the only forces still capable of standing up to these creatures we have grown. 
 
    I watched them play like kittens. They tossed 30-foot-long spiders up into the air and sliced them in half with their tails, or breathed fire on them, turning the spiders into sizzling cracknels. This made me wonder if we had introduced another latent danger into AlterWorld. 
 
    Surely it was fun to watch Lena scold a creature the size of a locomotive. And I myself enjoyed flicking them on the forehead when they tried to stick their heads through a fourth story window and reach the mithril weapon collection on the wall with their tongues. 
 
    But we would have to keep a close eye on them to make sure they received the right training. After all, they were already disobeying their mom. And by the way, who’s that girl so comfortably sitting between their armor plates and laughing with them? Lena?! Bitch! That’s it, it’s the Seventh Arsenal and a bread and water diet for her! With a 50,000 HP lock on the door, the key thrown away! 
 
    I took a screenshot, then looked further ahead at the steeples of the Sun God’s temple wrapped in a seething, poisonous haze. About fifty paces from the arch of the main gates was our first line dwarf hird. They were rapidly getting slaughtered. The dwarves had sobered up and were now loudly singing a rhythmic funeral tune as they tried to finish their Song of Battle. Any survivors would undoubtedly switch to the Song of Rage. A few may yet have time to utter a few words of the Song of Hatred. 
 
    They might receive huge postmortal bonuses. The "Hero" status is both mysterious and great. But fulfilling the initial requirements is rather difficult. One would have to fight in an epic battle outnumbered, slay a few dozen enemies and get the "last man standing" marker. It had to be an "honorable" death in public, for a good cause, before the gods. What else could a warrior wish for? And the wait for the reward would not be long. The powers of the Great Balance never sleep, and the hero would be repaid a hundredfold. 
 
    That made me wonder whether the dwarves were actually drunk when they went into battle. Maybe they had carefully thought this through, decided they could gain something, and sent me their best warriors with the best gear inherited from ancestral heroes. Surely they had given them countless buffs, including the buff from the stolen cognac. Dwarves really were that shrewd. 
 
    There were also several other practical races. Our army was already famous for its winnings and had unexpectedly gained a whole train of followers. It consisted of sutlers selling goods of different prices, trophy buyers, and even pubs. Most of the followers were NPCs. No one knew where they had come from. My officers clutched at their heads, the Fallen One grinned enigmatically, and Grym shrugged his shoulders at this question. "Why’re you so surprised?" he would ask. 
 
    And now, our diverse followers were disemboweling the spider corpses. The divine creatures contained several valuable ingredients. Gods sending their own loyal pets into battle to get butchered – that didn’t happen every day. 
 
    High-level treasure hunters were darting about; the site of an epic battle was exactly where their skills would likely become activated. Alchemists were prowling everywhere, looking for grass that was unique to places where thousands of sentient beings had spilled their blood. 
 
    Harlequin was crying bitterly nearby. The goblin trophy team had fallen behind and was stuck picking up leftovers. They were raking in enough Sparks of Divine Presence to fill up an entire factory. They would step on each other’s fingers with steel boots as they fought over the divine relics on the ground. Looking up at the sky, they searched everywhere for any signs of precious divine blood. 
 
    Even if the enemy won, we still wouldn’t leave empty-handed. I made a note in my planner to reward Harlequin and his soldiers. The goblins have been asking for girls of the same species. Words could not describe how my invalid officers longed for the same thing… 
 
    Alas, our luck ran low. The enemy pushed us back, strengthened by the war cry from the sky and driven on by the astral whip of their goddess. 
 
    My warriors were slipping in the blood covering the road. We were forced away from the temple and, most importantly, from the graves of our fallen soldiers. Our inability to retrieve the main set of gear rendered the alliance partially powerless. 
 
    Orcus was shouting into the voice chat: "I don’t have reinforcements! None at all! The thousand citizen soldiers in line four are no good…Hang in there. The spiders are dying, and you're getting reborn. Just keep butchering them…I understand, general! We’re opening the Third Arsenal, let them change…I don’t have enough artifacts for everybody, and sarcasm won’t change that!" 
 
    We heard the horn of the House of Night again. It played about ten plaintive notes and ended in gurgling and the sound of spitting blood. 
 
    This was the final straw. Clutching a Soul Stone from my reserve stock in my fist, I hit the "Summoning" pictogram with my gaze and felt the waves of magic wrap around me. "Here are your reinforcements! " I called to Orcus. 
 
    He gave me an awry look, ground his teeth and said into the chat: "The clan leader’s going to battle. Tell the troops: the First Priest is going to fight!" 
 
    I didn’t like the way he said it. There was a hint of triumph in his voice. But the troops were glad to hear the news. The raiders roared in unison and stopped retreating. 
 
    The role of the individual in history…I was wrong to draw parallels between myself and Zhukov. These were different times. Things were simpler and more fair now. The fedual lord and the strongest warrior of the alliance owed it to the army to lead them into battle. 
 
    A majestic zombie unicorn appeared next to me. Its eyes burned with madness. The life of a necromancer’s pet had filled it with loathing. 
 
    I passed on casting buffs for I had not a minute to spare. The buffs were low-level by the standards of a battle of this size anyway. What good is "+30 Strength" in a fight against a divine creature? A statistical error at best… 
 
    Asclepius looked at the tormented unicorn with sympathy. He patted the animal on the tip of its muzzle, guaranteeing it an easy afterlife and a Great Blessing. 
 
    Thank you. Now it’s time to go to war! I thought as I gestured for my officers to stand aside and activated "Splitting." 
 
    The horse winced and split into thirty clones. The roof got crowded. Moulding and a few unlucky warriors who never followed safety rules tumbled off the edges. 
 
    I signaled to my guards and the risen herd of zombie unicorns. "Follow me!" 
 
    The clan’s activity log always provided a levitation buff for large heights, so we smoothly flew down from the roof, unafraid. What really scared us was our own sociopath horses completely devoid of self-preservation instincts. 
 
    One of our guys couldn’t jump aside in time. His spine snapped under the heavy hooves. But then, individual losses didn’t matter much. 
 
    "To battle!" we cried as we charged, leaving behind our exhausted allies and ramming into the chitin armor of the eight-legged spiders. 
 
    The adamant gauntlet on my hand quivered impatiently, awaiting its initiation. It filled my head with vague images of how I would rip out the hearts of ninety-nine spiders and how priceless my blood would become. The adamant complained of depleted energy stores by evoking pictures of an empty vault the size of a planetoid. Don’t tell me I’ll have to put up with two greedy pigs now! 
 
    Everything went dark for a moment. A sharp sense of danger pulled back into reality and made me concentrate fully on the battle. 
 
    Swoosh! Crunch! Bang! A few hundred black arrows hit our swift group. The Drow archers sitting atop the temple walls have found a worthy target. 
 
    The first volley of arrows took down our passive shields. The second pounded on our armor. 
 
    I grinned. Go on, work your asses off! In addition to the arrow immunity acquired from divine blood, I also had unbelievable HP and regeneration stats. Paranoia is not always a bad thing. 
 
    Five blows was all it took to break the first spider’s jaw and chestplate. The adamant gauntlet forced me to shove my arm inside the spider’s slippery insides and rip its heart out. 
 
    A message popped up informing me that my "Flaying" skill just went up by one. The spider’s heart glowed with the power borrowed from its goddess. It continued pumping out blood from the severed arteries with a slurping sound. By contracting, the organ sent electric discharges up my arm, making it grow numb. But I didn’t get a chance to throw the dangerous item aside. My fingers clenched, taking up the organ’s life and turning it into a stream of energy. 
 
    I felt the artifact fighting its own greed and finally giving me a part of the incorporeal trophies. Power and life-giving mana filled my body as chaos wrapped around my mind. 
 
      
 
    Status alert! Great healing miracle. 
 
    Effect 1: all injuries are lifted, mana and health restored to 100%. 
 
    Random effect 1: +4 Strength. 
 
    Negative effect 1: a Spark of Chaos has lodged in your mind. Complete a purification ritual before the First Matter takes over your body. Victims left until personality disintegration: 98. 
 
      
 
    Fuck me! I needed to be more careful with such gifts. Although the Strength effect was handy… 
 
    The Drow were clearly impressed by how I took out a level 370 monster. They might have noticed the adamant too. This turned out badly for me: the hail of arrows sent my way really slowed me down. Plus, elves were excellent shots; they hit eyes, the small gaps between armor plate junctions at the joints, and spots with almost no armor at all. Moving became hard. Raising an arm meant getting five arrows stuck in your armpit. The damage was negligible, but the sensations were most unpleasant. 
 
    Moving by jerks and speeding up at times to evade the archers, I dove under the nearest corpse of a giant spider. I hardly enjoyed being an arrow trap. 
 
    A colorful cloud of enemy magic instantly covered the corpse as the wizards joined in the hunt for the leader of such an odd yet dangerous group. Perhaps death by arrows would have been better after all. 
 
    Crack! Hundreds of bony spikes protruded from the spider’s chitin abdomen. The crafty beast relaxed its legs and fell on me, intending to make mincemeat of me. 
 
    I managed to roll out from under it, speeding up time and injuring several tendons in the process. But not everyone accompanying me managed to do the same. The spider dropped, and the blood of my comrades spurted everywhere along with the green slush of smaller spiders. 
 
    Wiping the loathsome jumble off my cheek, I got up and ran to evade the archers. I escaped the enemy blanket spells, chopping up the delicate joints of any spiders I ran into on the way. 
 
    The adamant gauntlet helped me the best it could. Sensing that I was uncomfortable without any attack weapons, it quickly grew four blades, turning into a cult weapon from children’s nightmares. 
 
    Things got fun. I used it to slice chitin like parchment. Fuming bluish entrails littered the disfigured pavement. I swiftly moved forward, trying not to spend too much internal energy and hurrying to get to the Temple entrance, where the sounds of swordfights were already dying down. 
 
    The unicorns had fallen behind, taking on about fifty spiders. Their HP meters were quickly turning from a bright green to an alarming red. My personal guard disappeared in a wave of eight-legged monsters. 
 
    My snow leopard’s meow was cut short when he got crushed by a several-thousand-pound leg. The cub went into a 24-hour respawn, costing me a huge amount of XP. Minus a whole week of farming right there. 
 
    But where is a 330-level character supposed to farm? Invade Inferno all by himself? That place could destroy the entire alliance, not to mention the costs involved. Inferno was for loot, not for XP. Being there without dying at least once was like an unimaginable feat worthy of going down in history. 
 
    Taking all this into account, it would be fair to say that the maximum level of an average warrior in AlterWorld was roughly 250. This was the ceiling of strong clans provided they had convenient leveling-up conditions for their main warriors. Anything above 250 was acquired through cheating and would sooner or later self-adjust to stay at the golden mean. Deaths were inevitable, especially given the active positions that the NPCs have occupied in our reality. 
 
    Crunch! A three-foot-long claw whistled through the air before my eyes; it was growing out of the tip of a spider’s leg which itself was the size of a light pole. 
 
    I lost my balance, veered to the side, then fell and rolled down the pavement. Small spiders crunched under me. My blood stained the ground. The claw kept striking the pavement in an attempt to get me. It sent sparks flying. 
 
    There was a horrid stump in place of my left arm. Mourning my slow leopard and daydreaming had made me lose focus along with my sense of the pace of battle, resulting in an instant loss of a limb. 
 
    Four rings, a bracelet, and a minor forearm shield dropped into my inventory, significantly decreasing my stats. I was also dealing with a heavy injury now with profuse bleeding and lowered Agility. 
 
    I jumped up, groaning in pain as a hail of heavy black arrows pounded on my body. I spun around, dodging the gray claw flying at me, and struck it with my adamant blades. A hand for a hand. 
 
    The severed chitin claw was left sticking out of the pavement. I took off another one of the spider’s limb. Minus two! 
 
    Two swift spiders jumped on my shoulders and sunk their teeth into the chain mail, but I threw them off, then broke off the tips of the arrows sticking out of my abodmen. My HP was getting too low. It wouldn’t be long until I died. 
 
    Crack! I sliced off a fourth limb. Lloth’s creature fell on its side with a squeal. 
 
    My gauntlet twitched, demanding that I rip the heart out and reminding me of the great benefits of healing. I looked back; Asclepius was still on the roof, his body shining as he continued to cast his healing spell. Alas, it did not reach me. Our raid fought with confidence and seemed to have gotten a dozen paces further. 
 
    I had turned around just in time; a Drow assassin came out of stealth mode behind my back and sharply raised his sickles, preparing to take my other arm. 
 
    Panicking, I sped up so abruptly that the enemy rogue seemed still as a statue to me. This gave me time to make out five more figures forming a compact circle around me. Arrows crawled through the air, blades seemed bent in an odd way on their way down. 
 
    I bared my teeth. The bastards had me trapped! And I was so close. The shadow of the Temple’s main entrance was already covering me. A few dozen paces, and I would’ve reached Ruata’s warriors. The spiral horn had fallen silent, but the blades were still clashing. I knew the Drow were still fighting. They had to be! 
 
    I swung my arm and rammed it into the closest stealther’s chest. Fragments of armor curled up like shavings, ribs snapped like straws, and the precious beads of the elf’s amulet sprinkled the pavement. 
 
    My gauntlet greedily pulled out his heart as I frowned in irritation. I wasn’t a big fan of this diet. But the healing wave was quite effective. My wounds closed, my blood dried up and my scars disappeared. The stump of my left arm turned back into an armored limb. It wasn’t fully functional at first; my mind still remembered the injury and hadn’t had time to adjust. The pale fingers twitched awkwardly as if after a stroke as I clenched my fist. 
 
    But there was no time for rehabilitation. Ultra-fast motion was an energy hog. It was dangerous for the frail astral body which simply wasn’t made to withstand such a strong flow of energy. The channels burned like cheap wiring under the pressure of a boiler. 
 
    I took five steps and made five slashes at the stealthers with my adamant blades. Realizing that they were sliced up, the enemies hurriedly came out of stealth mode to die in the normal space. Sorry about the adamant… 
 
    I simply had no time for duels and swordfights. My allies were getting slaughtered and the newborn world was getting turned inside out. We could all still be facing an eternity in Lloth’s torture chambers. With all due respect, stealthers, I have more important matters to attend to. 
 
    I was about to will my flow of time back to normal when the arch of the Temple’s main entrance flew to pieces. It was as if a tank had just burst right through the flimsy doors, sending stone debris into the air. 
 
    It was the Sun God’s Patriarch. He now was a spider from the waist down. Pushing aside the rocks suspended in the air and crushing the pavement with his legs, the eight-legged chitin monster came at me. So, the old geezer has a new mistress. This isn’t what I had in mind when I impaled him on Lloth’s blade. Apparently he switched sides, betrayed the Sun God, and became a mutant. 
 
    Royal mithril shone on his chitin armor. The Patriarch’s name was a bright purple. The goddess had clearly spared no resources to level him up to an outrageous status. Damn Spiderman! 
 
    The monster reared, twisting its front legs in the air, then gave a joyous laugh. The mutant was powerful as a nuclear reactor. And I…I had but a few drops of energy left and used them to maintain high speed. I had sucked my own energy channels completely dry, so I had to borrow strength from elsewhere. Following the Fallen One’s method, I stole some mana from the items in my inventory. 
 
    The vials on my quick access belt exploded. Spell parchments disintegrated into dust. My armor was acidifying; its leather straps turned stiff as boards. 
 
    Lloth’s Patriarch froze and raised two of his front limbs to the sky. He held a bone staff in one limb and an artifact manuscript in another. The latter was written in an archdemon’s blood on the skin of a seraphim. 
 
    Smiling, the priest growled triumphantly: "In the name of the Great Lloth!" 
 
    He waved his bony limbs. I felt kilotons of Lloth’s energy crashing down on me. 
 
      
 
    Status alert! Lloth wishes to turn your blood to acid. Accept the goddess’s will? 
 
    Status alert! Astral spiderweb! Lloth’s will is ready to tear soul ties and summon your frail body to her Halls. Accept? 
 
    Status alert! The goddess’s power is altering your saliva structure, turning it into Spider Venom. Effect: lifelong paralysis of the physical body. Your salivary glands will have to be removed in order for you to heal. Accept the goddess’s will? 
 
      
 
    I skimmed through the messages, shaking as I turned down the shady gifts and mentally bowing in prayer to my God Slayer status. 
 
    "Black Widow’s Curse." No thanks. "Firstborn Creature’s Pain." I’ll pass. "Change of Astral Pattern." Don’t need this one for sure! 
 
    I had to do something before Lloth started using the puzzled Patriarch as a direct weapon, because there was no way I could stop an asteroid. 
 
    I groaned and whimpered as I pushed myself to the limit, borrowing energy from my greedy pig’s suspiciously big stash, then raced forward. The old man had always been a so-so swordsman. Being under stress and having to control ten limbs at once rendered him unable to move. He got tangled in his own legs. 
 
    Raising my gauntlet over my head, I ran under the mutant’s purple belly, slicing through the armor that had been engineered in divine bioworkshops. I dodged the fetid entrails that fell out. Reeling, with nothing but willpower keeping me on my feet, I took ten more steps before falling back out into normal space-time. 
 
    I heard the sounds of battle again. Two unicorns which had miraculously broken through enemy lines gladly ran up to me. They were accompanied by a lone troll whose face was completely gone and who continued to fight by ear. The three guards covered me, buying their clan leader precious extra seconds of rehabilitation. 
 
    I opened my drained soul to the World, catching tiny drops of power. The effect was insignificant, like sprinkling dew on scorching desert sands. It would evaporate in the blink of an eye and never quench anyone’s thirst. So yeah…I would live, but I wouldn’t be performing any miracles. At least not right away. 
 
    I looked back, admiring the sight of the Patriarch tangled in his own guts. Streams of energy flowed from the sky, but even a goddess couldn’t heal an adamant wound. The spider wreathed in agony. His eyes full of hate grew dim, and the monster left for the Halls of his mistress. Two to nothing! 
 
    A cry of rage came from the sky. A divine portal opened next to us, throwing my guards aside, and Lloth herself honored me with a mighty smack on the face. 
 
    The goddess’s hand was heavy. I still got 90% less damage, but that didn’t decrease the impact. Her blow would have knocked down an elephant. I went flying. I smashed into the pile of the Temple gates’ remains. Warm blood streamed down my cheek. Even in her human form, Lloth’s sharp fingernails were made of adamant. My face would be scarred for life. If I survived, that is… 
 
    The goddess was so fast that I couldn’t even see her clearly. I only saw a blurred figure before I got punched in the liver. The goddess’s slender fingers went straight through the mithril armor. The plating rang like a bell as it broke apart. The rings of my chain mail went flying. Scraps of my doublet entered the wound, and that was really painful. 
 
    I only received 10% of damage like before, and blood loss was minimal. But the blows of the furious Spider goddess sent me flying again. 
 
    I knocked over some Drow warriors, broke the legs of several spiders, and injured my spine as I cannoned into a giant column by the Temple entrance. Spitting blood and teeth, I smiled crookedly: "Hey, Ruata! I’m glad you’re alive. I came as fast as I could…" 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! The muffled divine foosteps broke the silence that followed. The goddess looked slender yet weighed no less than a platinum statue. I would know, after dragging the Fallen One around. 
 
    The surviving unicorns neighed mournfully as they changed their priorities, ran over to where we were and attacked their master’s enemy. Their lack of the fear of death along with the burning desire to end their current existence made them suicidal enough to fight a goddess. 
 
    Frankly, it wasn’t much of a fight. The goddess merely glanced in their direction and willed them dead. Their souls slipped out of their bodies instantly. 
 
    The disheveled Ruata looked at her husband. The prince of the House of Night wore crumpled armor and had the face of Bruce Willis from the battle scene of an action movie: chiseled features, manly jaw, abrasions, and bruises. 
 
    After exchanging glances, the remaining Drow stepped forward, covering me from the charging Lloth. 
 
    "To the Altar!" the prince ordered. 
 
    Some brainless troll wearing a pink House of Night livery roughly grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and flung me inside the gloomy Temple. 
 
    This really wasn’t my day. My face smashed into cast-iron braziers, knocking them down. I left thick blood stains on the floor as I furiously cussed at all those who enjoyed tossing living human beings around. 
 
    I fell before I reached the Altar. I was a big, heavy guy, and although the troll was strong, he was no catapult. 
 
    I heard Lloth quietly ordering everyone to drop their swords. Blades clinked as they hit the tiles. Very few could resist the will of a goddess. 
 
    "Die!" Lloth ordered all those who could, and I heard armored bodies hitting the floor. 
 
    I crawled forward on all fours. My body was too broken to obey me. My spine was crushed in several places and my torn liver burned like hell. 
 
    I heard Lloth’s heavy footsteps behind me. I wondered why she wasn’t in a hurry. Did she not understand what I intended to do? Or was she trying to provoke me, to get me to summon another god to make things even harder? She could not get the Altar under control without the Patriarch. 
 
    Just a few more feet. I threw myself forward, pain shooting through my spine as something hot flowed down my legs. I slammed my stiff palm on the slab, waved away the congratulatory greeting and began pressing the keys on the service interface insanely fast. 
 
    Inhouse project…Yes, summon! 
 
    The world shook, agonizing in the throes of a new birth. To pull a god out of nonexistence isn’t as easy as sprouting a new mountain range. 
 
    Several message windows obscured my view, and I could only listen to what was going on. 
 
    First came Lloth’s cry of surprise and rage: "Eilistraee?!" 
 
    Then a voice filled with hate: "Mom?!" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Russian station Progess 2 in the Larsemann Hills antarctic oasis on the shore of Prydz Bay. 
 
    The assistant station-master gazed helplessly into the darkness outside. Even the powerful searchlights could not penetrate the snowstorm. The thermometer showed a freezing -88.6. It wasn’t the record -128.2, but given the wind speed, it meant certain death for anyone who had lost their way in the night. But would anyone travel the Antarctic? 
 
    These irrelevant thoughts prompted the assistant station-master to turn on the security system’s audio. The seismic monitor detected someone’s measured steps in the cacophony of violent noises. The dimension controllers gave an affirming signal and the thermovision cameras zoomed in on the approaching subjects. 
 
    The assistant station-master reached for the general alarm button but stopped. Biscuit crumbs tumbled out of his wide open mouth. 
 
    A snow-covered, weary camel caravan was slowly approaching the station… 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Temple walls were shaking violently. Massive statues fell from the gothic ceilings, finishing off the wounded and injuring the rest. The entire city was trembling. A web of cracks covered the buildings whose strength percentages plummeted frighteningly fast. Misfortunes never come alone; Freetown was slowly but surely turning into a field of ruins. 
 
    The outrageously powerful blows warped the astral world. Space rippled and rocked as four goddesses fought in the sky... 
 
    The battered Hestia and Fairest One had already lost personal shields and spilled blood. They feared the consequences of what has been done. Jealousy and rage feel good, but not while personal safety is compromised. 
 
    The potentially eternal beings had known death and oblivion. They valued their own lives and guarded them with trepidation. That’s why the goddesses were now more concerned with their personal safety. Carefully exchanging magic hits with female insidiousness, they were looking for a chance to leave the fight without losing face. 
 
    On a different plane of reality, at a completely different speed, Lloth was chasing her hated daughter. The legendary Moon Blade, dangerous even for a god, was the only thing protecting the Dark Maiden. The fact that Lloth had exhausted herself preparing to conquer the Temple also helped her daughter. Creating an entire army and transporting it from the Halls had seriously depleted the powers of the underground goddess. 
 
    But even given all that, summoning the goddess of the good Drow right into Lloth’s clutches was a set-up of epic proportions. And I knew I’d have to answer for it. Chaotic Good was like that, with fists of mithril… 
 
    "He-e-elp…" someone moaned in a loud, funereal voice. 
 
    Spitting blood and wheezing, I crawled to where the moan had come from, my broken bones crunching on the way. Ruata… 
 
    My through-the-roof regeneration barely made up for the blood loss from my torn liver. Everything else healed. I could have really used ten seconds to cast Full Healing. Then I would’ve been as good as new. 
 
    Game avatars are no rag dolls running on those stupid ones and zeroes. We had been carefully built, having the anatomy of sentient beings from the fantasy genre with every little detail thoroughly worked out. An entire university of forensic medicine worked to complete the special order which was outside of the expertise of most. And now, many wonderful discoveries awaited the beginning ripper, including everything down to the six vestigial outgrowths on the appendix of a mature ogre… 
 
    "First Priest! You promised! Help!" 
 
