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   From the AlterWorld Wiki automatic update:
 
    
 
   Lloth: ex-wife to Corellon—the head of the Elven pantheon and creator of the Elven race. For millennia Lloth had schemed to overthrow her husband until her war on him ended in her rout. She was turned into a giant spider and plunged into eternal oblivion while her Elven supporters were cursed, thus giving rise to the Drow race.
 
   Lloth likes to appear in the guise of either a Black Widow or a beautiful Drow woman, sometimes morphing the two images. Often she manifests her presence as a woman's smirk upon the nearest spider.
 
   Any sighting of the Spider Queen is ominous for she is cruel and spiteful, knowing no authority but her own. Lloth incessantly weaves a web of intrigues, pitting her priestesses against each other.
 
   Lloth despises the lesser deities of both Drow and Elven pantheons. She hates her own son Vhaeraun—the patron god of all men—who attempts to put an end to her matriarchal regime. She incessantly challenges Shar while despising her own daughter Eilistraee who strives to bring the Drow back to the realms of Light.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Crack! My shoulder joint popped in sickening agony. I collapsed face down, flattening my nose against the rough flagstones.
 
   Snap! Another rib succumbed, unable to support the pressure of the giant spider's armored foot.
 
   "I hate you," I blabbered into the pool of blood pouring out of my very mangled face.
 
   The sight of blood wasn't frightening: if anything, it had driven me mad. Red ink was cheap in AlterWorld. Here, a top-level rogue's fencing exercise looked akin to taking a blood shower, his every combo producing fountains of red-tinted pixels while his victim was suffering severed arteries and other critical damage.
 
   To a degree, I could understand the game developers. Pulling at consumer's heart strings was no small feat these days as their yawning target audience munched on their popcorn while watching a NC-17 dismemberment flick. The game makers' job in arousing our emotions grew ever more difficult as the world faded into a comparative gray next to the media's riot of color and hot photoshopped bodies.
 
   If you think about it, only a few generations ago a child's day was complete if he or she managed to spend a few hours pushing a rusty hoop along the street with a stick. Fast-forward to today's spoiled brats bored shitless in front of computer screens crammed with the latest entertainment hits. If that's not degradation...
 
   Crack! my second dislocated shoulder brought me back to reality.
 
   At that point I realized how much I hated spiders. And Drow princesses. Never mind. He who laughs last laughs longest. I just happened to have absolute memory. Considering I was planning to live for a very very long time, I fully intended to remember every broken bone and drop of blood some millennia from now.
 
   The spider's armored paws held me in a kneeling pose best described as the Respectful Position of Ultimate Humiliation. No idea what kind of anatomy it had been designed for: not human, apparently. My ligaments twanged with tension, my convulsing muscles shaking as the occasional joint or bone gave up the ghost, snapping in fireworks of agony and sending waves of cold sweat rolling over my body.
 
   Was I just freaking out with fear—or could the Halls of Gloom indeed have a higher pain threshold? I really, really didn't like it.
 
   Two enormous spiders froze behind my back, their four hind legs splayed, their free limbs currently busy shaping my flesh into an arrangement worthy of Lloth to behold.
 
    The Spider Queen's subterranean palace must have been born of agony. Its melting walls were running, transforming—as if inspired by some of Salvador Dali's finest compositions. Gothic moldings were rising in gray stone; further on, the classic marble was crumbling, revealing the rusty steel and drab concrete of an underground bunker.
 
   It looked like Lloth was still new in AlterWorld and equally undecided about her dwelling's interior design. Wonder if she was trying her hand at it or had she simply failed to rise to the task?
 
   The Fallen One, where are you! He'd better hurry up, really, while the Drow goddess was still weak and his own priest still lucid and relatively in one piece. I had no desire whatsoever to star in a horror movie featuring the human customer of an eight-legged inquisition.
 
   I didn't think he'd heard me though. Most priest skills were blocked in Lloth's lair.
 
   Don't get me wrong, please. I didn't lose faith, activating Appeal to Gods time after time, secretly hoping for one-way communications. In doing so, I reminded myself of a field radio operator in one of those old war movies when he keeps repeating into an ancient transmitter, "Hullo! Hullo, do you read me? Send in reinforcements! Over and out!" I could use some reinforcements, I suppose.
 
   Pop! As if in answer to my prayers, the acoustic wave of opening portals hurt my ears.
 
   "Ah, there he is! What's that for a cross between an ostrich and a spread-eagle? Why are you burying your head in the concrete floor? Or is it granite? Ah, whatever."
 
   I could hear a note of relief and a badly concealed threat behind all the sarcasm in the Fallen One's voice.
 
   I strained my unyielding muscles like a rusty robot, turning my neck until it crunched. Only now could I finally take my eyes from the chaotically mutating choice of Lloth's floor tiles and struggle to focus on the Fallen One complete with Macaria.
 
   I braved a smile, showing my joy at seeing the happy duo. Then I motioned with my eyes to the spiders behind my back.
 
   Click! Another broken rib added weight to my request.
 
   The Fallen One's nostrils flared. Macaria gasped with compassion. With a sweep of her hand, she sent the arachnids flying through the air, ramming them into a nearby wall and flattening them into green blobs.
 
   Christ almighty! Struck by an invisible baseball bat, the spiders hadn't had the chance to let go of my wrists. Now I was writhing on the floor minus both hands. Thanks a lot, Macaria!
 
   "Sorry!" the goddess of suicide flustered, her healing hand waving me back to health.
 
   "Sorry won't cut it," I mumbled, scrambling off the crystal floor and kneading my fingers, welcoming them back after their brief but impressive departure.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received Achievement: Stoic.
 
   You've spent an entire hour in endurance training, testing the limits of your mental and physical health.
 
   Reward: +10 to Agility, +10 to Constitution, +10 to Intellect.
 
   In order to receive Achievement Stoic II, you will need to increase endurance training to three hours. Would you like to proceed now?
 
    
 
   I don't think so! I waved the message away, amazed at the Admins' sick imagination. Or could it be the laws of magic reacting to new events that weren't in the script?
 
   The shuffle of many feet echoed from a tall vaulted archway. My mind reluctantly registered something shrinking inside me. Those bastards had apparently taught me a lesson in arachnophobia.
 
   I barely looked up at the raging goddess in her classical image of a female-torsoed Black Widow surrounded by smaller spiders.
 
   "Who's done that?" she hissed.
 
   Crack! Snap! History repeated itself as a powerful force molded me into a spread-eagled snail.
 
   It hurt. I blinked away unwanted tears, promising myself to crush each and every spider on my way to a similar mess from now on. In the meantime, the force changed direction, unbending me the other way.
 
   "He... is... my... servant!" The Fallen One managed through clenched teeth.
 
   "He is my slave!" Lloth barked, burying me back into the floor.
 
   Crack. Snap.
 
   "He's mine!" furious, the Fallen One dug deep into his power resources, turning me back to him.
 
   Snap, snap, my vertebrae complained. Yes, yes, I did know you couldn't bend at that particular angle. But our Chief God was too preoccupied wrestling his competitor's arms to be concerned with such sensitive issues.
 
   The gods were indeed in the middle of a celestial tug-of-war, fighting for dominance—with me as the rope. A very sympathetic Macaria healed me with an inconspicuous wave of her hand after some particularly tough tugs.
 
   My injuries hurt a lot. They bled, too. And still you couldn't die in the Halls of Gloom as your life bar turned gray like an indestructible slab of concrete, irresponsive to the damage received.
 
   The divine standoff was drawing to the point where I'd learned to tell their respective mana flows apart. The gods' extreme concentration had made them visible to the naked eye: Lloth's was purple, the Fallen One's black and Macaria's was silver.
 
   This spider bitch has some powers, I thought watching the claret streaming from the Fallen One's nose. It was his power and status as a leader of his pantheon against an ancient and equally powerful deity.
 
   Macaria, too, had noticed her boyfriend bleeding. Furious, she cut into the fight. Ignoring any Queensbury rules, she applied the same air sledgehammer she'd already used, only tenfold stronger this time.
 
   Lloth's entourage flew every which way, losing limbs and bits of armor as Macaria squashed them like eggs in a powerful fist. Lloth took cover behind a magic shield. But even despite her quick reactions, the sheer brute force of the blow was such that it splintered the edges of her protective sphere, deforming the extremities of the shield and exposing Lloth's head and limbs. The power dragged her across the glass floor, ripping out the claws that dug deep into the crystal. The goddess's fair looks had suffered somewhat; she now resembled a zombie with half her face chopped away, exposing an impeccably white skull.
 
   Not that the injuries sustained had stopped her: Lloth seemed to treat them as an exchange of face slaps in the heat of a cat fight. You could say she'd gone mad, the remaining half of her face distorted by pure hatred. The other half looked equally terrifying with the twitching of its exposed muscle and the scowl of fangs.
 
   New claws sparkled with adamant, snapping open on her damaged paws. The Fallen One startled. I didn't need any more tips: I scurried aside, thankful that the gods seemed to have abandoned their human plaything as they rolled up their sleeves and moved on to the next stage of their dispute—the one that involved bleeding noses and knuckles raw from punches.
 
   In the meantime, Lloth reinforced her defenses. The mithril's purple glow filled her thickening armor as its durability grew tenfold. Macaria's outline sparkled, the air around her shimmering with accumulated strength.
 
   She raised her hand to deal a blow and froze, unsure about bringing the conflict to a new level. She glanced at the Fallen One, waiting for his approval.
 
   I knew what she must have felt. Even something as mundane as a knife in your pocket still makes you think twice before producing it as it has the power of turning an ordinary scuffle into a life-changing encounter.
 
   Tense as a taut string, the Fallen One shook his head. "Enough! Lloth, can't you see you can't handle the two of us? Or do you want to go back to eternal oblivion?"
 
   By now her face was already hidden under a mithril mask made even uglier by the extended mandibles dripping colored droplets of venom. The creature hissed, spouting clouds of purple smoke from her armor's nasal slits.
 
   "Did you think you could get rid of me so easily? Think again! I've bound myself to the Altar. By destroying me, you'll destroy the temple. How many of them will you have left then, one?" she laughed a spider's screechy laugh. "With the added beauty of ending up on the Drow's enemy list. Do you really need that?"
 
   The Fallen One pursed his lips, then attempted to appeal to the ancient deity's reasoning, "Listen, Lloth. We're on the same side of the barricade, can't you see it? There're sixteen Gods of Light against three Dark ones! They'll be only too happy if we go at each other's throats!"
 
   Her massive belly shook with laughter. "You stupid fool! You celestial maggot! You draw this imaginary line dividing the world into friend and foe. What you forget is that the world is too complex for such duality! You, I and the Gods of Light—we're all standing on our own sides of a triangle! I'm oversimplifying it, of course, to help your feeble mind grasp the nature of the problem. It would take you thousands of years to even begin to fathom the actual number of the world's realms."
 
   The Fallen One shrugged, skeptical. "Very well. You may think what the hell you want. As long as you don't forget that your triangle balances on the First Temple's fragile foundations. I somehow don't think that the army of Light would bother to differentiate between the various shades of gray and their relationship to Darkness when it comes to blows. So for now," he shot one arm out, pointing at me, "let my priest go! Or I swear to you by all the power I possess, he'll be the last soul ever to enter the Halls of Gloom!"
 
   Hissing, the Spider Queen jerked in indignation. She crouched on her four hind legs, indicating her readiness to fight. Strands of darkness thickened in the Fallen One's hands, forming a shield and the anthracite sword I'd already had the honor of meeting. For a moment the two locked each other's stares in a duel of silent resolve, both prepared to die rather than admit their defeat.
 
   With a disappointed snort, Lloth eased up. Her helmet's visor plates opened, revealing a completely reconstituted female face. "Very well. As a favor. Just this once."
 
   Whew. I breathed a sigh of relief, aborting my attempts to bury myself in the spider remains strewn over the floor. Was that it? Could I go now?
 
   "I will only keep him for a hundred years. He hasn't earned an eternity in the shadow world... yet."
 
   'xcuse me? Did she say a hundred? A week sounded about all my challenged psyche could take!
 
   The Fallen One seemed to agree with me. "One year and not a second more."
 
   One what? Was he serious or just faking it? How about having his balls jammed in a door just for one year? Or no, thank you very much!
 
   I cast a desperate glance around. They'd already eyeballed my attempts to take cover in the spider heap. Then again, I had a funny feeling I somehow wouldn't be able to hide from them even if I'd buried myself a hundred feet underground.
 
   In the meantime, the divine haggle was in full swing. "Forty, and not one day less! His soul is bound by ancient ritual! I'm his lawful owner!"
 
   "Five days! The same ancient laws say that the soul of an allied priest can't be released to a third-party god!"
 
   "Thirty! First time I hear about it!"
 
   "Six! You need to get out more! Haven't you read the Eva Vulgaris amendment at the Ninth Summit of Higher Beings?"
 
   His outrageous bluffing made me uncomfortable. The talks were taking a surreal turn. It was about time I took the whole matter into my capable hands.
 
   I cleared my throat and raised my blood-stained hand like a good A-student. "I suggest a substitute."
 
   "You what?" both turned their godly heads to me, annoyed by my intervention. Lloth wrinkled her forehead, staring in confusion at her talking plaything.
 
   "I suggest a substitute," I repeated. "I myself was substituted for a certain Drow Prince, wasn't I? How about we do the same thing again?"
 
   The spider's eyes glinted with interest. My suggestion allowed her to comply with the Fallen One and still save face. She smacked her lips and began talking up the prices,
 
   "The substitute soul has to be equally special! You have a good dozen marks on you and a very interesting skill collection. It won't be easy to find another one of the same caliber!"
 
   What did she think she was, a stamp collector? Well, I was no rare postmark! Having said that, I did possess what could probably pass for a collector's piece... "I think I have something you might like. The soul of a Patriarch of Light, the man as powerful as he is influential in divine circles. Incidentally, I've got his mark on me too."
 
   I sent my apologies to the old man—no matter how nasty he was, it probably didn't justify ending up in Lloth's hairy claws. Well, then he shouldn't have cursed me, should he? Not on his own life, anyway. What was it he'd said?
 
    
 
   The Curse of the Sun God's Patriarch!
 
   Daylight causes mana regeneration to drop 90%!
 
   Duration: as long as the High God or the Patriarch are still alive.
 
    
 
   Well, he'd been asking for it. It wasn't even the curse itself—the altar's mana flow could easily cover up for any amount of penalties,—it was the sheer cheek of it!
 
   Lloth paused, considering my offer. A soul like that could generate an impressive mana flow—and of a shade so admittedly rare in these parts of the world. Also, it was a great chance to cut the Sun God down to size while syphoning off some of his enormous power.
 
   "Not good enough. The proposed substitute is inferior. Still... I'm feeling in a merciful mood today."
 
   A weak whimpering interrupted her speech. A barely conscious spider dug his way out of the heap of her entourage's remains and limped over to her, taking his place by her side. Two of his legs were gone, his face a thick dripping mess of saliva, venom and phosphorescent blood that ate right through the precious floor tiles.
 
   "Shut up!" in one stroke of an adamant claw Lloth ripped through the crying creature's shell, finishing him off.
 
   She flicked the blood from her paw, sending drops flying onto everyone present. "What was I saying?" she half-smiled, half-smirked. "Oh yes, I'm feeling merciful today. So I'm going to accept your substitute. I will let you go. On one condition," she smirked again.
 
   I tensed. I had a bad feeling about this.
 
   "The death ritual has bound your soul to the Halls of Gloom. You can't destroy the bond without destroying the soul affected."
 
   I cast an inquiring glance at the Fallen One: is she bluffing? He cringed and shrugged. He didn't look too sure.
 
   "So what do I do?"
 
   "Just wait. Time will weaken the bond until it deteriorates by itself. I shouldn't die in the meantime if I were you, though. Wherever your bind point, you'll end up here and the next time you won't get off so easily."
 
   Her smile was full of promise. I gulped. Talk about a rock and a hard place. "So? How long will it take for the bond to deteriorate?"
 
   She shrugged, faking indifference. "A year. A year without a single death, can't be that difficult. Think you can do it?"
 
   So that's the catch, then. It sounded quite undoable, but it's not as if I had much choice. I suppose, I'd have to collect all the mithril I could get and make myself a tank.
 
   Never mind. We'd worry about that when we came to it. As long as I could get out of these wretched dungeons.
 
   Again I glanced at the Fallen One. He lowered his lids, hinting at the right answer. I was about to speak when Macaria butted in, shaking her gorgeous mane of hair.
 
   "I disagree. As a First Priest, Laith is in possession of my Blissful Death skill. His using it will not be considered as a return to bind point."
 
   So! She definitely wasn't herself today! If your amendment passed, Macaria baby, I'd be happily kissing your feet or hopefully legs, preferably from the knees up.
 
   The Spider Queen frowned, puffing purple smoke. Macaria seemed to be rubbing her up the wrong way. Silence hung in the air. Finally, she spat through clenched teeth,
 
   "One Voluntary Death within the year. Enough! I already regret agreeing to all your terms!"
 
   She swung round toward me, droplets of her acidic saliva burning holes in my face as she hissed,
 
   "You die any kind of death and you're mine! Any! I don't care what it is—you can do yourself in with bad mushrooms as far as I'm concerned. I'll also give you a month to send the Patriarch of Light down here to the Halls of Gloom. He must die from this blade. That's all! Off with you!"
 
   She made a complex gesture in front of my eyes. The already familiar spider dagger materialized in the air, its wrought edge glistening as it plunged down, piercing deep into the crystal floor in the exact place where my foot had just stood.
 
   Cool as a cucumber, I put my foot back and bent down to pull the dagger out.
 
   Lloth darling, I have a good memory. My abilities keep growing, my imagination is limitless. Every dog has his day—and then we'll see who'll laugh last.
 
   The Fallen One gave me a wink and an inconspicuous thumbs-up meaning I'd gotten off lightly, then swept me into the portal that had promptly opened behind my back.
 
    A sonic boom assaulted my eardrums. Ouch! I lost my balance and collapsed onto my backside.
 
   "Who the fuck?" Lena's teenage voice grunted underneath.
 
   I looked around me. I was sitting sprawled in the First Temple's courtyard with my back to the front gate, my butt resting atop Lena and the front porch. Home sweet home.
 
   I forced myself to my feet, then offered a helping hand to the girl busy impersonating a squashed medusa.
 
   Ignoring my hand, she bounced up, then walked around me, squinting and tut-tutting, until she faced me again. There she stood hands akimbo like a nagging wife.
 
   "Where do you think you've been? Just look at yourself! All this blood and gore! Your clothes are burned through! So you're busy smoking mobs doing a bit of leveling while I'm here stuck with all the kids? And what's all that about Junior High? I've got no food for the baby dragons as your zombie of a dwarf refuses to part with a bit of mithril! Even the castle cook seems to ignore me—but the children have already missed their meal!"
 
   She stopped and blushed, staring past me. I turned around. Cryl stood behind me, looking quite dumbfounded. That's a good lesson for you, bro. If you ever decide to marry—not now but in a few years' time—one day your ethereal Elfa might turn into the sergeant major from hell.
 
   I smiled, shaking his proffered hand. Cryl took in the brown and green spots my palm had left on his. "Whassup?"
 
   I waved the question away. "Just got out of the slammer. On a year's parole. But I have to keep my nose clean."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   From the online newspaper AlterWorld News Daily:
 
    
 
   In the last few days, there have been at least three cases of stationary dome shield breaching in the Russian cluster. All three domes belonged to different classes. The news has produced a quiet panic among the top clans as well as online real estate owners. Where before in the case of a surprise attack castle defenders always possessed the few hours needed to mobilize their resources and hire any extra help, no one can feel safe now.
 
   The latest reports suggest the existence of an epic scroll containing a previously unknown Astral Mana Absorption spell. At least one auction sale of these scrolls has come to light, not to mention another one used during recent events at the City of Light's main square. We still don't know how many more copies of this prime example of cheat magic are still available for sale. Neither can we give you the names of locations and mobs who drop them. One of the more convincing theories connects the scrolls to the recent auction offer of a raid portal to Inferno made by an anonymous broker. Those of you who follow our financial column know of the excitement the offer produced among potential buyers. At present, the bids have exceeded two hundred thousand gold and we still have twenty-four hours till all bids are closed.
 
   It's possible that one of the medium-sized clans has managed to create a relatively stable portal leading to the Inferno planes. They appear to be in a hurry to capitalize on their achievement by dumping on the market both the unprecedented loot and the very means of transportation. Let us remind you of the unique portal spell awarded six months ago to the Porters clan for completing a global clan quest known as the World Wide Web. They received a portal spell to the Planes of Fear.
 
   Yesterday, the Olders held a public conference in which they voiced their concerns about the Astral Mana Absorption spell being "unbalanced" and "exposing all the online real estate owners to the imminent risk of a global financial catastrophe". The conference ended with the signing of the petition quoted above when over nine thousand signatories made their will known to the AlterWorld administration.
 
   In addition, our financial analyst is asking you to keep in mind the explosive growth of interest in minor dome shields whose price has soared, doubling in the last week. Such demand could have well been prompted by the recent trend to rethink the entire dome shield strategy with a view toward multilayering domes as the means of protection for strategically important locations. Those of you not avert to risky speculation would be advised to check out this option as a potential source of a quick and easy buck.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I'd always wanted to own a house. To be able to walk out of my front door in the morning sipping a coffee, then lounge in a deck chair squinting at the sun and the country views. To feel proper earth under my feet and not several layers of concreted holes stuffed with the other inhabitants of our apartment block. A unique, unforgettable feeling.
 
   Okay, so I didn't have my own house yet. What I did have was a Super Nova castle. Not that it ruined my dream in any way. Which was why, instead of having breakfast served in my room, I ordered coffee and sandwiches downstairs in the Temple courtyard which these days looked more than inviting. What it needed was a delicate pavilion complete with a fireplace and a few couches and soft chairs exactly for this kind of occasion.
 
   I splashed some water on my face, then ported to the Altar, saving myself a five-story descent down the steep castle stairs polished by thousands of virtual feet.
 
   I'd enjoyed our clan get-together last night. I shared my experiences of Lloth's lair and the lessons I'd gleaned from it. Then I just relaxed, enjoying the good company. We really needed to do it more often: such quiet evenings allowed us to unwind while getting to know each other.
 
   If only Taali could join us soon! A man without his woman is not complete, his soul a drafty and uneasy void. I said woman, mind you, not a picture-perfect dummy with a Botox kiss. A woman is someone whose cheerful gaze you meet every time you turn round; who claps her hands enthusiastically at your every good deed, however miniscule; who steps in helpfully whenever you're not fast enough to catch the ball. A friend, a partner, a lifemate.
 
   In any case, by then my desperate longing was nearly over, replaced by impatient waiting. That morning I'd received a PM from an anonymous account worded as a typical spam message,
 
    
 
   Dear Sir/Madam,
 
   Pleasant greetings!
 
   An out of town trip has depleted my bank account. Your gift of three gold would be greatly appreciated.
 
   Thanks & BRgds
 
    
 
   This was the latest coded message from Taali's group. The key words 'depleted', 'three' and 'out of town' meant that all the three targets had been successfully eliminated and the girl was on her way to Moscow. In another twenty-four hours, I might be lucky enough to see her tattoos again.
 
   Honestly, I couldn't wait.
 
   I left the temple's chilly gloom, nodding approvingly at the orc guards' diligent salute. Immediately I smirked at the outrageous sight that greeted me.
 
   Macaria sat on the porch, still sleepy and deliberately disheveled, gulping down my coffee from my favorite blue mug—custom-made, mind you, an exact copy of the one Mom had given me for my birthday two years back.
 
   AlterWorld was quite accommodating to this sort of little money-making ideas, provided they didn't interfere with the game or its atmosphere. And the fact that the virtual mug had cost me five times the price of its real-life original—well, that was my own informed choice.
 
   I heaved a half-hearted good morning to her barely discernible eye greeting, then mumbled a repeat order into the castle control artifact.
 
   As I waited for my caffeine fix, I sat down next to her watching her idea of fun. Her head tilted on one shoulder, Macaria stared at the Hell Hound puppies playing in the grass as they changed colors every few seconds, obeying the goddess' unspoken will. A dozen fluorescent and very puzzled pups were busy playing chase in color-coordinated teams, targeting those of the more eye-insulting hue. Strangely enough, it was the chief hound who chaperoned them today. Herself clad in a leopard print, she ignored the change in her appearance with a truly feline nonchalance. Could it be that she saw everything in black and white or did she understand that this was only the temporary whim of a fun-loving goddess?
 