    The terror in the princess’s voice made me crawl faster. If only I had some help myself…No, I couldn’t go on like this. I needed a break. 
 
    I fell on the stone tiles and turned over onto my back. I pressed a hand to my liver to lessen the blood loss and to give regeneration a chance to pull my HP bar out of the red sector. 
 
    I lay still for about ten seconds, then sat up with a groan. Noticing the hesitating House of Nigth warriors nearby, I waved to them: Help! I am your prince too, by the way. 
 
    They gladly ran to the rescue. Standing around with no orders made them uncomfortable and left them feeling useless. 
 
    I got up, leaning on their armored shoulders. I felt like I had swallowed a crowbar. My spine didn’t respond to my will at all like it wasn’t even mine. It was unlucky to be mine anyway. After sustaining several divine punches and flying through the Temple, I got really tired of closing injury alert windows. 
 
    I wondered where our field doctors were. When you didn’t need them, they were right there, casting some exotic crap on you, upgrading your concentration or some rare result-dependent skill. Healers’ achievements were mostly cumulative, so they avidly searched for wounded soldiers or forced someone to volunteer. 
 
    By the way, a secretly cast Eagle Vision was essentially a +9 long-sightedness. And no words can describe how those under the Bass Breath spell goggle their eyes and open their mouths in a ridiculous manner. Many peculiar sensations come with a spell like that… 
 
    I patted my ammunition belt. It contained mostly broken glass by now. And they said vials were indestructible. 
 
    Feeling for my spell scrolls, I found only dust and rot. The Universe sure had a crazy interest rate on power loaned for miracles. 
 
    I heard a noise at the Temple entrance. According to the raid radar, our troops had made it to the gates and attacked the languid spiders from the back. Without the Patriarch and direct encouragement from Lloth, the arachnid army turned into a scattered crowd of dumb aggro-monsters. The instinct to destroy alone isn’t enough to fight a war. 
 
    Steel clashed against chitin with booming sounds. Gusts of magic howled furiously. A dozen green markers went out on my minimap. Then one of the first-line tanks – an orc warrior – stuck his head inside through the main entrance. Easily making out my stooping figure in the darkness, he gave a frightening smile and called to his comrades: "Commander’s in there! Get him a healer, now. DoT problem, he’s losing blood!" 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. "Better yet, give me a red vial. And break the seal on that Healing scroll, don’t be stingy!" 
 
    The orc entered the majestic Temple. The hall quickly filled with battered warriors of the Alliance and a few NPCs. They stared at the fallen defenders of the Temple and took off their helmets at the sight of the shining Altar of the new goddess. Some of the Drow began to tap with their heels, devoting their litte dancing prayer to the Dark Maiden. 
 
    "Sorry, Sir, I’m all out," the orc replied. "We’re all out of basic ammo. We made it here thanks to divine backup. These spiders are a plague. They can zero your HP in seconds. I wouldn’t be standing here if it hadn’t been for the Our Cause is Right buff." 
 
    "First Priest!" Ruata’s cry of pain and rage drowned out the talkative orc. 
 
    Startled, I looked around, trying to find her. She seemed to be in that dense group by the entrance. Healing magic flashed all around it as did staff officer badges. The location’s degree of danger had fallen below 7, and now staff officers started coming in. 
 
    Nodding my gratitude to the many healers around me, I shook my body, trying to drive away the unpleasant sensations, and hurried over to the House of Night warriors crowded around their kneeling princess. 
 
    The quiet Vet nurse barred my way. She nodded at my blood-stained side, then let her hair down by pulling out a long ribbon of white silk that held her ponytail together. 
 
    I gave her my sweetest smile and gently moved the delicate girl aside. "Not now, beautiful. Give me a minute. You can dress my wound later." 
 
    Careening like a battleship struck with a torpedo, I finally made it to the group of Drow. Unceremoniously pushing them aside, I saw the prince of the House of Night sprawled out on the floor. So this is whom Lloth ordered to die. 
 
    Dozens of elves looked at me with sadness and hope. There were guards of minor ancestral Reapers in the warriors’ hands. The elves had failed to do their duty and now prepared to join their forefathers. A personal guardsman could not outlive his prince for long. And it wasn’t just because of the oath. It was a question of honor which was at the peak of its importance thanks to the programmers’ effort and the faith of the warriors themselves. 
 
    "Help…" Ruata said hoarsely, grabbing at the empty space before her. "He mustn’t die! Lloth had an eye on his strong soul and bound it to her Halls!" 
 
    The tension made her hands shake. Her fingernails got wrenched out of her slender fingers with a crunching sound. Blood flowed down her forearms, leaving red lines on the delicate chamois of the artifact armor. 
 
    The House of Night wizards bustled about helplessly. An exhausted ritualist sat in the middle of a complex pentagram. The hired necromancer was served drinks in expensive goblets. Empty vials and broken seals littered the floor. 
 
    None of the known resurrection methods worked, and the casters had to endure Lloth’s attacks. The Property Mark on the prince’s soul expertly fought back and thwarted all attempts to seize Lloth’s property. 
 
    I lowered my head, creasing my brow as I made an effort to see the invisible. Pain shot through my eyes. Blood flowed down my cheeks. Reality roughly altered some of my retinal cones, increasing my range of perception until I could see astral matter. 
 
    Everything has its price. Physical objects became dimmer, but the space around me became filled with life. I could now see hordes of incorporeal entities bustling about. 
 
    The spirits summoned by shamanistic rituals flashed by non-stop. The elements were rightfully outraged at the wizards for keeping them on a short leash. Souls enslaved by necromancers thrashed about in their cages of dead flesh. Mighty Egregores devoured seas of different emotions from black hatred to blinding pain. The gray-haired ancestral spirits witnessed their descendants’ glorious doings. 
 
    And Ruata…Ruata clung to the prince’s soul, preventing it from fulfilling Lloth’s will and going to her Halls to stay there forever. 
 
    I kneeled beside her and made an attempt to grab the dissolving soul. But I was on guest privileges; I could look, but couldn’t touch. Performing miracles to break the game algorithms was not an option. I was spent. There wasn’t a drop of energy anywhere in my body, not even in my skull. My poor Spark was barely alive. It cried, begging me to leave it alone and not to take whatever it had left. Even flame has a self-preservation instinct… 
 
    I saw the light of a divine being out of the corner of my eye. It was a soft green light of life. 
 
    Asclepius had followed the troops here, to the place that was his ideal environment – the battlefield. There were thousands of bleeding warriors here who desperately needed healing. 
 
    He traded divine power for human bliss at a highly profitable rate. The god beamed with delight as new energy filled him. 
 
    "Asclepius!" I cried, making even the stone gargoyles jump. "Help!" 
 
    The god frowned and his cheek twitched. The familiarity of a mortal who had reached the top of the ruling ladder clearly annoyed him. But I had no time for courtesies and obsequious gestures. Ruata was quickly growing weak and the prince’s soul was slipping from her bleeding fingers. 
 
    "Return that soul into the body! He mustn’t die!" 
 
    Asclepius assessed the situation in one swift glance, then shook his head. "You need a zombie? Ask the necromancers. His flesh is dead and his soul belongs to a different god. Resurrection won’t help, and healing is useless. I’m sorry." 
 
    I growled, brimming with fury. "What kind of a healing god are you?! We’re on the lousy third minute of clinical death here! Even our paramedics could easily pull him out!" 
 
    The god sulked and his eyes flashed with anger. "How?" 
 
    I dug through my memory, searching for everything I had ever heard, read, or seen in movies about first aid. "CPR!" I said as I grabbed the prince’s armor, tearing the magic steel like tinfoil. 
 
    Everyone gasped, growing indignant. They hardly saw giving a deceased man CPR as proper healing. 
 
    The prince’s Spark blinked with effort, barely able to resist deincarnation. 
 
    "Closed-chest cardiac massage until his pulse’s up to a 100, then artificial breathing in between sets," I explained. 
 
    The prince’s ribs crunched under my weight, which showed that I was on the right path. I remembered a scene from this endless legal TV series in which the relatives of a revived patient sued the hospital for breaking the old man’s ribs. Sure, who cares that they saved his life? That’s not the point! 
 
    The god put a hand on the back of my head, making remembering easier and even enabling me to know things I’ve never seen: handbook pages, chemical formulas, and so on. All Asclepius needed was a hint, a tiny thread which he would grasp to find all the knowledge he needed in reality’s infosphere. 
 
    As if injected with a truth serum, I pattered on incessantly: "One milliliter of adrenaline every three minutes, gradually increasing the dose, then hypophamine and atropine. Then a 200 joule defibrillator shock, increase to 400. In case of…" 
 
    "Enough!" the god interrupted and roughly pushed me aside. He crouched next to the prince’s body, placed a hand on his chest, and shocked him with something that contained both electricity and magic. The prince’s muscles contracted. His mighty figure arched back, making his armor plates creak and breaking the bracelets on his forearms. 
 
    Slicing the patient’s wrist open with his sharp fingernail, Asclepius synthesized some sort of solution of a poisonous green color in his mouth and spat it into the open wound. The god tilted his head and waited for his cure to take effect. 
 
    After ten seconds, nothing happened, and he frowned. The god put his other hand on the prince’s chest and administered a series of brief shocks. He bent over the trembling body and breathed into it, filling it with oxygen and divine energy. This patient wouldn’t need any atropine. 
 
    The prince drew in a deep breath, then had a fit of coughing and began to thrash, struggling against the warriors who were holding him down. A body without a mind; that’s something I had already seen in Asmodeus’ kingdom. It was a dreadful sight, worse than any mental case. 
 
    Asclepius reached for the prince’s soul which was slipping away. Crack! A magical discharge sank into the god’s aura, making him flinch. The Property Mark obeyed no one. Its sole principle of identification was “friend-or-foe.” 
 
    The healer was a foe and paid for it. The damaged part of his astral layer disappeared behind turbid foam. 
 
    "This is what you’re dragging me into," the god grumbled and bathed the prince’s soul in a stream of clean energy, burning off all the foreign elements. Then the god chopped off Lloth’s covetous threads. The off-line spell modules couldn’t resist a direct divine intervention. 
 
    Asclepius listened to something, then shook his head in surprise. "Well I’ll be…It worked." 
 
    He lightly clapped his hands, and the dazzlingly clear soul orb promptly entered its physical carrier. 
 
    In a second, the prince’s body stopped its seizure-like thrashing. He opened his eyes, looked at all those present with recognition in his eyes, then nodded his thanks to the god. "I am grateful to you for the miracle, Asclepius. I will personally build you a Minor Altar in the citadel of the House of Night. I’ll keep my word even if I have to empty all the artifact stores of my ancestors. I’ll take the brick of Archdemons’ hardened blood, may the Patriarch of the Dark Pantheon forgive me. It is a source of magic clear as a unicorn’s tear. We were able to hide it from the avid inquisitionists of Light. Your altar will also have accumulating stones the size of an emerald dragon’s head. I hope you will sanctify the altar with your presence." 
 
    The god smiled with content, nodded favorably and winked spitefully at my solar plexus, where my greedy pig was nearly having a heart attack. Gods can see really deep… 
 
    Asclepius rose and rubbed his hands together. "So, any other patients with similar symptoms here? No? And if I find one?" 
 
    Noticing my dumbfounded expression, Asclepius gave a joyous horselaugh. He sure learned a lot from digging through my head...I was like an open book to him now, and my knowledge was his. I need to change a few passwords just in case. Also hide a few current transactions and a few secret tabs. Come on, goddammit! 
 
    I decided to puzzle the god in revenge. Here’s a raw lemon to wipe that satisfied look off your face. 
 
    "Asclepius," I said, "could you look after Eilistraee’s altar until she comes back?" 
 
    The god raised his brows in astonishment. "But whom am I to guard it from? The forces of Light? Or..." he looked at me insidiously. "The Dark?" 
 
    I made a resolute gesture with my hand. "From all of us!" 
 
    Perhaps the Good Chaos would give me credit for this? 
 
    The god pensively scratched his head, assessing the situation as he gave me a very serious look. At last, he nodded decidedly. "I accept your request." 
 
      
 
    Status alert! Your deeds determine your path. 
 
    <_untitled_> Pantheon has gained a Name. 
 
    It is now called Pantheon of Balance. 
 
    By following through with their decisions and being under the patronage of the Great Balance, the gods of this pantheon gain additional Strength. 
 
      
 
    Now it was my turn to be stupid. 
 
    At that moment, we heard Hestia’s triumphant laughter up in the sky along with the choked squeak of the Fairest One. It was pretty clear who was winning. 
 
    Asclepius didn’t just stand back. He muttered something under his breath, activating new skills, creating a layer of shields around him and summoning Phantom Guards of outrageously high levels. Some anti-war god he was! 
 
    At this point, he owed me big time. Without me he would’ve never stepped upon the path of Strength. He would’ve still been practicing medicine thousands of years from now, treating runny noses and virtual haemorrhoids. 
 
    I looked at the prince. Ruata was crying from joy, her face pressed into his chest. I sighed sadly. It is good fish if it were but caught…The Drow had charmed me. And I remembered how she would use her power to pressure me, to tame me like a silly calf and gently lead me to the slaughterhouse. 
 
    I caught her husband’s eyes and briefly saluted him as my equal. Live! And do not die again! For I might not be around next time. And I wasn’t willing to risk my Spark again. The poor thing had grown so dim. 
 
    I shivered with cold, wrapping my arms around me trying to protect the exhausted Flame of the Creator. I nodded to my officers who were waiting impatiently. "Let’s go, boys. We’ll talk outside." 
 
    It was loud out in the Temple yard. The trophy team fussed with the loot, trying to sort and classify it. The rangers and other gatherers were disemboweling spider carcasses, cutting out chitin plates with butchering knives and digging through piles of bluish innards. 
 
    A group of staff officers briefly interrogated a warrior who had committed some offence. He was either a rat, or the Our Cause is Right buff had somehow reduced his damage to zero, which was extremely suspicious. 
 
    Dan stood on the steps, looking pale. He was watching the clouds, his head tilted back. I was very glad to see him. To be honest, I was worried for his sanity. To suddenly find yourself cut off from your wife and kids, to be out of touch with everything that makes your life meaningful – that’s hard to survive. 
 
    "Hey, bro!" I called. "Whatcha see up there? Is it gonna rain?" 
 
    Dan was in no joking mood. He turned to me and shook my oustretched hand. I saw a definite thirst for life in his eyes. "Plane…" he said with delight and smiled. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    I frowned as my eyes swept the clouds. The others were shouting, pointing at the blue sky. One of the wizards kindly cast a group Eagle Vision. 
 
    I saw it; a four-engine passenger plane flying at an altitude of about 30,000 feet, leaving a crisp condensation trail and slightly altering its course as if trying to find familiar landmarks and the outlines of a landing strip. 
 
    "What the hell?" I breathed. 
 
    "It’s the aftermath of the splitting of the worlds," Dan concluded with content. "While you were dealing with your bug problem, I visited different clusters, monitored chats and collected rumors. You know, in case the separation isn’t final, in case there are still ways to travel between the two worlds." 
 
    "And? Did you find any?" I asked, leaning forward. Information like this was of extreme strategical importance. 
 
    "Not yet. But I’ve seen a bunch of anomalies. The two worlds got torn apart too suddenly and roughly. Like a giant took pity on Siamese twins and just ripped them in two the best he could, by hand. Look what I got on the market square of the City of Light." 
 
    Dan reached into his spatial pocket and pulled out a heavy oval window with the painfull familiar "Do not lean on door" sign. Pleased to see me shocked, he even let me scratch the glass with my fingernail. 
 
    "A genuine Metrowagonmash," he commented. "None of that Mercedes-style modern replica crap! One crafty-ass dwarf sold it to me by weight for silver. Said it was a unique artifact with unknown properties and that he can get me fifty more, some of them – with colored pictures. You follow?" 
 
    I nodded. "You think there’s an abandoned ad-covered subway car somewhere?" 
 
    Dan chuckled. "You’re missing the big picture. What if there’s a whole station underground? Or even Moscow’s entire subway system?" 
 
    I bit my lip. Kilotons of technogenic artifacts, a series of underground tunnels and secret weapon stashes – this really had potential. Especially if… 
 
    "And people?" I asked. "Did any people get carried over here?" 
 
    Dan squinted his eyes as if trying to make out a faraway target. "It is rumored that some did. All I saw was an odd group of nameless headstones shaped like crosses. The guard ogre was muttering something about a ‘rain of humans.’ Maybe someone really did get transported from their twenty-story apartment right to the City of Light, but how would we prove it?" 
 
    "Have you tried to resurrect them?" I inquired, scratching my brow. 
 
    Dan went pale. He hurriedly felt his pockets, then cussed and yelled at someone to the side: "Resurrection scrolls, now! All ya have. And a portal to the City of Light. Move! Max, mind sending an order to search empty headstones into the chat?" 
 
    I nodded. Dan was on the right rack now and would dig up everything there was. He had a very strong incentive: to get back to his family or at least find them among the forced immigrants of AlterWorld. This man would move mountains with a spoon. 
 
    Activating the Alliance control panel, I gave a high priority order. Everyone was to keep a sharp eye out for any unusual-looking objects, especially technogenic artifacts and human footprints or remains. Take screenshots and coordinates and claim the objects as our clan’s property whenever possible. 
 
    "Hey, boys, who wants a watermelon?" came someone’s voice. 
 
    I looked up, dumbfounded, and tried to see through the dull, semitransparent interface windows. Cussing, I minimized the menus into the tray. 
 
    It was a real watermelon! A plant that didn’t exist in AlterWorld was being eaten right in front of us. By a ranger of the deep reconnaissance group who stood but five paces away from Dan. He carefully spat out all the seeds into his palm. 
 
    "We want some too!" the others said, reaching their hands out to him. 
 
    He took out his rare blade made of the fossilized tooth of a Megalodon. It easily sliced through the <_Unidentified_plant_162_Error_HEX_001011111_>. Those around the ranger stopped drooling for a second and looked at the man with respect. This type of knife indicated that its owner was either one lucky devil loved by all the gods, or a first rate genius geek. 
 
    Let’s assume that it was possible to level up to the Great Master of Fishing status. Especially if one really enjoyed sitting by a pond for hours on end. But the rest had to be the work of the great Belorussian random; it probably increased the chances of receiving this artifact to be one in a million. 
 
    The fossil shark’s tooth was one of the dozen treasures at the bottom of the Dead Ocean. In our days, the ocean was the deserts of the Frontier with their scarce ponds in deadly oases. One rare and spectacular sight you could catch there was one man fishing while guarded by a blood-covered, exhausted mercenary group. Brezhnev on a fishing trip in a combat zone, no less! 
 
    Crack! The watermelon crunched under the plain-looking blade. 
 
    Squelch-squelch! A dozen sentients sank their beautiful teeth into the juicy pulp. The fangs of orcs and elves, the goblins’ shiny incisors, and the indestructible molars of the trolls tore the fruit flesh apart. Even an NPC dwarf – the only survivor of the Drunk Division – was chewing with a thoughtful expression on his face, warily savoring the giant berry. 
 
    "Peeps, look what I caught!" a falconer druid broke the silence. He used tamed winged animals for a rather bad high-altitude reconnaissance. The feathered birds of prey had peculiar eyesight; their vision was like looking at a black and white photo through a drop of murky water. 
 
    His shoulder strap, which was always covered with bird droppings, was now empty. Either his falcon got eaten or was flying in circles high up in the sky, awaiting the next telepathy session with its master. 
 
    The druid held out his hands, which were always smudged with dirt as he was constantly gardening. He was gently holding a frightened sparrow. 
 
    "It’s an adult specimen," the falconer said proudly. "Level three. Just imagine, there I was, covering a terror group as it withdrew from the independent Ukrainians’ subcluster. I was spent; almost 60,000 square yards sowed with Burr Thorn! I barely had enough mana left to make a booger levitate. Then this feathered thing comes flying by. A sparrow! In AlterWorld! And it’s a buggy one, the system doesn’t recognize it." 
 
    Tenderly petting the ruffled bird, he continued: "I knew nothing of the fragments of the real world back then, so I concluded that the bird’s a quest thing, a collectible, or even someone’s runaway familiar. I barely managed to pull out a scroll and cast Wrath of the Basilisk in time. It was enough to immobilize a dragon, let alone this little ball of feathers. Cost me a hundred gold plus a handful of onyx for ingredients. I hit several others, including a lone stealther and a desert lion pride. I had to run for it…" 
 
    "So sell it! I’ll give you 500. Kate could use a bird. She misses the real world so much!" a shortish elven enchanter interrupted, carefully slipping his share of the watermelon seeds into his pocket. 
 
    "Get lost!" The druid gave him the finger. "The only sparrow in the world is priceless, like a Stradivarius violin!" 
 
    The sparrow, who had been fearfully looking at one sentient after another, assumed a proud air and chirped affirmatively. 
 
    "And by the way, Sir!" the falconer said, turning to me. "Some greedy Ukranian type had been trying to sell a Husky via public chat. He said it’s the only one in all of the virtual world. Fully vaccinated and has a GLONASS biochip in its hide. The bastard wanted a million gold for it!" 
 
    A husky, I thought dreamily. There were no normal dogs in AlterWorld for some reason. They were either teddy bears, mere accessories for fun, or MOB mutants best suited for farming. The gnolls are better left unmentioned. 
 
    Basically there was absolutely nothing even remotely close to "man’s best friend" or a "hunting" or "guard" dog. 
 
    "Cool…But outrageously expensive," I replied with a sigh. 
 
    The druid brightened up. "That’s what the boys thought! They decided to check him out and met with him in the guise of potential buyers." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "So they’re bringing him here now!" 
 
    "Whom, the husky?" I asked, confused. 
 
    "No, the Ukranian himself! Our terror group is dragging him here with his virtual bag and the dog kennel he’s got stashed in there." 
 
    "Thugs," I said, smiling approvingly. 
 
    I wiped the watermelon juice off my face and turned to the enchanter who was already pulling out a second watermelon. More and more people were coming up to him, wanting to taste the real-world delicacy. 
 
    "Where did you get it?" I asked, nodding at the striped fruit. 
 
    The elf smiled. "You won’t believe it, Sir! We were just driving the spiders out of town when we reached the market square. An NPC was sitting there, buggy like that sparrow. He’s an Arabic-looking old man, dressed like he came straight out of a fairytale. He had a whole cart of watermelons for sale. At first, he asked for paper money, but then accepted silver. We bargained to our hearts’ content. He’s got cantaloupes as well. And right nextdoor is a bakery. I didn’t see the baker, but that scent! I drooled all over the place!" 
 
    I exchanged glances with my staff officers and shook my head wearily. What an idiot. He should’ve played as an ogre, not a top elf. 
 
    "Bring that old man over here!" I ordered. "Quickly but politely. Looks like we just got your regular watermelon stand." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Saint Petersburg. Peter and Paul Fortress. 
 
    Captain Akimov, the leader of a firefighter squad, sat on the footboard of an ambulance. His absent gaze was locked on the raging flame. He didn’t even flinch when the male nurse sprayed his burned back with aerosol. 
 
    "It’s impossible…" the captain whispered, watching the firefighters back away from the wall of flame. 
 
    A category 5 fire is enough of a threat on its own without anything mystical. But this fire seemed to…have a mind of its own. 
 
    This thought made Akimov shiver. He looked at the site again. The fire counterattacked from the sides. It crept quietly over the timber roof and swiftly surrounded its enemies. It reached the operational rear through the basements, the sewage and the cable pits. Its sparks merged into flocks as the smoke formed runes of an unknown alphabet in the sky. 
 
    The captain, his mind poisoned with combustion products, saw dancing figures amidst the flames and heard the echo of inhuman laughter. He could have sworn that the quick-moving, evil shadows were real. During the fight, he had flown into a rage and personally poured gallons of foam on one of the lithe translucent figures. The hallucination was so real that Akimov even bent down to get a closer look at the defeated nemesis. 
 
    He would never give away what he found among the moist ashes. He would it pass it on to his grandchildren on his deathbed. For if not for that odd pendant on a thick green chain, he would’ve never left the burning building alive. 
 
    The teams from departments three and nine were still giving him distrustful looks. And for a good reason; after the roof had collapsed, he spent almost two minutes wandering amidst the flames, searching for a way out. 
 
    The rumble of a massive fire-fighter helicopter sounded overhead. Hovering over the building, it promptly dumped three tons of water on the fire from the tank it was carrying. The flame gave a roaring sound and dropped for a second before a dense stream of fire jetted out of it, attacking the cable on which the tank hung. The cable was all steel, so there wasn’t much to burn. But it went up in flames anyway. 
 