   In actual fact, this morning the inner court seemed to be full of curious observers.
 
   A very sleepy Lena was busy guarding a sandboxful of children that our cuckoo of a Doctor had dumped into her care. God only knows where the sandbox itself had come from. The kids looked much more active than the day before, digging away with their hands and spades, occasionally trying to escape in every direction. Every such attempt was immediately apprehended by two of the hounds who froze silently, sphinxlike, at opposite corners of the makeshift nursery. She had some nerve, this girl, even getting the dogs involved! We really needed to take her animal-whispering talents more seriously. In future, she could become responsible for the clan's bestiary and their training, as well as public relations with non-humanoids.
 
   The Fallen One sat comfortably nearby in the shadow of a dwarf mallorn tree that was purring with pleasure. He'd transformed a block of marble into some kind of seat by pressing his backside into the stone, fashioning the semblance of armrests and turning the surface soft and spongy. Just think that in another thousand years or so, the discovery of a religious relic such as the Fallen One's very own portable throne could trigger a full-blown war! Should I maybe stash it away later to make sure no one came to grief from it—or on the contrary, should I keep it and fit it with a memorial plaque?
 
   I was already succumbing to the mood, reaching for the artifact whistle around my neck. I blew it softly, summoning Hummungus. Only too happy to leave his virtual stable, Teddy showed up straight away squinting his moist and slightly offended eyes from the sunlight.
 
   "I'm sorry, buddy. I had a lot on my plate," I scratched him behind his ears, then slapped his burly side. "Go walkies! Just don't hurt anyone, okay? We're all friends here."
 
   Strangely enough, Teddy obeyed. He looked so funny lumbering off to explore the ruins with his backside in the air. Almost alive, really. Wonder what he might become in another thousand years?
 
   Finally, a flustered servant girl rushed in balancing a coffee tray, her full breasts swaying tantalizingly under the weightless silk. I sniffed the air and actually caught myself licking my lips—and not at the sight of my morning coffee, either. If I ever discovered anyone trying to make money by selling virtual bras to AlterWorld ladies, I swear I'd bury him personally in the tightest coffin I could find. No one should deprive anyone of life's little pleasures.
 
   I thanked the blushing girl, habitually pressing a heavy gold piece into her hand. Not by way of payment, you understand, but simply to see her eyes flash with joy. They apparently needed money for some reason, and ten cents weren't going to bust the bank.
 
   I took my cup and headed toward the Fallen One, stumbling over the puppies busy chasing their new target's fluffy ultramarine tail.
 
   "Guten morgen," I offered the lion's share of my German vocabulary, squatting myself down into the lotus pose on the soft and gentle Elven grass.
 
   "Guten abend to you too," the Fallen One played along without taking his gaze from his fingers that were busy kneading a lump of mithril as if it were modeling clay.
 
   "Pardon?"
 
   "I say good morning, you polyglot."
 
   "I see. What's that you're doing?" I nodded at the flattened mithril cake as the god pinched off a tiny bit of adamant and heaved a sigh of regret kneading it into the mithril.
 
   He paused, weighing in his hand what looked like a piece of tiny adamant mail the kind you wore on your armor. It was small and incredibly ancient. With the sigh of a compulsive hoarder parting with his moldy treasure, he pinched off another infinitesimal crumb adding it to the mix while stashing the remaining treasure back in his pocket.
 
   He cast an annoyed glare in my general direction, apparently not too appreciative of people breathing down his neck. "That's gonna be an artifact," he mumbled.
 
   You couldn't ruin my good mood so easily. I think I've told you already: the morning sun, a cup of coffee in your own garden to the accompaniment of children's voices—that sort of thing. So I ignored his badly concealed hint. "Don't you think the mix needs something else? A bit more adamant, maybe?"
 
   He shot a heavy glare which was like a cold shower to my joke. "No need to," he said with a nasty smile. "Give me your hand. Stand still, you. You're gonna like it."
 
   I offered him an insecure hand for a fitting—had he fashioned me a magic ring? As if. The Fallen One's steely fingers clasped my forearm like a bull terrier's jaws, ripping out a piece of my flesh.
 
   "Holy fuck! What d'you think you're doing?"
 
   He seemed to have already cheered up. "You can't make a good charm without some blood magic," he raised a meaningful eyebrow.
 
   "Think you could heal me now?" I asked with concern as I stared at my profusely bleeding arm getting numb with every second. It didn't look as if an injury inflicted by a god could regenerate.
 
   "You wait. It's not only your flesh, it's part of your life energy you're donating."
 
   "Hello? I don't think I've given you my consent to any-"
 
   I promptly shut up watching the Fallen One rip off a generous chunk of his own flesh and add it hastily to the mix. We seemed to have some serious business here: mithril, adamant, God's flesh... Could I have the recipe, please?
 
   With that thought I noticed the blood dripping down the Fallen One's divine hand and scattering in the grass in the shape of tiny rubies. Those had to be priceless provided you could gather them inconspicuously, my inner greedy pig insisted as he rummaged through his virtual closet in search of the biggest pot he could find. God's blood! his greedy voice whispered into my ear. Millions—no, billions—in gold! Trillions even, yeah right. Somehow I doubted the Fallen One would appreciate my trying to scoop them up at that particular moment. Especially considering the fact that my arm was already numb all the way up to the shoulder, the sensation creeping down, squeezing my chest and making my heart flutter.
 
   "Listen, AI311," I wheezed, "I'm afraid I'm not feeling very well. My body's sorta numb."
 
   He gave me an attentive stare and nodded. "It's probably even better this way. You sit here. And seeing as we've mentioned it, please don't call me that name any more. It's like someone calling you a sperm—well, or an embryo. Even though that's probably exactly what I was at the time, I'd appreciate it if you didn't focus on it any more."
 
   "Freakin' embryo," I managed to whisper back, all my muscles stiff, my own tongue wooden and unwieldy.
 
   In the meantime, the Fallen One had shaped the resulting mix into a hefty disc the size of a large coin. He clenched it in his hand and cringed, glancing up into the sky, as if expecting some yet unknown repercussions. Shrinking his head into his shoulders, he brought the artifact to his lips, breathing life into it.
 
   Bang, the heavens boomed. No other ramifications followed. Cheering up, the god took my unfeeling hand palm up, laying the artifact in it. Now I could clearly see the Fallen One's logo of the streamlined yin and yang: the symbol of life's two eternally intertwined forces.
 
   With a sympathetic glance in my direction, he mouthed a barely audible command. The coin glowed, heating up. My flesh hissed and began crackling, turning black, then scorching. My life bar promptly shrank. The god didn't let it drop too far, though, healing me as required, while I stared through the sickening whiff of barbeque smoke at the crimson-hot metal sinking into my open palm.
 
   I rolled my eyes, calling him all the names under the sun but still grateful for the timely administered anesthesia. Finally the hissing subsided as our faces lost the crimson hue from the reflected flames. The Fallen One swept away the remaining whiffs of blue smoke and paused, studying my hand. He grunted, pleased, then touched his finger to my forehead, restoring sensitivity.
 
   I rubbed my hands together, removing the caked crust from the already healthy pink skin surrounding the yin-and-yang-shaped scar. Then I gave the god a not-too-happy glare. "Where should I apply for the collar?"
 
   "Which collar?"
 
   "You know what I mean. White Winnie's got his already, now it's apparently my turn."
 
   Bang, a divine hand clipped me round the ear stripping me of 90% health. I stood up, forcing back an instinctive right hook to his jaw. No, punching your head god wasn't really kosher. Much better to sink an adamant blade under his seventh rib.
 
   The Fallen One stared at me skeptically. "Feeling better?"
 
   "A grudge always feels good," I refused to play along. "Why, what do you see that I don't?"
 
   "Everything. White Winnie's is the mark of ownership. Of submission. Yours is the precious gift of a High God, and I risked a lot making it. That's nothing to turn your nose up at!"
 
   "What did you risk, then?" I asked, calming down a bit and nodding my thanks to Macaria who'd just switched her attention from the puppies for long enough to fix my plummeting health.
 
   The Fallen One thawed out a bit. He seemed to be genuinely proud of the work he'd just done and, like any craftsman, he couldn't wait to blow his own trumpet.
 
   "You see, every our action is a tiny pebble that tips the scales of the universal balance. But as we two are in different classes, mine can be a boulder while yours is but a grain of sand. Mind you, it's quite capable of starting a landslide provided the place and the time are right. But that's irrelevant. So basically, by interfering so blatantly with the course of events, I disrupt this shaky balance which in turn not only offers the Gods of Light a perfect excuse to strike back but also exposes me to the universe's potential compensatory readjustment. And you can never tell how the cosmos is going to react. It's quite possible that a great leader of Light has just been born somewhere—or a mob slain by a Paladin of Light has just dropped an incredibly powerful scroll. You just can't tell."
 
   He paused, his gaze focused on the horizon, his unmoving stare seeing things only known to himself. Well, well.
 
   Finally he came to. "Actually, considering the Gods of Light's current advantage on all fronts, I'm not particularly worried about disrupting the world's balance. As it stands at the moment, it's a one-team one-way game, which at least allows us to restore some of the disadvantage. That's one explanation of our recent successes and our opponents' lack of response. No need to grin! Your particular persona doesn't interest the world's scales in the slightest. Don't get too big-headed: they'll brush you off the world's chess board without even noticing. There'll be no free ride. What's worse is that our actions bring this world to life, adding to its uniqueness, thus bringing the two realities—Earth and AlterWorld—even further apart. The umbilical cord that still connects them keeps stretching but it's getting thinner and tauter. It rings with the strain. Here, listen."
 
   I pricked up my ears, struck by that unexpected bit of insider information. I could hear the wind blowing, the bees buzzing, the trees rustling. But was it the bees? Or the wind? I raised a quizzical eyebrow, looking him right in the eye. The god lowered his eyelids with a sad smile. A chill ran down my spine.
 
   I shook my head as if trying to empty it, cartoon-like, of all the sounds and musical notes. The Fallen One had to be pulling my leg.
 
   He promptly grinned and guffawed. You son of a bitch!
 
   Once he calmed down, he turned serious. "In actual fact, you—all of you permas I mean—are yet to develop astral sensitivity. You can't notice the strain sustained by celestial spheres but it's huge, you'll have to trust me on that. Very soon the umbilical cord will break, rending the two worlds apart, probably never to see each other again. We can only guess what will happen to us afterward."
 
   I wrinkled my forehead. "If, as you say, AlterWorld will drift away, it means that all the regular players will go offline, unable to re-enter the game, right? There're fifty million players and only two percent of them are permas. How's that for Judgment Day? Empty streets and castles, deserted chat rooms..."
 
   "Not quite so," the Fallen One pointed out. "Your biggest mistake is believing it's still a game. It's not. This is a living breathing kicking world even if initially artificial. Your own faith created it which in turn was amplified by the Creator's will. The second is true. There're hardly one million perma players in this world but by the same token, you stay in game twenty-four seven and not three hours a day as the average player. Which is why at any given time permas make at least seven or eight—up to ten—percent of all players. Besides, don't forget the NPCs: there're ten of them per player and as you may have noticed, they're just as prone to the perma effect as is AlterWorld itself. Lloth and Ruata the Drow Princess—both are human enough, don't you think?"
 
   I shuddered at the names. Oh yes, those two were human all right. Too human, in fact, considering their sadistic tendencies. I still suffered from the phantom pains in my dislocated joints. But it wasn't the Drow that worried me at the moment. I remembered the tired column of gnolls, dusty beyond all recognition, stumbling along the sunbaked road toward the depths of the Frontier. Refugees escaping human cruelty, the first ones in AlterWorld.
 
   The Fallen One watched my face closely. "Ah, so you see it now," he nodded, satisfied. "This is your main advantage—part of your inner force. You're capable of thinking out of the box and acting on your hunches. Your immersion is unprecedented—you just don't see the difference between human players and NPCs. You share your faith generously with everyone the way a farmer casts his seeds over his field. Take the hounds, for instance. Or Harlequin the goblins' foreman, or Lurch the lonely castle AI—even Snowie the albino troll who was created solely as an ammo carrier. All of them have something to be grateful to you for. Keep up the good work, my friend. Make more allies among AlterWorld's native population: they are an enormous and as yet unclaimed force."
 
   I nodded absent-mindedly as I went through my mental address book. The charismatic Gunnar—the vendor of all things brutal; the Bone Dragon with her voracious chicks; the cutthroats trusty as steel—I'd have loved to have seen them join the banners of the Children of the Night.
 
   And Grym the Hermit—he was the first char I'd met in the game, basically my guru. How could I have forgotten old Grym, a natural Dark Priest! He really should have been the first person I invited to join our ranks.
 
   Involuntarily my body twitched, about to jump up and rush to tell everyone about my epiphany when the Fallen One's heavy hand nailed me to the ground. "Don't rush. There's plenty of time. Have you already forgotten how this conversation started?"
 
   Oh shit. Indeed I'd forgotten all about the new artifact. Annoyed, I slapped my forehead—and somersaulted backwards, seeing stars all around me.
 
   I knelt in the dust, staring at the divine mark on my palm. Some power! Was it why the Fallen One had given it to me? I looked up at him but he shook his head in surprise.
 
   "Just a random effect. It'll probably wear off eventually. The whole idea of this artifact is to prevent me from storming Lloth's citadel every time I need to rescue my priest from her torture chambers. Which is why I had to take care of your survival skills. My gift will absorb all the damage whenever your health drops below critical levels. You may call it the last line of defense, I suppose. If you see it cushion the blows aimed at you, it means you're deep in the shit, time to leg it. No stupid heroism, please: the item is disposable and non-regen. Make sure you don't waste its power for nothing."
 
   I traced the outline of the mark, brushing off the dust. "How much damage can it take?"
 
   He shrugged. "It might do fifty kee, I suppose."
 
   "Holy shit. Do you think you could make it reusable? Or make a spare one—I have two hands, after all. If adamant is a problem, just tell me where you get it from and I'll send a team of mercs to go through the place with a fine-toothed comb..."
 
   His ironic stare pinned me to the ground. I promptly gagged my inner greedy pig busy putting words into my mouth in the vain hope of a second helping of divine freebies.
 
   "Mercs are a great idea. I do suggest though that you put your feud with Lloth on the back burner for the time being. We have more important fish to fry. First and foremost, you need to locate the ruins of the Unknown God's temple. His altar is neutral to both Dark and Light powers which makes it perfectly suitable for our purposes. I suppose you haven't forgotten your obligation to the Dwarves to summon Aulë, the god of earth and metals?"
 
   Something in his stare made me concentrate and pull myself together. This was a serious matter. The Dwarven patriarch Thror had promised me seven million gold plus five hundred dwarf craftsmen to help restore my castle. That was nothing to sniff at. Even more importantly, I'd given him my word—the word of a First Priest, and the Fallen One wouldn't appreciate my reneging on it. Nor would he accept excuses like my having to deal with circumstances beyond my control, namely Princess Ruata's sudden change of heart. No one was going to forgive me the loss of face and the failure to bring thousands of dwarves under the Fallen One's banners.
 
   So I gave a resolute nod. "Of course I haven't. This is a top priority mission, though I'd still appreciate any tips about the temple's location."
 
   He lowered his lids in silent approval. "The Lost City. It's a new location which was created with the view to the players' future growth in the game. So expect level 200-plus mobs and all sorts of bosses, both mini and maxi. Be prepared. The Temple is in the city center as you would expect. The task is as straight as a die: you come, you kill, you take what's your own. Questions?"
 
   "Er," I paused, watching a puppy flutter past. Bug-eyed with the effort, it flapped its pink wings—apparently, a gift from Macaria—forcing me to ask a totally irrelevant question, "Has she too much mana or something? I've never seen her being so generous."
 
   The Fallen One smiled at his partner who threw us a quizzical glance, sensing our interest. "You won't believe it. The mana flow from voluntary deaths is so huge it would need ten times our current processing capacity. Tianlong is already choking on his share. We morph astral channels, creating additional accumulators, and still we have to dump most of it into neutral planes otherwise we risk burning down."
 
   "You don't! What caused it then? Why all the voluntary suicide cases?"
 
   He shrugged. "Asian cluster mainly. The number of Voluntary Deaths for Another is currently going through the roof there. Over six thousand an hour!"
 
   "Weird. Slavery? Executions?"
 
   "No idea. Whatever it is, I'm not going there just to satisfy my curiosity. The Chinese were one of the first to get hold of a divine artifact, restoring the Jade Palace and summoning its owner and their high god: Yu-Huang, the Jade Emperor."
 
   A new god. That sounded interesting indeed. "Is he one of the gods of Light? Or is he on our side?"
 
   The Fallen One shook his head. "Neither. He keeps his own counsel. He doesn't meddle in the other gods' squabbles so he's accumulated quite some power. He had to, with his hard-working religious followers who are only too happy to prove their faith with sacrifices. In short, he's no imminent danger even though sooner or later he might turn into a huge pain in the butt."
 
   "Yeah. Honestly, it's as clear as mud. Very well, one problem at a time. The Chinese aren't our priority at the moment. Honestly, I feel like I can barely keep up with all the problems. You think you're finally up to date with something but every problem solved poses a couple of new ones! I don't think I can take it for much longer."
 
   The Fallen One gave me an encouraging slap on the shoulder. "Divide and rule, as the Romans used to say. Delegation is the key, so find someone to reassign part of your responsibilities to."
 
   He rose, gently pushing aside the mallorn's cuddly branch, and added with a wink, "No need to frown. It's quite doable, I assure you. I did find you, didn't I?"
 
   I watched him walk away whistling. "Yeah, right. Where would you find another idiot like me?"
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   From the Olders Security Service monthly report:
 
    
 
   In accordance with the magic dome shield reconfiguration program, we have placed auction bids and consequently purchased over fifty Minor and thirty Medium Domes which cover 41% of our needs. Our purchase pace admittedly didn't keep up with the panic demand that had virtually depleted all local vendor stocks. To make up for this slip in the schedule, we've sent buying agents to neighboring clusters. We've also sent a large mercenary squad to the Rock Forest location for a week with the task of farming particular ingredients pertinent to crafting dome artifacts.
 
   We've appraised the results of the two operations—code names Crystal and Cat House—as negative. Both full partners Eli Logus and Lee Ortega have been downgraded to junior partners. Our direct financial losses aren't bad—about four million dollars in total. Our collateral losses, however, are more than ten times that. The information countermeasures, the elimination of existing financial and business setups, the change of avatars and taking the heat off over two hundred individuals and their subsequent physical protection and security measures in the real world—all this has cost us well over fifty million dollars.
 
   As of the Purge operation: the following measures were applied to certain members of the Forest Cats community based on our analytics commission recommendations:
 
   Forced avatar change, 117 members
 
   Life ban from AlterWorld, 29 members
 
   Individual strategic posting outside the Russian cluster in keeping with the clan's interests, 131 members
 
   Indefinite imprisonment in the internal installation of La Bastille: 26 members. One escape attempt apprehended, resulting in a change in penitentiary regime levels from Comfort to Cage.
 
   Physical purge in the real world, 3 members. In addition, two more clan members were eliminated by unknown snipers, supposedly victims' relatives.
 
   Special third-degree treatment (known as brain kill) applied to three members of the Cats community and their Olders curator.
 
   Five names added to the Clan's Overt Enemies List. The updated KOS lists forwarded to the relevant mercenary guilds and PK clans.
 
   Twelve names added to the Clan's Secret Enemies List. The Karma group is currently working on creating various scenarios of increasingly complicating their living conditions.
 
   Please find the name lists enclosed as a restricted attachment, confidentiality level: AA.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
    I watched the Fallen One, this funny fella of a god, as he left to reunite with his equally fun-loving girlfriend. Feeling like a mischievous teenager, I stole a glance around and reverently eased my backside into his just-vacated makeshift seat.
 
    
 
   Warning! New place of power detected!
 
   The astral layers in this particular place have been thinned down by either a divine presence, the wholehearted prayer of a saint or the use of top-level magic, revealing its extraordinary properties.
 
   Effect 1: +100 bonus to all professions
 
   Effect 2: +50% to your chances of creating a unique item
 
    
 
   Holy Jesus. This little piece of furniture was worth its weight in gold! You really should cordon it off and post a goblin with a timer next to it, then charge ridiculous amounts of money for renting it out by the minute!
 
   I remembered the conversation I'd had with Thror—the proud owner of the jewelry shop of the same name. He'd had one Dwarven Extra Dry too many, admitting to the fierce competition between the only three Famed Masters in goldsmithing in the entire Original City. According to him, they were fighting over orders capable of raising their skill just one point. One point! Here I had a hundred points plus the mind-boggling bonus of creating a unique item!
 
   No, cordoning it off with goblins was no good. I should really build a mithril vault over it and post a platoon of guards all around.
 
   Wow. I sat back and rubbed my hands, excited about all the possibilities that had opened up. This was indeed one very promising acquisition.
 
   I pushed a curious mallorn branch out of my face. With an indignant rustle, the tree drew its canopy apart, exposing my head to the scorching sun. That I should live to see trees with an attitude!
 
   I poked its slender trunk and said in all seriousness, "Listen you, Pinocchio material. Any idea how much mallorn wood goes for at auction? You'll have to try and convince me that keeping you will be worth my while. So stop all that nonsense, bring the shade back and brush the flies away while you're at it!"
 
   Creaking indignantly, the tree obeyed, its healing shade protecting me from the sun as its lacy leaves rustled, diligently brushing non-existent flies away from my face while showering me with wood dust and leaf debris.
 
   "Enough, hey! What's with all the junk? Where would a well-bred tree like yourself get all that from? Okay, okay. I didn't really mean it. Our relationship works both ways: so you can continue standing here basking in the sun having nothing to do while I enjoy your shade for a while. Deal? Excellent."
 
   Having thus pacified the angry dendro sentient, I brushed the worms and wood dust from my knees and set about thinking.
 
   Finances were my primary concern. Despite my enormous multi-million debt, the future—or at least the near future—seemed to be looking up. I'd been lucky enough to start mixing with gods which had brought me right into the thick of events, guaranteeing me my fair share of blows as well as some quite considerable freebies.
 
   God's Blood. I still had four vials of it on me. This had been a one-off, so I'd better spend it wisely, considering the eternity I was facing.
 
   Next, the Sparks of Divine Presence. I shook the tiny vial before my eyes, admiring the play of the iridescent snowflakes. I still had enough for another dozen scrolls or so. Then I'd probably have to ask the goddess to open up the celestial window again. She couldn't very easily say no as she had enough moral obligations toward me to last a lifetime.
 
   True Tears of a Phantom Dragon. Two tiny stones instead of potential cratefuls—thank you very much, Lena. I didn't think I would part with them: +150 to any characteristic of my choice could seriously tip the scales in my favor in the upcoming survival battle. I needed every tool in my box of tricks to prevent my dying within the next year, so the best thing would probably be to define the polarity of the crystals and select Constitution as the bonus characteristic, adding a hefty fifteen hundred hits to my precious little self.
 
   Tears of Stone. Same shit, only weaker. Available characteristics, +1 to +20, action bids vary from 5 to 500 gold. The best thing about them was, I had lots of them. Too many in fact—well enough to saturate the market and make prices tumble as the Castle—or should I say Lurch in his vulnerable emotional state—had sweated tens of thousands of Tears bemoaning the baby dragons' motherless desperation. I could always dump them at an opportune time and make a couple of million but I wasn't sure I was capable of destroying their heartwrenching beauty: at the moment, the castle sparkled like a Christmas tree, defying the myths of the Evil Overlord. Besides, I wasn't sure Lurch would appreciate my stripping the castle walls down to the original stone, so proud was he of his charge's new appearance. He could easily go bananas with shock and having a crazy AI around was the last thing I needed—not to even mention the fact that in him I risked earning myself a very nasty enemy. Last time I'd leafed through my daily financial report I'd discovered a new expense item: interior design, as the narcissic Lurch had subscribed to all and sundry interior design magazines and newsletters. It had to be some sort of post-traumatic syndrome after living the last eight hundred years in ruins. And still we'd managed to strike a shaky compromise. On Lurch's orders, a small goblin team supervised by Harlequin could now prize the precious crystals out in the most inconspicuous areas, providing the castle treasury with its first diamond vault. The only problem was, the little dragons had the habit of wandering about the castle, foraging for the stones and munching on them. Everybody did their best to shoo them away but still they'd made quite a dent in the castle walls.
 
   Now the little dragons were my personal pain in the neck at the moment. If anything could drive my inner greedy pig to a heart attack, it had to be Draky and Craky. I dreaded to even think how much those two had cost us: the magic egg shells, tons of precious mithril and the yet unknown consequences of the events in the main square of the City of Light. We'd mowed down our fair share of people that day, earning ourselves some high-flying enemies not to even mention the Patriarch of Light himself! On the other hand, even though I'd never admit it in public, I just loved the little bastards. And I also knew that those cunning little shits could sense my love for them, manipulating my weakness the best they could. What was it their Bone Dragon mother Vertebra had said? They were going to be the first mithril Phantom Dragons in the whole world. The baby dragons were prime examples of the old "you are what you eat" adage. With people it was less noticeable, but still something to consider when placing your order in a fast food joint spiced up with half the periodic table—what kind of building blocks might you be feeding to your own body?
 
   To sum the baby dragons up, I also nurtured the humble dream of one day growing them into some Godawful armored fighter craft. Touch wood, of course. I knocked on the mallorn's slender trunk, then had to shoo the curious tree away as it grew a small hollow at eye level in an apparent attempt to see what was going on.
 
   What other strategic supplies did we have left? Mithril. I sent a quick request to the clan chat.
 
   The dignified zombie dwarf stumbled in, delivering his report—hand-written on a piece of parchment, of all things. I turned it around within my hands, trying to work out how to digitize it back, then glared at the dwarf. He didn't bat a hair—actually his face was devoid of any kind of growth, long scorched off in the flames of ancient battles. He stood there, august like a king in exile, stroking habitually his non-existent beard as he stared above my head at the horizons only he could see.
 
   So, what did we have here? Nearly nine tons of various alloys plus about thirteen hundred pounds of pure mithril, seven million gold in total. That's not counting benefication losses that should be quite considerable. Still, I wasn't in a hurry to dump it onto the market. I really didn't feel like swapping precious metal for any amount of virtual "funny money". What kind of warlord would I be without my own gold reserve? Better to hold on to it. Hopefully, I'd never have to sell it: I was looking at an eternity in which at some point I might have to clad countless Dwarven hirds in that same mithril.
 
   I rolled the parchment up and shoved it into my bag, momentarily distracted by the Castle's utility menus. Ah, there it was: the storerooms. Status, filling percentage, contents report... it had everything I needed—little wonder as these were the contents of my own storerooms, after all.
 
   I checked the parchment against their data. Everything looked hunky dory even though I had every reason to doubt the dwarf's submissiveness: he must have found it hard to come to grips with the fact that everything around him actually belonged to somebody else. I remembered passing the outhouses once hearing the clanging of metal and the sound of a hammer bashing away against the anvil. He must have had his own agenda, that one, and somehow I doubted he'd bought the metal with his own money. It's true that some jobs don't even need wages as the workers earn more just from what sticks to their hands. So I wasn't going to make a fuss about it. He was a good worker who kept my storerooms in perfect order and more importantly, those goblin hoodlums seemed to have a serious respect for him.
 
   I wondered if he had access to internal interfaces. If you think about it, NPCs were part of the game and as such didn't need all the crutches in the shape of maps, radars and quest tabs. But he'd just received my message sent through the clan chat, hadn't he? He knew how to use the inventories: Lurch had already forwarded him long lists of the stocks he needed for the castle. Did that mean he was faking it?
 
   I frowned. "Sir Durin, I suggest you spend some time familiarizing yourself with digital paperwork solutions. One can't be a good manager without knowing how to use them these days. You may go now."
 
   He tilted his head in a barely perceptible bow and turned around, hurrying toward Wing Two. The place was in the middle of some large-scale renovations. Doc had some truly Napoleonic plans aiming to turn it into a cross between a children's holiday center and a boarding school. The breeze brought an occasional screeching of saws, the slapping of hammers and the inevitable cussing of the workers.
 
   I glanced at the children who seemed to have laid their grubby little hands on one of the puppies and were now busy covering him in sand, making him into a statue of the Sphinx. I just hoped their parental controls were activated otherwise they would learn to cuss before they could read. On the other hand, in perma mode they'd have no access to the capsule's initial settings which meant that they'd stay forever in this PG-mode, hearing beeps in place of all four-letter words and seeing blurred pixels of gray in place of human blood. And even... God forbid!
 
   I jumped, realizing that it also meant their inability to engage in sexual activities. The consequences it incurred made me shudder. What could I do? Should I PM Doc and tell him to change the parental settings? Having said that, I could always test them first...
 
   I clapped my hands to attract the kids' attention. "Children! Please look at me everyone!"
 
   Once they'd looked up from the sandbox in my general direction, I said, "I would like you to repeat what I say. @#$%#!!!"
 
   Lena's face turned to crimson stone. Macaria flashed an embarrassed smile. The Fallen One guffawed.
 
   In the silence that followed, the kids' voices chanted in unison, "@-#-$-%-#!!!"
 
   Lena's face turned the hue of a ripe tomato. "Are you raving mad?"
 
   It was my turn to blush. "I'm terribly sorry, ladies. A bit of a check, that's all. You could call it a test, I suppose. An experiment if you like."
 
   A blue-eyed three-year-old Katia raised her hand diligently. "Uncle Max, what's @#$%#?"
 
   "You piece of-" Lena pointed a condemning finger at me, speechless.
 
   Well, I had to bluff. "Children! That was a very, very bad word. I didn't mean to say it. Please forget it. Now back to your sand pies before they get cold! You could feed them to that Sphinx of yours, I suppose. Oh no, please don't, you'd better let him go before you strangle him. Lena, what's all this anarchy in your zone of responsibility?"
 
   Thus hiding my embarrassment behind the mask of a control freak boss, I returned to my musings admittedly pleased with the result of my experiment.
 
   Cash. Here, things were looking up: just short of three million gold. One million for the scroll, another for the coordinates of the Gigantic Fly Trap field, plus another hundred grand from the Vets: the advance for Taali's little op which they'd then paid back as a return gesture for my invitation to join the Guards of the First Temple alliance and offer to ordain the entire clan's leadership. Finally, last but definitely not least, almost eight hundred grand for those few unlucky customers who'd happened to be the first to pay for being dedicated to Macaria. That was basically all of the clan's available operating funds as well as my own. Now the expenses.
 
   The 5% Federal tax on virtual property. I forwarded a standing order to the bank: take it and piss off. They needed the money, sure: somebody's mistress was probably only driving a humble Lexus so she needed a Porsche ASAP. Never mind. They'd get their comeuppance one day. A Big Nuclear Bang or something similar might end their reign, starting the era of the little man with a big gun who'd have fun using their limousines as target practice.
 
   My first mortgage payment on the castle was due in a couple of weeks. That's two million. I just wished this umbilical cord that was supposed to connect our worlds would snap sooner—that way I could simply ignore the mortgage. If you think about it, who was going to use my money then? The admins? So who was I supposed to pay once they stayed behind on planet Earth? Then again, somehow I had my doubts that the financial laws of our world would be that affected. They were too deeply integrated in the AlterWorld's economy. Most likely, if I stopped paying I'd simply lose my control of the castle—even if the money itself was being channeled nowhere.
 
   I had the mortgage money, short of a few peanuts, but that wasn't the main problem. I was about to embark on a raid while the castle was sucking in gold like a ten-dollar whore; besides, the hundred grand transfer that Doc had made was already running out and I really didn't feel like mentioning money to him any more—I was quite capable of taking care of his kids. In other words, time to raise a few pennies.
 
   I opened the auction tab and checked the auto buy happily flashing with 207 new messages. It also informed me of the successful purchase of two Reset Potions and almost a hundred Sparks of Dark Flame at the giveaway price of fifty gold compared to their true value of five grand. Apparently no one was the wiser about their true role as a Priest's raid buff ingredient. Excellent. That still gave me a bit of time to cream my share off.
 
   The auto buy ended its report with a shy request to top up the account which was almost depleted. Another leech sponging off me.
 
   Talking about potions. I transferred the precious vials to the inventory, then rummaged through it producing a pot of characteristic-boosting elixir and another of skill-boosting. You should never forget this sort of thing. I jarred out the stoppers with the gesture of a hussar opening a champagne bottle and gulped their contents in one swig. It did taste good albeit expensive: five hundred fifty bucks for a moment's pleasure. Having said that, it was the aftertaste that mattered. I opened my characteristics, adding 1 point to Constitution, then invested the skill point into the Bone Shield spell. Not the smartest choice probably, but at the moment I had to take care of my survival, not how to look cool in combat.
 
   I checked my emails, mainly questions on my latest notorious auction offer, Portal to Inferno. Sorry guys, I really didn't know how it worked. How about you buy it and see for yourselves. Judging by the bids and the speed at which they were coming, I could wake up the next morning another million richer. I fed whatever scrolls I had to the broker with the instructions for automatic item renewal. Then I rubbed my hands. All's fish that comes to the net.
 
   Next I discovered a string of messages from the Gold Net trade clan. The kids had been so impressed by my demonstration of the mana absorption magic in the town square that they were now begging and pleading—and in their last messages, also insisting and demanding—that I sell them the scroll they apparently needed oh so badly. The degree of their hysteria kept growing from one message to the next so in the end, they abandoned any earlier attempts to talk down the price. Apparently, the grudge they had for the OMON police clan justified their impatience.
 
   In contrast, the letter from the Minediggers breathed ice—of a deadly nature. Their security man was asking very civilly whether it would be possible to acquire another scroll, preferably ASAP. Judging by the fact that I hadn't heard anything in the news about their retaking of the Silver Citadel castle, the Ninja Looters were in for a big surprise. Oh well, one shouldn't be tight-fisted in a noble cause. I created two private auctions, sending the links to the two impatient clans.
 
   Now. Another moneymaking idea I wasn't going to give up so easily was the dedication to Macaria. The headstrong goddess hadn't made her priests' life any easier by swapping their financial and leveling benefits for the free-for-all dedication and the virtually instant flow of thousands of new followers it had given her. But even her ability to complicate everything she touched didn't affect the clerical profession that much. Any clan clever enough to level up their own priest would have one hell of a raid buffer with the added authority to bless, excommunicate and anathemize. A quick guesstimation promised +5% up to +7% to raid strength. And still I knew I must have missed or overlooked something useful, so I added, unflinchingly, "+10% to raid strength" to the item description. A figure like that meant a lot to those in the know. So come and grab it if you think you can! Last delivery this season!
 
   I massaged my hands, tired of having to dangle them over the virtual keyboard, then chose the auction closing date and pressed Submit. I just hoped it would catch the eye of some of the savvier customers eager to outbid each other for an uber waffle like that. No fakes in my shop—only authentic schmatter!
 
   Finally, miscellaneous odds and ends. Let's test the market and its demand for wholesale quantities. I dumped a few handfuls of Tears of Stone into the auto broker, generating a few renewed one-off auctions. Then I split 25 pounds of depleted mithril ore into several small lots just to see the potential interest and bids.
 
   I fiddled with a rectangular bulletproof plate the goblins had unearthed in the heap of scrap junk. 64% mithril content. No. My inner greedy pig whined like an aching tooth, reaching out to it with his shaking little trotters. I handed him the treasure, with compliments to him and my own hoarding instincts.
 
   That seemed to be it. For the next month at least, my financial wellbeing was provided for, offering a flimsy bridge over the economic precipice. Time to get working on that Lost City raid.
 
   My attempt at military planning, however, had stopped before it even started as I encountered a problem. When zoomed out, the map of AlterWorld turned out to be blurred. The thick layer of clouds only opened a crack above the Russian cluster revealing a few gaps the size of a pea: the City of Light, the Original City, the Dead Lands. That was about all I'd had covered.
 
   So where was I supposed to look for my lost Eldorado?
 
   I buried myself in the Wiki rummaging through the wealth of its collective wisdom. It didn't let me down: a ranger editor had described the suggested path to the location as about fifteen hundred miles to the south. Yeah right, give or take a few feet.
 
   From there, a reference link led to the promised location map. Gotcha! I clicked it, then sniffed in indignation at an opened auction window. The ranger guild's auto trader welcomed me with the confirmation of the availability of the requested map, detail level: basic. Which meant it had been taken by some stray ranger hurrying past with his stealth and acceleration all maxed out before he'd run into a mob endowed with the Piercing Vision and beat a very hasty retreat.
 
   For something of this doubtful quality they wanted the unexpected sum of two thousand gold. Were they charging per mile like some greedy cabbie? Still, I had no choice. I also needed the maps of all the locations on my way to the Lost City itself. Should I maybe just buy the whole lot? It's not as if I couldn't afford it. Information was the best investment, after all.
 
   I queried the trader. It paused, calculating the price of my generous offer, then ran lines of print across the interface,
 
    
 
   A wholesale lot offer: 1,511 maps of dungeons, cities and unique locations.
 
   Surface coverage: 14% of AlterWorld's entire territory
 
   Price with discount: 31,812,477 gold
 
    
 
   How much? I choked, literally. They didn't want much, did they? No, I had to cut my appetite down a bit. I obviously couldn’t afford the entire results of the ranger guild's two years' worth of work. I had to try a different approach. In order to decide which maps I needed, I first had to find the portal nearest to the location.
 
   I contacted the Ferrymen operator. After grilling me about the prospective jump's parameters, they put the chat line on hold. About five minutes later, the missing operator finally came back with the news that he was about to transfer me to someone else. Oh well, go ahead, then.
 
    
 
   Greetings, Sir Laith. As per your request re: transportation of three hundred sentients to the location specified, we have to inform you that the aforementioned coordinates are located in a virtually unexplored part of the Frontier most of which lies within the Asian cluster's area of responsibility. As such, it is not well served by teleport points, the nearest being two hundred and fifty miles further north. Price for teleporting a five-man unit, 300 gold. Creating a 10-minute stationary portal, 9,000 gold.
 
    
 
   That got me thinking. If we took a top raid group's average speed as 10 mph that would be a forty-eight hour hike to the location, plus another twenty-four—no, double that—for any emergencies and eventualities. Then they had to purge the city and the temple, and God only knows how long that would take. This raid was going to cost me a lot of money.
 
   In the meantime, the Ferryman hovered in the chat allowing me some time to digest their proposal. Then he went on,
 
    
 
   In actual fact, I have a proposition to make. Would you mind me porting over to you? It'll probably be easier to talk that way.
 
    
 
   My inner paranoiac jumped up and gave him a mental finger. And rightly so. My clan's protection was not so much swords and sorcery as our anonymity and the complete absence of teleport points within the Dead Lands. Whoever wanted to admire the First Temple's glittering walls would have to get past Tianlong first and he, even though sick with all the divine mana he was gorging on, wouldn't refuse a nice crunchy sentient. Therefore my answer was,
 
    
 
   I'm afraid it's impossible. You're welcome to relate your suggestion here.
 
    
 
   His answer was:
 
    
 
   Very well, then. We've developed a support protocol for those groups strong enough to venture into areas not covered by navigational beacons. We will send our man to join your group whose job it will be to plot coordinates and expand our exit points database. In that case, our portal services are rendered free of charge which will allow you to make considerable savings. In addition, you're getting an extra team member even if he may not be the strongest in combat. Last but not least, in appreciation of your contribution to the development of the worldwide portal net, you'll be getting a lifetime 10% discount on our services. What do you think of that? Take your time, I'm not in a hurry.
 
    
 
   Oh well. Nine grand saved and an extra team member, plus a promising business relationship with an influential guild. I couldn't see any drawbacks. I just had to accept it. The only thing that worried me was that it compromised the whole op's security, but then again, with three hundred raiders none of whom was in the least interested in keeping any of it secret, what compromise was I talking about? I could just as easily contact newspapers myself, that way I at least got paid for an exclusive. How much had the reporters paid us for their invitations to watch Vertebra the Bone Dragon's escape, ten grand? It was probably worth looking into it further.
 
   It took me some time to unearth the contacts of my tame reporter, the one who'd interviewed me for that tobacco alliance article. I PM'd him asking nonchalantly how much they offered for a raid report from the uncharted Frontier lands complete with storming a city peopled by monsters level 200+.
 
   The reporter's thespian abilities had failed him: I sensed his interest straight away which allowed me to talk up my fee to fifteen grand. Excellent. While I was at it, I sent my go-ahead to the Ferrymen agreeing to their conditions and asking for a contract as well as the nearest teleport point and their freshly-minted raid member.
 
   Finally, the mercs. As their VIP customer whose history of orders exceeded a hundred thousand gold, this time I was entitled to all the perks. I contacted perk #1—my personal manager. Even despite the group's sheer size, my demands were simple: I wanted the same guys who'd stood by me that day at the main square in the City of Light. I'd seen them in action, we had some good vibes going, what else could one need? Zena's team was an absolute must, plus Alorrienar, a.k.a. Widowmaker, a.k.a. Alexis, as my junior coordinator.
 
   This time they really made me wait. To make sure their VIP client didn't lose his enthusiasm, they switched me to their guild's info feed. I scanned a good dozen status-tracking windows: current contracts, available teams, their leaders' stats, and the arena fights schedule complete with betting rates. Quite an eye opener. I hadn't even noticed the requested fifteen minutes go past.
 
   Their answer was basically positive. Widowmaker was available and ready to start recruiting the group. Three hundred men at a hundred and fifty grand a day in total plus 10% for the open-ended contract with the option of daily automatic renewal. I had to agree to that because I didn't have the slightest idea when I might need to terminate the contract. It would be a pain to pay for an unneeded two extra days or discover that the contract's expired two hours away from my destination.
 
   They sent in the contract. I signed it digitally, becoming fifteen thousand bucks poorer. The price of a mid-range car. I'd apparently cracked it: I'd love to know whoever was driving my well-used Hyundai I'd flogged just before going perma. How proud I'd been buying it at the time!
 
   My PM pinged. Zena. Now why wasn't I surprised?
 
    
 
   Hi chief! Together again, cool. Is it a long job? I got plans for this weekend.
 
    
 
   I did a quick bit of math. No way. You'd better cancel it. Forty-eight hours on the road plus another day doing the job itself. Double it for any emergencies.
 
    
 
   Bummer. Never mind. At least it's never a dull moment with you. You didn't forget your promise to fix Bomba up with that well-behaved troll of yours, did you? Hope it wasn't a load of teenage BS under the influence of alcocreams? The gal has feelings too, you know.
 
    
 
   Shit! I slapped my virtual forehead. She was right, I'd forgotten all about it! I had my reasons, of course: it wasn't as if I'd spent the last few days on a pleasure cruise, but still.
 
   A man's got to do what a man's got to do. I bid a hasty goodbye explaining that I had to get the raid together.
 
   I made a mental note to pop in at the castle to pick Snowie up before our departure. Let them get to know each other better: there's nothing like problems and hardships on the road to reveal a character. Anyone can don the mask of a charismatic heartbreaker for a two-hour date. Now try to conceal your true self on the march or in action...
 
   PM pinged again. There he was, junior coordinator Widowmaker. I couldn't be happier pressing Start Chat.
 
   "Alorrienar, the raid's junior coordinator as per clause 17 of Mercenaries Regulations. Hi Chief!"
 
   "Same here! I'm really happy you were available."
 
   His answer came after a pause. "Honestly, I'd been out on a job. But once I received your message I got this guy who agreed to a swap. He owed me one anyway, so now we're even. Do make it worth my while! The City of Light battle got its own painting in the Guild's Hall of Fame. Our guys had special badges made with a number and the picture of the Bone Dragon. Some jealous motherfuckers call it Bacon Drone, but well, they're always welcome to prove their point in the arena."
 
   "What's with the number?" I was sincerely curious. I could be witness to AlterWorld's first military medal.
 
   Back IRL, I'd had this friend with a decent albeit not exactly legal collection of wartime medals. I didn't remember much about it but now Widowmaker's words brought it all back. My friend had had this German medal, "Die Medaille Winterschlacht im Osten 1941/1942" awarded for the 1941-1942 winter campaign in Russia. The Germans themselves had nicknamed it Deep-Frozen Meat. There had also been a Tank Attack breast badge with a number that signified the number of the attacks. I'd love to know what kind of numbers the mercs had on theirs.
 
   Widowmaker didn't make a secret of it. "Numbers from 0 to 276. Meaning, how fast you croaked. The smaller the number the longer you lasted."
 
   "And what about zero?"
 
   "Zero are those who survived the show. Twenty-four in total, me included."
 
   "Wow. Congrats! Now about it being worth your while. The objective is fifteen hundred miles away. An unexplored area in the heart of the Frontier. The Lost City. You're gonna like it, I promptly remembered the Fallen One's expression."
 
   "Very well, then. Count my lost soul in—where do I need to sign in blood? Actually, I hoped you were putting together an Inferno raid. I saw an interesting auction offer the other day."
 
   I smiled. "A digital signature is enough. We're in the twenty-first century, after all. And as for Inferno—you're still young enough to make it. Very well, then. What's with the group?"
 
   "61% of your old party have confirmed their availability. I expect that number to rise another 10 to 20% in the next half-hour. The others are contracted out. Groups will muster within four hours. Will be ready to teleport to your chosen point by o-sixteen hundred. Are you going to port us there yourself or will you have the Ferrymen do it?"
 
   "I will. We'll have their representative with us as well as the media. I'm about to switch them over to you for further coordination."
 
   "Accepted. I define the assignment angle as a farm raid. Lots of loot and dead mobs, correct?"
 
   I paused thinking, then nodded, "You could say that."
 
   "I see. Need any mules?"
 
   "Which means?"
 
   "Which means the loot is all yours but it doesn't mean that my mercs have to lug it. Fifty pounds per person is all you can count on. This you'll reach in the first twenty-four hours, and then what?"
 
   "Then... the mules?"
 
   "Exactly. It's a guild of sorts that offers services by some chars with a very peculiar leveling pattern. Strength maxed out, a bag for a thousand slots, an empty PK counter plus lots of gear and artifacts that work two ways: to increase strength and reduce the carried item's weight. Each one of those guys can easily carry two or three tons. It's a bit like a removal man grabbing a baby grand under each arm, then taking the stairs to the sixteenth floor."
 
   "Wow. How many will we need?"
 
   "Five at least. I can contact them myself if you wish. We have to hire them often."
 
   "Goodie goodie. What else?"
 
   "One last thing," he pointed out. "Are we taking a treasurer?"
 
   "A treasurer? What for?"
 
   "You have any idea how much money a group of three hundred swords would farm in five days? Hundreds of thousands in gold normally. The weight isn't the problem—PKs are. Even with an empty counter, a PK still gets all your cash. Enter the Treasurers. Very special guys with the sole task of surviving with your gold intact. Crazy amounts of hits—some say 30,000, others 50,000—plus passive and active shields, excellent resistance to magic and some very fast portals. In combat they're as useless as a chocolate teapot, but their survival skills are beyond all definition. Also, they offer insurance on your money so in case of loss you're paid back in full. Not that I've heard about them ever having to do so."
 
   "Jesus. Whatever do people do these days to earn a living."
 
   "That's the free market for you. Supply and demand. Probably invented by some smartshit who had to choose between either earning a hundred bucks a month by doing some low level farming or investing a couple of years' worth of his time and money into leveling his char and joining the mercs for one grand a month. Alternatively, he had to find his own way. He tried offering his services and turned out, he was in high demand. So they can afford to charge much higher rates than your regular top merc."
 
   "How so?" my inner greedy pig voiced his indignation.
 
   "You guess. Mercs and other warriors basically just have fun playing. While his is a boring daily drudge in the guise of a very lacking character. You pay for the discomfort inflicted."
 
   "I see. Very well, then: five mules and a storage vault—I mean a Treasurer."
 
   "Roger that. I'm done, then. We'll be waiting for you about o-fifteen hundred in assembly hall three."
 
   "OK. See you there."
 