    The captain smiled crookedly. The flame DID have a mind of its own, but it wasn’t very smart. It should have attacked the helicopter which was now fleeing in panic. Instead, the fire went for the tank, like a dog biting the stick when it really should be going for the man who is using that stick to beat it. 
 
    Another ambulance turned on its siren. A pale EMERCOM colonel was being carried away on a stretcher. How he got burned while standing almost 200 feet away from the fire was a mystery. 
 
    Akimov gave a weary sigh and counted in his head how many commanders remained on site. He was the most experienced of all the officers present. The rest were taken out by the raging fire. 
 
    He rose, decidedly put on the gold pendant, took out his walkie-talkie and gave orders: "Captain Akimov here, taking command. Listen up: the water is ineffective. Use light foam instead. If you see transparent figures in the fire, you better believe your eyes! Attack them in teams of four or five. Oh, and…Does anyone know an exorcist?" 
 
    The flame roared. The walkie-talkie crackled with strange, otherwordly voices. The artifact shone brightly on the captain’s chest. 
 
      
 
    Amulet of a Fallen Salamander. 
 
    Effect 1: +70 fire immunity, +200 HP. 
 
    Customization: This is a unique item, the only one of its kind in the current plane of reality. 
 
    Effect 2: 5,000 fire damage points will be absorbed. Recharge: 24 hours. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two heavy golems brought the obstinate melon vendor to us. These were distinguished fellows, bearing marks like For Heroism, Breach of Enemy Formation, and One’s As Good As One. 
 
    Very few knew who was actually behind the stern-looking golem exterior riddled with battle scars from the character generation stage. It was really just two under-age boys, gone perma from juvy. AlterWorld accepted just about everybody, allowing them to have a fresh start in life, to build a new biography. 
 
    I had actually sent five warriors to get the man a it was dangerous to roam the city in smaller groups. The majestic capital of the cluster was quickly succumbing to anarchy. Surviving spiders who had broken off Lloth’s leash now patrolled the empty streets. The monsters soon adapted to the situation and obeyed their instincts, trying to break out of their stone prison. 
 
    Strange eyes peered out of dark corners. Their heavy, evil stare could make your spine cold and your legs numb. The hole-ridden astral world and the horrid spatial gap leading to Lloth’s Halls would cost all of AlterWorld’s sentients their blood for some time to come. 
 
    Crazy PKs were trying their luck in the chaos of the split worlds, shooting at others out of broken windows or using stealth to creep up on the wounded and finish them off. 
 
    Since my guys made up most of the city’s population at that moment, they ran into trouble too. It was hard to keep formations and fight monsters while someone was recklessly shooting at you with a crossbow from behind. In a situation like that, you had to throw yourself to the spiders when your HP neared zero, because that way you’d die at the hands of a mob and save your precious corpse in pricey armor from being looted by a bunch of nasty punks. 
 
    This mutual hatred knew no bounds. The city’s air felt poisoned. It was so dense with black rage and purple fury that you could easily touch it and cut it in layers with your blade. 
 
    It was frightening. The world had just been born. It was young and supple like an infant. Our actions and emotions were shaping it right here and now. But humans will be humans. Neither love nor the joy of creation were among some of the things that we so generously shared with this new world… 
 
    How does that song by Russia’s beloved Vysotsky go? 
 
    Hatred disfigures the faces of young ones, 
 
    Hatred is bursting its banks, 
 
    Hatred longs to get drunk 
 
    On enemy blood that blackens our ranks… 
 
      
 
    The city saw nothing but death. Gravestones blocked the streets like antitank obstacles. Obeying game mechanics and resisting the physics of the new world, the graves needed to touch but a single pixel of their location to stay upright. They stood neatly and securely on just about everything: thin balcony fences, the tips of fence posts, and even fragile cottonwood branches where enemy archers had been positioned, adroitly keeping their balance. 
 
    The ex-game NPCs were going nuts. Everyone drew their aggro because of some algorithms only the NPCs themselves knew about. Reality lifted the primitive behavior scripts. This ocassionally led to unusual situations, making anyone from a street sweeper to a mighty emperor of many capitals go berserk. 
 
    The remainder of my guards became inadequate and got killed off as they tried to disarm and arrest my soldiers, citing some shady royal edict to justify their actions. Some of my guys even ended up in damp torture chambers and had to break out by using the gift from the untimely departed Macaria. And that was the least scary scenario. The worst rumors came from the City of Light where permas were heavily outnumbered by NPCs. 
 
    "Your precious old vendor, Sir!" the sergeant reported somewhat resentfully. "We had to leave three warriors to guard the melon stand to get this mujaheddin to come along." 
 
    Whack! The old man gave him a good clip on the back of the head. 
 
    "Ahmoq ekansan, ahmoq! Maniy ham zhahlim chekib ketdi!” snapped the vendor indignantly and, stretching his hands out to the sky, apologized to the gods. 
 
    The built-in translator crackled and gave us its version with effort: "Fool, you’re a fool! I’ve had just about enough of you!" 
 
    Yeah, my warrior wasn’t much of a diplomat. A human warrior, fist line tank. No small guy to begin with, and now super-tall and muscle-bound due to high Strength and Constitution stats. He was holding the vendor by the front of his shirt, shaking him like a guard dog and looking at me with hope, awaiting the "attack" command. 
 
    "Shoo! Damn…I mean leave the old man alone!" I said as I approached the aksakal and bowed to him. "Forgive their hotheadedness, sir. They just got off the battlefield, hadn’t had time to calm down. I’m sure you understand." 
 
    This guy musta fought in World War I, I thought, looking at the old vendor who had more wrinkles than a dried prune. 
 
    The old man squinted his narrow eyes, taking a good look at me. Cussing under his breath, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of ancient glasses with muddy lenses and temples of different colors. Slipping on the antique item, he carefully looked around, frowning as he grew even more irritated. 
 
    The old man felt the self-crafted breastplate of the warrior who had brought him here. It was made from the shell of a Relict Turtle. The aksakal shook his head in amazement. It was quite an original piece. Could’ve made the Ninja turtles jealous. And it had this particular smell…Rare artifact making techniques are not for the squeamish. 
 
    "Allah has truly made Muscovites insane. My old lady was right, may her beauty forever shine upon Heaven’s groves!" 
 
    "Um…Muscovites? Sir, do you have any idea where you are?" 
 
    My head tilted to the side, I watched the real-world old man with curiosity. He had gotten torn out of reality along with a trashcan and a piece of litter-covered pavement from the Golden-domed city of Moscow itself. 
 
    The system ran into a few glitches but managed to label him as a level 10 neutral player. His class was either hidden for real hardcore players or undefined for guest and demo ones respectively. The aksakal had health problems; as we talked, a red number one appeared three times over his head. Had he a disease? Fallen prey to DoT? Or had the overzealous warriors given him a good beating before they brought him here? 
 
    My inquisitive mind begged for experiments. What if I buffed the gramps? Or slipped a bracelet on his skinny wrist with a neat +90 Strength bonus? What would that do to his stats? And what if I let him in the group and level him up? Did he have access to interfaces, or maybe even some kind of connection with the real world? 
 
    Where was his respawn point? In Moscow? In a kishlak near Samarkand? Either would work, for we had so many letters we need to send to the real world! But if any of the Olders or other influential persons found out, they’d tattoo their reply right on the poor old man’s back, then chop his head off; go respawn! A small sacrifice for the sake of the billions stranded on Earth. 
 
    The vendor finally stopped looking around and hesitantly answered my question: "I’m in Moscow, no? My grandchildren moved here Allah knows how many years ago. Now I have great-grandkids. I came to see them before I pass away. I’ve been dreaming of my wife lately. The hag won’t let me go and keeps calling me…But I can’t visit my grandkids without any gifts. So I harvested some melons and asked to join the caravan that passes through my neighborhood every month. They helped me out. Gave me and my melons a ride in the back of a truck, and the next day I was getting off at the market square. Sales went well…” 
 
    The aksakal glanced at the Temple’s steeples, then at the 30-foot-long spider corpses. He looked suspiciously at the stocky dwarf mules. These guys were all built alike: 4.5 feet tall and 4.5 feet wide in the shoulders. They had faces rough as half-finished granite statues. 
 
    The old man turned back to us. "Boys, where am I really?" 
 
    I sighed and gently put my arm around his shoulders, then looked up his name again under his status. "Aybak, I’m afraid your family reunion is temporarily postponed. Allah has sent you to a faraway land. I don’t yet know if it’s possible to leave here…We’re trying, sir, we’re trying…" 
 
    I was pretty sure the old man had figured it out already. He looked ancient but not dumb. He was just trying to hold on to reality up until now, refusing to believe his eyes and trying to trick himself into denial. 
 
    But by the time I finished, the vendor looked like someone tore his spine out. Realizing what I just said, he sat down on the ground, clasped his hands over his head and began to rock monotonously, wailing and cussing. 
 
    Thanks to my long elven ears, I overheard a part of the conversation between a cleric and an analyst who stood nearby: 
 
    "I wonder, if he has a stroke, can he be resurrected?" 
 
    "That would be a very interesting experiment, partner." 
 
    Boy, were these guys far from reality. They weren’t cruel. They just had the new world mentality. For them, there was no perma death. The spilled enemy entrails smelled of loot and victory, and the process of extracting ingredients from the innards of the troll you had chopped up with your own hands was almost like a fishing trip: Will I catch something valuable today? 
 
    "Aybak…" I sat down next to the distraught old man. "You hang in there now. We’re looking for a way back. With the help of gods, we’ll solve this, I promise. But for now…why don’t you join us for some rehabilitation? There’s an elven forest, clean velvet sheets, good food, and a magic services complex." 
 
    The old man looked at me with unbearable anguish in his eyes. I realized that I needed to mention other things: "There are also kids, many of them without parents…And folks your age, desperately trying to go perma to be with their grandkids. About forty cheerful granddads and peppy sharp-tongued grannies. The others got ejected into the real world today. They’ll all run their heads into the noose…We all need you, even these tough guys in epic armor. They’ve gotten way outta hand without dads’ belts whacking their butts. So, will you come?" 
 
    The aksakal nodded slowly, then rose with difficutly. He looked up at the sky, whispering something fierce, meant for his god alone. 
 
    I turned to my warriors. "Gather all the melons. We’ll buy them from the man at a fair price. I think it’s about ten gold apiece. The analysts can check me on that. That’ll be his relocation allowance from the Children of the Night. Make sure we retain all of the product down to the last seed. The clan’s future monopoly on melon farming is at stake here. I’m dead serious! I declare this product strategic. It will be under the special control of Tamerlane’s department. Mess this up, and I’ll tear your heads off!" 
 
    Having drummed the project’s importance into the young and often not so bright heads, I asked the old vendor: "I hope your melons are non-GMO, with germinable seeds?" 
 
    The aksakal looked hurt. "Are you trying to insult me?! None of that GMO-MMO stuff. All natural, guaranteed! My melons taste like honey on the lips of your beloved!" 
 
    I rubbed my hands together. This was another brick with which to lay the foundation of the clan’s prosperity. Plus doing good unto another made me warm inside. 
 
    Sadly, this cost us a lot of time. And time was priceless like we were farmers who had to harvest before severe weather. Every hour, tons of ripe crops would pile on the ground while black clouds could already be seen on the horizon, promising to destroy everything the farmers had grown in a year. 
 
    The operational reserve numbers plummeted, losing the zeroes on the ends just like during the worst moments of our battle for the First Temple. No, we didn’t physically lose anyone. The boys were just emotionally burned out. The exhausting marathon with the Chinese, the prolonged battle on the walls of the bone fortress, and the dreadful carnage at Fortress Yavanna – everything took its toll. 
 
    Dozens of battles, the monotonous cycle of killing, dying, and getting reborn. Constant pain from evil magic and honorable yet very sharp steel. Seeing nothing but red all around. Your head filled with screams and the sound of weapons cutting flesh. The omnipresent slaughterhouse stench and the smell of blood-stained iron. Gravestones had become a necessary part of life. And blood, blood was everywhere… 
 
    People just couldn’t take it anymore. They forgot that we were in a state of alert and left the ranks, hit the bottle, went on three-day fishing trips, or temporarily moved to the House of Pleasures. 
 
    The Crypt, the comfort of its submarine-like interior being quite questionable, couldn’t relieve this kind of stress. Our self-trained psychologists weren’t much help either and got drunk with the patients the way only real doctors could. Plenty of rest, liquor, and warm female breasts in their toil-hardened hands – that was our crude yet effective therapy. 
 
    Because this was happening on such a large scale for a very understandable reason, punishment was out of question. This process needed to be brought under control through wise leadership and initiative. Even steel has a breaking point, let alone the fragile psyches of the permas. Plus our population wasn’t very stable: we had several escapists, romantics and dreamers. There were also fugitives, schoolchildren, cripples, and even suicide bombers of different origins. Not a very safe nor homogeneous population. 
 
    Most had overtaxed their strength and were in a so-so condition. Our best personnel…Ninety-year-old explorers of the Arctic, who had looked over the edge and whose souls still partially resided there. Submariners who had gotten exposed to lethal radiation levels. Firefighters burned to the bone. Soldiers with shards lodged in their bodies... 
 
    When they first joined, their endorphin levels soared. They had it all: excellent health and immortal bodies, potential partners of all sexes, the bliss of gluttony and eternal youth. Few can remember how colorful and exciting their life was at 16. And at 5? Look at children: they don’t walk, they always run. If only we had their passion! Just imagine, running around all day long with a smile on your face… 
 
    But AlterWorld had its own sources of extreme stress. We could kill and get killed dozens of times in a single day. We endured pain, got burned by plasma, writhed with pain from alchemic solutions, and looked down with instinctual terror at our own entrails falling out into one slimy, steaming pile. 
 
    The clan’s secret statistics were grim: our warrior numbers were inevitably shrinking. People left for the strategic reserve. It was getting harder and harder to get them to go to a lousy dungeon with lame fire imps, let alone an actual battlefield. They were just tired of pain and deaths. That was the rotten side of immortality. The stress undermined our sanity, paving the way for nervous breakdowns and hysterics and leaving players with neurasthenia. 
 
    General Frag approached me. He was pale with exhaustion. He had numerous small wounds which were still bleeding. His regeneration speed had gone down. Reality was persistently reaching for us. 
 
    "Max, I’m taking my men. Just got word from a well-wisher that the Ninja Looters’ Nova barely has 30 fighters left. They had very few permas, just a handful really. See, these boys weren’t very nice. They looted everyone they could and transferred their funds into the real world, which made them pretty well-off. It’s about time they paid for it. They need to be put in their place. Plus, we could use a base outside the Valley. Their castle is top-level, their armories are full, аnd their hangars are packed with top-of-the-line siege machinery. A sweet prize!" 
 
    I nodded with a sign. An extra Nova was a good thing, especially if it was the Ninja Looters’ Nova. It had an excellent location as it was situated on a mountain ridge like Swallow's Nest in Crimea. It could be attacked and had portal coordinates on one side only. Besides, General Frag didn’t need to hang around me unless there was a direct threat to the Valley or the First Temple. 
 
    "Take it," I said. "And be careful. Any other day I would’ve said that a castle with little guard is most likely a trap. But today, any miracle is possible. Take a look at the High City; mansions, villas, micro-castles with carvings in all towers. Most were abandoned. Even the city and the royal guards are gone. Wanna kick the ass of some conceited king? Just walk into his palace! A couple hundred NPCs with pots and pans – that’s all the guard he’s got." 
 
    General Frag gave a weary smile. "My boys have already figured it out. Looting’s ahead of schedule. I even have farmers that left their fields to raid the warehouses on Trade Street. They’re whining and crying, but are still taking down defensive shields and busting safes that have millions of HP. They’re falling into traps, getting killed by the Place Guards, but some inevitably get to the loot." 
 
    My greedy pig indignantly waved his paws covered with thick gold bracelets. It was an outrage: here we are, fighting pure Evil, saving the world you might say, while these guys are stuffing their own pockets?! 
 
    General Frag instantly knew why my features darkened. He only shrugged. "So? Once in a blue moon the crafters and supporters get a chance to rake in some loot. I can’t hold them back. We’ve a gold rush on our hands. The people are willing to leave the clan to go and search for a fortune of millions. And the logistics officers are too powerful as they hadn’t fought. However, the first line warriors have only their will power to keep them on their feet. The staff is keeping track of the names of all the greedy ones." 
 
    General Frag sighed angrily and smashed his armored fist into his open palm, obviously picturing himself breaking the muzzles of all the overzealous greedy pigs. The battered armor lost its last HP. Its strength hit zero, and the gauntlets crumbled into dust. Oops. Such was the admins’ legacy when it came to fighting economic glut. 
 
    The general looked at his bare hands in surprise, then spat in disappointment. "I will surely manage a portion of the clan. I’ll also turn over one tenth of the Alliance to higher authority. But looting can be prevented only by the means of terror, which is really unsuitable at this time. We have no choice but to monitor the process from a safe distance and focus on more pressing issues." 
 
    "Like that Nova filled with trophies to the roof," I added knowingly. 
 
    "That’s right," smiled General Frag, firmly shaking my hand. "All right, we’re leaving. Keep the respawn point safe!" 
 
    This was a standard way to say goodbye to a perma. In reply, I spat thrice over my shoulder and muttered: "Don’t count on it." 
 
    The general had set a bad example. And bad examples are contagious. Other leaders of independent troops started coming up to me one after another to report their situation, inform me of the statistics and their future plans, and quickly leave in search of fortune. There was so much unclaimed loot that all the sentients put together couldn’t gather it and put it to good use. 
 
    The Alliance had always been a powerful force. But now, after the entire world had gone perma and all the formalities were put aside, our army became one of the strongest formations of the Russian cluster. 
 
    If we gathered all of our forces at that moment, we could’ve taken anything we wanted. However, there was practically no one to conquer. A single swing of the sword or a poke in the fat belly would’ve been enough to bring down the existing enemies. 
 
    It seemed like most other clans retained but a few percent of the people on their payroll. The crowded castles that used to house thousands now became quiet and empty. They were filled with the foosteps of frightened warriors running to and fro. All were of different backgrounds and numbered a hundred per castle at best. Walk in, and the loot is yours. 
 
    The Russian cluster had just under three million players. When the worlds got separated during the Russian prime-time evening hours, at least a third were logged in, including all the permas, obviously. So the question was, how many Russians had gotten digitized by force? How many turned out to be drawn to AlterWorld more than to Earth? A hundred thousand? Two hundred thousand? In any case, the alliance of the Guards of the First Temple in league with the NPCs and the dwarves who had accepted vassalage was now something massive and indestructible. 
 
    Of course, when it came to the Asian clusters, I imagined they had at least twice as much manpower as we did. For them, there was nothing epic about twenty thousand warriors of the Alliance. Surely they realized that we had to be reckoned with, but nothing more. 
 
    Portals kept opening all around. The detachments were leaving one by one. We soon found ourselves down to a dangerously low number of warriors in the city area. I figured it was time to beat it. 
 
    One hour wasn’t enough to loot the nearby villas and boutiques. But it was enough to make the austere warriors look like retreating Petliurovites. Their bags resembled overinflated balloons, indicating that their inventories were overloaded. Those who had run out of inventory slots and were still able to walk had their arms full of bulky goodies. 
 
    I was stupefied for a second when I saw a troll hurrying away so he could start building. He was carrying a grand piano incrusted with fretted bones under one arm, and a nine-foot jade statue of the Fairest One under the other arm. 
 
    Many precious belongings drifted away upon the wind. Every time the warriors saw these and found them to be more valuable than what they already had, they stopped and cleared out their inventory to make room. 
 
    You could easily track one of the ogres: his trail started at the broken window of a restaurant, then moved ten paces to the side. Near Madam Rauzier’s Elven Silk shop was a mountain of fancy sandwiches – a few tons at least, worth around 50,000 gold altogether. 
 
    The shop nextdoor, the Blacksmith Depot, had a huge hole in one of the walls. Inside was a multi-ton pile of bright hemstitched lace. It was difficult to say what it was worth. 
 
    But what really took the cake was the mutilated armored door of the Imperial Crown boutique and jewelry store. Judging by the abandoned silver ingots and bundles of half-finished Damascus steel products, the loot had exceeded the boldest expectations. You didn’t have to guess the lucky winner of the jackpot as there were about fifty graves with the same name in that area. The magic protection of the shop had given a 140 percent defending the abandoned treasures down to the very last drop of mana. 
 
    One of the staff officers passing by took a screenshot just in case: 
 
      
 
    BelAZ. Level 211 ogre. The Children of the Night Clan. 
 
      
 
    The loot now rightfully belonged to that ogre, but the clan tax was still in effect, and no one fully trusted the analysts’ reports. The secret services were competing with each other, submitting multiple copies of the same info in order to prevent falsification of the facts by one of the parties and help headquarters to make unbiased orders. 
 
    And speaking of orders, I gave some orders of my own via the officer channel: "That’s it, boys, we’re going home. Set up a portal following protocol. Warriors get a two to one break schedule. Two hours of play for every one hour of work. Women and those with family responsibilities get a ten percent bonus. However, I will need everyone ready to fight by 8 p.m. sharp. We’ll seize our virtual fortune. We’ve been in the lead thus far, so let’s not get knocked over during the sweetest stage, the stage of rewards and freebies. Suck it up!" 
 
    The warriors nodded wearily. Their eyes shone feverishly on their pale, emaciated faces. No matter how hard we tried, we couldn’t get all the loot in one go. We desperately needed a rest, or we would get overrun by a pack of chipmunks. People needed to get some sleep as well as time to accept the fact that the worlds got torn apart. They’d have to distribute their stat points wisely and get a chance to enjoy whatever freebies they had managed to steal. 
 
    We had pushed ourselves to the limit, and now when it was time to recover, our blood was still boiling. To calm us down, our clan clerics recommended ten fluid ounces of Dwarven Extra Dry, intense sex as physical therapy, and quality sleep – the longer, the better. 
 
    I continued giving orders to my clan officials: "Mandatory conference in half an hour. All chief officers and department heads are to attend. All right, let’s go! The royal guard’s respawning, and we don’t have the resources to engage in any more stupid massacres." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Moscow. Konkovo IAD call center. 
 
      
 
    First lieutenant Mansurov was blatantly breaking the rules. Looking to spice up the night watch routine, he was playing high-speed 3D chess. The lieutenant dreamed to become an investigator and spent every free minute he had training his mind. 
 
    He cussed when the control panel gave a signal and distracted him, making him forget the steps of his fourteen-move attack on the right flank which he had so carefully planned out. 
 
    The officer answered the call and said as usual: "Konkovo IAD, first lieutenant Mansurov speaking." 
 
    The female voice on the phone was so loud and hysterical that he moved the receiver away from his ear. After hearing her out, he clarified: "Someone’s trying to break in? Zombies? Like in the movies, you say? All right, we’ll handle it…I’m ID’ing your line and getting your coordinates. Putting your phone in beacon mode. Forced camera activation: recording transmission on a remote server. Expect a police detail. Estimated arrival time: four minutes." 
 
    After hanging up, the lieutenant made sure that the closest Patrol Guard Service unit was on its way. Then he wondered whether he should call a doctor. The woman was clearly intoxicated and had probably played too much virtual video games or just watched one of those highly detailed 3D horror movies that easily upset the more delicate psyches. 
 
    Another call. The officer picked up, listened to the incoherent speech, and lost his professional imperturbability. Trying hard not to sound ironic, he prompted with delight: "What was that now? White rabbits are falling from the sky, getting smashed to smithereens, and the kids are scared? Very interesting! Let me transfer you to the EMERCOM hot line. Animal rescue is their job." 
 
    Having transferred the town lunatic to the partner company, the officer grinned and hung up. The next instant, he got another call. Mansurov frowned and looked at the cubicles of his fellow officers. He thought they were all on break since he was getting all the calls. But it turned out that they were all answering calls too. Some of them looked tense. 
 
    The officer was stunned when he looked up at the indicator board. "Available operators: 0/6. Incoming calls: 79… 117… 153… 211…" 
 
      
 
      
 
    My staff were the first to dive into the portal right after the battlefield security detachment who went in with their swords at the ready. The naval principle about the captain being the last to leave the ship didn’t work well in AlterWorld. It was unwise to risk the brains and heart of the clan. 
 
    We were painfully short on safe locations. Even the Alliance army’s field camp wasn’t safe from enemy portals which could open any second and disgorge an assault team of several hundred. 
 