   Squinting, I closed all the windows. I was as tired as a one-armed paper hanger. I squeezed my fatigued eyes shut—and when I opened them again, I discovered a hound puppy sleeping on my lap. I also heard a rustle in the grass by the Fallen One's throne. Trying not to wake the pooch, I craned my neck, squinting in the general direction of the noise. Seeing what was going on, I jumped up, indignant.
 
   "Give it back, you bastard! This is mine!"
 
   The wretched White Winnie grinned, revealing a mouthful of precious divine crystals. He reached into the grass, picked up another one, shoved it inside his cheek and disappeared with a pop, direction unknown.
 
   I dropped to my knees, rummaging through the fragile grass. Nothing. Every single crystal was gone, snatched by the wretched animal!
 
   A tiny mite of a girl climbed out of the sandbox and tottered over to me, attracted by the noise. She looked at my distraught face. "Is it @#$%#?"
 
   "What do you think?" I forced myself to say.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Excerpt from classified correspondence sent via the AlterWorld internal corporate network
 
    
 
   To: Chairman of the Board
 
    
 
   From: Head of Security
 
    
 
   They've done it, Sir! Our hand-fed Congressmen have just leaked us some information—independently from each other, mind you—about Congress' decision to nationalize AlterWorld and turn it into state property subject to governmental control. It's been done under the pretext of taking care of the digitalized nationals' safety in light of newly revealed facts on virtual violence, slavery and financial crimes. We'll be made the scape goat, Sir, regardless of whether the goat has been long dead or is still alive and bleating!
 
   I'm still not sure of the true reasons behind it but I have a funny feeling that the NSA's geeks are on to something. Project Arizona 6's budget (that's the project dealing with virtual reality and perma effect research) has been increased sixteenfold! There's some unhealthy activity reported in the White House—not only the NSA people but also some of the leading bankers and Federal Reserve workers. In view of all this, information about a large guarded convoy apparently sent by the NSA from Arizona 6 directly to Fort Knox sounds quite believable. Unfortunately, the op's top security levels didn't allow us to root out anything on the convoy's cargo or destination but judging by the way their armored vehicles were down on their axles with their load, whatever they carried wasn't virtual gold or gaming artifacts.
 
   We have less than a week, Sir, to react to this. The nationalization decision has already cleared government and been transmitted to their security forces. Please advise.
 
    
 
   To: Head to Security
 
    
 
   From: Chairman of the AlterWorld Corporation Board
 
    
 
   Well done, Rick. I've double-checked the information and it looks like you're right. With this, I give you my permission to engage the Vault 13 scenario. All we need to do now is play for time. You can't expect a thousand individuals on the Ark List to enter FIVR capsules simultaneously and inconspicuously—especially considering the fact that the Omega perma installation is still in its final testing phase. We need three weeks, Rick—and you are going to give them to us. Don't forget that your family are ##211-217 on the list too and about to leave with the first group that's due the day after tomorrow.
 
   In order to do that, I authorize you to initiate the following procedures of Judgment Day protocol:
 
   Leak the greater mass of our compromising files to the media. Let them skin our politicians alive.
 
   Initiate a series of scandals by framing certain Congressmen as well as the individuals on my personal black list. Use all the previously discussed scenarios: drugs, underage boys, arms with filed serial numbers—and don't be afraid to engage our people in the media and the police force all the way to the top. Time to play our trump cards. This is our last stand.
 
   If push comes to shove, you'll have to activate the 09/11 scenario. Once the sky turns black with the soot from burning skyscrapers, the government will have more important things to worry about.
 
   And most importantly, Rick—don't worry about a thing, just make sure you do everything we agreed upon. Remember everything you can look forward to now: immortality, your own castle, and complete impunity.
 
   As per protocol, I am to leave tomorrow with the bulk of top management, replacing ourselves with our lookalikes: physical as well as virtual. You are to go digital with the last security group via the Omega installation which should be fully functional by then. Even if you have to fight your way into it, that's not a problem. The installation is completely self-sufficient and it would take them weeks to battle their way in through a hundred feet of reinforced concrete followed by two miles of caves stuffed with various automatic response systems. By then, everyone who is supposed to get to AlterWorld will already be there. On the fifteenth day, the op-controlling AI will activate the detonator blowing up all twelve hundred capsules. God be with us!
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I scrambled back to my feet and brushed the earth and grass off my knees. Sniffing indignantly, I dropped onto the divine seat. Fury seethed inside me, my inner greedy pig whistling quietly like some ethereal boiling kettle. Divine blood of a High God, snatched from under my very nose!
 
   I went as far as filling in a search form: how to get rid of White Winnie, trap White Winnie, before I realized the sheer ridiculousness of it. I waved my hand at the mallorn tree—which creaked indignantly—and went back to my work.
 
   What was that thing that kept spinning in the back of my head? Which of today's tasks hadn't I actioned yet? I went through my mental to-do list. The maps! That was it. I still hadn't bought them.
 
   I almost felt sick as I opened the auction window for the umpteenth time, looking for the vendor I needed. I marked the nearest teleport point as the starting location, then made a query for the maps covering the remaining two hundred and fifty miles. The vendor paused, deep in calculation, then woke up and promptly presented me with a bill. Twenty-one thousand gold. A predictably large sum even though there was no question whether to pay it or not: information equaled money these days. Which was something I knew better than anyone after having sold the coordinates of my Gigantic Fly Trap field to the Vets for one million gold.
 
   Now it was well and truly over. I still had three hours before I had to join the mercs. I could use the time to do something useful.
 
   Having said that... should I go and see Grym? I really shouldn't leave the old fox to his own devices—what with him being the Fallen One's faithful follower and all that. Besides, I had a warm nostalgic feeling for the old boy. He was sort of my Yoda—the teacher who helped me open my eyes and eased me into this world. That was it. I had to go and get him.
 
   One problem, though. How was I supposed to get to the City of Light? Recently, I'd been exercising triple paranoia mode and everyone who even hinted that I change my bind point was going to get a pre-emptive shot in the head. I had set up the bind point in my apartment, in the very heart of my domain. My priest skills didn't offer much choice, either: the only place they could teleport me to was the Altar of the First Temple. Apart from that, I was pretty much incommunicado. I could, of course, use the wizards' teleporting services... having said that, how about using scrolls instead? Naturally, being a mage I realized full well they were but crutches for someone devoid of magic skills—but if the truth were known, it was all BS: scrolls were an excellent and very convenient tool provided you could pay. And, glory be to the Fallen One, I could still afford to spend a few gold.
 
   With a suppressed growl, I restarted the auction console. I just couldn't look at it any more. A quick search offered a plethora of results. Regular scrolls taking you to the main square of a capital city cost about fifty gold—a common choice for various warriors, rogues and other magic-challenged individuals. Prices rose depending on a scroll's level, rarity and distance to the target location, my Portal to Inferno predictably topping the sales.
 
   I gave it a knowing smile and, whispering come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly, began to buy up basic portals, filling my shopping basket with a fat stack of about two hundred sheets. I clicked Pay Now, feeling my bag waver under my order's combined weight.
 
   Gotcha! I produced a hefty heap of parchments the size of an encyclopedic dictionary and began leafing through them until I found the one I needed. A portal to the City of Light, cast time 8 sec, longer than usual, but what did you want from a scroll? At least it didn't take any mana and, most importantly, anyone could use it.
 
   I was just about to break the seal and activate the spell when I realized my error. The City of Light was the capital of High Elves whose faction relationship with me had been reduced to pure and simple hatred. Meeting me would be a gift of Fortune for any of their guards or players: their treasury paid good money for an enemy's personal badge.
 
   At the end of the day, that wasn't a problem, really: the Shadow of the Fallen One that I'd got among other freebie skills with my priestly title could conceal me for an hour from any prying eyes. It wasn't invisibility but rather like a merc's nameless status in his or her contract: the absolute absence of any data regarding my name, clan or any faction affiliation. Certain artifacts could provide a similar effect—I could remember at least one particular high-level rogue skill branch that did exactly that.
 
   No, that wasn't the problem. The thing was, every game had plenty of curious, idle or stupid players hoping for a jackpot by assaulting these kinds of anonymous chars. As in, he sure must have something to hide! It's similar to taking a stroll on the sidewalk after the rain in a pure white suit. You could bet a hundred gold against a bent nickel that in less than five minutes, some asshole driver would step on the gas aquaplaning into the puddles: just because he could.
 
   And I really, really didn't feel like dying at the moment. I shuddered remembering Lloth, her citadel and my Respectful Position of Ultimate Humiliation. Mechanically I massaged my shoulders. Sorry, guys. No way was I going to visit my Elven brethren without an escort of bodyguards.
 
   Now who could I take with me on a serious op like that? Should I just hire a platoon of the available Temple or Castle guards? They did have the free movement option even though it doubled the costs. Also, I'd personally activated free movement for a couple of chosen individuals, namely Snowie and Harlequin. And if money was no object, I could summon a level 400+ Cerberus and just teleport to the main square: like, fancy taking on my mutt? Then again, I was sure there'd be those who'd want to try him out for size and Cerberus wasn't superpooch, especially not on his own. A couple of hundred city guards could do him. The whole op would cost me six grand plus knowing that I'd stripped the Temple of security for at least twenty-four hours. No, the Lands of Light weren't the place to take my Knights Templar to: they'd be aggroed before I knew it.
 
   Actually, what if I took a couple hundred orcs or Drow archers? I made a quick calculation: a status report showed a warrior's average level as 170, hire costs: five hundred gold a day. A Temple guard of the same characteristics would have cost me 340 gold which was cheaper but so were his skills. It wasn't even the fact that they lacked initiative, intellect or cunning—no, the truth was they didn't respawn and died a natural and very vulgar real death. If your objective is defending castle walls, then you do need devoted soldiers three times cheaper than regular mercs. But on a complex raid, this kind of folk just didn't pay for themselves. You needed different tools there.
 
   Should I turn to the Vets, maybe? Hire Lt. Brown and his men? Doable, but wasn't I already tired of constantly pestering them for this or that? What respect, what independence could I talk about then? I didn't want to forever remain their little brother in constant need of care and supervision. So I dismissed this option, too.
 
   My inbox pinged, distracting me from my calculations. Judging by the message tone, it was somebody from my friends list: the bulk of the messages dropped in silently, patiently waiting their turn.
 
   I opened it. Zena, impatient and twice as ugly!
 
   "Chief, we're ready! My ladies are choking on their alcocreams as they wait. One cowardly troll girl is all shaking waiting for the Prince Charming you've promised her. And whenever she's nervous, she eats for three of us! I'm afraid, in less than an hour she'll be stuffed senseless. Wonder if you could step up on the promised siring date?"
 
   Talk of the devil! "Zena, my beautiful green beast, you're just the person I need! Please drop your alcosweets and jump to the main square of the City of Light. I've got a job for you, escorting my bones to the local woods. Just please don't get offended: insulting your sensibilities isn't on the cards..."
 
   "What if it is? Provided your stamina is up to it. We're weak virtual maidens starved without a strong male hand..."
 
   "Zena!"
 
   "All right, all right. Bring your troll round!"
 
   "Later. He can't show his face in the Lands of Light. Very well, get going. I'll be there in 5 mins."
 
   I closed the chat, rose from the divine seat and activated the castle artifact. "Lurch, what's Snowie doing? Think you can find him? He's a great guy, shame he can't read. I only found out because he doesn't read my messages."
 
   Actually, Snowie the troll was anything but stupid. On the contrary: he was a smart and curious individual with a virtually absolute memory. Our Lena in her eternal kindness had once tried to teach him some math, drawing digits with a stick in the sand. Much to everyone's surprise, the troll learned the lesson brilliantly and since then used every opportunity to poke his fat fingers at whatever numbers he came across, announcing their value with pride in his thunderous voice. The magic of knowledge!
 
   "I know everything that takes place within these walls," Lurch announced, then decided to downplay his bragging, "Or almost everything. As for the club-footed albino, he's trudging toward the Temple's main entrance even as we speak. You'll probably see him in a minute."
 
   I didn't have time to pose the question about to spill from my lips when I heard a screeching sound approach. The white troll's massive bulk loomed into our field of vision. I'm saying "our" as even the Fallen One and Macaria who had the whole time been sitting on their Temple steps cooing about whatever personal matters they had going, raised their heads to stare at the spectacle.
 
   Snowie was gingerly pushing a large cart the way you'd push a baby pram. He was surrounded by a flock of tiny goblins tirelessly scurrying this way and that which rather hindered than helped him. Snowie's stare was filled with admiration and silent worship as he focused on his load: the statue of the petrified troll with the mithril tank barrel still clenched in its hands. Admiring it, he repeatedly let the unbearably heavy cart slide off the road, sinking deep into the soft earth. That's apparently where the goblins' job started. They raised such a racket that the albino woke up, taking his admiring eyes off the statue of his personal hero. Straining his powerful bulging biceps, he then jerked the cart back onto the flagstones.
 
   "Snowie," I called him softly.
 
   No reaction.
 
   "Snowie!" I barked. "Stop, now!"
 
   "Eh? What is it?" he swung his head around absent-mindedly.
 
   "Where do you think you're taking it?"
 
   Finally seeing who it was talking to him, Snowie sprang to attention. "Actually, Sir, that's the order! The Chief Treasurer Durin the Smart, Master of the Mithril Smithy, Sergeant of the 4th Hird of Steel Heads, Senior Attorn-"
 
   "Belay that! From now on, he shall be called Master Durin, period!"
 
   The troll paused as he assessed which of the two orders took priority within the castle hierarchy. Finally, he breathed a sigh of relief. "Yes, Sir! Master Durin told us to hand all the scrap mithril over to him. And you," Snowie's stare filled with gratitude, then switched back in awe to the Temple's ancient defender, "you did forbid us to break up the statues. So that's how it is now, then..."
 
   The Fallen One alighted next to us and walked around the petrified soldier. "That's a hero!" he tut-tutted.
 
   "He is..." Snowie whispered.
 
   A sudden thought struck me. I turned to the Fallen One, "Do you think you could raise them from the dead? They are heroes any way you look at it. They had fallen defending a sacred cause—the First Temple. You know what Cryl told me? Last time he was in the City of Light, he came across that black-market vendor who offered him a bootleg picture of this sculpture—probably a copy of the painting the Vets had ordered. Apparently, the priests of Light had banned the sacrilegious image but the black market picked up on the demand: too many people felt inspired and motivated by the heroes' feat of courage."
 
   The Fallen One chuckled, skeptical. Then he stepped close to the figure and lay his hand onto its chest where its stone heart was supposed to be. He listened in, then shook his head in disappointment.
 
   "I can't. His soul has already suffered a long chain of reincarnations and has lost all connection to this body. I could make you a golem, I suppose, a real good one, level 200 or so, and if I managed to find a few specific ingredients and threw in a good dose of my blood, I could make him as high as 300. Alternatively, I could raise a zombie provided we trap a suitable soul, but I can't guarantee you the result you want. It could be anything: from a drooling idiot to a hateful monster."
 
   I thought about it. "Shame. No, we don't want a zombie. But a golem... Snowie, what do you think? Would it be too disrespectful to the dead heroes to bring their bodies back into service? They could become the Temple's guards of honor. This way, they'll still serve the right cause."
 
   Snowie's broad forehead frowned. He tilted his head to one shoulder, reminding me of the Fallen One's earlier gesture. Then he gave a confident nod, "They don't mind."
 
   I cast a quizzical look at the Fallen One: had they really answered Snowie's silent question? He only shrugged: like, you're asking the wrong person. He then went on to examine the statue again, more thoroughly this time.
 
   Finally he pronounced his decision, "So be it! I will need some preparation but I could do some of it now, I suppose. Snowie, will you come over, please? Take hold of the barrel—I mean, the club he's holding."
 
   Startled, he troll shrank. "May I?"
 
   "You may and you must," the Fallen One said with a deadpan face.
 
   Snowie stepped toward the statue and reached out, his powerful fingers closing gingerly over the rough barrel all scratched and dented.
 
   The Fallen One stooped to the statue's ear and whispered something persuasive—pleading and commanding at the same time.
 
   "Holy shit," I managed, watching the petrified fingers open slowly and jerkily, releasing the ancient artifact.
 
   Snowie gasped. He picked up the club and held it in his outstretched hands, staring at it.
 
   "It's rightfully yours!" the Fallen One proclaimed. "The heroes' weapon has chosen its new owner!"
 
   Confirming his words, a fine runic inscription ran along the tank barrel, sparking, casting invisible buffs.
 
   The skies thundered their indignation. A sonic boom assaulted our eardrums. The Fallen One scowled, throwing his head back. "Rightfully his! This gift pleases the Gods!"
 
   The skies thundered again, the second clap weaker and, if I may say so, rather insipid. With a smile, the Fallen One winked at me: we're a force to be reckoned with!
 
   Macaria, too, added her two cents' worth. She lay her delicate hand onto the rough barrel. A wave of green poured from her fingers, adding detail to the runic writings. Some of her magic didn't find a place to stick to and thudded down onto the flagstones, immediately absorbed by what seemed to be an impenetrable granite. The stone swelled; a net of gossamer cracks ran across it, green tendrils of some clingy plants forcing their way through. Divine magic was nothing to sniff at!
 
   Again the skies trembled warningly. The Fallen One raised his hand, stopping his overenthusiastic girlfriend. "Enough. We shouldn't try the patience of the universal equilibrium."
 
   Snowie was choking on his emotions. He held the divine artifact in his strong but gentle hands the way a young mother holds her baby for the first time. The sight was so striking that I couldn't help it: I took a screenshot of the scene, naming it Only death will us part. I wanted to keep it for the clan's archives. I just knew that one day, Snowie would show us all what he was made of; then the historical snapshot of his appropriation of the wonder weapon would take pride of place in our Hall of Fame.
 
   "One... two... zero," Snowie uttered slowly, reading the markings on the barrel. "What does that mean, Sir?"
 
   I very nearly blurted, Caliber, but stopped myself just in time. "That's the number of the enemies slain. A hundred and twenty enemies died by his hand in the last battle."
 
   The troll gasped his admiration. The Fallen One chuckled, then snapped his fingers. The digits glowed crimson as the font changed. Did it mean they were from now on going to keep count of the broken skulls?
 
   Right. It was all good and well, my warrior acquiring an artifact weapon co-created by ancient technologies and modern divine force. Still, making my green ladies wait wasn't the right thing, especially in view of their razor-sharp goblin tongues. I hurried to pull off some of the more eye-catching gear, stuffing it into my bag as I instructed Snowie,
 
   "The day of surprises isn't over yet, for you at least. I've got two more bits of news for you: one good and the other good as well. Which one do you want to hear first? The good one? Good choice. The first good news is, you'll be going with me on a long-distance raid. Don't jump like that, please, you'll break all the stonework! Lurch is already chewing my ears! Secondly, I know of a lady who would like to make your acquaintance. She is quite portly but rather shy. Yes, yes, your size, level-176 warrior, half a head shorter than you but even plumper in certain areas. Belly? It's perfect, twice as big as yours. Cool?—you could say that! Now: get yourself smartened up, here's your armory and storeroom access, just make sure you look like... Oh, I've no idea who your crowd prefer to model yourselves after! Make sure you impress the socks off her. I'm off then, be ready in half an hour!"
 
   I wrapped a silk scarf around my face: I now looked like some lame caricature of a freeman. Then I activated the Shadow of the Fallen One and broke the seal on the parchment. Off we go!
 
   Once in the city square, I immediately saw them. You'd be hard pressed not to notice Bomba's enormous bulk. She shifted her feet, her nervous fingers fumbling with a massive club of meteorite iron. As I headed for the girls, my uneasy mind registered lots of curious glances. Anonymity was indeed a mixed blessing.
 
   I approached the group and let go of the scarf's end, revealing my face. "Greetings, ladies!" I said with a wink and a toothy grin. "Any place for me here?"
 
   In contempt of all secrecy, Zena opened her eyes wide. "Here's our mysterious Laith coming! Oh, don't I just love enigmatic men!"
 
   I hissed at her, then turned to Bomba. "My warrior is out on a mission at the moment, but he'll be back in an hour. Then I'll introduce you, don't you worry."
 
   I shouldn't have said anything. Bomba's face darkened further, her fidgety hands leaving dents in the club. Women! I shrugged, then summoned Hummungus. "Saddle up! Off we go, ladies."
 
   Once we were stretched in a single file along a narrow city street, I nudged Teddy forward, catching up with Zena's fleabag. "Listen," I asked softly, leaning closer, "what's all this now? Why is she all shaky like a schoolgirl on a first date? Tell me: is Bomba underage?"
 
   She cringed briefly, then gave me a long studying look. "Quite the opposite. I think she's forgotten what it feels like. Last time she was on a date was in the days of the USSR. There used to be a country of that name once, if you remember."
 
   I froze open-mouthed. How old was she then? Eighty? Ninety? Did that mean that all the other Sullen squad members were just a bunch of geriatric belles? Could that be the reason behind their weird race choice? Considering they couldn't have been interested in male attention for the last thirty years at least.
 
   I looked at my amazon escort with different eyes, searching for some telltale signs betraying their real age. Zena caught my eye. She bit her lip and swung her green bangs, turning away.
 
   "Zena, don't! What difference does it make, really? We're all immortal here, aren't we? Another thousand years, and I'll catch up with you: what's my thousand thirty against your thousand eighty?"
 
   "Thousand ninety-six," she corrected me.
 
   I grunted, shaking my head in surprise. "Wow. And still it doesn't matter. Real life's got nothing to do with it! A handful of giggly goblin chicks and a shy troll lady—you're more alive than lots of people I know!"
 
   She looked up at me, hope in her moist glistening eyes. Reaching out her tiny goblin hand, she clutched at my arm and hurried on,
 
   "You need to understand. We were ancient all right, but we weren't demented! A creative career encourages longevity and clear thinking. Take Freckles—she was a university lecturer right until she went perma. Me, I had my paper on mathematics to complete so I spent every day up to my eyeballs in research. Our kids and grandkids, they took after us, too. They were all into science. So one day my boy brought me this magazine with one of the first articles on the recently declassified perma trip. Those were his words exactly, 'Mom, this is a chance for all of you!'
 
   "So we got our nonagenarian tea party together and there we made up our minds. The rest was paperwork. We couldn't have cared less about all those bodylicious Elfas. Practicality was our primary choice. A smaller surface area is harder to hit with a stabbing weapon!" she mimicked someone, apparently repeating one of their arguments. "Old fools! You should have seen us right after we went perma: a bunch of old goblin hags, hunched and shuffling their feet. But soon the virtual world gave us the works. We stood up straight, our minds rejuvenated, our bodies filling with hormones. We could have lived happily ever after, but now we're stuck inside these wretched clowns!" Zena thumped her own chest in disgust.
 
   I listened to the ex-granny's story in silence. I didn't know what to say that could make her feel better. Actually, she probably didn't want my sympathy. She just needed to get it off her chest.
 
   By then, Zena had already gotten a grip. "I think that we should be about thirty or forty now, each of us, in terms of hormones and physiology. And the process isn't finished yet—quite simply because we don't want it to. When you've one foot in the grave and been offered a cup of immortality potion and another of eternal youth—it's not easy to stop drinking it, you know."
 
   She fell silent. I cautiously squeezed her tiny paw. "Zena. I'm pretty sure we'll work something out. Some kind of magic or a race-changing artifact."
 
   She chuckled, then sniffed her slightly reddened nose. "See if I care," she waved my suggestion away. "Life is good as it is. Goblins aren't that awful, after all. I've got this Mountain King army captain making advances to me now. The other day he brought me a bowlful of Purple Slugs—horribly expensive, mind you, ten gold apiece. You should have seen them all squeaky and squirmy, belching defensive slime, while he was pushing that delicacy on me—he literally grabbed them with his fingers and tried to shove them down my mouth, poor slob."
 
   Those last words sounded affectionate rather than rude. It looked like in another couple of years there would be no xenophobes left in AlterWorld. Personally, I had already stopped reacting to any amounts of green or blue-skinned creatures, pointy Elven ears, disproportionally huge eyes or waggly tails.
 
   "That's the cave!" Whizz called out in front. Always the rogue, she'd been scanning the area since the moment I gave her the location coordinates.
 
   We dismounted. The girls bared their swords and began inspecting the spot, searching for eventual dangers threatening their employer.
 
   I concentrated on my own perceptions. "Is it only me or do you feel the earth shake, too?"
 
   Bomba's face darkened, blushing. "I thought it was the alcocream."
 
   "You're right, dude," Freckles nodded. "Like, I can barely stand on my feet!"
 
   I shrugged, but seeing as we were already there it was a bit late to cancel the whole thing. "Okay, you wait here. I'll keep you posted."
 
   I ducked, taking the uneven steps down into the cave. The earth shook harder with my every step. By the time I reached the end of the stairs, I had to hold on to the walls to stay on my feet.
 
   The cave was barely lit. Grym sat at the table, looking old and drawn—older than when I'd first met him. Mouthing curses, he scribbled something on a piece of yellowed parchment, his other hand covering the candle stump from the sand crumbling overhead.
 
   "Grym?" I asked softly.
 
   The hermit raised his head, squinting his red rheumy eyes. "Ah! There he is!" he exclaimed happily, his glare boiling with a mixture of delight and undiluted hatred. I backed off.
 
   He reached behind his back, feeling for the broom. Holding it like a baseball bat, he went for me. "What's that mess you left in the dungeon? What's with all the shaking?—take that! All the rumbling—take some more! All the wailing—here's a whack on the ass for you!"
 
   He ran after me with the broom in circles, stumbling and complaining, "I can't sleep! I can't eat! I can't work!"
 
   Finally out of breath, he stopped by the wall next to the secret door that led down into the dungeons. Seeing it, he joyfully shouted a command unlocking the passage.
 
   "Down there, now!" he pointed a gnarly finger into the darkness. "And don't you come back up until you've sorted it all out!"
 
   In two unexpectedly youthful leaps he cornered me, his broom steering my back toward the door. One final kick, then the door clanged close, surrounding me with silence. Now I could finally think straight.
 
   Who would have thought! A scraggy old fart—and he had more vigor and panache than the entire Royal cavalry! Very well, so I had to look into it now.
 
   I walked along with a seaman's gait holding on to the walls in order to absorb the crazy quaking until I came to the dungeon's first floor. The first hall was deserted. The next one, ditto. I walked down the empty corridors listening to the approaching sounds of a melee. Someone was having a splendid battle: I could hear spells whizzing and mobs roaring.
 
   Wonder if other players had somehow found a second entrance to the catacombs and were now busy mopping up a new dungeon? In that case, Grym would have to leave. Which was for the better, really: that way he'd be less reluctant to accept my offer.
 
   Finally I started coming across the mobs' bodies. Enormous bulks of some unidentified behemoths blocked the passages, forcing me to cling to the walls, pushing my body through some skin-tight gaps.
 
   Finally, it looked as if I'd reached it. I took a cautious peek into the next hall and froze in disbelief. A panther, huge and furious, chest-high, seemed tiny next to his opponent. A monster, shapeless and horrible, was a mess of various-sized eyes, teeth and thorns. He stood a good twenty feet tall on his fat columnlike legs, waving a dozen long tentacles tipped with razor-sharp claws.
 
   The monsters were battling to their death. The giant slashed the panther with his tentacles and stomped hard, trying to squash his opponent—and this hopping about was causing the micro earthquakes that I'd felt.
 
   The panther was amazing—his every blow reaching the target, critting the terrestrial octopus, burning and poisoning him, ripping out pieces of flesh, making his horrible wounds bleed some more. The panther's eyes shot bolts of lightning as a good dozen auras weakened, poisoned, paralyzed and slowed his quarry all at once.
 
   What an incredible collection of skills! But their levels were even awesomer. The monster's name was highlighted in purple: out of range. I selected the panther as target and read, amazed,
 
    
 
   A pet. Name: Bagheera. Level: 289. 14% left till next level.
 
   Life: 72%—31,877 hit points
 
   Mana: 31%—4,133 points
 
    
 
   Below, an endless and absolutely unfamiliar list of icons was unfolding: buffs and skills activated.
 
   A pet? Bagheera? Was it my dear little panther that I'd been forced to leave behind in this dungeon after fourteen hours of mopping it out? The one I hadn't had the heart to destroy so I'd just left him there, this sweet, gorgeous feline?
 
   By then, the panther had finished his opponent off with two clever well-directed blows, slicing his bulk into several separate pieces.
 
   "Bagheera?" I mouthed.
 
   He heard me. His large head turned, two rounded ears pricking up. Recognition glistened in his yellow eyes.
 
   The cave filled with a deafening roar. In a smooth imperceptible motion the panther crept over the floor. A jerk, a jump—then the beast went for me in a broken line preventing me from selecting him as target.
 
   I'm toast, I thought as the panther skidded to a halt by my feet. Purring like a tank engine, he shoved his large calf-like head under my ribcage.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The Frontier. Asian cluster's area of responsibility. The Shui Fong clan's joint slave group.
 
    
 
   Suppressing a groan of relief, Oksana dropped her tattered cloak onto the scorching sand and collapsed on top of it. She strained her foot, wriggling it free from the clutches of a thin chain that snaked toward a tall steel stake a dozen feet away. It was installed right in the middle of the desert bandits' camp.
 
   This was a working break. The last round had been easier than usual: the NPCs respawned in the lower levels, producing a rare quest treasurer instead of a gang boss. From where she sat, she could see Wong's face: their slave driver beamed like a cat who'd got the cream. He was fifth in their group even though he had nothing to do with the farming itself, of course. He just sat there in the impromptu shade receiving free XP, keeping an eye on the slaves and monitoring the battle chat for any potential loot.
 
   Wong was busy smoking some truly mind-blowing herbal mix from a fancy glass vessel. He'd soon start getting the munchies, nutritional as well as carnal. Despite the abundance of choice—three out of the remaining four group members were female—Oksana stood zero chance of avoiding the bastard's attentions.
 
   One of the remaining two, a Polish girl called Bianca, had long been broken. She was now their local rat who grassed up the others for a few perks. She also warmed the bed of Yi, the gang boss—which meant that Wong would never come anywhere near her if his ass was still dear to him.
 
   The other female in the group was Boo, an African girl from some arcane tribe. The idiot FIVR capsule operators responsible for redirecting the generous flow of new digital slaves to the Asian cluster had botched the complicated remote administration settings, digitizing the girl without enhancing her appearance. As a result, even Oksana's bosses—who weren't generally too squeamish—screwed their faces up at the sight of her cut and stretched lower lip fitted with a clay ring, her face covered in ritual scars and crude tattoos, her breasts dangling around her belly.
 
   Wasn't she the lucky one! Also, she spoke some weird African dialect unknown even to the AlterWorld auto translate.
 
   Oksana's appearance hadn't been altered either: something she'd already regretted 94 times. Today could be the 95th. Her slim and curvaceous body drew her bosses to her like a magnet. How stupid had she been! But then again, she'd been only seventeen at the time, after all.
 
   Oksana bit her lip, hating herself. Stupid cow! She should have known better when this swarthy, handsome Italian guy sat at her café table, lavishing her with compliments. She let herself be duped... and doped. An ice-cream and a coffee with "just a taste of brandy"—followed by the cellar of an abandoned cottage after he'd spiked her drink with a knock-out dose of some date rape drug.
 
   She'd seen enough while waiting for her turn to be digitized—enough not to need to have her hair highlighted ever again as the blond streaks in it were in fact gray. The Gypsies—which was the fake Italian macho's true identity—ran their business on a grand scale. She'd seen flocks of screaming babies who'd calmed down soon after meticulously regular shots of vodka. Then a Gypsy woman would sit in the street with an outstretched hand, rocking a constantly sleeping child while making herself a thousand rubles a day. A couple of weeks later she'd be rocking another baby as the old one had already outlived its usefulness. And somewhere a tearful mother was running around sticking posters on lampposts, cursing herself for the wretched moment when she'd taken her eyes off her baby.
 
   They also took care of the thin flow of unlucky ones the area had to offer for digitizing. Even before the perma phenomenon, over a hundred thousand people had gone missing in Russia each year. Now their quantities had predictably grown. It had become so easy to have your own server with your own virtual sex slave—or a group of prisoners busy eighteen hours a day farming loot in one of the more popular virtual worlds. Easy and, most importantly, safe.
 
   The slave drivers, too, found it an easy way of making money. You threw a person into a hacked FIVR capsule and kept them there for five days to digitize them. Then you pumped their comatose body with vodka or drugs and dumped it somewhere in a dark alley. The police hated such cold cases and tried to close them whenever possible, announcing another missing person found with no signs of foul play: and the fact that he or she was apparently a seasoned junkie in a coma couldn't have suited them more.
 
   Oksana sighed. Her own body had to be lying in one of the private medical centers now, withering and degrading. That's if her organs hadn't already been harvested: a business far more lucrative than even arms trafficking. One person contained enough "spare parts" to buy someone a brand new luxury apartment. All they needed to do was sign a death certificate of a still alive hospital patient—or strike a deal with the medical center's owners.
 
   So all those endless hours in the gym and years of denying herself all the tasty morsels had been for nothing, after all. Who had she shaped this perfect body for?
 
   Scumbags.
 
   The unexpected break was nearly over. The mobs would respawn after sixty seconds. As the group's rogue and main puller, Oksana was responsible for time control, serving the others a constant flow of mobs.
 
   Suppressing another groan, she scrambled back to her feet, then made a series of complex hand signs to the other group members. Not that they had much going in the way of conversation. Boo didn't understand a thing she said and as for Bianca, Oksana simply ignored her. Their tank and the only male in the group, a Russian boy going under the moniker of SledgeHammer, was a few screws short of a hardware store. The byproduct of an unsuccessful brain-kill session, he was one of the older players who'd gone perma of their own free will. Once caught, slave traders reduced them to vegetables first, forcing them to change their bind point. You couldn't kill a person in AlterWorld but you sure could fry their brains.
 
   When Oksana had first seen a Russian name in this realm of unpronounceable syllables, she couldn't believe her luck. When they'd been herded into bunkhouses for a brief night's sleep, she'd perched herself on the edge of the boy's plank bed.
 
   "Hi," she'd whispered. "I'm Oksana. Are you Russian? What's your name?"
 
   Since then it had become their little ritual, greeting him at night and in the early morning saying, "What's your name?" He never said anything back, just smiled vaguely staring into space over her right shoulder.
 
   As she'd leveled up during the first few weeks she'd been often moved from one of the clan's dungeons to another. Her bind point was inevitably set up inside, the entrance usually barricaded or demolished: in order to get in, you needed to know the portal's coordinates. The number of blows she received in the evening depended on both the loot she'd have farmed and on the slave drivers' disposition.
 
   After some time, she couldn't level up as fast as before, so she didn't have to change group and location so often. Besides, Oksana had learned to secretly sabotage her own progress. Instead of battle skills, she invested all the available points into the very things that could one day win her her freedom: stealth, lockpicking and thievery. To level up the latter, she had to use it—so she had to practice it on mobs, stealthing upon yet another skeleton and peeking into their inventory trying to swipe something or other. All of this had slowed down the farming process, affecting the loot and weakening her as a team member. The whole group suffered from her penalties but still Oksana wouldn't give up her dreams of freedom. Which was when Bianca grassed her up for the first time.
 
   Now she could barely remember the twenty-four hours she'd spent in the lower-ranking male slaves' bunkhouse she'd been sent to as a punishment. Luckily, she'd discovered the Wiki button built into her interface so she zoomed in on its windows and got busy perusing article after article, purposefully ignoring whatever was happening to her body.
 
   Reading it drew her in, to the point where she sometimes forgot to groan with the supposed pleasure: some of the rapists needed to torture her mind as much as her body so she had to make sure they got what they wanted: the alternative was too bad to even think about. Before sending her to the slaves, Lucky Lee who passed as a sort of head of clan security, had wound her blond tresses onto his fist and dragged her along the flagstones to the castle's inner wall, then pushed her ear against the hot masonry.
 
   "Listen!" he'd hissed, baring his teeth, as he thumped the wall with his fist.
 
   Inside the walls, the bricked-in slaves started crying, groaning, scratching their nails against the stone.
 
   Oksana stirred, shaking off the memory. Just in time: the first couple of bandits had shown up at the camp's furthest boundary.
 
   "Fight!" she commanded rather to herself than to anyone else. Reaching for her throwing knife, she lunged forward.
 
   The rested slaves mopped up the area too fast. Oksana cringed. That way, soon they'd be moved again to one of the unescapable higher-level dungeons with collapsing exits. Once back in the castle, all the returning slaves were sent to the Arena which stripped them of all their possessions while minimizing the threat of any potential rioting. But now—Oksana glared underfoot—it was only this thin chain and a guard that stood in her way to freedom.
 
   "You, Trout! Come here!"
 
   Shit. Talk about the devil. Couldn't have found a better time to indulge in his lust-driven impulses. The slave drivers had nicknamed her Trout for her senseless stare and unresponsive passivity when raped.
 
   Dragging her chained foot, Oksana started out for the lean-to, hearing one of the girls behind her back heave a sigh of both relief and disappointment. On one hand, they'd avoided an ordeal this time; on the other, they still needed to meet the loot and XP quotas—and with the arrival of that Macaria goddess and her sacrificial benefits, all farm teams had to siphon part of their XP off to the clan's elite members. It was a shame though that voluntary death sent you back to your usual bind point and not to some goddess' far-off altar...
 
   Wong fidgeted on top of her, making himself comfortable, smacking and pursing his lips, ratcheting up the mental pressure and promising to plunge her into a heavenly wave of pleasure. Habitually Oksana zoned out; equally habitually she peeked into his conveniently placed inventory. Selecting the slave driver as target, she activated the thieving skill.
 
   Normally, all she saw in the opening menu was a handful of small change and a couple of petty items in an enemy's bag. If you didn't touch anything, the potential victim wouldn't even receive a theft attempt message. But this time...
 
   A few coppers, a couple of silver, a shuriken, a flask of some unidentified swill and a little key. A rough hand-made key that opened the chain she hated so much.
 
   She acted instinctively. Freedom was within arm's reach. Now: grab the key, see Wong's eyes widen in surprise, then bury the back of your hand under his chin and swing round; wriggle yourself from under his heavy bulk and increase the distance between the two of you. Win two seconds to unlock the chain and activate stealth, and then—come and catch me if you can, you amateur ninja!
 
   Wong proved to be too fast. He twisted his body, bolting after her, catching her leg and tripping her until she collapsed on the sand. Using her free foot, Oksana kicked the slave driver's hated face. Take that, you bastard! She struggled herself free, crawling aside on all fours. A jerk on the chain sent her sprawling again. She looked back in terror.
 
   Wong had already wound the chain around his fist and was now stumbling back on his feet, sniffling his bleeding nose. She didn't like his smile. Desperate, Oksana swung her head round but saw no help coming from anywhere: the African girl had huddled on the ground, covering her head, while a preoccupied Bianca was already busy in the chat—apparently reporting an escape attempt. SledgeHammer alone stood like a lamppost, staring dimly at the unfolding scene.
 
   So that's the end, then.
 
   Hissing, she drew her throwing knife and started circling Wong as much as the chain allowed. The slave driver liked this new game. He bared his heavy saber, swinging it through the air as he closed in on her. She stood no chance. Wong was a good fifteen levels above her and better equipped; besides, the riot team would arrive any minute.
 
   Oksana scowled, stepping toward her enemy. She was in luck: her passive skills all worked one after another, delaying the inevitable death. Dodge, parry, dodge, block!
 
   She still squeezed the key in her other hand. It was burning a hole in it with its promise of freedom. But she'd had no time to unlock the chain.
 
   "Run!" she heard a hoarse, unfamiliar voice. She saw SledgeHammer dart past her, his armored body ramming the slave driver. For a brief moment, his fierce attack stripped Wong of all defenses: hammered by powerful blows, he stepped back, trying to extricate the shield out of his inventory while shouting something unintelligible into his operative chat.
 
   "Run!" the warrior repeated as he switched to defense: Wong had already regained some self-control and was busy demonstrating the superiority of his level and equipment.
 
   Oksana's hand shook as she tried to fit the key into the tiny keyhole. The lock snapped; the girl kicked herself free from the chain and drew a second blade, stepping forward. Together they could do him.
 
   With a powerful pop, a portal opened a couple dozen feet away, disgorging the riot team.
 
   SledgeHammer looked back at the faltering girl. "Run, you idiot!"
 
   Oksana backed up and nodded. Activating stealth, she bolted into the desert, constantly looking back and accelerating, leaving behind the clashing of steel and the group of quickly fanning-out soldiers sent to intercept her. The last thing she heard was the triumphant voice of an awakened human being,
 
   "My name's Alexis! Alexis!"
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I sat on the cold steps leading to the dungeon's first level. Black as night, the panther slouched on the floor next to me, resting his head in my lap. I gently ruffled his ears in an already practiced motion, smiling as I listened to his thunderous purring and waiting uneasily for another level-300 behemoth to appear. The cave lay still though. It could be that my arrival had fixed the glitch, aborting the broken-record process of new gigantic mobs reappearing, shaking the earth as they played tag with the panther.
 
   What was it Spark had said? By distinguishing one creature from amongst thousands of others and rewarding him or her with your unique mark, you use your power of creation to enter them into this world, giving them a soul and a chance to be reborn...
 
   So now I sat there remembering how I'd mopped up this very dungeon, occasionally talking to the panther; how happy I'd been when he'd robbed a mob of a new skill or reached a new level; I remembered myself call him Bagheera, stroking mechanically his feline body pressed to my thigh; how I'd lain on the floor in the finally empty hall resting my head on his cool and soft side. And now he was warm—alive. So yes, it was very possible that he'd hit a certain number of necessary unique personality characteristics that allowed him a permanent place in this world.
 
   But the cave itself had apparently failed to keep up with his new status. At first, it must have obediently created stronger monsters in keeping with the newcomer's growth. The Intellectual skill gave him 15% of the killed creatures' XP while the Lich skill offered the fleeting chance of receiving one of the killed creature's own special ones. Fleeting it may be, but the kill of thousands—tens of thousands—mobs had turned my kitty into an uncategorized entity whose nominal level had little bearing on his true power. A hundred and fourteen skills and special attacks! How's that for a sure death?
 
   The only thing he couldn't do, of course, was to powerlevel poor old me. The level gap was too huge for him to rush me: the game algorithm would have none of it. My monsters were highlighted gray in the panther's interface which meant they weren't giving him any loot of XP while his were highlighted purple in mine: too big for me to tackle. So basically, what I had for myself was a short-leashed kill machine minus any chance to use him to level myself up.
 
   At this point in time, I had no idea what to do about that. I wondered if the panther would agree to run free for a while? The Dead Lands were in dire need of a cleanup. I'd have to think about it.
 
   Well, now! I rose.
 
   "Time to go and frighten the socks off old Grym. Bagheera, time to kill your diesel engine. You're about to meet a handful of goblins, a shy she-troll and one hell of a cool bear. No scenes of jealousy, agreed? I get the feeling you and him are sort of soul mates."
 
   I spent five minutes yelling and kicking the locked door, enlightening Bagheera on the subject of Dark hermits and their sexual preferences. I was just about to text my goblin girls asking them to pay Grym a not-too-courteous visit when the door creaked open. A half-asleep Grym yawned and turned his back on us, heading back to his low plank bed, moaning,
 
   "Just when I could finally get forty winks in the quiet, listening to the waterfalls, it's him wants to come back!"
 
   Grym froze, realizing what he'd just seen. He swung around and stared at us. Finally convinced we weren't a figment of his failing eyesight, he stole a glance at the broom in the corner before collapsing to his knees.
 
   "Please forgive the old man! I had no idea who I'd raised my hand to! My eyesight is deceiving me, my scent lets me down! Any punishment I'll endure, as long as you let me see the First Temple before I die!"
 
   Mechanically I scratched my long-suffering backside. "You will be punished, depend upon it. I'll make sure that you never forget this day. I- I'm gonna give you a nickname!"
 
   Curiosity shone through the doomed expression in his stare.
 
   Grym the Shitty Broom, my inner greedy pig offered vindictively.
 
   No, no, that would be too cruel. He hadn't earned such a humiliation. And still raising his hand to a hierarch couldn't go completely unpunished. He would be the first to disapprove of it. So what could I pick on? His ears, maybe? He definitely had a pair of flaps on him!
 
   "Grym the Blue Ears!" I announced in my best majordomo voice.
 
   His eyes sparkled. Slowly he rose from his knees and stood tall and proud, thrusting out his chest. He moved the said ears, squinting at them in an attempt to get a better look at their color. Looking slightly embarrassed, he reached into the depths of his robe for a copper mirror and breathed on it, rubbing it with his sleeve, then proceeded to study the object of our conversation.
 
   His voice betrayed a badly concealed hope as he spoke, "You too noticed their noble blue hue, didn't you? I always had this feeling that my grandmother was from the Royal house. Does that mean that in theory I have a claim to the Mountain King's throne?"
 
   Jesus. Wish I could keep my blabbing mouth shut. I walked over to him, laying my hand on his shoulder. "You have plenty of time to sort through your pedigree," I told the goblin who looked pretty flabbergasted with the opening prospects. "But now—now the Fallen One needs your help! The First Temple is in danger. We are few while our enemies are stronger than ever. Are you prepared to serve him with your hand as you do with your word?"
 
   He stirred like an old battle horse hearing the regimental trumpet call. Then he lowered his head, "I await your orders, O First Priest!"
 
   I bit my lip, feeling slightly uneasy at having to test the limits of the gaming reality again, and sent Grym an invitation to join the clan. Yess! Member added!
 
   "Welcome under the Fallen One's banners," I breathed again, relieved. "Pack whatever you need and come on out. I want you to meet some friends. Then I'll port you to the First Temple and find you some nice quarters there."
 
   His eyes glistened. He rushed around the cave, picking up bunches of unknown herbs, roots and strange objects, shoving them all into his bottomless bag. Pleased with what I saw, I turned around and started climbing the stairs. The panther breathed hotly down my neck, his large head nudging me on as I proceeded unhurriedly, closing the clan interface windows and rubbing my hands, pleased with my latest acquisition.
 
   Like all the quest NPCs, Grym had a very decent level 200, the same as all the vendors and bankers. The logic behind it was pretty clear: this way it guaranteed the safety of the location's quest creatures, shopkeepers included, from the attempts on their lives by some trigger-happy players. The admins took everything that could disrupt gameplay very seriously: things like inflated levels, plummeting faction relationships, or a player ending up on the city KOS list to name just a few, so they aimed to protect the gaming content from a certain number of antisocial elements. Now the situation was to my advantage. It would be a good idea to recruit Gunnar as well: he'd languished long enough in the City of Light. I could use a good bladesmith.
 
   I re-emerged from the cave to a triumphant reception.
 
   "Prepare for battle!" Zena screamed.
 
   Whizz tumbled down out of the nearest pine tree as Bomba darted forward in a ligament-rupturing sprint, hoping to intercept the monster and cover her boss. I glanced back, taking in Bagheera's frightening frame, and threw up my hand to stop the girls.
 
   "Easy! He is ours! Meet Bagheera, my pet."
 
   I promptly took a screenshot, saving it with a file name,
 
   New races: an Anime Troll and some Manga Goblins. Identifying traits: saucer eyes.
 
   Zena circled the panther, keeping a safe distance and flinching under his ironic yellow stare. "Hick! A pet indeed. Only it's purple in my view... wait, does that mean it's above level 200? I give up. Just tell me how you did it?"
 
   I made a mysterious face, "That's some classified priestly magic."
 
   She chuckled, shaking her head in disbelief. "You're something else, you."
 
   Then my girls jumped up again as Grym came out of the cave. A rag was wrapped around his head concealing his noble royal ears. Answering my perplexed stare, he signaled with his eyebrows, Don't ask! Was he afraid that the True Mountain King would send some of his Undercover Ear-Choppers? My joke seemed to be taking on a life of its own.
 
   I made a note in my memory book, Buy Grym a hat. He couldn't appear in polite society looking like a pillow case.
 
   Zena voiced her surprise again, "NPC Grym, a Children of the Night clan member?"
 
   Bugger. I PM'd him asking him to switch off his clan marker. Could he even receive private messages? And was he able to change his own settings? Apparently, he was. It worked!
 
   "You must be seeing things," I said to Zena nonchalantly. Our clan's secret had to be preserved as long as possible.
 
   She frowned and gave me a sideways look. Still, she didn't say anything. Excellent.
 