    I had no idea how to handle this threat at the time. When I asked others for help, the analysts went silent, the wizards looked away, the ritualists drafted insanely complex pentagrams, and the alchemists demanded rare ingerdients. I was on my own, as always… 
 
    I considered altering the landscape, digging pitfall traps around the tents with poisoned stakes on the bottom. Sowing chaos in the astral world, making bloody sacrifices and mixing up spatial coordinates. Collecting all the divine relics and lugging them around in a reliquary. Come on, brain, think! I’ll buy you a crown if you do! 
 
    The city we left behind groaned and sobbed. The air was frozen due to lack of magic. The numerous fires sent smoke into the sky. The wind tossed abandoned belongings around. NPCs wandered the streets in confusion, stripped of the governing scripts. Some tried to go about their usual business, inviting the rare passers-by into their conflagrant, ransacked restaurants, while others were thoughtlessly sweeping the pavement. 
 
    The perfectly-clean sections at the heart of the destroyed city were even more frightening to look at than a giant spider crawling by with its thirty-foot-long entrials dragging behind it. 
 
    Bang! A portal appeared with a loud clap, and the warriors were greeted with the familiar scent of the Valley as they finally returned home. 
 
    Pop! Clank! Click! I could almost hear the safety catches get switched off on every man’s will. The warriors were like springs that had been wound too tight for too long. 
 
    My knees grew weak as exhaustion finally made itself known. Stepping to the side with effort, I tumbled into the soft elven imitation grass, glad to be off the dusty tiles of transfer zones. 
 
    The logistics officers bustled around me as well as low-level relatives and the gorgeous girls from the House of Pleasures. The warriors felt safe at last, and their self-restraint instantly waned. They let themselves be taken by the hands and led away into homes, pubs and bedrooms. 
 
    The round-bellied Bomba hugged Snowie whose shoulders had gotten broader. Reeling under the weight of their loot, the majestic couple slowly headed home. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long before we would see spotted little trolls amidst the noisy human children. And judging by all those mysterious-looking women of the Alliance who had become frequent visitors of Bomba’s, we could very probably expect to see stocky dwarf kids, tiny goblins and all sorts of large-toothed orc cubs. And I should probably mention that we had lots of mixed couples, and the elf-human combo was definitely not the most exotic. 
 
    Astra, the former mercenary, caught my attention. She was an avid collector of blood vials. Like Zena, she was one of the first to join the Children of the Night. Although she had also won a questionable right to receive priority in choosing vials during all of the clan’s raids. 
 
    Her strategy had proven highly efficient; her collection was nearing the full set status. Eighty-seven vials, the cluster’s best set. 
 
    Right now I saw Astra in her lacy silk undies. She was hissing like an angry snake and kicking a tiny bundle which consisted of thin strings, a few mithril scales and a handful of shiny imitation enchanted stones. 
 
    I looked at the bundle’s info: 
 
      
 
    Night Princess Armor. Class: Epic. Durability: 19/200. Weight: 0.22 lbs. 
 
    Race restrictions: humans and elves only. 
 
    Sex restrictions: females only. 
 
    Level restrictions: 200+. 
 
    Class restrictions: warriors, paladins and death knights only. 
 
    Religious restrictions: darksiders only. 
 
    Effect 1: +600 armor, +50 agility, +50 strength. 
 
    Effect 2: regeneration speed triples at night. 
 
    Effect 3: "Desired." Popularity with males increased by a random number. Possibility of spontaneous gifts, fighting on the side of the armor’s owner, activation of hidden dialogues and new storylines. 
 
    Effect 4: "Vile Envy." The splendor of the precious stones evokes strong antipathy in other females. She who owns this armor must be prepared for low, mean tricks, including poisonous spit in her Guest Beverage. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. It was a solid piece despite its downsides. Why would she kick it like that? "Astra, quit vandalizing the artifact, its durability is almost at zero. What’s with the ferocious behavior anyway? The armor chafed your shoulders?" 
 
    The warriors sprawled out on the grass tried not to laugh. The mercenary had quite a temper, and very few would risk laughing at her in her face. But armor was too strong a word for her revealing cobweb-like designer getup. A thin silk string ran between her tanned glutes. A triangle-shaped mithril plate the size of an open palm was the only thing covering her privates. A harness of chains made from precious metals twined around her flat, seductive belly. Her high breasts swayed provocatively, protected only by two patches, each one just a little larger than a coin. 
 
    She was hot as hell on the outside. Had awesome stats too, although probably invalid ones. In short, she was the dream woman of a first-line tank. Good thing the guys couldn’t wear these, or we’d all be tempted to slip them on for those extra 600 armor points. Ugh, away, monstrous thoughts! May the Fallen One never let us look like Eurovision’s Minister of Cultural Affairs, Conchita Wurst! 
 
    Astra was spent anyway. She kicked the poor piece of armor one last time, then collapsed on the dusty tiles. The single guys sighed in unison. They all wished to turn into the cold granite tiles on which the unapproachable she-elf had placed her velvety behind. Whom she was saving herself for and who she was in the real world – no one knew. 
 
    The ex-mercenary gave a sob, wiped the tears of rage away with her silk harness and, offended at the whole world, started to complain: "Sir, what the hell’s going on? I have died twenty-seven times today! This goddamn epic artifact costs as much as the wing of a Boeing, yet it let 96 percent of damage come through! Without even the slightest effort to block it! I have suffered more crits and injuries than I can count. I had all of my bones broken, and none of my joints work right anymore. They made mincemeat of me. A thousand scars on the Fairest One’s face! I got a crossbow bolt in my appendix!" 
 
    I raised a brow and looked at the Analyst who stood next to me. The prince of the mysterious House of Shadow, aka Andrew or Siam, nodded and explained: "The information processing department is swamped with work, but we’ve received the preliminary confirmation of this phenomenon. Things are looking pretty good; the average damage resistance among the warriors of the Alliance dropped by only 18 percent. As they say, the devil's in the detail. But once we sort the data by sex, we get some interesting statistics. Any damage the males of the clan receive gets reduced by almost a third, while the ladies have it really rough. Our feminists got about 400 percent damage each. We don’t know what caused this just yet…" 
 
    "Ahem," a warrior sitting nearby cleared his throat, trying to get our attention but not daring to intrude in the conversation of clan authorities. 
 
    I gave him an inquisitive look. The soldier nodded at the bundle of silk in Astra’s hands, then at the guard warriors clad in so much heavy armor that you could barely see their eyes. 
 
    I didn’t follow at first, but almost smacked myself on the forehead when I did. Of course! It’s very simple. You just have to put aside the dry math formulas for a second and look around. 
 
    I sighed and insistantly held put out my hand, gesturing at the epic artifact. The girl hesitated for a second; after all, this garment cost a 140,000 gold. But then she spat and handed me the armor that had badly let her down. 
 
    I examined the tiny patches of the armor-bra in my palm – the fruit of a designer AI’s fantasy. Although its structure was completely idiotic, it wasn’t just random. Its design was based on the diligently measured hormone levels of teens, which was determined by how little the bra covered. It was no wonder that the final garment looked rather indecent. 
 
    I was too self-conscious to finger the armor’s thong. But its design process was the same; show the target audience different 4D models, see what makes them drool the most, then go with the best results. Because of this, the girls of virtual worlds suffer, wrapping themselves up in tulle veils during snowstorms and facing the mountain giants’ clubs in nothing but silk. 
 
    Back in the game world, the system didn’t make any sense, yet the armor worked. But now, the physics of this new world vindictively gave us the finger and shrugged: Sorry, no deal. 
 
    Having examined the mithril harness, I said, "You know, Astra, why don’t I guess what percent of your gorgeous body is really covered in armor? How much damage came through? Ninety-six percent, you say? Do the math, and you’ll know the overall dimensions of these purple patches." 
 
    Studying the rest of the she-warrior’s outfit, I nodded with content: "So I’m guessing that gold diadem you’re wearing is like a helmet, and these Greek-style sandals with thin calf lacing are your armored boots?" 
 
    Astra already knew what I was getting at, and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    I dealt the final blow: "Of course, as a first line tank, you desperately need all this armor." 
 
    The warrior jerked up her head: "So what do I do?" 
 
    "Sell it asap. Get normal Gothic armor with full body coverage if you want incoming damage decreased by 40 percent instead of increased by 300. By the way," I turned to the Analyst, "make this a clan-wide order. Put out a private message; get rid of these fantasy laces and buy full-plate knight armor. We’ll share this knowledge with the Alliance in 24 hours.” 
 
    Astra clutched her head and whispered: "Six hundred thousand for the gear, daddy’s Cruiser, mom’s diamonds…All for nothing…" 
 
    I passed my hand over her hair, trying to comfort her. The warriors on the grass all gave a jealous sigh. 
 
    I whipped my hand back; the she-elf was filled with evil hormones. I cleared my throat and said in a formal tone: "Reminder, all senior officers are to report to the meeting in…seven minutes. Everyone else at ease!" 
 
    Everyone walked away sluggishly. I rose, then quickly sat back down again, not wanting to draw attention. I saw the blue ears of the ex-hermit Grym flicker behind the nicely trimmed shrubs. The annoying chronicler was rushing to the portal area, driven by the fervent desire to do his duty to our progeny. 
 
    "Danger, boys! Grym’s coming!" 
 
    The effect was instantaneous. Every mobile individual immediately abandoned the portal zone. No one wanted to be the victim of buttonholing and a two-hour interrogation. 
 
    I fooled him by flipping my virtual spell book to a commonly-used tab and activated a Gate to the bind point. Home, sweet home! 
 
    "Greetings, master!" Lurch whispered triumphantly into my ear with a hint of sympathy in his voice. 
 
    I froze like a frightened cat and nodded slowly. My office from noble thousand-year-old oak was surprisingly cool. There was a sense of melancholy emptiness. 
 
    I frowned in confusion, then slowly walked around the room, carefully passing my fingers over the small everyday things. They no longer gave me joy. There was a withered bouquet of night flowers in a lop-sided homemade vase made of birch bark; an armchair strategically placed in a corner where you had the best view, with a small table next to it covered with scratches and blade marks; a green shirt with a partially embroidered collar and a towel that had been thrown over it – the female Drow from the close circle guards would often try to find the best garments for their chosen one when they thought no one was looking. 
 
    And then there was this scent…An early autumn glade…Drow? Lizzie! 
 
    Like Aybak the aksakal, I had a grim realization. I remembered the battle on the mountain top, the Sun God firing scorching plasma at me, the figure that covered me, and the female voice that gave a quiet cry. 
 
    I understood, but just couldn’t believe…I threw open the entrance door and stared at the sentries lined up outside. "Where’s corporal Mona Lisa? Was she resurrected?!" 
 
    No response. Only sobbing and tearful eyes. One of the Drow boldly tossed back her hair, ripped her blouse open, sending buttons rolling down the hall, and stepped forward. “I can fill in for her!" 
 
    Perplexed, I stared at the black ribbon trimmed with lace which could barely support the sentry’s full breasts. Then I looked her in the eyes. She was a wild cat trying to break herself and become a domestic one in an instant. Why?! 
 
    "Cover yourself," I whispered, slamming the door shut. 
 
    Leaning my back against the sturdy oak boards, I closed my eyes and quickly flipped through my inner interface. Statistics…Human reserves…Hired staff…Warriors…Sort by: female Drow. Two hundred and nine. Sort by: rank, highest to lowest. A few lieutenants, warrant officers, a long list of sergeants. Mona Lisa wasn’t in that list… 
 
    Howling, raging at the unfairness of the universe, I bit my lip and hit he back of my head against the door. Think, think! The girl has given her life for you! 
 
    I spoke to the Super Nova in my thoughts. "Lurch, where’s Asmodeus?" 
 
    "The forces of the Silver Legion have received guest access and are housed in the Main Fort outside the walls." 
 
    I nodded my gratitude. "Thanks, friend…What would I do without you?" Then I asked without much hope: "Lizzie is really not here?" 
 
    The ancient spirit understood. "I’m sorry…" 
 
    I decided against sprinting to the Fort, putting blisters on my feet and bursting through three walls. It was unbecoming to me, would’ve taken a while and might have caused a panic. So I called the on-duty wizard and told him my desired destination point. 
 
    He took out a giant folio from his inventory, tore out the scroll I needed, then shrugged and said apologetically: "Sir, please sign the ledger. Rules are rules. The scroll has a number. It’s from list A like all the portals to the Valley." 
 
    I quickly signed, closed the door and broke the seal in a hurry. Hang on, Lizzie! I know what the Great Nothingess is like, been there myself. It sucks; you can lose your individuality. But hang on! As long as the Sun God’s plasma hasn’t incinerated your soul, you will be fine! 
 
    The Fort looked…well…frightening. The demons had made themselves at home, and the cold shivers running down my spine reminded me of whom I was dealing with. 
 
    The white defense walls were now covered with scarlet pentagrams and stained with blood. Gray candles of unknown origin burned on the walls. I just hoped they hadn’t been made from the fat of the righteous. The animals set aside for sacrifices lowed sorrowfully. 
 
    The demons had seized the opportunity to draw power from the warm-blooded creatures of the real world. One sacrificial rooster wasn’t so bad. A black billy goat was a substantial gift. And a herd of a thousand bulls was something that could take Inferno to a whole new level. 
 
    The giant pile of shiny skulls indicated that the creatures of hell had consumed quite a bit of power already. And the pyramidal shape diligently inscribed next to the unknown runes raised suspicion. Were they building a ziggurat? 
 
    Lightfighter approached me unhurriedly. "Asmodeus is…" he hesitated. "Hunting. Studying the local fauna. How may I be of help to our ally? " 
 
    I became enraged. The Archdemon is freely wandering in the Valley?! The snow-white walls of the Super Nova are becoming the bearings of a satanic temple?! The hundreds of sacrificed creatures had worn out the barrier between the worlds, and I thought I could already hear the moans of myriads of sinners… 
 
    "You can be of help all right," I said, grinding my teeth. "Guest access implies that you sit on your asses quietly without making any sudden moves or engaging in any economic or missionary acitivity. So listen carefuly; make the walls look like they did before. Take this ziggurat apart. Let the animals go." 
 
    Lightfighter got sulky, and a cold draft came from him. It was either because of the clashing emotions or because of intense magic. "We have bought the sacrificial animals from dwarves with real gold." 
 
    "I’ll compensate you," I countered. "Although I don’t have to…In short, quit building your Inferno branch here. Clean it up and stick to your barracks. As agreed, I will summon you to battle if needed. The Legion is under my command for 168 hours. And right now, you’re asking for a command to commit group hara-kiri!" 
 
    The general scowled and slowly put his hand on the hilt of his sword. "I’m under Asmodeus’ direct orders, and only he can cancel them." 
 
    An adrenaline rush clouded my judgement. The humble repairman was swept away, and out came the infuriated Lord. The adamant gauntlet with its terrifying blades somehow slipped on my hand, whispering merciless, bloodthirsty promises into my ear. 
 
    I took a step forward, invading the general’s personal space and instantly initiating a conflict between two alpha males. "Only my orders matter in this land. I’ve killed two gods today who have failed to accept this, and chased a third one for an hour in a destroyed city. Do you seriously think a couple of ancient demons can dictate their conditions to me?" 
 
    I lied a bit and bluffed, although I really believed what I said. I just really didn’t want to use the gauntlet. The Sun God had a rotten heart, and the weapon I had made of it wasn’t any better. It was like a wormhole that could suck any naïve fool into a world of chaos before he even noticed. 
 
    So yes, I was bluffing. But my faith combined with my crazy willingness to follow through on my promises had previously helped me on more than one occasion, making a more powerful enemy back out of a trivial argument. That’s how a dried-up prisoner with tuberculosis can enjoy authority over a clique of tough guys – by talking tough and demonstrating a total lack of self-restraint. 
 
    But this archdemon wasn’t so easy to intimidate – he was an alpha male with a thousand years of experience with a huge list of defeated foes. 
 
    Hypnotizing me with his vertical pupils, he said slowly and distinctly: "Top Demon’s orders – that’s the only power I’m willing to obey." 
 
    I could barely keep my aggression in check as I regained control over my mind. This was a bad time to incur a conflict with demons. The last thing I needed was a war on two fronts. Plus, we needed each other… 
 
    Asmodeus, whom I called with a Summoning Ring, was thinking the same thing. His incredible intuition or maybe some sort of telepathy instantly filled him in on the situation, and his lips spread in a shiny American smile. "Max, I’m glad to see my ally is in perfect health! You really showed those foolish gods who’s boss. See, I got beat up by a couple of Seraphims. Those feathered bastards have accumulated quite a bit of holiness…But that’s okay, we’ll meet again. To what do I owe the honor of being called here? I have caught a magnificent bear by the way, and hooked it up to a power source. Three hundred years from now, it’ll be huge and make a great trophy. Care to go hunting with me?" 
 
    He really shouldn’t have brought bears into this…My heavy gaze locked on the Top Demon, I blew my summoning whistle, helping the low-power artifact with a personal plea. Hummungus, dear, come to papa! 
 
    "Ro-o-o-ar!!!" 
 
    Hummungus’s roaring was like a punch in the guts, like the cry an awesome superhero might give upon suddenly finding his daughter who had been missing for a long time. 
 
    I blinked a few times and nodded gratefully when the warm, coarse tongue passed over my face. I then petted his mighty neck. He really had grown quite a bit and was now a mountain of a bear the size of a KV tank. 
 
    "Is this the bear you had in mind?" I asked Asmodeus. 
 
    There was a glint of anger in the demon’s eyes. I wouldn’t have noticed anything wrong myself, but my bear growled, аnd my greedy pig’s fur stood on end. 
 
    "As if I remember!" the Top Demon parried. "Your Valley is rich, with enough warm-blooded beasts for 666 hetacombs." 
 
    He stopped short, realizing he shouldn’t have said that. 
 
    I frowned. "That’s one reason I summoned you," I said as I kept petting Hummungus with my right hand and gestured at the satanic Fort with my left. "Clean this place up! Conduct a purification ritual. Close the gap between the worlds. Remove the germs from the air. Rehabilitate the neutral population of the astral world and chase away the chaoists. This is non-negotiable!" 
 
    It became hard to breathe. There was little air left around our bodies as magic began to flow between us with a roaring sound, making tiny specks of dust flare up and disappear. 
 
    The demon thought things through at a much faster rate than I. My judgement was poor at that moment, my body flooded with adrenaline and my mind clouded with rage. But he easily put reason before emotion and gave me a friendly smile. "Not a problem! A foolish enterprise started by low-ranking officers. The guilty will be punished." 
 
    Lightfighter shuddered at the thought of a beating he didn’t believe he deserved, but kept silent. A good general, taking all of his master’s hints. 
 
    "Anything else?" asked Asmodeus most courteously. 
 
    I said nothing for the first few seconds, concentrating hard on a pop song in case this thousand-year-old creature could also read people’s thoughts. "No. Just abide by the rules of our agreement. How much longer do you plan on staying in our plane of reality?" 
 
    The demon shrugged indifferently. "If you let me stay, I’ll look after the Legion, then take it back to Inferno myself. Lightfighter still behaves eccentrically at times. A part of his personality was lost in the Great Nothingess." 
 
    I tried to keep a poker face. I would’ve banished him. But I didn’t want to start a conflict at that moment. And I certainly didn’t want to reveal my sore spots in front of Asmodeus. Sorry Lizzie, but I can’t ask him for help now. He’ll only shake his head, hide you in his basement, then use you to get something from me at the worst possible moment. You can’t anthropomorphize demons, you just can’t! 
 
    I put one foot in the stirrup on the bear’s harness and adroitly jumped up into the saddle. It wasn’t easy as Hummungus was already 15 feet tall at the withers. Plus, his back was incredibly wide; it was like sitting on the back of a tank truck. 
 
    I urged the bear into a trot. The ground shook as the shaggy mount weighing several tons reached a cruising speed of 38 miles an hour. 
 
    I rode in a spiral between Super Nova’s walls, which helped me calm down and also alerted the relaxed logistical post guards to help keep them on their toes. I reached the portal zone. 
 
    The on-duty wizard appeared before me. 
 
    "Portal to the Seventh Heaven," I said. "Hurry!" 
 
    Someone PMed me. It was the wonderful Amara, my princely secretary. "Max, the senior officers have assembled for the conference." 
 
    "Cancel!" I snapped, then corrected myself. "Er, let them begin without me. The main issue is determining the clan’s further development given our current situation. Later!" 
 
    I whipped Hummungus telepathically, making him rear and utter a furious roar. I myself spat in anger; damn the role of the individual in history! If I died tomorrow, the clan would die with me, the Alliance would become a mess, and the cluster would surrender to beavers. 
 
    No boys, I won’t give you the gun. We must do everything ourselves! I won’t come today because my friend is in danger! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Municipal kindergarten area. 
 
    The suspicious silence that fell on the playground distracted the teacher from her daydreaming and made her shudder with fear. If the children were this quiet, then something was surely amiss. 
 
    Tossing her tattered copy of Dana Ross’s cult book on the bench, the girl jumped to her feet and looked around. Her heart sank; everyone was gone. 
 
    Tripping and cussing at her trendy triple-heel shoes, the woman dashed about the playground, checking every spot where the restless five-year-olds might have been hiding. 
 
    She nearly panicked when suddenly she heard little Alex’s squeaky voice come from one of the witch playhouses: "I’m telling you it’s a dwalf! It’s just vely small! Didn’t eat his vitamins." 
 
    "Should we feed him? I have some candy." This was Anya’s voice – the little redhead with a sweet tooth and a pockets filled with sweets. 
 
    The teacher heaved a sigh of relief. She put on a stern face, stuck her head inside the tiny door and quickly counted the children’s backs. All twelve were there. 
 
    She barely suppressed her urge to snap at them. She wasn’t eager to create stutterers, plus there was a parental control camera on every pole. So the teacher knocked lightly: "Knock-knock! I was just…" 
 
    The children stepped aside, and the teacher stopped short. Huddled up in the corner of the playhouse was a tiny green-skinned monster in gray, tattered clothes and a paper cap. 
 
    "What is this…vile thing?" the teacher managed to say as she felt for the cellphone in her pocket. 
 
    "It’s a dwalf!" Alex said confidently. 
 
    "You’re a dwarf!" said Artyom condescendingly. "Read what it says here!" 
 
    He pointed his finger at something between the green ears of the toothy creature and read by syllables: "Go-bin! ‘Leval’ three. You should learn the alphabet!" 
 
      
 
      
 
    The portal opened more abruptly than usual, as if someone on the other side hurried it up. Actually that was precisely the case in a way… 
 
    An echo boomed around us, the cabby wizard gave a constrained moan, and Hummungus roared in indignation. The bubble under the arch expanded, then insantly popped, letting a powerful water current rush through the arch. Good thing it only reached up to the hip. It was like a deceiving mountain stream, seemingly small but pretty impassable. 
 
    "C-c-cold," the wizard said, teeth chattering. Then he began to jabber worriedly. "The mass of the objects being transported is too high. There’s enough mana left for only about ten seconds!" 
 
    At the same time, we heard Lurch yell: "My garden! You’re flooding it, you tyrants! Turn off the water!" 
 
    I looked back. A silent panic was brewing. A great ice-cold wave washed away the skinny goblins. The trolls towered over everything else like breakwaters, fishing out tiny creatures to save them from freezing as well as the multiple trophies which had been carelessly piled up near the portal zone. Next to the elven garden, a gardener elf was sweating blood as he put out his hands and by means unknown held back the mighty current. Damn jedi. 
 
    By the way, there was no spell for that. This is what the power of a true wish could do. It was the use of magic directly, without following someone’s verbal instructions. 
 
    "Make up your mind, Sir!” the portal wizard urged me, uncorking a mana vial with numb fingers. 
 
    "Go ahead, Hummungus," I said, softly driving my heels into the bear’s sides. "Let’s see what kinda sewage pipe burst on the other side." 
 
    Hummungus pushed forward against the stream like an iceboat, adroitly catching a huge spotted salmon along the way. I barely had time to open my mouth and put my hand out before the lover of delicacies began munching the precious pink flesh. 
 
    "Shit," I whispered, watching the destruction of the clan’s potential key to monopoly on the true gem of the Russian cluster – red caviar. 
 
    I quickly drafted an order for all economic managers: Run a dragnet through the pond, then store and stockpile everything you fish out. Everything from king crab to tiger shrimp if these species are out there. 
 
    As we came out of the portal, my arm got pushed out of the way, preventing me from sending the order. And then I realized that this order wasn’t necessary. 
 
    "Holy shit," I breathed, gazing at the boundless, dark sea. 
 