   "Now, girls. Your escort services are greatly appreciated. The first stage of our mission in completed. I've got a bit of a quest to do so I'm taking this NPC here to get it all sorted. Meet you in an hour in the assembly hall, and then we'll be off. Great deeds await us. Powder your noses, we'll have media with us so you might just see your faces on the raid screenshots in news articles."
 
   The girls stirred, preoccupied, and hurried off. I saluted them, then accepted Grym into my group and activated the portal to the First Temple, taking both him and Bagheera along.
 
   Bang! Realizing where he was, Grym dropped to his knees and crawled toward the Altar. Watching him, I missed the exact moment when Bagheera had disappeared. The next thing, Lurch's panicking voice pierced my brain, "Master! Help! In the yard!"
 
   I glanced around me, discovering the panther's absence, and rushed outside yelling, "Bagheera, off! Off, boy!"
 
   The panther was slowly closing in on Spark the Hell Hound who backed off equally unhurriedly while a couple of the younger bitches behind her hurriedly retrieved the puppies. Other pack members were pouring out of every crack in the wall and every gap in the ruins, panting with their tongues hanging out as they screeched to a halt across the flagstones.
 
   Bagheera wasn't in a hurry. He didn't see any real opponents for himself there. And still he raised his hackles warningly.
 
   Spark's combat mode dictated the opposite: the armor plates clanged shut along her body, enclosing her in a secure shell of steel.
 
   "Off, I said!" I wedged myself in between them, spreading the opponents with my hands. "That's it! Break! Bagheera, they're ours! You remember now, Whisker Face: you can't touch anyone within the castle perimeter. Apart from White Winnie, that is, provided you can catch him. Meet Spark, the leader of the Hell Hounds and a very respected clan member. Spark, meet Bagheera, my pet," I added, not without a hint of pride in my voice.
 
   Bagheera had already lost all interest, too busy watching a butterfly float past, readying himself to snap at it when the trajectory was right.
 
   Being a considerably more sensitive creature, the Hell Hound took some time to calm down. Her nostrils flaring, she swished her powerful hairless tail lashing her own shuddering body. Once she'd finally wound down a bit, she sent me an angry mental message in the vein of, You could've told me. New problem: even though God's blood had made me immune to any targeted psy attacks, I don't need to explain to you what that was like coming from a Hell Hound. Bagheera didn't hesitate: his master was under attack!
 
   Bang! The powerful slap of a plate-sized paw sent Spark flying fifty feet, slamming her into the Temple wall and virtually nullifying her hits. In the silence that followed, Tears of Stone tinkled off the wall onto the cobblestones. The injured dog wheezed.
 
   "Off!" I yelled again, simultaneously activating the Help of the Fallen One to heal the barely stirring pooch. "What's wrong with you, Bagheera? She's on our side! Go over to her now and make friends! What's that ironic look for? Off you go, chop-chop!"
 
   Giving me another look of feline indignation, the panther—I swear to you!—shrugged and headed for Spark still shrinking into the stone wall. Her pack drew closer behind Bagheera's back, prepared to protect their leader—but it takes more than a couple of dozen furious Hell Hounds to affront a Plague Panther.
 
   He walked over to the pooch. Gingerly grabbing her with his teeth by the scruff of her neck, he gave her a light shake and stood her back on her feet. After a long, heavy stare he reached out and licked the Hound's cheek. Immediately the tense dog turned limp, as if deflated, lowering her head in a barely noticeable submissive bow. Dogs. They knew when to admit another's superiority. Had it been two cats instead... God help us!
 
   Well. Where was that Snowie now? Didn't he know it was high time we set off? Lurch?
 
   Lurch answered immediately, only too happy to fulfill his life's only purpose: to serve. My every summon he savored like a treat.
 
   "He and Durin, they locked themselves in the smithy. They spent a good hour in the treasury and took a lot of stuff. Now they're busy bashing it into shape!"
 
   Oh-kay. I PM'd Snowie letting him know that the portal was to open in five minutes dead on time, adding that any latecomers would have to walk. Then I had to listen to the hasty beating of hammers on the anvil as I was leaving Lurch a few last-minute instructions. Finally silence fell, followed by the stomping of heavy footsteps that soon revealed to us a Snowie-2 heavy tank. What else would you call a troll wearing half a ton's worth of mithril?
 
   He was girded with a tank track, two more criss-crossing his powerful trunk shoulder to shoulder that made him eerily reminiscent of some revolutionary guerilla fighter. His vulnerable belly was shielded by a ripped-out manhole cover that looked suspiciously like those round ones used inside submarines—even though there were no submarines here in our deserts, not to my knowledge, anyway. The look was crowned (literally) by a tank commander's cupola complete with observation slits which Snowie had slapped onto his head like some oversized knight's helmet.
 
   "What a state to get into!" I managed.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The Department of Public Information Network Security Supervision of the Ministry of Public Security of the People's Republic of China
 
    
 
   Memorandum (excerpt):
 
    
 
   We are deeply concerned by the recent wave of criminal triads' recent digitizations. In view of the latest decisions of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party who urge our country to take the lead in the reclamation of virtual space, this information cannot be ignored. Billions of yuan are being siphoned off our economy while thousands of Chinese citizens suffer forcible digitization into lifelong virtual slavery. All this is harmful to China's reputation and undermines the foundations of society.
 
   The recent digitization of the 14K triad may serve as a typical example of the above. As you probably know, this criminal group numbers over forty thousand members. In September of this year, Mo Koi—the leader of the group—received a mortal wound. According to our mole in the group, the medical professionals' negative prognosis prompted the group members to digitize Mo Koi's identity, transporting him to the virtual world. Once the digitizing process was complete, the leader invited other group members to follow him, stressing the benefits of immortality and unlimited opportunities offered by a world of non-authority. Circumstantial evidence suggests that at least twenty thousand gangsters followed their boss as personal loyalty is considered one of the decisive factors of being accepted into a triad.
 
   At the moment, AlterWorld's Asian cluster resembles a simmering cauldron as similar groups engage in constant turf wars, striving to extend their spheres of influence, particularly dungeon control and the seizure of human and material resources. At the same time, it would have been highly naïve to blame digitized criminal elements alone. Just like the Shui Fong triad that originated as a soft drinks trade union many years ago, the traditional online farming clans of today don't shy away from taking tough action, forcing their competition out of the market by even the most extreme of methods.
 
   The picture we now see is far from normal. On one hand, about seven percent of the active criminal figures have "gone perma". To add to this, in accordance with the earlier Great Purge program another three percent of the convicts have not yet left penitentiary institutions despite their formally expired prison terms. And still, despite the 10% drop in crime we expected, the number of contract murders and other capital offences had in fact grown 33%. All this is the echo of virtual wars with their constant carving up of AlterWorld's virgin lands and its countless riches.
 
   As an example, we could remind you of the dramatic battles that took place in the Eva4 world around the newly-discovered asteroid cluster with an extremely high content of Morphite ore. By the most conservative estimate, the gang wars that followed resulted in at least thirty dead Chinese criminal bosses here in the real world.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I gave Snowie the final once-over, focusing on the tank barrel that he'd nonchalantly draped over his shoulder, and gave a helpless shrug. It was probably time we did a bit of saber-rattling, flexing our best muscles. In less than a month, the First Temple would lose its immunity, so a lot of people had better get thinking which side they preferred to fight on. So we shouldn't really shy away from a punchup like a bunch of whipping boys—it was time we flashed a few trump cards, making it clear that whoever joined us now would be set for a sugar-coated life—or mithril-coated, for that matter.
 
   Cryl and Lena came running. I gave them one last hug and told them, in whispers, Grym's story of joining our ranks, asking them to take good care of the old boy. Sneaking another glance around, I added in a low voice that the hermit could be rather difficult so they'd better make sure they didn't annoy him and kept all brooms under lock and key. I rejected outright all their attempts to talk me into taking them along: I needed someone to stay home to take care of the kids and other miscellaneous flora and fauna. Staring into Cryl's suspiciously glistening eyes, I generated an especially important task for him. He had to collect every piece of intelligence on the Patriarch of Light. I'd given my word to Lloth, after all, and I couldn't cop out so easily.
 
   I really needed some clever people working for me, analytics and heads of departments—that's besides regular fighters. Cryl had accepted the task in all graveness but I could see he wasn't interested in doing secret service work, whether internal or otherwise. The kid still craved adventure and was dying to get back out into the field to perform acts of derring-do.
 
   Having said that, I used to have someone who was perfect for this line of work. "Cryl, wonder if you could also run the nickname Bug through the database. With all this hoo-ha he sort of dropped off my radar but theoretically the guy's got lot of potential. Just make sure you look into him properly, okay? Use money where our hands can't reach: hire a real-world detective or two, let them look into him. That's it, we're off! You're the head honcho for the time being. Use your limited access to the treasury and the castle's defense interfaces when needed. If push comes to shove, keep your hair on, hire more guards and sound a general alarm!"
 
   Jesus. I really had no one to hold the fort in my absence, did I? Talking about delegating. As a corporate leader I wasn't worth a shit. I'd have to do some growing and all.
 
   One last look over the castle court plucked my heart strings. My Little Lambs Nursery. Toddlers swarming all over the playground; puppies hunting butterflies under Hell Hounds' watchful supervision; a baby dragon—whether Draky or Craky, I couldn't tell from this distance—stealing along the castle walls hungrily eyeing the Tears of Stone. My family. Vertebra could be quite useful in the raid, though, for aerial recces and fire support. But I couldn't hurt her pride by asking: she wasn't my pet, after all, and I didn't think her gratitude for my saving her would stretch that far. In case of someone intruding into her habitat—the Dead Lands—she wouldn't hesitate to join in, but doubtful she'd follow me around breathing fire at my every whim. Most importantly, at the moment she was a preoccupied full-time mom so I shouldn't really disturb her, at least not until the little monsters grew up a little.
 
   The main square of the Original City met us with the hubbub of a metropolis. Hundreds of curious eyes scrutinized our group. Each of us got their share of admiration, eliminating any potential jealousy within our ranks. Those who followed the gaming news cast studying glances my way: the media had been only too happy to get themselves a recognizable news-worthy persona, making sure my name received its fair share of prime space on their pages. After all, I was the cigarette inventor, the raid leader of the infamous "Zoo battle" and in general a mysterious dark horse, popping up whenever there was trouble in the making—always blameless but never too far from the action.
 
   Cat lovers beamed at Bagheera, appreciating his build and sleek movement. Top players, too, froze in his path like surprised prairie dogs, quite unable to grasp the fact that despite their level 200+ they were seeing an uncategorized pet highlighted purple on their interfaces.
 
   But the People's Choice award, if I may say so, went to Snowie. The troll commanded respect. The ancient warriors' mithril armor, the weapon of godlike heroes, his first raid and his first date... Had this not been the Original City but the City of Thousand Statues, we could have left thousands of female trolls broken-hearted in our wake.
 
   Judging by some of the players' antics of running ahead of us, fidgeting in search of a better picture angle, then freezing for a few seconds, the screenshots of our trio would soon start spreading throughout newsrooms and fan communities.
 
   We came across quite a few Drow guards most of whom belonged to neutral houses. Three guards from the House of Night, however, literally turned to stone on seeing me. Problems with my status, guys? You can't work out how it is that you see your Drow Prince while the throne is occupied by another? Think you could tell me which one of the two is the impostor?
 
   I decided to look into it deeper. Locking their eyes with mine, I issued a quiet command, "Front and center!"
 
   Not entirely sure, they ventured closer, pausing on their way to exchange surprised glances, then stood to attention.
 
   "Report my full title!"
 
   "Laith the First Priest, husband of Princess Ruata, Prince of the House of Night!"
 
   Excellent. I'd had a funny feeling my statuses couldn't have just disappeared into thin air. As much as they'd worried me before, now they seemed to be turning into a very interesting revenge tool against a particularly conniving Drow Princess.
 
   "So who rules the House at the moment?"
 
   "Halvin the Invincible, husband of Princess Ruata, Prince of the House of Night..."
 
   Their eyes glazed over as they spoke, the logical dilemma sending them into a stupor. I even felt sorry for them. They weren't bad guys.
 
   "Very well. Quit thinking for yourselves. Listen to my command: here's a hundred gold, take it. Find a flower shop and get the best bunch of flowers they have. Take it to the Princess. If she asks about the sender, just say they're from the Prince of the House of Night. Think you can manage it? Off you trot, then!"
 
   Nothing can improve one's mood like doing the dirty on one's neighbor. Let her feel just a tad restless. Shame I didn't have the time to finish the game: I didn't want to reduce my revenge to petty little tricks while I admittedly wasn't ready yet to go big scale. But if the truth were known, I just couldn't muster enough hatred to reduce the mad bitch to ashes. I could swear and curse her, I could inflict some kind of social or financial punishment on her, but as for throwing her onto the altar and tearing her heart out—no. The combination of beauty, love and the forgiving Russian character was a dangerous mix. Like those Red Army soldiers who'd crossed the German border in 1944, finally leaving behind the graves of their families and loved ones, their scorched homes, dead villages and empty cities—no matter how bitter they were, they didn't answer like with like, genocide with genocide. They knew the difference between a German and a Nazi.
 
   Ah, whatever. I nodded to my silent team, "Come on now."
 
   We continued unhurriedly toward the mercs guild when my explicitly indifferent stare came to rest on a glittering shop sign,
 
    
 
   This season's hit! The latest wigs made with natural untreated hair of Unicorn, Pegasus and Alpine Three-Tooth! Our standards will satisfy the most exigent customer!
 
    
 
   Now why would I need any of that? What was my subconscious mind trying to tell me? Should I maybe buy Grym a gorgeous wig and a pair of eyebrows to go with it? That could be funny. Having said that, I did have one needy customer.
 
   "Guys, just wait up for a bit," I said to my group. "No need to follow me in."
 
   Ding dong, the doorbell tinkled. You didn't expect me, did you? Don't you know who I am? That's right, the head of the fair advertising practices commission. Haven't you read the King's edict forbidding the use of superlative adjectives on shop signs? Ah, you think you can prove that the sign reflects the truth? Very well, then. Here's a rather unconventional order for you to test the merits of your offer!
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After two more hours of nerve-wracking chaos which is inevitable when you're trying to form a three hundred-strong raid, we finally lined up in single file snaking all the way into the portal's glowing depths. The extended reconnaissance group went in first, followed by perimeter guard teams. The other groups followed suit.
 
   Widowmaker the Junior Coordinator handled all the organization really well. I would only be a hindrance to his well-oiled command machine so I chose to keep my mouth shut, hiding my own incompetence while learning the mercs' tricks of the trade.
 
   I rocked comfortably on Teddy's broad back, sneaking an occasional glance at the Bone Dragon badge on my chest. Admittedly, the zero it sported attracted many a curious eye. You have to admit there's something in war medals—something that makes you stand up straight and thrust out your chest. Regardless of the amount of indifference one claims to feel toward his own "baubles", he would still find a moment to polish them lovingly with a special cloth. Widowmaker wasn't as simple as he looked. He'd thought of a way to raise the badge's status by awarding it to their employer in front of the mass ranks.
 
   Our average speed was about 10 mph: I only hired those whose mounts were capable of keeping up the pace. Hiring slowcoaches could triple the contract term and I wasn't prepared to do that. From outside we must have looked like a traveling circus as my soldiers rode whatever they had available—from wolves and donkeys to bears and golems.
 
   Closer to the group's head, two enormous draught horses walked side by side, their picturesque riders oblivious to the dozens of curious stares. Snowie and Bomba had found each other. The albino had already removed his makeshift helmet, hanging it from the crook of his elbow, and was now listening to Bomba's soft voice, open-mouthed in admiration and silent worship. No idea what she was telling him: it could have been about the anthill cities of the Immortal or it could have been about a woman's hard life without a strong shoulder to lean on. Having said that, it could have been the same old same old: I really don't know how you win over a young troll's heart. During our short stops they walked around the camp hand in hand, cooing softly—a picture worthy of an old movie—much to the sentries' discomfort while older soldiers smiled on seeing them.
 
   Snowie had been the object of the mercs' special attention: the tank barrel in his hands and the design of his armor lit up many eyes with confusion and secret envy. I noticed some soldiers mouth something as they used their fingers to measure the size of their six-packs, mentally trying a tank track on for size. A new fad was taking over the Russian cluster.
 
   The reporter that accompanied us was a ranger which was only logical as both professions live on their feet. But while I observed him circling our group in wide loops as we proceeded, I couldn't help thinking he must have been doing a bit on the side, maybe mapping out the area for the rangers' guild. Still, formally I had nothing to go on: he could have been looking for good screenshot angles for all I knew. I still had to cough up a couple of guards to cover him though: sooner or later he was bound to walk into something unfriendly, bring it back to the group and slow down the raid by some inevitable scrapping followed by ICU procedures. Which was nothing to sniff at, considering that one minute of downtime cost me nearly two hundred gold. Yeah, right, so I'd counted. And no, it didn't make me a cheapskate. I just needed to have my budget under control in order to be able to set the right kind of tasks. Like, for instance, I'd just received the message from our point men: they'd discovered a pack of rather rare desert wolves and were waiting for my orders. Widowmaker cast me an expectant look: the question was outside of his jurisdiction. I had to make my own decision.
 
   The easiest thing to do was to growl, "No distractions from the initial objective!" But the route was long and boring and the men's brains needed some exercise, especially if it paid in gold thus diminishing the hire costs. So I had to open Wiki and indulge in some strategic planning. In order to catch one wolf, you needed three soldiers of the same level. Add 20% if the beasts came as part of a pack as those creatures had excellent communication systems in place, complicating the farming process no end. The pack we'd discovered had six wolves which meant we needed about twenty soldiers. Did we have a fast-moving group like that, capable of leaving the ranks for half an hour, then catching up with us? We did. Excellent. One wolf's average loot was about twenty copper plus a 0.5% chance of a jackpot in the shape of a rare item worth one to five grand. Peanuts, I know, but in order to get them, all you needed to do was bend down and pick them off the ground. In another thousand paces, another stop to pick up more money. And again. And what's that over there?—a silver ruble! And that?—a tenner gold!
 
   Thus our raid group snaked amid the low hills that melted into dunes, constantly letting out the tentacles of farm teams. By the time the night halt came, our treasurer was lugging around nearly six thousand gold and about a dozen rather curious items. It didn't pay for the raid, no way—what it did do was make it a bit cheaper, much more entertaining and considerably more interesting. Anglers know the feeling.
 
   We stopped for the night openly and defiantly, right on a sloping dune ridge. Bonfires blazed in the night, sending a clear message of our strength and authority to whoever was concerned. But even though we set up plenty of tents, enough to house all three hundred raid members, there were barely forty of us left for the night. The rest had used their right to an eight-hour sleep and logged out.
 
    
 
   Somewhere in snowed-in Moscow or Vologda, magnet clamps clicked, releasing the glass lid of a sarcophagus-like capsule letting out the tired player. Recognizing familiar sounds, a dog raised his head and vigorously wagged his tail. The patter of a child's footsteps was drowned out by a girl's happy voice, "Mom, Dad's back from work!"
 
   The wife suppressed a smile as she watched her husband stagger to the fridge and gulp some cold milk straight out of the carton. "Everything all right?"
 
   He lowered his eyes in affirmation as he drank; finally he weaned himself off the carton and caught a breath, tousling the little girl's hair. "Everything's fine, sweetie pie. Just another day at the office."
 
    
 
   I heaved a sigh. The mental picture triggered by the avalanche of logout reports was just a tad too sad.
 
   The fleeting blues didn't last, though. I had a great team around me, some very interesting people, and none of them were in a hurry to hit the sack: permas didn't have the same sleep needs as human players who were stuck in their bodies aged by life itself.
 
   So there we sat trading war stories, joking and spinning yarns, not forgetting the ladies present. The nearby hills trembled with the guffawing of a dozen hefty throats, prompting the occasional distant glint of eyes to disappear warily in the dark. I leaned back against Bagheera's warm side while listening to the conversation, drinking some strong coffee and flicking cigarette ash into the flames. I had this heady feeling—a sudden premonition that everything was going to be all right, after all; that even in a thousand years' time I'd be able to sit like I was sitting now by a campfire at night, knowing I could rely on myself and my men.
 
   A dry twig crunched—a broken limb of one of those sun-dried creeping brambles that clung to the dunes for dear life with their countless thorns as we'd ridden past. The soldiers swung round to the sound as I squinted, peering into the dark. The radar blinked, outlining a target not five paces away. An outpost guard darted to intercept it even though I could see he wouldn't make it.
 
   "I've found you... I've made it..."
 
   A girl staggering with exhaustion, her life bar hovering at the miserable 1%, made a few uneven steps before collapsing to her knees by the fire. "Guys, I need your help. We need to get Alexis out..."
 
   We fed her our best morsels, comforting and commiserating as our fists clenched white at her tearful story—the dreadful story of a slave girl. Me, I couldn't help thinking that her situation wasn't some sick exception from the rule: this could quite possibly be one of AlterWorld's development trends. This was our potential future: the future that was already taking shape in some private locations and even clusters. We knew ruefully little about the situation outside our borders: players everywhere didn't give a damn about international politics which often boiled down to some sick flashmob idea in the vein of, "How about porting over to genocide a few Yanks?"
 
   Oksana ended her story with an embarrassed sniffle. She brushed a tear from her cheek and looked around at us, hopeful. "Guys, you think you could help?"
 
   I peered into the faces of the mercs sitting around the fire. Pursed lips, gritted teeth, eyes squinted in silent fury. I had a funny feeling that if I said no to the poor prisoner, the entire group would terminate their contracts, fling their cancellation charges in my face and rush off to administer justice. Their determination didn't upset me. I was in total agreement with them on that one: we couldn't let an evil of this caliber go unpunished.
 
   I nodded. "We can and we will."
 
   Lots of things had contributed to that decision: the girl's tears, her frantic call to arms and the sacred duty of the strong to stand up for the weak. But basically, it was my absolute rejection of this new reality that a lot of people seemed to be bent on building around them. Slavery, violence, the helplessness of some vs. the all-pervading permissiveness of others. That sounded like a universal formula for today's society, dammit! Just look around you and you'll see that all those closest to you have already suffered in the clutches of that crazy equation.
 
   Taali and her sister, ground to pulp by the grindstone of the so-called legal system. Lena who'd lost her identity during the Cats' brain kill session; her parents, shown to the door by both the police and city authorities; Cryl who'd gone through his own personal hell... all of them but grains of sand in the system's gear wheels.
 
   A society of equals was but a pipe dream, of course. But the society of the rightless was a looming threat. I didn't think I knew the solution to it, my mind apparently too weak to advise. But I had another advisor: my conscience. I had to take justice into my own hands. I had to do what my heart told me to. Not obeying some superior's command or a phone call from a self-indulgent authority, nor accepting the offer of a bribe or worrying that "this wasn't the way to do these things"—no, I had to do this based on my own idea of justice.
 
   "How many people in the castle?" I asked Oksana who sat there casting a cautiously hopeful stare at my men, still disbelieving that this horde of burly males and soldierlike females could drop their own agendas at a minute's notice in order to rush to her help, saving her friends and punishing their torturers.
 
   It was about to happen, she'd better believe it. This was the right way to do these things. People of our cluster don't leave their own behind in a battle.
 
   She wrinkled her funny little nose and began mouthing calculations. "Not many!" she finally said. "The castle is tiny. Nine hundred men, a thousand max. Only," she studied the mercs, "there're not so many of you, are there? How are you going to-"
 
   Her eyelashes quivered as she bit a desperate lip. In the silence that followed I could hear one of the sergeants chuckle. Another voice spoke, remembering an old Russian joke,
 
   "The Chinese were leaking across the border in small groups of a hundred thousand each."
 
   The girl hurried, wringing her fingers, desperate not to lose hope, "I mean a thousand in total. That's what the cooks in the kitchen say. Only few of them soldiers. These Chinese gangsters don't allow many into their elite. Their castle is more like an underground sweatshop outside of the cluster's boundaries, as well as the rangers' and hunters' station. Three hundred crafters sit in the cellar and never see the light of day. The farm teams are all sent out to dungeons in the morning. Then there's the staff: a lot of them, in fact, as all those get-rich-quick bastards demand a lot of attention: complex rituals, grooming, all that. Every warrior has his personal slave, a girl normally. The total number of soldiers has to be about two hundred, plus slave drivers and commanders of all levels, not to mention other big wigs."
 