    It was a surreal sight. Sand dunes dotted the water like isles. The stunned creatures of the Frontier were no longer desert beasts, but amphibians. Palm trees dropped their dates into the jaws of countless fish. 
 
    "The Asians have problems," I observed with joy. 
 
    Guess I am a gloating son-of-a-bitch after all. I liked the idea that millions of Chinese would worry about the sea instead of thinking about robbing the practically defenseless Russian cluster. 
 
    The thing was that the grand arch of the quest passage to the Seventh Heaven was located right in the Frontier desert. And for some reason, it was reachable on foot from the Chinese cluster; a two hour walk at most. It had been discovered within a few months after the game was released. 
 
    It’s hard to follow to admins’ logic. I could only assume that this was another incentive for a global war. But this time, it wouldn’t be a war between good and evil, but a war between Confucianism and Christianity. For a war always means money, and a big war means a lot of money. 
 
    This was an upland arch, so it remained above sea level on a sand dune, praised be the designers. And now, there was a suspicious bustle around it. Magic flashed as fascinating chanting echoed around us. 
 
    Some creatures showed up on the radar in orange. I could already see them myself – angels! On the one hand, they were the Neutral Good, not some chaosists whose aggro could be drawn even by a perfect cube. On the other hand, we had been fighting before, and this has seriously damaged our factional relationship with their entire plane of reality. 
 
    Hummungus got tired of standing in cold water. He swiftly ran forward, trying to reach dry land. He wouldn’t mind warming up by a magic fire, or at least in the heat of a battle. That’s how my teddy was – crazy yet so faithful and strong that I felt it with all my soul. 
 
    The long-forgotten sense of unity and perfect safety filled me. Ruata could attack me from the back, the Fallen One could slice my head off on a divine whim, and the Children of the Night could overthrow their leader the moment he showed weakness. But Hummungus would be loyal to the very end. 
 
    Moreover, together we had more power than our separate stats added up. Like two "ones" which line up to form an "eleven." Two warriors standing back to back are always stronger than those same two warriors far apart. 
 
    My mount picked up speed, leaving behind a trail of swirling water and almost gliding on the sea. Where did he learn to run like that? By chasing Eric’s LAV? And where are my bear cubs? I have a clan cavalry to assemble! 
 
    We received a rather cool welcome. While the ten angels were preparing for some sort of ritual, a mighty four-faced Seraphim stepped out to meet us. He spread his six 30-foot-long ruffled wings to hide the magical proceedings from us. 
 
    He was handsome…I never got a good look at them during the battle. In fact, I hadn’t engaged in a fight with any of the dwellers from the Seventh Heaven. They attacked mostly from the sky, drawing the attention of archers and wizards. 
 
    Noticing that most of his feathers were either charred or missing, I sighed heavily; if he was one of those who had fought against us at Tian Long or at the blood-stained Fortress Yavanna, negotiating would be difficult… 
 
    He gestured for us to stop. I obeyed and halted Hummungus, who began to growl threateningly. I got out of the saddle and jumped down into the freezing water. 
 
    Goddammit! I nearly gasped for air. This water was at most 41 degrees! My steel boots – even with their mithril pattern and a good share of precious magic crystals – were not the best footwear for winter swimming. 
 
    A quarter-gallon Baltic 7 beer bottle from eco-friendly plastic drifted by. I followed it with my eyes and chuckled. It really did feel like the Baltic Sea out here, with temperatures that low. 
 
    I turned to the motionless angel and bowed my head respectfully. "Greetings, mighty Seraphim!" I said and paused, awaiting a response. 
 
    And in response I heard silence. The archangel’s steel-cold eyes were like those of an imperturbable Native American smoking a peace pipe. His face was unbelievably handsome and had the most arrogant expression. 
 
    I sighed slowly, keeping my emotions in check. No reason to get pissed. These guys have never seen us do good, so expecting a warm greeting was silly. 
 
    "I would like to ask for your help…" I continued. 
 
    The Seraphim’s brow twitched slightly. He closed his eyes for a moment, then turned his head to me, and I found myself looking into the face of an eagle. 
 
    "Leave!" he ordered threateningly. 
 
    The cold water was freezing my privates. I wouldn’t get prostatitis, but the sensation wasn’t pleasant. The cold numbed my legs. Reality sent me a debuff alert: Hostile environment, agility and mobility are lowered. 
 
    I bowed my head even lower, swallowing my pride and demonstrating humility. "It’s not for me, it’s for a friend…" I stoped for a second, deciding if it was best to tell the truth. "A girlfriend, actually. She had given her life for me, threw herself into the Sun God’s fire and hasn’t been reborn since then." 
 
    The Seraphim folded his arms over his chest. His feathers bristled up even more to hide the runes his companions were drawing on an arch. I wondered if he was ashamed of the fact that they had to resort to despised rituals. 
 
    Before I even blinked, the archangel’s head turned again, showing me its next face. The heavy gaze of a calf fell upon me. "Leave!" 
 
    I frowned. Was this really the great Unconditional Good? 
 
    I reached into my inventory and at the same time looked through my inner interface slots; the perfect way to get a mild schizophrenia. It was hard to find anything in the spatial pocket by a different means as its size was limited only by the owner’s maximum weight load, however ridiculous that might sound. So in my case, that was about one and a half tons. 
 
    I scooped up a big handful of Demonic Soul Crystals. That’s what the Doorkeeper Seraphim always wanted for opening a portal to the Seventh Heaven. For over two years, the quest giant had been standing here even in the harshest weather, awaiting his hero. But of course, no hero came, for I had a monopoly on farming Inferno. 
 
    "I can pay you," I said. "Help me find the soul of the one who has given her life for another!" I opened my palm and showed him the crystals wrapped in volcanic flames. 
 
    The Seraphim swallowed hard. He tried to look away, but his eyes would not obey and were glued to the desired stones. I swear by all the gods, he actually craved them. An archangel fighting temptation is quite a sight! 
 
    "Leave!" he replied in a flat voice, placing his hands on the hilts of his swords and showing me his last face – a lion’s face. 
 
    Getting turned down three times in a row, the animal faces, the hidden aggression, and losing hope all finally prompted me to resort to brute force. I threw the precious crystals into the sea. The Adamant Gauntlet slipped on my right hand on its own. Its blades glittered threateningly in the sun, reflecting in the quivering water. Twitching excitedly, the artifact whispered passionately into my ear: "By the right of the strongest, kill and take what’s yours!" 
 
    The archangel shuddered. A tear flowed down the leonine face. "The heart of the Sun God…I had served him in other worlds, before Chaos poisoned his soul…He gave in to weakness and began to crave power. Now you’re heading down that same path. The artifact will change you, and you will change this world. Another world will be destroyed…" 
 
    Drip. Another tear rand down the snow-white tunic. It crystallized, becoming an uncut diamond with unknown properties, then disappeared in the icy waters of the Baltic Sea. 
 
    I looked at the gauntlet of indestructible and omnipotent adamant on my hand. Will this nugget really turn all of AlterWorld into a black hole one day? 
 
    The muscles in my forearm tensed up against my will. The gauntlet was calling me, pulling me forward, trying to determine the right signals to send to my brain by trial and error. The artifact craved to claim another victim and draw one step closer to its initiation. One day, it would find the key to my soul, and I would become its mute puppet…Truly I fear what I have created! 
 
    Closing my eyes, I clenched my fist as hard as I could, picturing myself to be a 100-ton industrial press. I have spawned you, and so I shall destroy you! 
 
    I overcame all physical limitations. My muscles ignored the body’s signals to stop and applied unbelievable pressure. That same thing happens to mothers who lift cars off the ground to rescue their children from underneath. 
 
    Mind over matter. My wrist got deformed as it crushed the adamant along with its own delicate flesh. 
 
    Will over pain. The adamant blades pierced my palm and cut my fingers. But the realization that I was doing the right thing stilled my fear and froze my nerves. 
 
    "Stop…Enough…You’ve destroyed it…" a muffled voice reached my altered consciousness. 
 
    Blinking away the colorful spots before my eyes, I closed the frightening interface alerts: crits, injuries, mutilation, and the inability to control my right hand. And they say it’s impossible to kill yourself…Fools! 
 
    I staggered. My HP was dropping rapidly due to blood loss. I threw the crushed adamant into my bag and hobbled over to Hummungus. Clutching my maimed hand to my stomach, I felt the silk ribbon that the nameless nurse had given me instantly get soaked in blood. No Band-Aid could heal an adamant cut. 
 
    I was in a hurry to get home. I’d get five clerics to check me and have them cast a Great Healing every minute. Maybe after a month of such treatment, the bleeding would finally stop and the wounds would skin over. As long as my tendons healed, I’d be fine. I’m too young to walk around with a paralyzed hand like a stroke victim. 
 
    I came to my senses when Hummungus roared and licked me in the face with his hot tongue. It turned out that I hadn’t made it back into the saddle, but fell on my knees in the cold water, holding on to the bear’s harness with my left hand. 
 
    But how did I stay conscious for so long? I should’ve bled out by now and gotten respawned in my chambers… 
 
    Only after thinking this did I feel the Seraphim’s burning hot hand on my shoulder. I turned around with effort. 
 
    The archangel was standing there with his eyes closed, whispering a prayer and growing paler by the second. His mighty wings became like trees in the fall – a light breeze tore out his snow-white feathers, making them twirl all around us before they settled on the water. 
 
    Who would yield first? The Seraphim, or the wound inflicted by the divine metal? Both at the same time… 
 
    My wrist was swollen, covered with ugly scars and lumps where the bones had knitted poorly. But I could move it again! And not just barely, but fully as always. Plus, my arm strength increased. I realized this when I caught the archangel as he fell into the water. 
 
    Panting, I dragged the shaking Seraphim onto shore. His brothers stared at me with wild eyes, but they didn’t dare interrupt the ritual. It was getting colder. Frost appeared on the sand. The volume of concentrated mana was insane. I decided it was time to get out of there. 
 
    The archangel was heavy as a block of lead and generous as an old church-going lady. He gave everything he had and even slightly more. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw that the Seraphim had managed to grab a Demonic Soul crystal from the bottom of the sea. I guess even the winged have a greedy pig. 
 
    His skin being as pale as his wings, it was easy to see that the archangel blushed. He felt horribly ashamed, but he couldn’t just leave the precious crystal. 
 
    Wrapping his wet feathers around him, the Seraphim whispered: "It’s priceless…The battle against Darkness is taking place in many worlds at once. We’re losing our brethren – they are either killed or taken captive. And we can buy our brothers back only with these crystals. One crystal – one angel. And you…you flung them in the dirt." 
 
    I sat down on the shore next to the mighty Seraphim who was soaking wet like a nearly drowned kitten. The freezing water trickled down from our clothes and flowed back into the sea. I noticed that the water was rising. The island with the arch had grown noticeably smaller, and it certainly wasn’t because we shed a few tears. 
 
    I reached into my inventory again, this time like a cheater – that is, without untying the bag. I found row seven, slots 41 to 49. These contained eight stacks of twenty crystals each. I took out the contents of one slot. I would’ve given more, but my greedy pig would bite my arm off at the shoulder. "Here you go. Save your brothers. I think I’ll go now. I also have someone to save. I only wish I knew how…" 
 
    The angel gasped. This was a gift he could not refuse even if I had asked for his own deincarnation in return. The math was simple; twenty for one. 
 
    However, I hadn’t asked for anything at all, and this rendered the situation unpredictable. How would the Great Balance settle it? 
 
   
 
  




 "This is too precious a gift…" the Seraphim whispered, hypnotized by the sight of the crystals. 
 
    Was something personal at stake here? Did he have a girlfriend in the demonic torture chambers? Or a teacher perhaps? 
 
    "Our superiors will not approve. We are not allowed to become so deeply indebted to a Dark one, especially one so influenced by Chaos…so I…I will take this debt upon myself!" 
 
    He bit his lip as he mustered up determination as if about to ascend Golgotha. Finally, the angel nodded decisively. "Yes! This is right!" Lowering his voice so that I could barely hear him, he looked me in the eyes and said: "My true name is Uriel. I was the one guarding Heaven. And I am in your debt." 
 
    It was my turn to shudder, and not from the cold. Was I really sitting next to a real archangel in some frozen puddle in a buddy-buddy way? But I guess it wasn’t that surprising. The winged creatures are real, and as long as we have faith in them, we see them. And we weren’t short on faith at all. 
 
    Uriel read my mind and smiled crookedly. "I’m not quite real. More like a faint shadow rocking in the wind. This isn’t an original avatar. After the perma phenomenon had been discovered, one of the church filiations managed to force the release of a new game patch, which involved the canonical renaming of top angels. Then the hierarchs visited. They spent hours talking to the game ragdolls and vainly trying to instill the spark of life in us. And after that, the first players came to Seventh Heaven…" 
 
    The archangel smiled at the memories while I thought about Fuckyall. He was the one to whom the Fairest One had given the Seventh Heaven portal scroll. I had no clue what sort of achievements led to it though. 
 
    After I calmed down a bit, I nodded slowly. "I acknowledge your debt. I’ll call you Uri so as not to stir up the people. All right?" 
 
    The Seraphim chuckled. Either he was actually familiar with Russian cinema, or maybe this name just sounded funny to an angel. Who knows the minds of thousand-year-old creatures and their avatars? 
 
    "All right. And now, allow me to pay some of the debt, for this burden is already weighing down on me and making it hard to spread my wings. What is the name of the one who has given her life for another?" 
 
    "Mona Lisa!" I said excitedly, then realized something else. "And Taali…And Olga…" 
 
    "Give me their faces!" the archangel demanded with an incinerating gaze, saving me from further soul-searching. "Think of them! Show me their essence, not the masks!" 
 
    Olga…Her sweet, melodic voice, eyes full of sympathy, her sobs over the phone, her smooth little hand in mine. She had given me hope and the chance to attain eternal life. 
 
    Taali…Short-tempered, proud and sensual. Coal black hair, the tattoo of a rose jerking before my eyes during our moments of ecstasy. One must put debts before personal happiness. She was the one who had painted the virtual world in bright colors and made it truly complete. 
 
    Lizzie…She thanked me in every way she could. She protected me like I was her own child, giving away what had been given to her. She had set an example with self-sacrifice and awakened the old Max in me before the Feudal Lord and Leader could take over completely. Forgive me, girls… 
 
    "Corporal Mona Lisa," I said distinctly as I mentally sent the Seraphim the myriad of images; the heated battle when the laughing Drow was spinning and dancing with her blades; the staring contest as the child of matriarchy resisted every order I gave; our exhausting fight in bed. 
 
    The archangel chuckled and closed his eyes as he reached somewhere high up with his mind. I couldn’t understand his actions, but on an instinctual level, I could feel the opening of a channel connected to something incredibly grandiose. It was like being out in a snowstorm and then suddenly stepping inside a warm house, sitting down before the fireplace, reaching to it and inhaling the scent of shish kebabs inside the roaster. The height of bliss. 
 
    I didn’t get a chance to luxuriate in this place of happiness; the Seraphim sighed in disappointment. "We don’t have her. She’s in the Great Nothingess and barely responds to her own name. She has almost forgotten…I could use the bond of two creatures in love. This bond lasts the longest. However, you’re not very attached to her, and all she has left is waste and ashes. I’m sorry, but the divine attack destroyed the source of her power and what she used to shield herself from the deadly plasma." 
 
    I shuddered and bit my lip. How could I hide the truth from an archangel? Yes, I never loved her…I bonded with her, found pleasure in her company, basked in her adoration. And tried not to think of the future. 
 
    A rebellious thought flashed across my mind: Maybe it is better this way? Half of my clan mates were drooling over Lizzie. Praised be the gods if she had forgotten me. I would just marry her off to a high-ranking officer, give her a decent dowry and take the whole affair as a life lesson. 
 
    The bedhopper and the acquisitive man stirred deep within my soul: All broads are mine, as is their virginity! I had to make an effort to suppress my alpha male instincts. Then I nodded decisively. "So it shall be! Pull her out!" 
 
    The Seraphim gave a sad smile with a hint of irony and shook his head. "Doing everything alone…I don’t have the strength for it right now, and after it is done, I’ll have no rights to it. We must pay for evertying. The Great Balance will make me pay the highest price, and perhaps grant you a generous award for your good deed." 
 
    I tossed my head in perplexity. Did he say alone? "Where and how can I reach into the pool of souls in the Great Nothingness?" 
 
    Uri shrugged. "All you have to do is wish for it. Really, really wish for it and never doubt. And of course you have to have the right to do so, otherwise it won’t work. To make things easier, find a place where you have power and do it there. And now…" 
 
    The arch behind us gave a thundering sound as two more mighty Seraphims came out of it onto the island. 
 
    "Get outta here!" Uri said in a completely different tone and, grabbing me by the scruff of my neck, threw me into the freezing Baltic Sea. 
 
    The bear roared furiously, but fell silent upon my abrupt "Stop that!" command, then ran up to me and gave me his massive head to lean on. 
 
    "The darkie is leaving anyway," I heard the angel say to his comrades. "Now’s a bad time to get into a fight as we might risk ruining the ritual." 
 
    The others murmured something, then I heard Uri’s voice again: "Yep, killed one of them…Look at its astral seals and start herbal tea before bedtime, or the shadows from your nigthmares will wake the entire Heavenly City." 
 
    Spitting salt water, I mentally thanked the Seraphim. We’d get even some day, goddamn crafty fella, for we all live forever. 
 
    Struggling up onto the bear, I pondered over Uri’s words. A place where I have power? I think I know one! Come here, scrolls! Let’s jump home! 
 
    But I never got a chance to cast. I was still flipping through the hefty parchments when I suddenly heard a series of thundering sounds and jerked my head up, my eyes scanning the blurred horizon. 
 
    Bang-bang! Bang-bang! Somewhere far, far away, someone was firing a gun. The rate of firing indicated that they were very professional. 
 
    Sungoddammit, I was a terrible ranger! I just couldn’t figure out where the sound was coming from. It was just somewhere, give or take a few feet. 
 
    As if to give me a hint, a red signal rocket shot up into the sky in the distance, leaving a thick trail of smoke. I see it! Hang on, whoever you are! Hummungus, let’s go! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The Atlantic Ocean. "Ivan the Terrible" submarine, class SLBM Borei 2, hull No K-575. 
 
    Commodore Valeri Shatrov was sitting in his chair on the bridge and angrily chewing on the mouthpiece of an empty pipe. It wasn’t easy having to hide like a helpless fish when your motherland has given you the most modern weapon – 24 ballistic missiles, each with a megaton capacity. 
 
    His role was to spend months swimming in the undercurrents by the shores of potential enemies, lurking in a zone of silence in order to pose a real threat and be able to start an attack of retribution. He went round and round underwater, hiding from the watchful satellites, the powerful radars of anti-submarine planes, and the automatic sonars of the coastal defense. 
 
    "Ivan the Terrible" had carefully crept through the entire Atlantic. It slowly crawled through the cracks, used the big ships’ engine noise as cover, launched off-line imitators and spent days at the lowest possible depth. 
 
    Commodore Shatrov was sure that the 600-foot-long submarine could be spotted only with the naked eye. Three billion of the nation’s rubles were well spent. His K-575 was nearly perfect in every sense; twin-hulled design with a rubber anti-sonar surface, three-stage shock absorption, and active noise suppression and distortion means. 
 
    But goddammit, this ancient vessel Virginia just came out of nowhere! She stayed right above the submarine, her radar scanning the area. She launched ECl buoys and discovery modules. She would then stop for a few seconds, using her military sonar to collect every single underwater sound. Her sonarmen were restless. 
 
    The 200-decibel sonic booms could be felt within a thirty-mile radius. The sea creatures writhed in pain. The dolphins went deaf. The whales lost it and flung themselves out on the shores. 
 
    The mouthpiece of the heather pipe crunched in the commodore’s mouth. Spitting out the pieces, Shatrov scowled. "Cocksuckers! You can’t do that to marine animals! We’re no more than humble guests out here in the ocean!" 
 
    For clarification purposes, 150 dB is the sound of a space shuttle launch, 170 dB is a stun grenade explosion, and 190 is a guaranteed lung collapse. 
 
    The sonarman said over the speaker: "Vessel’s signature identified. SSN-791 Delaware, class – highly modified Virginia. Captain – Rick McGrotton, armament – 4 torpedo tubes, 533 millimeter caliber, plus a couple Tomahawk missile launchers." 
 
    The XO nodded with content. "This old girl’s no match for us, we can sink her any time. And she deserves it; heavy sonars are prohibited by the 2028 environmental protection convention." 
 
    The commodore frowned. "Americans have never ratified it. But you know what…" 
 
    Shatrov finally made up his mind. After all, he was the lord and master on the submarine. He even had the right to conduct a nuclear attack. "Plant those next-generation nanorobots. With God’s help, they’ll lead the colony to base where they have some quite modern strategic rocket carriers besides this old junk." 
 
    The flaps of the external store clusters of the submarine opened soundlessly, and a few surprisingly fast octopi shot out. These were the artificial "Gremlin" terror-hive carriers. A giant, heavy crab scurried along the sand, following them. It was a mobile dock with huge amounts of nanorobots in sleep mode and a mini charger for the octopi. 
 
    But before the hives could reach their destination, certain events took place and time seemed to fly. 
 
    Again the sonarman reported: "An unidentified group target detected. Approaching from below, bearing – 148, speed – 20 knots, motion vector – interception of the Delaware. Estimated time till interception – 7 minutes." 
 
    "Commodore to CIC. Report every 60 seconds." 
 
    The Americans who employed all types of active scan-set techniques had also spotted the potential enemy. The Virginia turned around to face the threat, baring her 2-foot-wide torpedo launcher sockets just in case. Has her crew mistake the object for the Russian submarine? 
 
    Drip! Drip! Drip! Came the deafening sound of the nuclear submarine’s sonar. 
 
    The Delaware was blatantly probing this strange vessel which was crossing the neutral zone. 
 
    The sonarman reported: "The target is creating artificial noises, almost entirely absorbing our sonar’s echo." 
 
    Shatrov smiled to himself. It was a good thing that the Americans would have to solve this puzzle instead of him. He himself had no idea what that third thing rising from the depths was. 
 
    Americans would be glad to do this anyway. They were looking for the Russian submarine, and this thing sure could pass for one from a distance. No matter what they would find below, they’d certainly suspect it to be the Borei. 
 
    "Launch the minor video probe!" ordered the commodore. "It’s to be hand controlled at all times so that it doesn’t move a single grain of sand!" 
 
    He was dying to see what was going on. Plus, walking into the general’s office to hand him a crystal with all the access codes of the nanorobots nestled in enemy territory would certainly land Shatrov some more stars on his epaulets. 
 
    The target’s aggressive behavior alarmed the Americans. The sonar pinged non-stop. The density of encoded radio exchange soared as did the numbers of persistent friend-or-foe identification requests. Soon the Americans directly ordered the target to "halt and indicate its country of origin." 
 
    The video probe sent a picture. It was of a so-so quality despite the multistage noise filtering system. Its contents could be clearly seen though. 
 
    Despite having nerves of steel, some of the senior officers lost it when they looked at the image. "But this is…" they muttered. 
 
    The OX stared at the picture, wide-eyed. "Whales, dolphins, sharks, and some unknown mammals. They’re all attacking the U.S Navy’s NPS. Fuck me!" 
 
    There was no way of knowing what the Americans saw, but they clearly received permission to escalate the conflict. They had been very patient. An ordinary NYC cop would’ve already classified the situation as "dangerous to the officer" and opened fire, having every reason to do so. 
 
    The hydroacoustic complex speakers crackled as the submarine’s AI said in alarm: "Torpedo attack! Jet torpedoes have been laucnhed! One…Two…" 
 
    "Motion vector 77…79…Estimated target – the unidentified object in the center of the fish school covered by shields of an unknown make. Direct hit in 17…16…15 seconds…" 
 
    Strange as it may seem, the odd school of fish sensed danger. They got closer together and regrouped so that the least valuable individuals would be hit first. Killer whales raced to intercept the torpedoes. These whales truly were killers, striking fear into the hearts of other underwater creatures. 
 
    "Collision, explosion! Another explosion! Losses among the first wave predators are negligible. Another round of torpedoes is being launched. One…Two…Three. Enemy’s out of torpedoes." 
 
    "Sonarman here! I’m picking up torpedo tube reloading sounds, and also the shooting sounds of the containers of antisubversive anti-aiborne defense bow clusters. Explosion! Registering the formation of a destructive agent cloud. Size – 28,000 cubic feet, density – one agent per foot." 
 