    I nodded. "Slow down, girl. We aren't taking our words back. We can even find some extra force if needed. But what you've just said makes us hope we can manage on our own. What do you think, Widowmaker? Isn't your name Alexis too? Shall we all go and sort out the bad guys? Want us to save your namesake?"
 
   His fingers fiddled with a cigarette. Then he flicked it into the fire, watching the sparkling tracer arc through the air. "We'll manage," he nodded. "Not now, of course. In the morning when the others are back. Think you could spare a Dome Shield Removal scroll?"
 
   Even without checking the cooldown timer I knew that the skill was already activated: the field conditions didn't allow me to transfer the spell to a scroll. "I might."
 
   Widowmaker flashed a promising smile. "That's it, then! Shame we can't storm the castle at night. The others won't be back before o-eight hundred."
 
   "It's probably for the better," Oksana offered. "By eight o'clock, there're not so many people left in the castle. The gangsters get up early and leave on whatever business they have. The slaves are sent out to the dungeons at five..."
 
   I hummed my understanding. Sure we were the toughest thing since mithril jockstraps, and still it felt a bit iffy storming a thousand-strong castle. We had to make sure we didn't botch it. Hundreds of lives were at stake.
 
   I turned back to the girl who was desperately fighting off fatigue. "You know how to forward maps? I'll explain it to you in a minute. I need all your locations, all the places where you've ever been to: dungeons, castles, transit bases. Compress it and email it all to me. Somebody give her some coffee before she drops face down into the fire."
 
   "Can I have a copy, too?" Widowmaker asked, his voice unsure.
 
   I cast him a long look. He knew of course his request was out of his brief. The information of new unknown locations and hidden farm zones cost a lot—enough for an inquisitive mind to eek a decent profit out of it.
 
    And still, I couldn't hope to plan a half-decent op without his experience. Besides, I just didn't want to hurt his feelings with any mistrust. Widowmaker was my brother in arms—and a potential ally. "Sure."
 
   So began the drudgery of staff work. Oksana was showered with questions as we worked out the castle layout, the types of characters engaged, the teams' alarm response actions, the slaves' bind points and their respective degrees of loyalty to mention but a few. Two hours later, the stealth group escorting our wizard disappeared into the night. They had to divert sixty miles off the planned route in order to set up a portal beacon as close to the castle walls as possible. That way we could save a whole lot of time, attacking the enemy first thing in the morning without the additional hassle of a hike across the desert.
 
   Bagheera purred, protracting his claws in anticipation of a good scuffle. Our dedicated reporter was beaming with enthusiasm as he tapped away on his virtual keyboard—apparently inspired by the prospect of a sensational exclusive. I had to make sure he didn't leak any unnecessary strategic or personal information like names, coordinates or tactical groundwork.
 
   It was four in the morning. Oksana was already fast asleep, sniffling quietly as she fearlessly cuddled up to Bagheera's warm flanks. The animal cast surprised looks at both of us, as in, Who's that now, Master? Mind if I growl in her ear? The troops had already hit the sack too; the sergeants had checked up on the sentry pickets and went to their tents hoping to throw a few Zs before the battle. Time for us to do the same. It promised to be one hell of a day, and a brain is a weapon just like any other, so you had to keep it honed and rested. I announced the end of the planning session that seemed to be dragging out too long and deep, and ordered lights-out.
 
   I was awakened by the hum of human crowds, the clangor of steel and a trembling of feline flesh under my head. I prized my eyes open. Oksana was crouching next to Bagheera, feeding him some leftover bits of meat.
 
   "Oh," she squeaked discovering the powerful raid leader awake and looking at her. "We were all having breakfast while he was watching us with such hungry eyes! He probably didn't want to disturb you so he didn't go out hunting. Am I right?"
 
   I sat up and shook the remaining sleep from my head. Then I patted the panther's neck as he glanced at me guiltily. "Possible."
 
   I kept wondering why Bagheera had not just gone perma—he'd actually come back to life, turning from a zombie into a very real animal. There he was, scoffing meat like there was no tomorrow. It was definitely worth giving it a thought.
 
   I glanced at the clock. So! Ten to eight? Why hadn't anyone woken me up? Then again, I could've set the alarm myself, my fault.
 
   Widowmaker came running—he seemed to be everywhere that day. I nodded at a straw mat by the fire as I rummaged through my bag for the ingredients of Original Brazilian Coffee: a coffee pot, a mixture of some ground beans, some cinnamon and a few lumps of brown sugar.
 
   I nodded at the mix. "Fancy some?"
 
   "Which recipe?"
 
   "OBC. The classic one."
 
   Widowmaker shook his head. "No, thanks. I don't like it. I have my own recipe, Triple Turkish. Highly recommended."
 
   "Okay, leave me a drop, I'll give it a try. How's the situation, overall?"
 
   He set his coffee pot down next to the nearly-boiling mine and reported, "The recce and the beacon group reached their objective safely. They chose four exit points on the castle's perimeter—she was right, it's not big at all, about the size of a Bastion. The kind preferred by lower-class clans. Also, some loaded dudes absolutely love buying them up to pass off as patrimonial estate. How they managed to stuff a thousand chars in there, I've no idea."
 
   "Were you born in another reality? Never seen a hundred square foot studio packed with a dozen illegal immigrants back in Moscow?"
 
   He shook his head. "Don't remind me of real life, please. It's considered bad form in certain circles these days. Honestly, with all this space and opportunity we have here, I'm already forgetting the darker side of life back on Earth."
 
   "That's what we're about to fight for. For freedom and opportunity for everyone."
 
   As he mulled over my words, I checked the raid status. 276 men. Getting real-life players back in the game by morning was a problem and a half. Those who ever tried to get five friends to go on a camping trip know all about it. It's the same with raids: one person would inevitably oversleep, another would have gone on a drinking binge while yet another had fallen sick or alternatively, was nursing a suddenly infirm child. Some could suddenly find themselves in the middle of a major life crisis or simply had communication problems or computer breakdowns. Already as we'd marched out the day before, I didn't think I'd ever seen the three hundred I'd hired. Their numbers kept changing all the time as everyone had a hundred reasons to log in and out. Luckily, the guild promptly replaced them with their reserves—some sort of a virtual subs' bench.
 
   So now too, we were going to wait another quarter of an hour until the ranks swelled. Then we'd change their bind point and start casting raid buffs while dishing out the last instructions. And after that, it was all systems go!
 
   Three cups of coffee and two cigarettes later, I walked out to face the mercs' impeccable ranks bristling with steel and magic. The buffs had just been cast, their last sparks dying in the air. To the abating hum of magic, soldiers stuffed their share of elixirs into quick access slots. Hundreds of eyes studied me, awaiting my command.
 
   I felt that the situation called for something bigger than a simple "Attack!" I summoned Hummungus and jumped into the saddle in two well-practiced motions.
 
   "Soldiers!" I rose in my stirrups. "There're not many permas among you but I do know that all of you love this world. To some of you it may be your whole life, or a welcome taste of freedom, or maybe just a fairytale you want to believe in. Perhaps a job that feeds your families. Whatever it is, this is our world, our freedom and our choice. But the world as we know it is changing. Evil has entered AlterWorld. Thousands of young men and women have been kidnapped and forced to play out every sick fantasy of their pervert owners. Hundreds of thousands will suffer in slavery—provided we don't interfere and punish these monsters! We must squash the snake in its own den! You can't defend virtue without using violence!"
 
   So I spoke, searching for words and mainly finding tired clichés. And still the ranks tensed, frowning. This was becoming their cause, a personal quest for truth and justice.
 
   I decided to up the ante. "We'll storm the castle and free the slaves! Your names will live in history! I guarantee you a raid bonus of one-third of all the loot!"
 
   "Barrraah!"
 
   Widowmaker watched my pitch, looking pleased. I asked him quietly, "Are all wizards ready?"
 
   "Yep."
 
   "Open the portal. Action!"
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   From a classified White House report:
 
    
 
   Re: Results of projects code names Tempus, Hephaestus, Moneychanger and Holy Grail.
 
   The report delivered verbally. Any voice recording or taking notes prohibited.
 
    
 
   Tempus project manager:
 
    
 
   "Currently, the use of the Teleportation to the Alpha Zone spell enables us to transfer virtually any object of reasonable size from AlterWorld to Earth for the duration of a few milliseconds up to ninety-six hours. The decay period of each particular artifact depends upon its size, complexity and structure, as well as its mana content. The self-destruct times of the objects that have no precedent in our world—such as mithril weapons and magical items—are ten times faster than those of mundane objects like a piece of metal or a rock. To our disappointment, we have as yet failed to activate a charm or a scroll—apparently due to their racial or class restrictions. We continue our work in that direction with the aim of improving our knowledge of AlterWorld and destroying the existing barrier separating our two realities."
 
    
 
   The Chief Technician, Hephaestus Laboratory:
 
    
 
   "We have studied the samples received with the view of their possible integration into our economy or technology chains. None of the samples are stable enough to justify its use. The most prospective technique, in our opinion, would be the creation of alloys. For instance, the addition of 3% real gold to an ingot made by smelting a quantity of AlterWorld gold coins increases its decay period from seventy-one hours to nine days. The experiments we conducted have shown that the addition of physical components to virtual metals results in a rather linear increase in their decay times that is easy to calculate. Comparison charts are available on request. This also enables us to create substances with a set life span. As an example, Gold 8 takes three months to disintegrate, Gold 13 five months, while Gold 19 will disappear from your vault after two hundred days.
 
   "I can also confirm the military's acute interest in the creation of similar mithril alloys. Titan 4 demonstrates a remarkable energy absorption rate in combination with the impact duration which ensures impressive results for both fragmentation and bulletproof armor. Steel 7 increases the life span of gun barrels 210%. The aerospace industry is highly interested in Aluminum 12. To summarize, one could say that the marriage of magical and physical technologies possesses a truly infinite potential, capable of triggering a new technological revolution."
 
    
 
   The next to speak was a representative of the Moneychanger project curated jointly by CIA and NSA:
 
    
 
   "Our main objectives are the country's security and a return to the times of United States' international dominance. Within the scope of the assignment received, we have used the test material Gold 19 in order to mint almost three thousand tons of coinage of our potential opponents' denominations, mainly yuan, marks and rubles. We then used our untraceable chains of front men in order to sell the resulting gold to certain hostile regimes like Venezuela and North Korea as well as a few Russian and Emirate billionaires. Some of it was spent on the acquisition of certain strategic locations or deposited in private bank accounts in the countries of issue. This allowed us to damage the reputation of the Gold Nine countries and their currencies and succeed in sabotaging their financial sectors, at the same time adding over four hundred billion dollars to the US budget. I would like to use this opportunity to ask you to allocate twenty percent of the aforementioned sum as our standard bonus."
 
    
 
   The Federal Reserve System monitor to the Holy Grail Project:
 
    
 
   "When the crisis ended with the forced introduction of a gold standard, we lost our main strategical weapon: the mint printing press. Whereas before an aircraft carrier equipped with a nuclear thrust system had cost us fifty tons' worth of paper and ink, now we had to pay for it in solid gold. We can most certainly say that this is the end of airstrike diplomacy. We have lost quite a few key domineering tools such as inflation export and the ousting of governments by means of the so-called flower revolutions—which used to be virtually free before—among other things. Finally now we can see the light at the end of the tunnel. The Tempus project can potentially offer us access to virtually limitless resources and unprecedented magical technologies. I would like to ask you to grant us free hand with the project and ensure other bodies' complete cooperation. And may God help us!"
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The portal jump plunged me into a momentary disorientation, disgorging me onto a dusty footworn dirt road leading to the castle's main gates. Their heavy riveted iron-oak doors seemed impossibly close—thirty paces at most. Our extended recce guys had had some cheek, setting up a navigational beacon right under the enemy's nose. The reporter was going to blow it up to some deed of incredible valor—little did he know I was going to have their ears chewed for stupidly risking the entire op's success.
 
   As I desperately peered from behind the backs of the heavy assault group, my own covering team grabbed me rather unceremoniously under the armpits and pulled me out of the picture. Dammit. I'd completely forgotten Widowmaker's instructions about clearing the portal area immediately so as not to block the other raiders' paths. This was one of the mercs' trademark tricks: compressing their ranks just before the jump, then shooting out like an uncoiling spring through the portal window. That allowed them to port a three hundred-strong raid in under twenty seconds without actually squashing anyone to death.
 
   I swung my head round, assessing the scene. I could see they hadn't expected us judging by the astonishment on the faces of the five external guards still lolling about in the scant shade offered by the gate tower.
 
   Despite their relaxed poses, the guards did manage to jump up and draw their weapons in time. After all, the ten seconds it had taken the assault group to cover the remaining distance is a hell of a lot of time. About twenty raiders rammed the guards' meager uneven ranks, trampling out one of the flanks and hacking at the oak gates as they demonstrated their resolve to absorb a hundred thousand hits and pave the way for the army unfolding behind their backs.
 
   Had all this happened in real life, we'd have had every chance to storm the castle hot on the heels of the retreating enemy, especially because the service entry remained invitingly open. But gaming rules dictated their own strategies: the only locations that allowed free entry for all were shops, taverns and brothels. None of us happened to be on the castle's green list; we didn't have a single personal invitation between us; neither did we know the password or their portal pad's access codes. Which might explain why, despite the door being open in silent welcome but a few feet away from us, we still blunted our swords on the closed gates like a bunch of idiots.
 
   Gaming convention number two—in order to activate a castle's security systems, a mental command needs to be issued by a character in possession of sufficient clearance. And as luck had it, the only guard still alive—a hand-to-hand monk—seemed to have it. His level was unexpectedly high—at least 240, according to Widowmaker's alarmed voice—so he just laughed in the faces of the assaulting soldiers and activated Code Red, listening to the clarion of trumpets behind his back. Then he gave himself to the fight. And boy, was he good. Agile as a mongoose, he dodged, blocked and parried nine blows out of ten—and in doing so, he wasn't particularly finicky, blocking the sharp heavy steel with his bare hands and arms, the remarkable force of his parries making the soldiers grunt with the strain as they tried to keep hold of their weapons that seemed to have a mind of their own. Simultaneously he managed to deal a series of fast sharp blows that made armor sing like church bells, leaving behind angry little fists-shaped dents.
 
   That was an interesting class. There were virtually none of his kind in our cluster: it took a truly Asian frame of mind to play it. Most of Monk's skills were leveled through meditative trances and monotonous katas totally unsuitable for the Russian temperament. No Russian guy would willingly spend hours navel-gazing or caressing the wind with a stork's imaginary wings. Tanking was his style of choice, with ever-thicker armor and heavier clubs. Hit 'em hard and hurl 'em high.
 
   Besides, as far as I knew, the most important part of becoming a monk was a quest pilgrimage to the place of one's own enlightenment which was where, according to the sources I'd read, most of the Russian hand-to-hand fighters broke down, giving the philosophical moods the finger and re-roling to assassins.
 
   Hearing the hum of a dome shield filling with energy, one of our soldiers lost it and threw in his trump card, transforming himself into a bear. His strength and mass tripling, he lunged forward and squashed the nimble monk, ignoring a quick succession of rib-breaking crits. Cold steel flashed in the air, pinning the motionless player down with slurping sounds as jets of crimson splattered everything around. Bang! The critical amount of steel in his body finally sent him to the High Plains of Heaven as the bear's bulk collapsed onto the road compensating for the resulting void.
 
   Not a moment too soon. The dome shield finally popped open, sending the battered soldiers flying a good twenty paces, right under the feet of the first line of mercs bristling with steel. The combat service support stepped in, helping the soldiers to their feet, healing them and resetting passive shields.
 
   My turn. I made a show of producing some halfpenny scroll from my pocket, breaking the seal and activating the High Spell. A ravenous twister whirled overhead, soon obscured by the haze of a Minor Dome cast by the group of staff wizards. The clock began ticking.
 
   Hunching and shrinking under the cooldown, I held the spell. I didn't give a damn about mana—after I'd redirected my priestly 5% of the altar mana flow to myself, I couldn't possibly drain my own reserves, almost like Tianlong who was virtually puking mana. Actually, talking about it, I really should review my contract with the old dragon, reclaiming my other half. Not that I could ever be able to go through it, but that was my indignant inner greedy pig demanding his rights.
 
   Just as Oksana—whom we'd left behind in the camp—had said, the castle couldn't afford to hire NPC guards. This didn't mean of course that they couldn't be summoned when needed but to do so, you had to be accustomed to their interface, have money available and survive the fifteen minutes of their respawn times. So apparently, the castle's admins had enough common sense not to call for instant reinforcements.
 
   Still, the castle walls were filling with real players—an indecent amount of them, in fact. Jostling and getting in each other's way, hundreds upon hundreds took their places between the massive crenels. Apparently, the gangsters had some sort of combat emergency training in place ordering everyone carrying a weapon to "report to man the walls!" At least that was what I thought as I ran the virtual cursor over the line of heads in badly assorted cheap helmets. These were all sorts of human miscellany, crowds of low-level whatnots, most likely staff, crafters and higher slaves with an occasional super-dangerous warrior thrown in for good measure, usually way above the 200+. The hand-to-hand monk must have already respawned somewhere else in the castle and had changed into some spare gear. I multiplied his power by the estimated number of the garrison's elite warriors and didn't like the result. I just hoped we weren't going to botch the whole thing.
 
   Having said that, I'd already let the Vets know about the mission. The plan we'd worked out the night before offered them a share of the loot in exchange for the opportunity of a roll with the Asian gangsters, giving their men an extra bit of free training. They could be available at thirty minutes' notice. Also, we could always call for the mercs' reserves, which was expensive and not too efficient if we had to send them into battle straight off. But at least we knew we had that option.
 
   Arrows showered our ranks—more for a psychological effect and to bring down the auxiliary classes' mana than to deal any real damage. The defenders looked like a crowd of low-level movie extras with a smattering of half-decent archers thrown in. The mercs' pets lunged for the wall—about forty elementals and summoned creatures in various degrees of undeadness, distracting the enemies and forcing them to expose themselves and their positions. I glimpsed a ranger's blurred outline shoot past along the wall as he scanned the enemy fighters' numbers and levels, sending the information directly to a trance-like analyst busy merging streams from ten status monitors while missing out on all the action. Any independent raid needed an expert like this even though hiring one sent rental expenses through the roof. But in my case, he was a free gift with my VIP order of three hundred men.
 
   Sixty seconds. A gong sounded, announcing the end of the High Spell. The dome shield collapsed in an avalanche of broken crystal. Too early, wasn't it? The gangsters were apparently too thrifty to afford a decent high-class artifact and accumulating crystals. Shame. I'd already compiled a mental list of all the possible loot behind the castle walls.
 
   Act two. The assault group had recovered and made for the gateway. Now they had a job on their hands: not just to harry the enemy into activating the shield but to literally nullify the hundred thousand on the durability counter. There were only about twenty of them, but even those was a few too many as the tiny bit of free space by the gate tower couldn't accommodate any more fighters, restricting their movements and guaranteeing damage from friendly fire. Arrows and crossbow bolts sprayed the gate over their heads—rather uselessly though, as iron oak is virtually impervious to piercing damage. Obeying Widowmaker's annoyed command, the archers turned their attention to the immediately anxious defenders while the assault group disappeared into a thick mist.
 
   Too little too late, as far as I was concerned. Almost immediately the tiny open space turned into a local version of hell bathed in a sea of fire, dripping acid and billowing toxic smoke. Add to that a shower of meteorites and ice blocks riddled with a crackling riot of lightning.
 
   Retreat in 10... 9... the assault group commander ordered in the chat. Indeed his team, having prized another couple of planks out of the gates, had reemerged from the killing ground, pulling out some of the completely disorientated soldiers. There were considerably fewer of them than a minute before and considerably worse for wear—their armor no more shining like a penny but deformed and dented, pockmarked by arrows, sooty and corroded by torrents of acid. The gaming convention used the mercs' appearance to describe their state as well as the crits received and the types of magic damage sustained.
 
   Once their health had dropped below 30%, the attackers had attempted to disengage the enemy as regs prescribed—but the density of fire was such that they'd lost a couple more fighters while retreating. The rest survived mainly thanks to the relief team that rushed out to replace them at the gatecrashing party. Our enemy switched his attention to the new target while the battered assault group disappeared to the rear, surrendering themselves into the healers and buffers' able hands.
 
   The analyst prattled on without opening his eyes, repeating the information sent through the staff channel,
 
   "Minus seven. Expected back on duty in eight minutes. The evacuation group has been granted the rights to grave relocation. As soon as the blanket fire subsides, they'll deliver the tombstones to the reserve line at the rear. Gates at 79%. I suggest we step on it in order to stay on schedule. The density of enemy fighters on the walls is on the increase."
 
   Great. How did he expect us to step on it? A hundred thousand hits wasn't much if you spoke of living beings made of flesh and blood. But the steel-reinforced iron oak of the gates didn't seem to budge under our weapons. Which was understandable: it's one thing to poke a slice of steak with a knife, but trying to do the same to a wooden tabletop is quite another!
 
   Apparently, it was time to engage the wizards even though their spells weren't so very effective against bricks and mortar. Shame because we'd planned to preserve their mana in order to create some powerful blanket strikes. That way they could mop up the walls and the inner court of the bulk of our enemies so we could concentrate on the clan's elite.
 
   My glance chanced upon Snowie who'd apparently elected to be my aide and bodyguard. His white-knuckled fingers clenched the mithril club, his eyes begging, his powerful chest heaving in anticipation of the coming battle. His impatient feet had already stomped a decent-sized rut in the ground. Now that's a thought. Natural trolls were highly immune to magic; their thick hide was only marginally vulnerable to stabbing weapons and could also resist slashing and crushing ones quite well. With his mithril armor, his tank cupola and his divine artifact, Snowie was tougher than tough and champing at the bit, impatient to prove his worth to his lady.
 
   I nodded. "You go, bro. Come back at once if your health drops below 30%."
 
   Snowie roared his triumph. Those around us shrank back. He took a better grip of his tank barrel, raised both hands in a powerful swing and lunged for the gates, causing micro earthquakes with his every leap.
 
   Widowmaker shook his head. "I never thought I'd ever hear the sound of tank tracks again."
 
   Indeed, the polished tracks glistened and rang on his chest. The enemy crossbow bolts flattened against the manhole cover protecting his belly and sparked as they hit the commander's cupola. This was psychological warfare at its best, and it did work as the enemy switched their unreserved attention to the troll running amok, granting the assault group a few precious seconds of relative peace. Studded with arrows like some enraged porcupine, Snowie had lost all his passive shields in those few moments—but by then, he had already reached a blind spot that the archers couldn't hit. With a strained groan, he landed his club on the gates.
 
   Wham! Splinters and steel bolts went flying, as did the debris and swearing members of the assault group.
 
   "Minus twelve percent," the analyst commented impassively.
 
   Wham! The gates sat askew in their frame.
 
   Wham! The gate tower shook, its scared defenders chattering all at once. The mercs roared like a football crowd.
 
   Wham!
 
   "The gate is at seventeen. Perfect for closing in. I suggest signaling a combined attack in five seconds."
 
   I caught Widowmaker's glance and nodded my agreement as I slung Jangur's Shield from my back onto my arm. Summoning Hummungus, I hurried to switch to the spellbook's secondary layout and began casting buffs on him. I still had time. No one was going to send me in with the first wave. Which was only fair, really.
 
   "Charge!" Widowmaker raised his sword. I experienced a momentary pang of jealousy as it should have been me standing there like a portrait, pointing my sword at the enemy.
 
   Screenshot.
 
   I had to agree it looked beautiful. It might be a good idea to frame it and give it to Widowmaker. He deserved it. I had nowhere to hurry to. I had an eternity in front of me—and I knew for sure I was going to lead more armies into battle. I just hoped it didn't happen earlier than I thought.
 
   "Barrraah!"
 
   My aides and I were nearly swept over by a wave of warriors clad in steel, some transforming into their respective totem animals just for the battle. Combat clerics followed close behind, each with his own group and protected by it. They were loved and respected by all: who else would heal you in battle, remove a debuff or promptly nullify a crit effect?
 