    Borei’s video probe was already close enough to capture quality images. Now the officers could clearly see the unbelievable spectacle; the battle of a 4th generation NPS with the strongest creatures of the deep. 
 
    But the drama had only two acts. The first involved making mincemeat of the first wave of the marine armada by using tungsten balls. Around a hundred sharks, dolphins, and killer whales either slowly rose to the surface or sank to the bottom, wrapped in clouds of red. The wounded mammals thrashed. A rare spermwhale cried out as its tail got ripped off. 
 
    Act two; leaving behind a veil of blood, the school made it to the submarine’s vulnerable body and attacked. The 150-ton blue whales easily  crushed the 2-inch armor of the hull. Smaller marine animals chopped up the external machinery, jammed the thrusters and all the access slots. 
 
    In a minute, the U.S. Navy’s pride hit the ocean floor like an empty beer can. But few saw this impressive victory take place. Most of Borei’s officers stood there open-mouthed as they continued to watch the videostream from their probe. 
 
    Keeping a safe distance from the battle scene were full-bosomed mermaids, frowning as they closely watched the Borei… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hummungus pushed forward, his broad chest cleaving the water and his ears jerking in alarm. The artificial sea was growing deeper, approaching six feet. 
 
    The bear’s brain was in a fog due to the temperature difference. The ardent Frontier sun was beating down on his back while the cold waters of the Baltic made him suffer cramps in his paws. 
 
    It was upsetting to see the thick patches of gasoline on the water’s surface. I wondered if this was just a result of negligence or whether an oil ship with half a million tons of cargo got stuck in a hole between the two worlds. It would’ve been really nice to get my hands on something like that. I probably didn’t need oil in a magical world, but I wanted it. I’ll take two! 
 
    The distant gunfire died down. The rocket’s trail of smoke got blown away by the wind. A flock of level 200 gryphons was circling overhead. They looked satiated. There was much prey that day, from wounded to drowned men - plenty to go around. 
 
    There was one really nasty thing about the creatures of the Frontier; they got XP from killing players and their natural prey. The reasoning behind this was clear; monsters needed to level up like players. But this didn’t make things any easier. If this new world retained the respawn function, then these desert lands would still be dangerous for lone travelers and small groups even in a hundred years from now. The Frontier knew how to guard its secrets and treasures quite well. 
 
    If my bear had a gas pedal, I would’ve floored it. Hurry, my friend! The sudden cessation of gunfire was alarming. In these lands, any monster could kill the real world migrants, even if these migrants had machine guns. 
 
    The tiny waves brought along all sorts of technogenic junk from wiring fragments to plastic kids’ slides. A used bookstand was going round and round in a whirlpool. 
 
    The book lover in me gave an exasperated sigh while my greedy pig moved its paws up and down. There were hundreds of books, thousands of glossy pages, priceless special edition trinkets. With the Earth far out of reach, any little thing from the real world became a treasure. 
 
    Hummungus avoided the whirlpool. He waited, sneezed as if he caught a cold and backed up. I sighed in disappointment and took a screenshot. After making sure that the image’s digital signature contained local coordinates, I sent it to my economic managers to spite them. Let them rack their brains over how to properly handle the situation; that way I wouldn’t be the only one with a stress-induced gastric ulcer. 
 
    The next round of gunfire sounded completely random. It indicated that someone else had the gun now, and that I better hurry. 
 
    Hummungus sensed my concern and started with a jerk, skillfully avoiding underwater ditches and scaring off the local beasts. One of the benefits of my super-high level was that most of AlterWorld monsters didn’t get aggro with me and didn’t try to eat me for dinner. Nobody dared to attack a stranger marked purple. They stared at me with evil eyes from their caves and hiding places, cherished ill will, but never attacked. 
 
    I kept leaning down in my saddle like a lifelong cavalryman as I pulled out the more interesting junk out of the water. There was a fresh newspaper of short-lived plastic; a costly pleasure for those who loved to rustle through yellowed pages. Is it really today’s? Real world news are priceless! 
 
    Five suitcases floated by, pointing to the sad end of some Boeing that had run out of fuel. I couldn’t collect much on my own. I needed my people to line the sea from shore to shore and to sieve the entire area, carefully picking everything up drop by drop, grain by grain. 
 
    Empty castles could wait. AlterWorld’s physics were destroying the treasures of the real world. Little things would disappear within minutes. That trash can over there that had run aground might last a few hours. And that mangled half-sunken minivan would probably be there for a day. 
 
    Whoever failed to take advantage of the opportunity now would be kicking themselves for years to come. This supermarket might never be restocked again. 
 
    Hummungus suddenly stopped, sniffed the air and sharply turned right. I was met with a warning growl when I tried to get him back on course. It was stunning how impudent mounts had become. Would I be the one with the saddle on my back soon? 
 
    As I pondered over what sort of reprimand would be appropriate, the bear gave a blissful purr as he edged his way into a canal of a soft turquoise color. Its width equaled to the distance from my helmet to the lowest clouds. The water was pleasantly warm. Colorful tropical fish were swimming in it belly up. A beautiful sight. 
 
    Hummungus changed direction again and headed toward our target, swift as a swimming tank. To make out the orange dot on the horizon, I cast Eagle Vision on myself. An x10 zoom significantly narrowed my field of vision but gave me a terrific view of what lay far ahead. 
 
    A little liferaft from a small-size fleet was bobbing on the waves. A red beacon light blinked on its beam. I figured they were broadcasting an SOS signal over all emergency frequencies. 
 
    It took us three minutes to reach the raft. A conveniently positioned dune which had now become a sand spit saved us from more swimming. But we did not see any survivors. 
 
    My bear roared like a passenger ship siren in the hopes of drawing the attention of any nearby sentients. He scared away a group of varans who pretended to be crocodiles. Those things were huge. I hoped it wasn’t because they had binged on human meat. 
 
    I could already make out the name of a vessel and its home port written in white letters on the liferaft: "Hatikva, Eilat." Wow, how did they end up here? They had their own tiny yet unique cluster located in the middle of a desert without any water. That’s what the Jews had received as a gift from their former allies; a good reason to build aqueducts, send caravans, and open portals to get water. The nearest spring was only 700 miles away. 
 
    The inflatable liferaft looked really crappy close up. It had torn and sagging parts and carried a handful of still-hot bullet casings in rather large puddles of blood. But what caught my attention was the sky-blue obelisk of an unusual shape whose weight made the raft squeak. 
 
    That’s how I came upon one of those nameless gravestones that Dan had told me about. Who were you, unknown migrant from the real world? 
 
    I passed my hand over the stone. My greedy pig whispered obligingly into my ear: "Blue marble, almost 200 euro per square foot. Hide it in your inventory. I believe in you, big brother!" 
 
    "Ouch!" I cried out as a sharp-clawed little paw slashed my palm. 
 
    Of course the damage was zero. I cried out in surpise and shame rather than anything else, as if I was caught thinking about something obscene. 
 
    A ruffled cat peered out from behind the obelisk. It arched its back and hissed threateningly as if warning me not to touch what isn’t mine. 
 
    "Your master, was it?" I asked sympathetically, giving the cat a businesslike glance. 
 
    It was a beautiful Maine Coon, wet as an otter and huge as a bobcat. A splendid animal. 
 
    Monsters were plentiful in AlterWorld. But house familiars were hard to find and thus quite expensive. Plus no one’s ever seen Maine Coons ingame before. I was sure that this breed had many fans who were willing to pay any kind of money for it and even take out a loan if need be. 
 
    My interface promptly marked the cat a salad green with orange stripes – someone’s pet in aggro mode, then labeled it as: 
 
    Cat: "Tomcat." Level: 12. 
 
    Not very creative, but acceptable. I slowly held out an open palm and said: "Hey there, fluffy, wanna be friends? Get on the bear, and I’ll pack up the liferaft. Your master’s gone bye-bye." 
 
    Whoosh! The cat slashed at me and missed as I pulled back my hand reflexively. When it came to agility, the cat was at a disadvantage. The Always Make the Bull’s-Eye bonus applied to the first blow one deals during an ambush or a stealth attack didn’t work for the little critter. 
 
    This abrupt motion made my brain wake up. I froze for a second, open-mouthed, then clasped my hand to my forehead. "What a fool!" 
 
    I hurriedly reached into my inventory, nervously glancing at the obelisk. Fallen One knows how much time it had left in our reality. Judging by the fancy stone, this wasn’t just an ordinary man. Was he the president of some banana republic? A hero, an Olympic games champion? A distinguished ayatollah? 
 
    I had an unconventional gravestone myself, made of white marble, making other players jealous. I’ve had to elbow my way through a curious crowd many times in order to retrieve it. 
 
    Here lies the hero who revered the memory of fallen warriors. Stop for a moment, traveller, bow your head and think of the eternal. 
 
    Wow, I thought as I read this. 
 
    The cat was watching me closely. 
 
    "Hold on, soldier, " I told the pet. "We’ll revive your master." I broke the seal on a Resurrection scroll. I waited twenty seconds like I was supposed to, then gave a constrained sigh. "I meant mistress…" 
 
    The figure of a young girl appeared in the revival orb before me. She wore a sports tank top with the well-known checkmark-shaped logo in black. How did the ads put it? The wing of the goddess Nike? 
 
    Apparently looking at spawn avatars was another good way of telling who the real world migrants were. Those who had gone perma in game avatars appeared in designer boys’ underwear or semi-transparent peignoirs for girls. And those whom AlterWorld had sucked in got respawned in their own undies. 
 
    By the way, this one was cute, by the standards of both worlds. I had grown pretty tired of the ideal symmetrical faces generated by AIs according to plastic surgery templates. When you saw was crowds of stereotyped hotties all the time, even orcs and goblins became a pleasant sight. Your consciousness changed, became its own opposite, and you found yourself looking with interest at the faces of foolish and plain girls because they were the unique ones now. 
 
    The figure of the girl spun as did the orb. She was down on one knee, balancing herself by holding her arms out to the sides. Ten seconds inside such a centrifuge could make you sick at first. 
 
    Her gaze was surprisingly calm as she looked carefully at all the things around her. Her cheek twitched at the sight of the 15-foot-tall bear. She lifted a brow when she noticed the rider in artifact armor. 
 
    I sat up straight, filled with pride. It’s always pleasant to rescue a pretty girl. I didn’t need any special thanks; a hint of admiration and a chaste kiss would suffice, which I would accept with dignity. 
 
    Ding! The orb disintegrated into a cloud of tiny pieces of ice which quickly melted away. The girl fell, disappearing underwater. The raft had drifted a few dozen feet to the side, and her resurrection took place right over the warm waters of the tropical sea. 
 
    The girl came up to the surface, coughing up water. She pushed away a level 4 dead jellyfish with disgust . The jellyfish was also clearly a child of the real world. 
 
    I wondered if the girl was mute. Had I been in her shoes, I would’ve probably started cussing or muttering in horror after a visit to the Great Nothingess. 
 
    I squinted, pulling up my interfaces and staring at the soaked girl in an impolite manner. 
 
      
 
    Katherine Medvedeva, level 43. 
 
      
 
    This threw me off a bit. Why would the system grant a newbie level 43? Who was she? A hitman, a special agent, or a quest genius? 
 
    Meanwhile, the girl picked up the purring tomcat, brushed her wet bangs out of her face, then finally turned to me and said "Thank you." 
 
    She had a pleasant voice, and I heard a very light accent. Was this a glitch in my Hebrew translator? But that didn’t explain her Russian name. 
 
    I shrugged. "May you grow big and strong and die less often." 
 
    The girl wasn’t made of steel after all; she shuddered slightly, then gave me a crooked smile. Her blue-gray eyes looked frightening; her pupils jerked and shifted from side to side as if she was trying to read a microbook attached to the back of a flying mosquito. 
 
    I knew what that was. I had seen it many times when someone tried to go through virtual interfaces really fast or was simply lost in them. The next generation of humans would be goggle-eyed, with bulging eye muscles…Homo Oculomotori – an opticokinetic human. 
 
    "I’ll try. Hey, these pop-up windows are blocking two thirds of my view, like ads on VirtNet’s social channel. Levels, more levels, some random achievements. ‘Sister of David?’ Just wow! I have very little gaming experience. Is there something important in these pop-ups, or can I just close them all?" 
 
    I was stunned by her composure, quite frankly. She had gotten thrown into a different world, killed, then resurrected, and now she was hugging her cat, wringing her tank top dry and customizing the menus like nothing was bothering her. 
 
    "Sure, close them. You can pull up your logs later to read about your achievements." Then it hit me. "So you managed to kill a monster with your gun?" 
 
    I scooped up a handful of brass bullet casings, then let them fall through my fingers. They could also make valuable souvenirs and probably go for a few thousand gold at auction. A lot of us missed firearms. 
 
    Kate frowned. "Not I, but my bodyguard, Andrew. He unloaded a clip right into the first varan’s eye. Hollow point bullets, .45 caliber. The lizard’s skull burst open. That’s when we got swamped with these pop-up windows. Unable to see anything, Andrew got pulled into the water. There were lots of these varans. As they tore him apart, he got pulled downstream. I couldn’t shoot because I would’ve hit him. Then they came back for me." 
 
    I chuckled. This bodyguard obviously had a strong sense of duty since AlterWorld had grouped them together. It was a real pleasure to imagine how he delivered countless crits to the 200-level monster. He must’ve put its eyes out, plus dealt double and triple hits to the same spot. So the system really slowed the varan down, allowing the noob to kill such a strong monster. "Headshot cobmbo," "Blindness," "Paralysis," "Stun," "Bleeding." So gunfire really did have potential here. We just needed powerful ranged weapons and strong faith in our own skills. 
 
    "Pick up your grave before it goes bad. Just touch it." 
 
    The girl wiped away a tear of anger, then carefully patted the blue marble. She froze for a second, reading the message in her interface, then nodded reflexively. 
 
    The obelisk crunched and turned to dust, leaving behind a small bundle of things. My greedy pig gave a sad howl; the marble was gone! Goodbye, sky-blue coffee table, bathroom painted in royal colors, rare statuettes and ash trays that blend in so well with the Super Nova design! 
 
    Kate took her things out of the bundle. She pulled on a pair of tight shorts and a light shirt which she tied into a knot on her belly. After that, she put on silver rings, then examined her Colt 1911 and tucked it into her belt. 
 
    I looked away, feeling jealous. The gun was empty, but it was still a firearm and the legendary 1911. 
 
    The girl heaved a sigh of relief. Being dressed made her feel better. She looked skeptically at my weapons, but asked anyway: "You have ammo by chance? Bullets, .45 caliber? Or better, a Kalashnikov?" 
 
    I shook my head. "This is a world of swords and magic. Forget about firearms. Let’s come back to my castle where we can determine your class and get you some gear. What weapons are you into anyway?" 
 
    The girl smiled. "I like steel…I’ve used a two-handed sword before, and my dad gave me a bunch of knives. I’m pretty good with the crossbow." 
 
    "I don’t think you’re of a high enough level for a two-handed sword yet. Although…Things are weird now, and we don’t know what the future holds just yet. But I’m sure you can manage a crossbow." 
 
    Kate nodded pensively, then shuddered at the thought that suddenly occurred to her. "Wait, we’re in a virtual world now, right? So Andrew can also be revived?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Yes, in theory. If the grave’s still available, and if he has retained his mind and agrees to be resurrected. Obviously we have to find the obelisk first." 
 
    "Over there, 2829 feet away!" the girl declared with confidence as she pointed somewhere far. 
 
    "How do you know?" I asked. 
 
    "I feel it," she whispered, hearkening to herself in surprise. 
 
    Instantly I knew what she was. "A ranger, specializing in hunting or scouting. Or a rogue, an assassin. Or, the most exotic variant, a druid with ranger skills." 
 
    Kate frowned, confused and irritated. "Are those character classes? Whatever! The point is, I’m not nuts and I really do know where to find Andrew. Right?" 
 
    "Right," I nodded, amazed by the girl’s stress tolerance once again. 
 
    She raised her brows. "So why are we still standing here, soldier? Come on, spur your bear! My bodyguard has given his life to save me. Sure we’ve had our fights; he’s a big, boring baby-sitter sometimes. But he’s loyal and one of us. And we don’t leave our own behind!" 
 
    I placed a foot in the stirrup and got into the saddle. I offered the girl my hand and easily lifted her up into the saddle to sit behind me. Hummungus could handle the extra weight as I had long ago trained him to be able to lift an entire family. Taali had really wanted a big family with a dozen kids. Her mom didn’t show her enough love when she was little… 
 
    After Kate assumed a comfortable position and stopped fidgeting, I couldn’t help but ask: "Hey, are you just naturally cool-headed, or you just haven’t figured out yet that you’re stuck in a different world?" 
 
    Kate punched me, making my mithril armor jingle, then hissed, rubbing her fist. Was she going for my liver? Smart. 
 
    "You trying to provoke me or something? If I go off into girly hysterics, you’ll feel more at ease? Look, I’m not used to showing my emotions. They’re mine, and no one else’s. I can be scared senseless or be endlessly happy on the inside, but in either case I will remain poker-faced. Riga University of Law and Diplomacy, got it?" 
 
    "Got it. A Nordic temper, a particularly strong one, clearly. Just don’t fight. You’ll mess up your hands, or draw the bear’s aggro. Until you’re bound to a place, you’ll just fly back into the Great Nothingess again. Is that what you want?" 
 
    Kate shivered, swallowing hard. "Let’s go already…I’m stressed out, see? Too much adrenaline. And then, once we’re in a safe place, I’ll chicken out. So don’t be mad, rescuer who never got a thank-you kiss." 
 
    I blushed, thanking all the gods for my massive helmet with its aventail to cover my beet-red ears. I quickly changed the subject: "What language are we speaking now? Lettish? Hebrew?" I nodded at the raft as I bent down, touching the hot rubber with my hand and tossing the object into my inventory with a mental effort. Eighty pounds was nothing. 
 
    I glanced at the girl to see if she liked the miracle physics. But she didn’t care, she just sat there with a crooked ironic grin and feverishly shining eyes. 
 
    "We’re speaking Russian, bro, the great and mighty. Come on, hurry up and stop looking so surprised! No elven ears and phoney scars can hide your Ryazan face." 
 
    Lifting my hand with adamant injuries, I rubbed my cheek which got burned by the Sun God’s plasma and muttered: "The scars are real." 
 
    I prodded Hummungus with my heels, turning him to the bodyguard’s grave. I grew slightly irritated, thinking I was being manipulated again. Important work was piling up, and there were countless people to rescue and tons of abandoned goodies to collect. Only I wasn’t the one deciding what to do about it; the girl sitting behind me was now making these decision for me. She sure didn’t have a Baltic character. I really felt strong next to her, but I also felt a bit like a slow, dumb bear. I wondered if that was the norm for a Russian man. As the saying goes, Russians harness their horses slowly but ride fast. 
 
    We didn’t get very far. The varans that had attacked the raft were staying in a shady lowland between two rows of tall sand dunes. The trench was roughly 60 feet deep. I couldn’t cast Resurrection underwater, and doing so from the saddle or a small patch of land would put the spell out of range. 
 
    I put a marker on the map, then looked at the girl’s knuckles. They turned white as she clutched the pommel. Turning slightly, I yelled, trying to shout down the strange rumbling in the distance: "We can’t reach him! We’ll head back; there’s nothing left for us to do here. I got his coordinates and will put my dwarves on it. Maybe they’ll build a leakproof well over the gravestone or put together a diving bell. We’ll figure something out! Damn, what is that noise? A waterfall?" 
 
    Kate bit her lip in disappointment, nodded in agreement and pointed ahead with her finger. "Seven waterfalls! That’s where we came into this world. After seeing this, nothing can surprise me now." 
 
    I looked hard into the distance. I couldn’t see anything, as if a storm was brewing at sea. I used the veil of Eagle Vision again. What I saw made me gasp. It was like someone had been firing cannons into the sky. There were seven giant holes, all at different heights from 300 feet to over half a mile, and every one of them was spewing forth water of different colors. The water pressure was insane. That’s how I found the breaches in the fabric of reality. 
 
    "The Ocean of the Seven Seas…" I muttered, labeling the new location by habit and automatically receiving the Discoverer bonus. 
 
    The rumbling became deafeningly loud. It turned out that Hummungus, entranced by the sight, was nearing the waterfalls, using the tops of sand dunes to get there faster. 
 
    The sheer grandiosity before us reminded us of how unimportant we were. Even Kate’s mask of imperturbability was shattered. Squeezing my shoulder, she brought her lips to my ear and began excitedly sharing her story: "I’m well aware of the Perma phenomenon and the mess surrounding it. My dad’s sponsoring a private medical center for the poor. It’s better than the public ones. That’s how I got to be a volunteer. The worlds didn’t just fall apart in one instant. I mean their bonds broke instantaneously, but the spatial wounds still haven’t closed everywhere as you can clearly see." 
 
    I nodded. Yep, I saw it all right. 
 
    "My dad called, gave us the Zombie Apocalypse command. Most of our situations have code names and special provisions laid down for them. Alas, I was on vacation at the Red Sea at the moment, on our frigate Hope. We didn’t have time to reach shelter. We had just turned the ship around when we got caught on something and were cast out here with a piece of the stern deck. Good thing Andrew was always by my side. The debris sank, the liferaft self-inflated and rose to the surface. You know the rest. By the way, what’s this world called? I hope it’s not the Padishah or some other perverts’ paradise!" 
 
    "It’s called AlterWorld," I said reassuringly. "It’s fine. Oligarchs, special services, slavery, and religious wars. You’ll like it here. Say, what’s that huge carcass floating between the blue and green currents?" 
 
    Kate looked at it hard. "A giant cruise liner! About 900 feet long and 16 stories tall. But it’s on its side. Looks like this area wasn’t deep enough for it. And also…" 
 
    "What?" I asked, alarmed by the size of the ship, and gave my greedy pig some Validol as I wondered whether to get all of the Alliance involved in looting this vessel or try to handle it with the help of my clan alone. 
 
    "We were trying to swim over to it at first, but then Andrew said we have to lie down and stay low. Some ugly types in spotted uniform had seized the ship and were in a hurry to loot it." 
 
    I shuddered. Camoes?! So, our paths have crossed again. 
 
    The lust for vengeance, the anger at seeing loot being stolen right from under our noses, and the desire to destroy one of AlterWorld’s vectors of power – all this determined my plans for the near future. 
 
    Just wait, you bastards! I'm coming after you! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t risk getting close to the ship. I wanted to, and my hands itched for loot. My greedy pig was throwing a fit; the evil strangers had collected the most prized loot in this world! This giant pial of manufacturable iron, stuffed with freebies from keel to the 20th VIP deck, cost a few billion dollars. 
 
    There was nothing magic in there, no artifacts. As for weapons, it had only useless kitchen knives. The only valuables were the contents of personal safes in some of the cabins and a few boutiques. 
 
    This was no Fort Knox, but still; thousands of tons of all types of metals, millions of gallons of fuel, and countless everyday belongings and decorations, all of them natural, from Earth. They were all worth the effort. 
 
    And people? Even if the ship wasn’t carrying passengers, it must’ve had at least 2,000 sailors, officers and all sorts of hired staff from highly trained security professionals to cooks and pretty singer girls. They would’ve made a terrific reinforcement for any clan. Even cancan singers and dancers could’ve come in handy as the demographic situation was still quite bad; every day I would hear suitors crossing swords under my window. A mercenary Drow was better than nothing, but it didn’t suit everybody… 
 
    Of course I would’ve been much happier to find a war ship or a strategic mobile reserve fleet instead. But it is unwise to want to much. I always bowed my head in gratitude for any gift or challenge fate sent my way. 
 
    My instincts told me to board the ship, chase away the vultures and claim whatever loot was left onboard. But I resisted. My rational side prevailed over my lust for adventurism which got stirred up by the prospect of a new solo mission. 
 
    I put the lid on my desires and made my bear back up, taking cover behind a low sand dune. Hummungus fidgeted nervously; the newly formed island with its delightful golden beach was quickly turning into a deadly trap of quicksands as it got soaked in salt water. 
 
    But for me, the air of freedom was intoxacting. Loneliness was like a healing potion for my weary nerves, even though Kate was there with me. 
 
    As I temporarily set aside the problems of the unmanageable cluster, the mighty Alliance and my clan, I was finally able to meditate and feel reborn. At last, I stopped being the main part of a huge mechanism and became the old Max, riding his bear out in the Frontier with nothing to care about. 
 
    Several weeks of insane stess followed by a time of rest when I pondered over my new experiences gave my personality a new dimension. I jumped down from the saddle, then told Kate to stay. The wet sand gave a squelching sound as it sucked in its first victim. 
 
    I flipped through my spell book, looking for the old Bind icon. I swallowed hard. I was afraid. My hands trembled and my legs grew weak. I had seen thousands of slaves and dozens of torture chambers. I had been chained up myself, had been on the sacrificial altar, had heard the screams of people immured into stone walls. 
 
    To change the bind point and to break your own rules was truly frightening. This taboo of my own making had become linked to my survival instinct. But I just had to do this, Sungoddammit! It was critically important to pace myself. 
 
    I clenched my teeth and climbed a little higher, then activated the pictogram. Everyday magic was always slow. For eleven seconds Kate watched with curiosity as flames danced around us, accompanied by the quiet bell-like chiming. 
 
    Again, I better not die…Who knows? Maybe this place will be the bottom of an ocean in a few hours, with a pressure of several atmospheres. 
 
    I opened my staff chat. It was suspiciously quiet. Were my officers asleep? I gave them a wakeup call by raising the alert status to Orange, then sent a series of blitz-codes: "Prepare for siege" and "Enemy unknown." I also informed them of the place and time оf my arrival. 
 
    At that moment, a huge flash appeared in the sky behind us. In ten seconds, the deafening sound of an explosion reached us, followed by the air wave. 
 
    Kaboom! The ground shook. The air wave nearly broke all the laws of physics, almost tearing the clothes off our bodies. It was like a blow of a celestial hammer to the chest. I flew through the air and got pressed into the sand. 
 
    Hummungus remained standing thanks to his four paws and massive weight. Because of the game algorithms, Kate remained in the saddle but still lost two thirds of her HP. Her nose was bleeding. She rubbed her neck in bewilderment, smudging the thick blood running out of her ears. 
 
    "You’ll have to get used to it," I said, casting an intense look in the direction of the magical explosion. 
 
    My intuition told me that the Portal to Seventh Heaven was no more. The angels had left, sealing their plane of reality and slamming the door in our faces. 
 
    The water was quickly receding from the island’s shoreline, filling up the giant crater left by the explosion that was over there somewhere, and exposing the seabed with its freebies. Fish floundered on the sand, broken glass glittered in the sun, and the varans began rushing about. 
 
    Kate was the first to react. "Sea’s receding! Had this been in the real world, I would’ve said beware the tsunami." 
 
    I nodded slowly. "Same here…" 
 
    I evaluated the situation, at the same time healing Kate and casting some much-needed ranger buffs on myself; Eagle Vision and Wolf’s Ear. 
 
    I really did hear water somewhere. It was roaring, sounding quite frightening. 
 
    I tossed my head, dispelling the buff in a hurry. "Here, accept this group invite! Let’s get outta here!" I told Kate as I sent her an invite and patiently waited as she familiarized herself with the interface. 
 
    Meanwhile the water began to rise in the distance, forming a giant bulge. Hummungus growled quietly and backed up, and I felt a knot in my stomach. The wave would kill us. We’d respawn in ten seconds, returning to the murky waters teeming with sharp splinters and dangerous creatures. Then we’d die over and over again, our chances of hitting level zero increasing significantly. Have I not told myself to never set bind points outside of friendly walls?! 
 
    "Press the key already!" I cried, losing patience, and quickly activated the priestly Portal to Altar. 
 
    Alas, this also took time… 
 
    The giant wave swiftly gained speed in shallow water, towering over us and ringing with the laughter of dozens of water elementals. Their foamy limbs reached for us, wishing to strangle us and dissolve our power. 
 
    Kate’s imperturbability was gone. She did not want to go back to the Great Nothingess. The girl went pale as a ghost and tried to make Hummungus run for it. She pulled his bridle, making him turn his head, dug her bare heels into his mighty flanks. But she would’ve had more luck trying to move a mountain. 
 
    I ground my teeth so hard that I crushed my enamel and lost HP. I had to stay where I stood. Retreating like a coward could make me lose focus and fail the cast. Then I would surely die. 
 
    The wave crashed into the sand dune just as I heard the long-awaited clap of my portal. Even though transportation by portal was quick, we still brought along a few tons of salt water and a dozen marine animals. Spectacular! 
 
    Coughing up water, I kicked a fish floundering on the steps of the First Temple. It landed right under the nose of a hellhound eagerly sniffing around nearby. 
 
    I motioned for Kate to dismount. "Get off, end of the line. You’ll be safe here. Welcome to my castle." 
 
    But the girl was not in a rush to leave the comfy saddle. She clearly felt safer up there. 
 
    I could see why. Hellhounds and temple guard orcs didn’t look too friendly. And the grand temple itself had an overwhelming aura. 
 
    There was already a crowd gathering around us. The return of the nomad leader did not go unnoticed. Whatever, I thought, let them run, they could use some exercise. Some of the logistics officers were already growing beer bellies with all the government grub and their easy life. That’s the sad part about possessing knowledge. They ate like pigs and knew that it would be impossible to keep the fat off. And believing in something can make a lot of things happen. 
 
    I slowly turned to the Fallen One’s Throne and looked at it with a hypnotizing gaze, mustering up the determination to commit a sacrilege. What was it Uri said? Find your own Place of Power? Well, where does a First Priest feel most powerful if not by the altar of his sovereign god? 
 
    But standing at the entrance like a beggar or sitting on cold steps was something I’ve been told not to do when I was little. Sitting on cold, hard surfaces is a sure way to get prostatitis or haemorrhoids. So I slowly walked up to the throne, brushed the dust off the always warm onyx, and resolutely sat down in the master’s chair. 
 
    I didn’t hear everyone’s simultaneous gasp of amazement and horror because I suddenly lost my sight and hearing; they just went out like a sky lantern connected straight to the circuit of a nuclear power plant. 
 
    Clap! Hello, true darkness and silence… 
 
    I was like an overclocked processor force-fed outrageous amounts of energy. My body temperature rapidly increased, threatening to fry my brains. Astral channels were ringing from the tension and twisted into incredible patterns like burning wood chips. Should I survive, then the intricate snowflake shape of my aura would be puzzling even to the gods. 
 
    My convulsing fingers settled into the ergonomic grooves left in the stone by the hands of the Fallen One. I was sure my skin was popping at that point and my clothes were starting to smoke. A little longer, and the smell of burning flesh would overpower the aromas of the sacrificial incenses. 
 
    But I did get something out of it. For a few secods, I had become equal to the Younger Gods. The world became an open book for me. The savage saw the meaning and universal wisdom in the pages between the tattered covers. I could see through mountains and make out ancient buried treasures and the carefully concealed ore veins. Complex quests revealed their secrets to me while the mighty beasts bowed their armored heads in obedience. 
 
    The power I felt was practically absolute. I swept aside temptation and listened in alarm to the growing attention concentrated on my person. Things weren’t so perfect on the summit of Olympus. All the spots had already been taken. The true gods and the unshakeable laws of the universe were avidly looking after the Balance. They would not allow this fragile canoe to be rocked even in a violent sea. 
 
    I cringed under the jealous and fearful gazes. I reached into the planet’s infofield, seeking the answer to a single question: where is the pool of unclaimed souls? 
 
    The world blinked and opened up obediently, sharing its knowledge with me. The great balance, the world karma, or simply the balance of the Game – everyone calls it by different names – gloomed in irritation. I was way out of line trying my luck like this, insolently venturing to access the inaccessible. 
 
    But I didn’t care. I reached for what was hidden on the other side of the world, greedily rummaging through its dearest and most safeguarded parts. I rudely probed whatever souls I could find, swiftly sorting everything I touched. 
 
    There were kings and warriors; sentient monsters and banished spirits; those who had passed and now awaited rebirth. Some still remembered certain things, others had already lost their identity and all looked alike like a myriad of freshly minted coins. You could scoop them out and use them without a second thought. No one could tell them apart anymore. 
 
    The universe screamed in perturbation and fear as if I fingered it underneath its skirt. Space gave a terrified howl as it got torn apart, yielding to the invisible hand raised high to deliver a blow of planetary proportions. 
 
    I squinted in fear, pulled my head in and raised my shoulders trying to shield my face. My hands were busy digging through the boundless field of souls, looking for what it had taken under its protection. 
 
    Not that one…No…Someone else’s…An empty one…Another empty one…Doesn’t remember its identity…Hates everything warm-blooded…Misses flights, but no other feelings left…Another empty one and not what I’m looking for…A tight group that sticks together: a warrior Drow…a female soldier… sergeant Estoc, I think I even remember him. Sorry…A nameless cleric...Corporal Mona Lisa…Gotcha! 
 
    Smack! The universe saved me with a heavy blow to the face, knocking me off the trone which I shouldn’t have sat on. 
 
    My armor was smoldering, my broken nose was bleeding and bent sideways, and there was a deep cut in my brow. My cheek hurt from the blow, my saliva was viscid and salty, and the teeth on the left side of my mouth were loose. That was one strong bitch slap. 
 
    The tiles by the First Temple were littered with ice; my clan mates remembered how I had helped the Fallen One increase his heat elimination and decided to use the same treatment on me. 
 
    Strange as it may seem, the dishevelled Kate was in charge. She fit in with the bustling crowd and ordered the goblins around in a voice that brooked no contradiction. Even the hardened Harlequin didn’t dare to object. He only nodded occassionally, confirming the strange girl’s orders. 
 
    Pushing away the arms of my clan mates, I got up on my own. I felt dizzy and saw specks of light around me, but other than that, I was fine. 
 
    The sounds of bells and the multiple green lights indicated that a healing spell had been cast. Waving away the last of these lights, I looked around, trying to find Lizzie among my officers. But the green lights began to spin around me again. 
 
    I was confused. What’s the point of casting a Great Healing two times in a row? The trumpets that sounded nearby and the angel wings that appeared for a moment meant that a paladin’s last appeal, Holy Hands, had been used. Who was so generous? This ability had a 24-hour rollback and was usually saved for the most hopeless situations. 
 
    "Enough!" I barked, raising my hand and putting an end to the bustling. "What’s with the hail of spells? Can’t you calm down? I’m still here!" 
 
    A hush fell upon the crowd. Then some girl held a silver mirror to my face. Whoa…There was a bulge on my nose where the bones were broken, and a fresh scar ran across my brow. The marks left by the universe could not be healed with simple everyday magic. 
 
    Dammit, I have the worst luck choosing enemies! I bore various scars from all sorts of encounters; gods, sun plasma, adamant, and now the Great Balance. It seemed like they all itched to kick my ass and leave permanent marks. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose and waved the girl away. "Screw it! It’ll heal before the wedding. The world will give in eventually, or else we’ll all be covered in scars from head to toe in a thousand years." I assumed a business-like tone. "What about Corporal Mona Lisa? Any news of her?" 
 
    The crowd fell silent again. They stared at me with pity and interest, but averted their gazes when I looked them in the eye. 
 
    "What?!" I cried, frowning. "Was it all in vain?! Do you even realize whom I have crossed while trying to get Lizzie back?!" 
 
    Being my close friend, Cryl stepped forward. He was glad to take a break from being the officer who was trying to win the whimsical Lena while also being in charge of one of the distant reconnaissance groups. 
 
    He put a hand on my shoulder and said soothingly, "It’s okay, Max, you pulled her out. She respawned a few minutes ago. It’s just that…" 
 
    Cryl faltered. I lost patience and snapped, scaring away the hounds who were sensitive to emotions: "Just that what?!" 
 
    I heard someone in high heels walkin up to me from behind. Then a lively female voice said: "Good day, sir! Reporting my arrival, returning from the Great Nothingness. Prepared to resume active duty!" 
 
    Lizzie…I turned around, looked into the Drow’s cheerful yet haughty eyes, and instantly understood everything. Uri was right. The girl drew strength from her feelings, used them to shield herself from the Sun God’s blow and lost them all to the high-purity plasma. 
 
    I could read many things in her eyes; her sense of duty, the happiness of getting a new life, a hint of scorn and irony. But it was devoid of love and adotarion. 
 
    Slowly raising my hand to my head, I saluted her. "Thank you for your service. Permission to resume active duty granted. Carry on." 
 
    The girl silently saluted me back. She liked saluting, especially in this new manner of hers which involved the bouncing of her messy bangs and a boisterous wink. 
 
    I followed Lizzie with my eyes, then turned back to Cryl who was acting all nervous. "Perhaps it’s for the best…And quit your pitiful sniffling! We’re not watching a soap opera here! This goes for everyone!" 
 
    I reprimanded the crowd with a stern look. My warriors instantly stood at attention, and I continued in a voice of steel: "Get me portalists for retrieval of coordinates and a covering party, now! Buff plan: Trip to the Unknown. Don’t forget to cast Levitation and Fish Lung. I’ll send the guys myself. After the portal is opened, dispatch the reconnaissance group. I’ll specify the target." 
 
    The crowd began bustling again. Portals popped open, warriors started running around. It wasn’t very noisy. Most of the loud orders and cussing could be heard over the local group and military unit chats. 
 
    Kate’s cat was terrified by the hounds. I sent her to the quartermasters and ordered them to give her a room and some clothing. My staff, psychologists and those who were just waiting to hear news from the real world were already lining up to talk to the new guest. 
 
    I shook my head wearily. Some talk they’re gonna have, I thought. The girl had the character of a young lioness who had never been thrashed. She probably believed that she could make the entire savanna shudder in fear by simply showing her claws. 
 
    In five minutes, it was time for me to go to the Ocean of the Seven Seas with four of my warriors. I was buffed up like I was going to fight yet another mad god. The guards from both my circles had concerned looks on their faces; I couldn’t bring everyone along as I could only transport four, one of them being the cabby wizard. He was more like a walking organizer than a warrior. 
 
    I put on the poker face of an imperturbable Native American. I had such control of my facial muscles that I could pass for a statue if I wanted. My people looked at me with admiration. Indeed, we are the greatest! Your leader has balls of mithril with adamant coating! I thought as I stood there, trying not to lose face and telling myself to keep my fists clenched, or else the others might see my fingers shaking. 
 
    The group gate softly took us to our destination, and we found ourselves chest deep in warm water after we fell in with a splash, spooking a group of tiny striped fish. 
 
    "Sumatra barb!" a stern-looking berserker orc said in astonishment and tried to dive into the wave. 
 
    But the levitation cast on us was not conducive to swimming. It slowly pulled us out of the sea and left us suspended a few inches above the water’s surface. 
 
    I spat in irritation. Who knew that one of the clan’s best damagers was actually a fervent aquarian? 
 
    "Get the coordinates! Cover the wiz! Open portal when ready!" 
 
    I wanted to leave, but I had to maintain my reputation. Levitating over the water, I waited as the wizard climbed to the top of a sand dune which was mostly submerged at this point. 
 
    He needed two minutes to readjust his mana to cast structured spells. Then a portal opened, and reconnaissance groups of five as well as my personal Drow guards joined us. 
 
    I decided not to stay too long on the Frontier. After a short mission briefing which involved sending a lot of screenshots and carefully planning the movements of every group, we all returned to the safety of the Super Nova. 
 
    Most importantly, I had to change my bind point. I almost cussed out loud when I entered my chambers; the indent of someone’s large head with gigantic ears was imprinted in my pillows. Was White Winnie at it again? But why was the indent in both pillows? Could it be that he had found himself a girlfriend? Oh, dear! 
 
    I made the sign of the Holy Circle on myself, then collapsed into an armchair and closed my eyes, trying to focus and analyze the current situation. 
 
    The spies would report their first findings in about fifteen minutes. We might have to conduct a military operation. I passed a clan-wide order: "To arms!" 
 
    The demons were becoming a problem. As I had no more use for them, I decided to slowly escort them out of our plane of reality. 
 
    I sent my allies a signal to get into formations while passing an order via my staff channel: "Hell creatures are not to be spared. Secretly use them as cannon fodder, then hide your own manpower and come to their aid just a moment too late like in the movie Chapaev." 
 
    I just didn’t like how Asmodeus had been looking at things with an appraising eye lately. And I was no match for him in terms of long-term planning and crafty designs. Next to the age-old archdemon, I was like a first grader counting on his fingers up against a math professor. 
 
    I mentally reached out to Lurch who shed tears of joy. The castle missed attention and personal contact. Simply peeping in on thousands of its inhabitants wasn’t enough. I wondered if I should build a female chapel next to the castle, then borrow the soul of a pretty witch from the Great Nothingess. Let the lovebirds chat away! 
 
    Rubbing my left cheek as I remembered what I just went through, I shook my head. Sorry guys, I could lose my head next time, and for a good reason. 
 
    I asked the castle to set a glade in the elven garden with some coffee and summon the senior officers there. Lurch was the ruler of the garden. It was his pride and joy. The spirit of the castle spent most of his pocket money on elven landscaping. 
 
    Lurch gladly arranged everything, personally sent the messengers, prepared the waitresses, and gave the chefs the works just in case. It was common knowledge that NPCs did a better job when they got orders directly from the castle. The food was better, the delivery men were faster, аnd the maids were less likely to turn a guy down. 
 
    The clanging of iron and the roaring of magic came from the portal square. After getting some sleep and rest, my clan mates were preparing for yet another battle. 
 
    Soon, I was sitting by the dastarkhan laid with food in the shade of singing elven trees, in the company of my closest officers. The introduction of watermelons into AlterWorld must have inspired the castle to study Central Asian culture. 
 
    The officers were savoring the melons’ juicy flesh, breaking off pieces of lavash and patting the large foreheads of the hounds who had settled in their laps. It turned out that the canines were great for relieving stress and fatigue by helping the exhausted warriors get rid of unwanted emotions. And all it took to make the hounds into the world’s most loyal creatures was two fluid ounces of coffee per head. 
 
    I glanced at Orcus. He was still holding two jobs; the leader of both domestic and foreign intelligence. Since our staff didn’t even add up to a thousand, we simply didn’t have the luxury of narrow specialization. 
 
    I had placed my hopes on the grandparents of the rescued kids. But the untimely rupture of the worlds brought a sad change; the clan had only gained fifty new members when it happened, and these new ones still had to go through the lengthy procedure of mind rejuvenation and leveling up. 
 
    "Any info from our stealthers?" I asked Orcus. 
 
    He shook his head. "The ones farthest out haven’t closed the file yet. They’ll close in on our target soon enough. There have been a few reports of some findings along the way, but nothing extraordinary." 
 
    The colonel was busy cutting a melon into small pieces and feeding it to the rainbow-colored dragon who was swallowing the pieces whole. Despite the huge number of frags the familiar had scored in battle, he hadn’t grown at all and was still the size of a parrot. The range of the dragon’s fiery breath had doubled though, and he could now deal almost as much total damage as the top raid bosses. 
 
    Treasure hunters had already thoroughly combed a few square miles of the desert, inspired by the ex-mercs’ accidental discovery. They did find eggs of all sorts, but none contained any rainbow-colored dragons. 
 
    A few prospectors got rich at auctions, others became the owners of pet birds and lizards, but most ended up breeding aggressive monsters with my help. But it was too early to give up. Digging through that desert would take centuries… 
 
    After rinsing my fingers in a bowl with pink water – merely for aesthetics purposes as we hand’t discovered germs yet – I asked again: "Any news from Dan?" 
 
    Cryl leaned forward and replied, "An officer from the Vets is currently in a Bulgarian micro-cluster. They say an oracle lives there now. His twin brother was left in the real world, and they seem to be communicating mentally. So everyone who has any unfinished business left on Earth is trying to get in to see him. Dan is a bit inadequate right now, so General Frag appointed one of his guys to look after him. You know, so that the oracle’s gang can’t get Dan to give them all of his money or any of the Alliance’s secret info." 
 
    I nodded. "Good. Now give me the general news, but briefly. We’re low on time…Oh, and find Camo. Yes, the one in the spotted négligé." 
 
    There were lots of updates, mostly bad ones. Durin and the Analyst were the first to start complaining in unison. One was protecting the clan’s treasury and armories, and the other was trying to stay on top of all the news. 
 
    Having acquired real laws of physics, AlterWorld could no longer be the embodiment of all the game designers’ fantasies. Some of the super-powerful or completely illogical objects couldn’t continue to exist, not even with the help of miracles and magic. Feathers weighing a ton all turned to dust. Several Rings of Omnipotence and Staffs of Absolute Submission lost their properties. 
 
    I could not alter these processes and simply ordered to get rid of all the ruined items at the auction by slowly lowering the prices and hoping to finally get a bid from an auto broker. We decided not to take any chances and simply account for all current losses. Easy come, easy go. 
 
    There were more bad news. Because of Yavanna’s blessing and the rupture of the worlds, the beasts of the Frontier began interbreeding and multiplying incredibly fast. The wild flora and fauna mutated and took the offensive. We had to close the Remote Post as it had been raided several times by packs of wild dogs, jackals, wolves and other mongrels. 
 
    Some NPC towns got wiped out while small cities had walls built around them to fence themselves off from the woods. The situation wasn’t critical, but nature was attacking, and the outlook was rather grim… 
 
    In the capital of the elves of Light, the City of Light, things were even worse. The Sun King was calling all elves, asking them to join forces and advancing one simple slogan that all NPCs could appreciate: "Death to the Immortal!" 
 
    One of the inner bastions was turned into a jail, and all the ex-players within city limits were imprisoned. Even Macaria’s gift didn’t help in most cases. The unsuspecting gamers had set their bind points at home or in a hotel. Not even in their worst nightmares did it occur to them that the friendly bartenders and chefs could chain them and turn over to the guards for a petty reward. 
 
    No one knew how many thousands of players were going insane in the elven torture chambers. But it was clear that the forces of the Russian cluster would unite and most likely storm the City of Light in the nearest future. The war would be difficult as there were far more NPCs than humans. 
 
    To make matters even worse, most of the quests were suspended. Game characters disappeared from their usual locations and routes, closed their shops, no longer said "hi" to the players and made wry faces at the sight of quest items. City guard no longer asked to exterminate the rats in the dungeon, and the bored little old lady suddenly no longer needed to send hundreds of letters to the other side of town. 
 
    At the same time, a war broke out between financial and commercial structures. The Dwarf Gold members destroyed the gamers’ Forest Bank and subjugated Kobold Trust. Gangs from city slums laid tribute on small shops and fought the scarce guards to win control of the Original City’s market square. 
 
    The world was changing toward Chaos. It looked as if the Golden Age of AlterWorld was over. These were the times of revolts when everyone fought for the Game’s Inheritance. 
 
    There was also something strange; my secretary, lady Amara, received a polite request from the Virtual Police to meet with Max Nazarov, the First Priest and leader of the Children of the Night clan. 
 
    The analysts predicted that the police were going to ask for peace and make veiled excuses. It looked like there were very few of them around and the last thing they wanted was to make powerful enemies. They were trying to  reconcile their differences with everyone, then go underground and grow some muscle after everything they had been through. Then after that, they’d be back to their usual thing. 
 
    The portalists also reported something strange. According to them, there was a storm in the astral world, and the spatial coordinates often could not be deciphered. Ruptures on remote territories appeared at random. 
 
    This seemed like bad news at first, but on the other hand, such a storm could temporarily isolate the clusters and save us from invasions, which we really couldn’t deal with right now. So we would greet the storm with open arms. 
 
    My officers stopped reporting when Camo approached us. She was dressed in full gear as she came straight from a battle order. She was noticeably nervous, but upon seeing the melons, she sniffed the air in a comical way and almost licked her lips. 
 
    I gestured for her to sit down. "Have a seat, Camo, help yourself. My apologies, but you won’t be eating in silence. We have no time to spare. I never tried to elicit info from you, although obviously I had every reason to. But at this point, the clan needs info badly. In a few minutes, we will most likely find ourselves battling against your kinsmen, the camoes. I would really like to know; who are they and what can we expect from them? Can you tell us?" 
 
    Camo shuddered, swallowing a piece of the watermelon with difficulty. She was lost in thought for a second, then nodded. "I’ll tell you…" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Camo’s story sounded truthful. It was even predictable and quite logical in certain ways. 
 
    Around twenty years ago, during the Sanctions War, Camo’s parents fell victims to the infamous Seventeenth Packet. When the Department of State was "psaking" it yet again, they declared all Russian-speaking immigrants on US territory to be "potentially disloyal" and took away several of their rights. 
 
    The first generation immigrants lost their right to choose their place of residence, their job, and their right to move around freely. Putting it simply, they were placed in concentration camps; "ethnic reservations" was the politically correct term coined by newscasters. 
 
    The second generation immigrants – the children who were born on the soil of the world’s most free country, were taken from their families and deprived of the right to "alternative education" and to "choose an ideology. " 
 
    Special boarding schools took in over half a million teenagers to instill democratic values in them. They were subjected to intense brainwashing, including exposure to gay porn, sexual orientation tests, and mandatory hormone therapy to make the individual conform to American standards. 
 
    The result was a genderless creature with leveled psychological activity peaks. No uprisings, no aggressive behavior, complete indifference to the sex of the future spouse. Boy, girl, dog, or a virtual reality headset – everything was the same, everything was acceptable and encouraged. 
 
    Camo was born after the sanctions packet was passed and became part of the third generation of the "disloyal." She was blacklisted; she received an ID with a red stripe indicating "limited civil rights," which forever barred her from making it into the middle class. 
 
    She was persistenly pushed to the bottom of the social pyramid, forced into prostitution and criminal activity. But the girl didn’t give up. By means fair and foul, she received an education grant and managed to graduate from college with the highest honors. But she couldn’t find a job. Employers looked at her ID, shuddered in fear and shyly averted their eyes when they saw her tears of rage. 
 
    The crushing terms of the grant turned out to be a government trap for the more persistent and intelligent. Her failure to find a job instantly got her listed as "unwilling to work or serve the motherland." Her college grant turned into a loan with an outrageous interest rate. 
 
    Despite all this, the girl got by for two more years. She made ends meet somehow, working her fingers to the bone, giving blood by the gallon, and becoming a surrogate mother three times. The final blow was the news regarding what her premature 4-month-old embryos were used for. The "Eternity" medical corporation, the leader of production of rejuvenating shots and lotions, was finally revealed to her in true colors. 
 
    Camo swallowed a bunch of pills to get rid of her fourth pregnancy. This earned her jail time for the first time in her life. "Destruction of corporate property" was a grave violation in a capitalist world. The judge saw that she was blacklisted and punished to the full extent; twelve years of virtual imprisonment. At that point, some curator in the immigrant police deparment heaved a sigh of relief and tossed her file in the archives; one less pain in the ass for him. 
 
    Federal agents put her up for auction, where headhunters from private jails bought out her "rights" and "work duty." The only thing she could choose at her new job was her own overclocking rate and the amount of supernormal work hours. Statistics showed that most prisoners worked on maximum settings; they did ten years in one and were released, each one a certified idiot at that point. 
 
    The girl didn’t buy into it and worked on the lowest setting, the 14-hour daily minimum. That’s why she was assigned to the toughest zone; she became a rare metal hunter in the planet’s crust. The jail admins valued Eva 4 currency as it could be easily converted into dollars. 
 
    After about a year, everything changed. Because of some progress parameters of her character, Camo was selected for a government program and connected to AlterWorld. During her first six months there, she would cast the same stupid spell day after day: Teleportation of Object to Alpha Zone. 
 
    Finally, she reached a breakthrough. The worn gold coins started to obey her. She was promptly picked up by big, tough-looking guys and transported to an underground base in Arizona. 
 
    It turned out that her magic was in high demand. Every hour they would roll a wagon up to her, filled with metals, artifacts and scrolls. The girl didn’t have to click the icon anymore. She waved her arms more for show and cast the spell by simply wishing it to happen, without uttering a word. 
 
    She managed to steal some of the transported goods. It was fairly easy as all she had to do to put an object in her inventory was touch it. This basic game ability could not be blocked, but the management just let it slide. The inmates were drowned in the retention basin everyday anyway, which emptied their bags and disciplined them. 
 
    But Camo reached an agreement with the guards; in return for normal food and an extra five minutes added to her breaks, she brought them gifts from her cast zone. They worked her mercilessly, constantly lengthening her work hours and shortening her offline time. Soon, this led to a very predictable end; Camo went perma. Her luck smiled on her on that day as she was transporting hefty packs of scrolls. Because of this, she was able to get a hundred Invisibility scrolls. 
 
    The girl silently counted her overtime hours, noticed a commotion starting nearby and prayed to all the gods at once. She was aware of the perma phenomenon, and dreamed of it, craved it with every cell and every fiber. 
 
    At last, on the tenth hour of her continuous shift, Camo made up her mind. She activated an Invisibility scroll and escaped, crossing hundreds of miles of the Frontier on foot. 
 
    The rest was a technical matter. She had to reach the nearest village, change her bind point and stay low for some time until she got used to the new world. There would be no hurry; she would have all eternity. Becoming a Chinese slave was a deliberate act; the best way to ditch a huge jail time was, in fact, to go to jail for a petty violation like vandalism. 
 
    We were fascinated by Camo’s story and even forgot about our food. The girl had a hard life. I was sure she would’ve broken into tears or hysterics at some point if Spark the Hell Hound hadn’t placed her massive head on the girl’s lap. 
 
    Camo fell into a light trance, scratching the hound’s ear absent-mindedly, and just kept talking. 
 
    Orcus was the first to speak after she finished. He cast a warm look at the girl, then cleared his throat and said, "Ahem, Sir, I’m going to have to interrupt for a second. Our stealthers sent reports. It seems they have been spotted. From an impossible distance I must add. Once the camoes realized what clan the stealthers belonged to, they retreated, leaving all trophies behind. Looks like there are very few camoes left. They can’t afford to fight." 
 
    Camo nodded. "Anonymity has always been their key weapon. The battle team is small, at least at the base where I was held." 
 
    After analyzing the situation, I agreed. "I assume that the NSA’s problems stem not from their avatars, but their trained staff. To send a SWAT team into a virtual world is both difficult and expensive, but it is possible. But sending a bigger team is almost impossible. The Alliance has enough troops for a strong division. No secret agency can win an arms race of such proportions. Secrecy must be just a part of their plan. They’re also probably relying on qualitative superiority and administrative leverage." 
 
    The Analyst grinned insidously. "They can say ‘goodbye’ to the last one! They’re screwed and will never see a moderator’s console in their personal interfaces. They will have to play by the rules." 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, they find themselves in an unusual situation. But we mustn’t underestimate them. They have probably obtained several trump cards already. It’s a good thing that the camoes retreated. We’ll take the vessel and quickly pick up everything that’s left on board." 
 
    Orcus clenched his massive fists and said with disappointment: "It is always so tempting to catch a fleeing enemy…Camo, what are the coordinates of their base?" 
 
    Biting her lip in anger, the girl shook her head. "Mailman characters like me are as good as castrated. We have a perma injury, Concussion, with a lifelong debuff, Loss of Orientation. Neither my radar nor my map work. My sense of direction is blocked just like the navigator that’s supposed to lead me to my own grave." 
 
    Remembering certain odd things about her behavior, I slowly nodded. This explained many things and confirmed her story. 
 
    At that moment, the loud claps of a series of microportals shattered the idyllic silence of the elven garden. My officers jumped to their feet, whipping out their weapons and raising magic shields. We all noticed two blurred shadows flying "eights" around us faster than the eye could see. 
 
    I promptly sped up, jacking up my senses and slowing down time. I saw two children. The kindergarteners were playing magic tag, chasing each other. One of them was swiftly opening microportals while running. This way he ran in a dashed line. The chaser was right behind him, lifting the disappearing shadow of the last micro portal off the ground and forcing it open again. It was an amazing sight. 
 
    I waited till the kids ran really close by, then slowed time time again, stepped forward and grabbed the two children by the scruff of their necks. "Hold it right there! What do you think you’re doing?" 
 
    The children kept moving their legs in the air at first, as if still running. Then they froze in fear and began to make excuses and complain in unison: "We were just playing, Uncle Max! Aunt Lena went to see the dragons and told us to find something to do! And White Winnie said we should pattice more!" 
 
    "Practice," I corrected. 
 
    So, White Winnie was to blame…These kids had amazing skills! 
 
    "I’ll take your word for it," I said to the first, putting him down, then pointed my finger at the second child accusingly. "And what were you doing?" 
 
    The first began to jump impatiently and cried vengefully: "He’s a cheater, cheater! Tell him, Uncle Max! He never opens his own portals and uses others’ instead! It isn’t fair!" 
 
    The second frowned. "And why can’t I do that? Winnie complimented me for it! Said few are able to do it!" 
 
    I glanced at my officers. They looked deep in thought. The Analyst was moving his lips, calculating all the possibilities of this ability, while Orcus was rubbing his fist with content. 
 
    I agreed; such an ability could do astounding things in battle. "How old of a portal can you open?" I asked the kid. 
 
    He put on a serious look, feeling important, and stuck his finger into his nose by habit. Then he realized he didn’t have any boogers at the moment, cast a captious look at his wet finger and finally deigned to answer: "A microportal shadow lasts a minute. A regular gate will hold for half an hour. And a raid portal can be reopened within twenty-four hours. Its mark is huge!" 
 
    A bloodthirsty smiled appeared on my face. I put the boy down and said, "Then that’s exactly what you will help us do!" Then I opened the staff channel: "Get this kid a personal security team! Protect him like he’s your own! Clanwide order – prepare to jump in five minutes!" 
 
    The little portal hacker did not let us down. After climbing all over the half-sunken ship from its mangled bow to its uplifted stern for his own amusement, the boy pointed to an empty area on the main deck. "There! They got magic all over this place like Alex gets his cereal all over the table! But I’m coming with you in case you need to open anything." 
 
    I ruffled his messy hair. "We’ll call you if we need you. You will stay here for now, check out the kids’ room with your guard and pick out some toys for your group." 
 
    I turned to my three hundred warriors who had finally found their balance on the slanted deck. "Demons will go first. Then tanks and damagers. Then stealthers, then the second echelon and rear guard. Report when ready!" 
 
    The hacked portal led us to the portal hall at the camo base. We took them by surprise, but this didn’t make things easy. They had a strong security setup, and the breached sector was instantly sealed off. The armored doors shut with a clang. Blinking force fields came on. The golems in the corners came to life and multiple arrowslits flew open. Camoes really were short on human warriors. 
 
    It was nearly impossible to stop a raid using only passive defense means. These means helped deal additional damage and bought more time for reinforcements to arrive and for the residents to evacuate, but that was it. 
 
    For the first hour, we kept the line and slaughtered the golems and mechanoids that poured from the tech tunnels. In the next ten minutes after that, we took apart the main gates and forced our way through the base’s endless tunnels. 
 
    The demons of Inferno led the attack under the command of Asmodeus who had unexpectedly joined the raid. The warriors of the Silver Legion seemed invincible. The infernal creatures quickly and successfully eliminated the centers of resistance, broke shields and tore metal with their claws. The demons’ losses remained ridiculously low, which inclined me to think that the Top Demon had figured out that I wanted to get rid of his army. 
 
    I should give credit to camoes; they had pretty creative means of killing invaders. The spiral hallways of their base were separated by massive safe-like doors that divided them into 150-foot-long airtight sections. Busting into every new section entailed a battle with its passive defenses. We had to endure sophisticated magic traps, restore HP after magic crystal explosions, resurrect the fallen after a certain section got flooded or filled with magma, or changed its own air from oxygen-based to acid-based. 
 
    Our military group 5 which was fighting for survivability was overwhelmed. The guys gave it their best. They kept us updated extremely fast, letting us know which sections we could flood ourselves, which buffs needed to be reconfigured, and which antipode elementals needed to be summoned when the enemy used a certain element against us. 
 
    We encountered very few human enemies. Once in a while, another arrowslit would open in a wall, and a magic staff would shoot at us with a bolt of magic strong enough to rival an artifact. 
 
    It was all part of the raid routine. Ten new graves lined up to await resurrection. The demons quickly brought down a section of a wall. Behind it was a tiny recess the size of a vertically standing coffin. We could get through by portal only. Those who went in did not leave alive and used the medallions around their necks to die. 
 
    The ground would shake occasionally. It was the camoes, most likely. Having lost their key weapon, secrecy, they were in a hurry to evacuate and destroyed all portal areas after themselves. 
 
    During the fourth hour of monotonous fighting, we opened another door and found a heap of concrete debris blocking our way. Our NPC dwarves pressed their ears to the debris, pounded their tiny hammers on it and worriedly shook their heads. They didn’t like this type of rock. It prevented them from sensing the empty halls and portals that lay ahead. 
 
    The staff hadn’t even gathered for a briefing yet when the ground gave a groan, and the floor of the entire passageway sank with a deafening noise. Stones fell from the ceiling, turning our warriors into scarlet puddles. Several of our people fell through the cracks that opened beneath our feet. Fortunately, the survivors couldn’t see the bloody mess through the cloud of gray concrete dust. 
 
    This accident killed half of our raid group. After the warriors were finished reading injury alerts, round magic lamps came on in the darkness. Some cussed, others nervously laughed. 
 
    The dwarf sitting next to me looked up at the hallway’s conic ceiling with respect. "The stratum sank about 90 feet, and the passageway still stands. Wonders never cease." 
 
    I pointed to the floor. "Do you think the rest of the base still stands too? Can we get there?" 
 
    The dwarf shook his head. "We’re looking at 90 feet of empty space below us. Right now..." he lay down, pressed his furry ear to the mountain and listened. "Water is making new passages, and the earth elementals are shaking the flimsy rocks. Once everything settles, we will be able to drill a dozen wells. Maybe then we’ll find buried treasures." 
 
    I nodded with disappointment and rose to my feet. I had to talk to my warriors, cheer them up. For the soldiers, this raid was a failure. We had spent much gold on ammo and inevitable equipment repairs. Plus the annoying and painful deaths caused by the environment took off tons of XP and made the graves hard to find. 
 
    On the way home, the officers would come up with the right words eventually and explain to the soldiers how strategically important it was to destroy the enemy’s home base. But right now, I needed to get my butt in gear and peform the duties of the leader. I needed to tell the warriors all of their individual fighting strengths, to find the right words even for the rearmost enchanter of the third line. Get to it, Max! 
 
    But I didn’t get far. I saw Camo near the demons of the Silver Legion who clustered together. The girl stood by the violet entrails of an ogre crushed by a boulder. She was casting some spell time after time. 
 
    I came up from behind, walking loudly on purpose, and put a hand on the girl’s slender shoulder covered by a purple wizard cloak. "Camo, what are you wasting mana for?" 
 
    "Huh?!" the girl gave a start, then grew embarrassed. "Well, you see, ever since I escaped, I developed this silly habit. I like to play dirty tricks on the NSA. Whenever I find something nasty, a pile of dung for instance, or stinky mold, I can’t help but send it to the Alpha Zone. So that those bastards puke!" 
 
    Watching the piles of slimy entrails disappear, I felt one of the last grenades on my belt. Should I ask her to send a highly explosive "hi" with the pin removed? 
 
    Then my fingers found the quick access slot which contained a Soul Stone. What I thought of then made me shudder. 
 
    Slowly taking out the crystal as if fearing I might spook it, I threw it to Camo’s feet. "Camo, my dear…Would you be so kind as to send them this stone from me?" 
 
    My tone discomforted the ex-delivery girl. She shrugged, trying to seem calm, and took the crystal. Magic briefly tinged our surroundings with color. My heart was beating madly. A quiet clap followed, and the stone disappeared. A message appeared on my internal interface. 
 
    I quickly read it and my legs grew weak. 
 
      
 
    Status alert. New ability learned: Portal to Alpha Zone. 
 
    A necromancer’s bond with the soul of the creature he destroyed is so strong that the Stone keeping it prisoner will shine for you like a beacon. No spatial obstacle can hide the crystal’s true light from your eyes. From now on, you will always be able to open a portal to the mysterious lands of the Alpha Zone and to keep it open. 
 
    Ingredient: Soul Stone. 
 
      
 
    Carefully minimizing the alert into the tray, I switched to my ability tab to make sure the new pictorgram was there. Dear Lord! How am I to live with this?! 
 
    Focusing on the outside world again, I looked around, dumbfounded. 
 
    Camo looked very confused. The Drow from my personal guard kept their usual businesslike calm. Asmodeus crept up to us, his eyes flashing with greed. 
 
    I jerked my head up in alert. The Top Demon smiled affectionately and whispered almost inaudibly: "A portal to Earth, you say? You have not disappointed me, stupid mortal…" 
 
    My sense of danger was triggered immediately. I quickly looked at my 30-second invulnerability icon, trying to press it, but Asmodeus jerked his arm up, and instantly my soul was knocked out of my body. Ouch! 
 
    I got suspended in midair like an astronaut in zero gravity, helplessly turning somersaults about three feet from where my body stood. I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came out. All was silent. 
 
    I grabbed the shoulders of the Drow nearby, but my hands went straight through them. Asmodeus alone could see me. He was looking straight at me, an insidious smile on his face. This was his hour of triumph. 
 
    He waved his sharp-clawed hand again, and Lightfighter’s soul entered my body. 
 
    "Open the portal," Asmodeus ordered politely. 
 
    Shit! Sungoddammit! I watched a devilish grin spread across my own face. My body raised its arms as the sounds of the spell being cast reached my ears. 
 
    I howled and forced myself to move forward, bridging the distance between us inch by inch. I reached out my ghostly fingers, trying to dig them into my physical face and rip the mask right off, revealing to my clan mates the beast that had occupied my body. 
 
    Kaboom! The portal to Earth opened with a deafening noise. The long-forgotten scent of ozone, plastic, and a room with an AC entered our world through the bubble-shaped curtain of the gate. 
 
    "I have dreamt of this moment for the last two thousand years…" whispered Asmodeus and, winking at me mockingly, stepped into the portal. 
 
    A file of demons clad in silver armor followed him. Lightfighter couldn’t help but smile blissfully as he continued to keep the portal open. 
 
    My warriors exchanged remarks worriedly. Orcus frowned as he persistenly kept asking me some question. I couldn’t hear him. I dug my fingers into my body. It still remembered me and therefore didn’t push me away. But I still had to regain control of my avatar. 
 
    One more step, and I would break the cast! One push, and I would knock Lightfighter’s dark soul out of my body! I could feel him yielding to me. 
 
    The demon lost control of my secondary muscles. My face relaxed, my spine bent. And I just kept pushing, focusing my efforts on a small area and putting all my anger and hatred into the fight. 
 
    I did it! My jaw and neck muscles were finally under my control again. With a huge effort, I turned my head to the side. The crunching sound was terrifying. I must’ve made a 130-degree turn. Once I saw Lizzie, I whispered to her: "Kill me! Code: thirty-two, orange, wolf!" 
 
    The apprehension in her eyes gave way to happiness as she received a direct order and saw this as an opportunity to fulfill her duty. 
 
    Lizzie stepped forward, ripped out the pins of two grenades she found at the unloading site, and pressed herself against me for maximum efficiency. 
 
    I counted the seconds in my head as Lizzie looked into my eyes through a veil of tears. 
 
    One…Two…Three… 
 
    Tears ran down Mona Lisa’s cheeks. Hugging me and being so close to my body evoked an odd anxiety in her along with troubled feelings. She leaned closer to me. Full of mistrust and hardly understanding what she was doing, she kissed me. 
 
    Four…Boom!!! 
 
    My vision clouded over with red. I saw a system message: 
 
      
 
    Status alert! You have died in battle and will now be resurrected in the last bind point. 
 
    Respawn in 5…4…3...2…1…0! 
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    MMORPG Glossary[i] 
 
      
 
    AFK 
 
    Away from keyboard 
 
      
 
    Aggro 
 
    As a verb, it refers to a hostile mob that has noticed a player and is actively trying to attack that player. As a noun, it refers to the amount of "hostility" the player has generated on the mob. In typical combat strategy, the fighter tries to take as much aggro as possible away from weaker players such as healers and mages. 
 
      
 
    Alt 
 
    Short for "alternate". It refers to the alternate character a player has from their main character. This is not a stable category as sometimes alts can outlevel mains and sometimes mains become moth-balled. 
 
      
 
    Alt Tab 
 
    The act of using the ALT+TAB keys to jump from application to application 
 
      
 
    Bind 
 
    In certain MMOs, characters are teleported back to a safe spot when they die. This spot is predetermined by the user. The act of determining the safe spot requires an explicit action by the user. That action is known as a bind. The spot is typically referred to as a bind spot. 
 
      
 
    Bind on equip 
 
    This term refers to items that become soulbound to the player after they have been equipped. In other words, the item can be traded as long as no one equips it. 
 
      
 
    Bind on pickup 
 
    This term refers to items that become soulbound to the player after it has been picked up from a monster. In other words, the item cannot be traded once a player picks it up. BoP items commonly cause looting conflicts and disputes during game-play. 
 
      
 
    Bokken sword 
 
    A wooden training sword 
 
      
 
    Buff 
 
    Temporary boost to character attribute or combat ability 
 
      
 
    Camp(ing) 
 
    The act of waiting in an area to hunt a specific mob or a specific spawn 
 
      
 
    Caster 
 
    A mage or a wizard 
 
      
 
    Char/Toon 
 
    A player or their character. 
 
      
 
    Class 
 
    Professional archetypes. In D&D games, these would be warrior, healer, rogue and mage. The most typical class types are: close-range damage, ranged damage, healing, crowd control, support. 
 
      
 
    Cleric 
 
    Typical healing class in D&D style games 
 
      
 
    Combo 
 
    A combination of hits, especially causing severe damage like paralyzing or bleeding 
 
      
 
    Corpse 
 
    In certain MMOs, a corpse appears where the player died. Sometimes all the player’s items and money are left on the corpse and the player is teleported back to their bind spot. Corpses typically will decay after a certain time proportional the character’s level. 
 
      
 
    Corpse Run 
 
    The act of retrieving your corpse after you have died. This is typically a dangerous thing because people tend to die in dangerous places rather than safe places. 
 
      
 
    Crafting 
 
    A general category of skills that allows players to manufacture objects from raw resources 
 
      
 
    Crit 
 
    "To crit" refers to landing a critical hit either with melee or spells. Effective damage is usually increased from a base of 150% to upwards of 250% with extra talents/skills/buffs. 
 
      
 
    Crowd Control 
 
    Refers to a set of spells / abilities that temporarily paralyze or stun other mobs or players. Crowd control is an important group support ability when fighting multiple mobs. 
 
      
 
    DD 
 
    Direct Damage. Used to refer to a class of spells and abilities that allow players to damage enemies from a distance. The firebolt is the archetypal DD. 
 
      
 
    DD/DPS 
 
    A character whose primary role in a group setting is to deal damage to the opponents. 
 
      
 
    Debuff 
 
    The opposite of a buff. An offensive spell cast on enemies that weakens an attribute or combat ability. 
 
      
 
    Donator 
 
    A player who invests real money into virtual gear 
 
      
 
    DoT 
 
    Damage over time. Refers to a class of spells that deals damage over a period of time. These spells typically do more damage than DD spells overall. 
 
      
 
    DpS 
 
    Damage per second. Used when figuring out weapon speed and damage. 
 
      
 
    Drow 
 
    A Dark Elf race 
 
      
 
    Druid 
 
    Hybrid class in D&D style games—part healer, part support, part fighter. 
 
      
 
    Enchanter 
 
    A mage specializing in buffs 
 
      
 
    Epic 
 
    An extremely rare item or quest. Has come to mean something exceptionally cool and hard to get. 
 
      
 
    Experience 
 
    A quantity gained when completing tasks/quests, killing mobs, or various other achievements in games. When enough experience is accrued, characters often "level up" and become more powerful. 
 
      
 
    Familiar 
 
    Same as pet 
 
      
 
    Farm(ing) 
 
    The act of accumulating currency or a specific item by repeatedly killing a mob or repeatedly performing a series of actions 
 
      
 
    Gnoll 
 
    An NPS (AI-controlled character) race of humanoid hyenas 
 
      
 
    Guilds 
 
    Semi-permanent player groups. In typical games, players must use a substantial amount of capital to start the guild. 
 
      
 
    Health/HP 
 
    A base attribute of characters 
 
      
 
    LFG 
 
    "looking for group" 
 
      
 
    Lich 
 
    A race of the undead 
 
      
 
    Loot 
 
    Currency or items that are dropped by a mob when it is defeated 
 
      
 
    Mana 
 
    A commonly-used pool of magic potential (magical analog of health points) 
 
      
 
    MMORPG 
 
    Massively-Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game 
 
      
 
    Mob 
 
    An AI controlled monster. 'Mob' originally comes from the MUD era, where it was short for 'mobile', to differentiate monsters that would patrol a set of rooms as opposed to monsters which would stay in one place until killed. 
 
      
 
    Mount 
 
    Any riding animal from a donkey to a dragon 
 
      
 
    Newbie 
 
    A new inexperienced player 
 
      
 
    Newblette 
 
    A new and inexperienced female player 
 
      
 
    Noob 
 
    The pejorative form of newbie or an unskilled arrogant player 
 
      
 
    NPC 
 
    Non-player character (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 
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