   The rogues' ghostly shadows stole past. I moved aside, holding my breath: most of their twin swords were poisoned. Venom dripped from the blades, hissing and bubbling in the sand, leaving barely discernible trails of colored smoke in the assassins' wake.
 
    The second wave: warriors of various class and race armed with distance weapons. Elves who could keep three arrows in the air, the slow crossbow archers whose bolts could pierce even a troll's body, goblin berserkers with their twin axes excellent against heavy infantry, and even a couple of exotic ogres who could hurl heavy rocks at their target—a very peculiar class. It took a very special kind of person to choose one of those as their character.
 
   The third wave: miscellaneous cloth-clad casters and a menagerie of pets and battle mounts. According to their wall-purging plan, the wizards were going to freeze for a moment as they chose targets, then flood everything with boiling plasma and blinding fire. Necros would then mirror their efforts with acid rain and clouds of toxic mists while enchanters shared their mana with the fighters and maintained their passive shields.
 
   All those were followed by the support services: healers, buffers, and a couple of transporter wizards who secured an uninterrupted flow of respawning soldiers from the camp. Now it was our turn. We wedged ourselves in between the last two waves and hurried toward the gate tower, surrounded by bodyguards and the remaining reserve group.
 
   By this point, the walls had been cleared of all the petty classes. About twenty high-level archers were still busy peppering the attackers with arrows, collecting their human toll. Normally, it's not so easy for an archer to nullify the five to seven thousand hits a raid soldier has, but our enemy seemed to be anything but simple. On average, they were about fifty levels above us, combining special attacks and class skills, all of them using freezing, poisoned and fire arrows. They forced us to pay attention and change our plans as we went. Half of our group of stealthers about to start genociding the enemy's mages was further broken into two and sent to mop up the walls instead.
 
   This was a good idea—shame we weren't the only ones who'd thought about it. The right flank of our third line exploded in jets of crimson as we discovered a team of enemy assassins behind out backs. They must have exited the castle via some secret tunnel or other; alternatively, they might have been on their way back to the castle when they'd discovered so many yummy targets next to it. The unlucky rogue left to cover the casters and highlight the stealthed enemies proved powerless against them and was one of the first to snuff it. The Chinese gangsters, fat with their slaves' XP, were two heads above him.
 
   The battle chat ran with panicky messages as I decided to employ the HQ reserves. "Bagheera, attack!"
 
   Doomsday incarnate! A curtain of crimson and minced flesh descended, concealing the unfolding scene from our eyes. I switched my attention to internal interfaces, watching the panther's life bar with concern. But Bagheera must have already met stealthers in that dungeon of his. His claws ripped them apart as the creature teleported, pulling his unseen assailants out of stealth with one scoop of a very practiced paw.
 
   Bam! A message popped up, reporting an enemy's death, the change of my faction relationship and my PK counter status. I waved it away, annoyed, but it kept reopening. I closed it; it popped up again. I minimized it—but there it was back! My heart missed a beat. God forbid that all these gaming menus in my head begin to glitch! I really didn't want to spend an eternity staring at a system message obscuring my view. Anything but that!
 
   Slowly and gently, holding my breath, I pressed the mental cross in the right upper corner.
 
   Gone. Big sigh of relief.
 
   A happy Bagheera bounded toward me, all mucky and spattered with blood like some otherworldly Hound of the Baskervilles. Now I knew what had caused my heart to jump: all five enemy rogues had been eliminated, causing a quick succession of kill messages I'd mistaken for a glitch.
 
   I cast a greedy glance in the direction of the enemy's graves, about twenty in total. The rogues were sure to have dropped something worth the trouble: I had virtually nothing on my PK counter while theirs had to be going through the roof. But losing control of an army in order to go and pick up some loot would be absolutely unthinkable—amateurish. I put my inner greedy pig on a short leash, ignoring his grunts of indignation as he foamed at the mouth, struggling to break free. I know, Mr. Piggy, I know. It's just not a good moment, sorry.
 
   We dived into the breached gateway, crumbling and flame-licked. The gates lay nearby, reduced to splinters by Snowie. Thousands of spent arrows had already been swallowed by the gaming mechanics: AlterWorld was a zero-waste territory, an environmentalists' dream come true.
 
   We pressed our backs to the wall, allowing a column of prisoners to amble past, hands bound above their heads. Remembering my previous storming experience, I'd decided to have them stacked up in the shade of the outer wall out of harm's way, then sort through them to pick out the slaves from the slave drivers.
 
   But where did they think they were taking them now? Couldn't they see I wasn't there anymore? "Halt!"
 
   The mercs stopped in their tracks, either recognizing my voice or just obeying my commandeering tone, apparently remembering they had to deliver the prisoners to me first. I studied the PoWs, immediately singling out one or two with particularly brazen stares. Were they so cock sure of their own immunity? But what if they had good reason to?
 
   I ran the virtual cursor along the line of prisoners, time after time activating the Excommunication skill. It stripped them of the ability to perform a voluntary dedication to Macaria. From now on, they'd need something much stronger than a sincere prayer: they might have to find a priest first, then try to appease him with some substantial baksheesh as he was undoubtedly going to sense the mark of the First Priest on them and might be very unwilling to cross me.
 
   The skill was accompanied by a flash of burgundy light. My hand kept moving in a smooth motion while I mouthed each time, "Anathema!" Why did the game makers have to make life so difficult!
 
   Finally I reached the first of the brazen-eyed warriors and activated the spell. His eyes opened wide, the faith in his own immunity slipping from him like shower foam. Now he couldn't use his Blissful Death ability to slip out and escape to his bind point in one smooth push of a virtual button. Struggling in the arms of our warriors, he emitted a desperate howl, knowing full well what an eternity of slavery felt like.
 
   The second one wasn't as easy. He must have sensed something as he spat out an unintelligible curse, activating some kind of escape ability. A marble tombstone thudded onto the flagstones. Shit. He had to be one of the bigwigs. Shame we'd lost him.
 
   We kept advancing through the gaping mouth of the gate tower, its walls reflecting the flashes of combat magic, the howling of spells blocking our ears. Finally we fought our way out into the open. The mercs had already cleared a considerable area, lining the inner court in semi-circular ranks that bristled with steel. They had stopped fighting—a strategic pause, I realized as I watched hundreds of enemy soldiers pour out of every crack in the wall, crowding together as they prepared to retaliate. So many! I just hoped we hadn't bitten off more than we could chew. Time was against us, too: every wasted second gave the enemy extra time to control their troops, cast some buffs, receive reinforcements and secrete some of the tastier goodies. No, procrastination was out of the question.
 
   I looked around, my eyes searching for Widowmaker. "Commence."
 
   He nodded and barked a command into the staff channel, then repeated it out loud, "Code Hailstones!"
 
   Now it was time to cover our ears! A hundred and fifty players with magic skills had activated them all at once in order to deal maximum damage within the shortest time. The power of their mind hurled magic, twisting it into spells, making it roar in a thousand voices. No one played truant: even the buffers and healers shook the dust off their respective spellbooks, searching their last pages for the rare and relatively weak combat spells. Archers shooting their arrows; tanks, rogues and hand-to-hand players hurling precious vialfuls of whatever they'd stashed away in their bags, showering the enemy with liquid fire, poisons and freezing potions.
 
   A wall of unnatural brown, black and green flames arose over the castle walls, consuming the square packed with the enemy. It forced us to shrink back, disrupting our concentration and stopping us from pouring crude oil on the flames. The earth groaned, the marble tiles exploding like shrapnel, the lumpy stonework melting and dripping like hot wax.
 
   That was it. The mages were out of steam. The vials had all been used, and zero visibility prevented us from selecting any targets so we couldn't use our distance weapons. The fighters backed off, their hair crackling with the scorching heat, their sword handles burning their hands even through gauntlets as their bodies slowly cooked inside their coats of armor. Finally the multi-elemental plasma flames consumed all the oxygen and subsided. Our magical reserves were exhausted.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received achievement: Hannibal I!
 
   The raid under your leadership has exterminated a thousand enemy personnel.
 
   Reward: +200 to Fame!
 
   Raid leader bonus: Commander's Aura. +5% to all physical and magic damage dealt by your soldiers.
 
    
 
   Screenshot.
 
   I gulped. Hundreds of graves covered the court's vitrified floor. For a brief moment I had the impression that we'd just won by focusing the raid's entire force on a spot the size of a basketball pitch. Then tombstones stirred as figures began scrambling to their feet, black with smoke and fire, readying their weapons and serrying their ranks. There they were, the Shui Fong clan's combat elite. I pointed the cursor at each of them, feeling my jaws twitch in anticipation of a good scuffle.
 
   Not so many of them had actually suffered any real damage in the bowels of the virtual furnace. Almost every class had a few useful abilities, like temporary immunity, hit recovery, or damage transfer to your pet and other life-saving tricks. Judging by the warriors' levels and the extent of their character development, they surely owed their lives to some such trump cards they'd been forced to part with in order to survive.
 
   They were not too numerous—about thirty in total. But I'd be damned if I'd ever seen such a bunch of top chars in one place. We all worshipped Fuckyall with his level 250 but if anyone ever dared to rate our enemies by their level, our famed Paladin would have had to take a more than modest position closer to the bottom of the list.
 
   It was going to be a good battle. I glimpsed a movement out of the corner of my eye—the reporter was busy scaling the tower, apparently in a hurry to take a place in the Royal box. Never thought I'd be so happy to see the old SOB alive.
 
   Widowmaker strained his voice, "Steady guys!"
 
   The clanging of steel swept along the ranks as the raiders took a better grip of their weapons and adjusted their armor. The wizards at the back were all choking on cinnamon; I think someone was puking, after all.
 
   Widowmaker bared his sword but I beat him to it, raising a clenched fist to the sky. "For the right cause! For the Fallen One!"
 
   Widowmaker joined in, his gaze dreamy, "For the beautiful Macaria!"
 
   The raiders perked up, their good mood upped a couple degrees. Cheering came from everywhere, "For the Sullen squad! For Sebastopol!"
 
   The mercs stepped forward, faster and faster, accelerating into a run, until Snowie's hollering drowned out the clangor of hundreds of feet, "For Bomba!"
 
   "BARRRAAH!"
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   From the NSA analytics department report delivered at a private meeting at the White House. List of attendees: not released.
 
    
 
   Agenda: America's new political stance and our response to the Chinese threat.
 
    
 
   At present, the center of US foreign interests moves unwaveringly toward the virtual worlds. And as we witness the thousands of tons of gold delivered from AlterWorld, we can safely say, "Game over!" We are facing fully functional portals to other worlds whose value cannot be overestimated. The exploration of Mars pales into insignificance next to the possibilities offered to us by the virtual world Eve 4.
 
   In AlterWorld alone we already have over sixty thousand employees working in seven classified installations and field labs. Mithril deliveries on their own offer us a plethora of mind-boggling opportunities, not to even mention gold itself.
 
   By our most conservative estimates, the deliveries of virtual precious metals will soon be enough to bridge the budget deficit. That's apart from the damage our potential opponents might suffer from the consequences of injecting Gold 19 into their respective economies. The current scheme allows us, figuratively speaking, to plant the virtual metal into their right pocket gram by gram while at the same time extracting real gold from their left pocket in order to stash it in our long-empty vaults.
 
   Oh, yes: Fort Knox is gradually filling up again, slowly reaching the same figures as a hundred years ago. Like the Spanish conquistadors, we're sailing shipfuls of gold back to the Old World. Once again, the United States has become a colonial empire!
 
   In addition, we urgently increase our presence in a number of other virtual worlds. Both scientists and industrialists are highly interested in acquiring the entire Eve 4 range of minerals. We are desperate to lay our hands on the Padishah's Youth Elixir and the Arcane's nanobot colony to name but a few.
 
   Having said that, all these potential riches call for good security and careful supervision. Recently, we've taken certain steps with the aim of improving our control of the situation. Under the pretext of protecting the American digital population, we've already succeeded in relocating the servers of the four biggest virtual worlds from their previous locations in Asia and Western Europe to Silicon Valley. Our next step would be to nationalize them. We have already secured the necessary changes in our legal system.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The wall of mercs was rolling onto the ferocious ranks of the Shui Fong elite warriors. The battle wouldn't last long—apparently, the mercs realized it too, activating whatever skills they still had. A burly Orc shaman bellowed, shapeshifting as he advanced, transforming into a totem grizzly bear complete with its primeval rage. A Druid dropped on all fours, arcing his back as he metamorphosed into an enormous wolf. Baring his fangs, he zigzagged toward the enemy lines.
 
   The miscellany of pets—all slightly worse for wear—had outrun their masters becoming the first victims, their blood spilling on Chinese swords. Still, they'd bought us a few extra seconds by taking the first volley of the enemy's distance weapons.
 
   Wham! Steel met steel in the clanking of hundreds of swords. Crimson mist hung over the front lines, preventing anyone from seeing much at all. The loss counter span like crazy. Immediately our numerical advantage began to show as our flanks curved, sweeping through the enemy lines, increasing the contact area and threatening to surround the slave traders, attacking them from all four directions. But still we just weren't quite strong enough to close the circle, the rear guard's pressure dwindling as the slain first-line fighters needed constant replacement.
 
   Blood, hate and lots of f-words! We'd basically lost control of all the tanks as none of them bothered to monitor the chat—in the heat of the battle they wouldn't react to anything other than a bugle. The wizards seemed to have had their act together slightly better: in their haste, they choked on mana elixirs but still failed to promptly heal the fighters' constantly depleting life bars.
 
   I chose five of the more capable healers and channeled them 1% of the Altar's mana flow each. Bug-eyed with surprise, they knew better than to ask questions and just kept reading the spells, cursing the slow casting times.
 
   The gangsters' numbers kept dwindling, but not fast enough. Way not fast enough. Their high-level warriors cost us dearly, each going for seven or even eight of my raiders. By now I wasn't really sure who was mopping up whom. I had a funny feeling that we in our eternal wisdom (and haste) might have underestimated our adversary.
 
   Standing at the back, I kept adding my two cents spoiling the enemy's choreographed routine by selecting their fighters one by one and excommunicating them. So much for Macaria, guys!
 
   The gangsters' ranks thinned out—but our lines, too, had lost their original density, the flanking circle losing its amplitude as it shrank into a thin curved line.
 
   Our rogues rushed about, undecided, their numbers shrinking. They had no business in a frontal attack, and all their attempts to penetrate the enemy's rear were thwarted by a team of five Chinese stealthers who eliminated groups of any size with practiced ease.
 
   I decided to join in the fun. Having selected a few targets, I beckoned Bagheera,
 
   "Attack!"
 
   The panther wasn't known for his imagination. Like a black bowling ball he shot through the lines of fighters busy shredding each other, his powerful paws sending everyone flying out of his way. Leaving a wide empty strip in his wake, he reached—or should I say descended on—the selected targets and set about decreasing the assassins' population.
 
   With this the battle lost its last vestiges of order, breaking into separate scuffles and individual skirmishes. I glimpsed Snowie's battered shape. The tidal wave of battle had washed him ashore against two opponents: a scarred gray-mustachioed ogre and a small goblin whose numerous blows bothered Snowie much more than the ogre's mithril-studded club. At the time, I'd hogged well over eight hundred characteristics in order to generate Snowie's unique build, trying to create a character as strong as he was smart and agile, capable of carrying unexploded ordnance.
 
   Those eight hundred points had given Snowie his level 200 but even that wasn't quite enough now. His armor and his celestial club allowed him to hold his ground well but he'd already taken more than his fair share and was now facing some very stubborn enemies. Besides, I hadn't really planned on him doing any heavy fighting so he had virtually no clubbing weapon skills: it would take him some time to learn how to hit anything with his tank barrel instead of just swinging it in the air, missing or just glancing over targets much to his disgust.
 
   Bomba made a heroic attempt to fight her way through to her albino boyfriend but her group got bogged down by the first opponent they met, unable to outflank a fierce and remarkably agile orc armed with two scimitars.
 
   I had to help them. Bagheera was still busy zigzagging behind the main battle line as he took out one stealther after another.
 
   I mentally slapped my pockets, sifting through the skills in search of something suitable, and ended up sending part of my mana flow to a very desperate Zena who'd just grabbed her mace, about to enter the fight. She faltered, then emitted a shriek of delight and slung the mace behind her back, in a hurry to heal her teammates.
 
   And now I'd found something for Snowie! I highlighted him, activating the Help of the Fallen One. The poor bastard was cornered, his ribs broken, his left arm withered by his opponent's lucky crit. He stood up, spreading his shoulders; his bones snapped into place, his muscles filling with strength. His enemies shrank as he yelled something victorious, then glanced up into the skies, mouthing a quick thank-you to the Fallen One.
 
   "Looks like we've won," Widowmaker began in a confident whisper but faltered and knocked a superstitious knuckle on a nearby analyst's forehead.
 
   The latter opened one eye and looked around in surprise but reported just in case,
 
   "Top enemy fighters, 19. Our raiders at 110. Margin of error, 5%. About 30% personnel to return to the ranks within the next 7 minutes."
 
   We'd had quite a few factors working for us.
 
   First, the breaching of the enemy ranks reduced their fighters to individual skirmishes. Now instead of just one opponent, the enemy faced five coming from different directions.
 
   Secondly, it was the enemy's poor support by healers and auxiliary classes who, as far as I could see, were considered second best. Apparently, their elite only viewed themselves as warriors robbing slaves of their XP. Which was why the precious few low-level clerics they possessed had already expired, burned to a crisp in the magic fire, leaving the greedy warriors to face the enemy alone.
 
   One other thing. Free XP doesn't turn a player into a professional elite fighter. They won't have the reflexes needed, miserably lacking all the benefit of daily practice and standard techniques. When it takes you a week of hard work to do each level, flirting with death dozens of times and learning to use your skill in thousands of different situations—that's how you make a top warrior. Sure you can slap a colonel's epaulettes on a rookie lieutenant's shoulders, but would it make him a half-decent Chief of Staff? Somehow I have my doubts.
 
   Another example. Who would I bet on in a battle, a brand-new Abrams M1A4 tank with an equally brand-new crew fresh out of school or an old T72 driven by a team of tried and tested tankers? And what would you say to five of them? You see my point, don't you?
 
   Plus Bagheera, a hefty weight on Lady Luck's scales, who was now dashing around in the heat of the battle like the black death he was, growling warningly at my mercs as he stole their prey away from them.
 
   When the number of our opponents had dropped to a dozen, I pulled the reluctant panther aside. "Take 'em alive!" I strained my voice over the racket.
 
   The mercs heard me and so did the gangsters. They became all jittery and suicidal, falling on our swords and baring their chests to our blows.
 
   Widowmaker pointed at the arena, the portal pad and the graveyard in the castle's far-off corner. Holy Jesus. There they were, all three installations together, as large as life and twice as ugly.
 
   The gangsters had done, in their own way, the right thing by combining the three areas into one in order to facilitate the process of the slaves' constant dying and respawning. And now the bloodbath caused by my mercs had resulted in a raging sea of about five or six hundred restless players unable to get to their stuff or leave the castle. The slaves shouted all at once, huddling together, hope and fear in their eyes as they cast glances in the direction of their captors. I'd bet this wasn't the first time they had had to change their masters.
 
   Still, not everyone in the half-naked crowd was a slave. I made out a few fights seething among the sea of heads as some used the opportunity to settle a few personal scores with slave drivers and their snitches as well as resolve personal grudges. A group of a few dozen sat perfectly still, meditating, as they hurried to build up a bit of mana in order to teleport away from the killing field.
 
   I saw one of the captured wizards grin as he jumped back to his feet, waving to the others. His actions caused a minor stampede akin to a Christmas sale at Tiffany's. After a pause, the wizard activated the portal, disappearing with four of his clan mates. Dammit! If it went like this, we could lose our choicest prisoners. At least the naked captives couldn't get to the ingredients necessary to create a stationary portal which forced them to use standard personal and group ones.
 
   I spoke too soon, didn't I? The teleport pad swelled, forming the archway of a stationary portal. My heart missed a beat. Had our enemy received reinforcements? So soon? It had only been seven minutes or so—no way they could have gotten their act together. A castle siege is a long and lazy job: even the simplest dome takes hours to remove. Hours, not minutes. No, somehow I didn't think that these were reinforcements. More like a quick check to find out what all the hullabaloo in the clan chat was about.
 
   The portal disgorged a level 270 bigwig in full gold-inlaid armor, his headgear tall with feathers, five bodyguards surrounding him.
 
   Both of us swung our heads around simultaneously as he took in the picture and I tried to assess this new danger.
 
   "Bagheera, take him! Widowmaker, send fifty to the portal pad ASAP! Lay the prisoners on the ground face down, quickly or they'll all escape!"
 
   Indeed this new arrival—some sort of crisis manager—had already weighed up their chances and barked something to the rest. A thin line of potential escapees hurried to the pad, struggling their way out of the crowd and pushing aside dozens of supplicant hands. The bodyguards set to work too, elbowing their way deep through this sea of humanity in search of some particularly valuable slaves who merited immediate evacuation.
 
   Naturally, Bagheera made it first. With his size and enthusiasm, he could cover forty paces in a few well-directed leaps—barely enough time for a victim to blink and shriek. Still, the manager must have sensed something. He turned around, receiving the leaping beast with his twin swords. Which was brave but utterly useless, a bit akin to a samurai attacking a line of Gatling guns. Temporarily paralyzed, his steel-clad figure was sent rolling over the flagstones right under his bodyguards' feet as they rushed to his help. Three of them stood in Bagheera's way while the other two grabbed their motionless boss under his arms, sweeping him toward the portal arch.
 
   That hadn't changed Bagheera's priority target, though. He tried to ram the annoying obstacle in one practiced charge, eager to get to the golden peacock whom his master apparently wanted. Instead, the bodyguards' stocky bodies sparked, rippling, as transparent power shields swelled around them, distorting space. They must have activated the invulnerability skills that guaranteed them a few more seconds of life.
 
   Bagheera freaked out. Straining his muscles, he shook his head. A powerful growl sent bits of froth flying from his mouth. Still, he overcame his initial urge, his enormous hind legs kicking his body into a flight over the bodyguards' heads. The two soldiers carrying the bigwig's body dove into the portal; the panther followed, scattering the dense waiting line of the chars about to jump to the other side. With a pop, the portal arch disappeared. End of show.
 
   Betrayed in their last hope, the gangsters collapsed onto the dusty flagstones. The slaves about to be pulled out promptly made themselves scarce in the crowd while the remaining bodyguards exchanged quick glances and activated their personal portals, disappearing in a firework display of visual effects.
 
   Bagheera must have ported somewhere really really far. His icon had completely disappeared from my interface. Still, we must have preserved some semblance of connection—I could find no other explanation to all the kill messages flickering through my mental view, followed by "change of faction relationship" warnings. No idea where he had resurfaced, but my pet was running amok and, judging by the quick succession of system messages, someone was in for a slaughter. One thing was for sure: now the gangsters had more important things than us to worry about, so we ought to make good use of the few extra minutes the panther was buying us. I just hoped they wouldn't trample him to death as I still didn't know his resurrection settings—come to think of it, I didn't even know if he could resurrect at all.
 
   Biting my lip to conceal my concern, I checked the battlefield. Snowie sat astride the gray-mustachioed ogre, twisting his arms until his joints crunched. He shouldn't overdo it, really. His actions weren't doing his enemy's life bar any good as it kept shrinking by rather large jolts.
 
   "Snowie, don't! Just pin him down, that's enough. No need to break his bones."
 
   The goblin was still busy next to them making a quick job of his opponents, escaping their grasp with a mongoose-like agility. Strangely enough he seemed to be the last one still standing. All the others were either doubling up on the ground or had somehow managed to pop their clogs. No idea if it had helped them escape; most likely they were now cussing under their breath somewhere within the crowd trying to merge with the slaves.
 
   A group of mercs was hurrying toward the human sea—not fifty but still quite a few, in fact whoever had been available.
 
   "Lie down! All of you, face down! Hands on your heads!"
 
   Just look at them—you'd think we were on a special-ops mission, not a gaming raid. Judging by the way they handled their prisoners, you could tell the mercs had seen their share of TV police shows and had a decent concept of the procedure—in theory at least. They fell upon the disoriented ranks, tripping up the reluctant and lending a helping shove to add some velocity. Rather rough, I know, but every spare second of meditation could allow the enemy to build up enough mana to escape which in turn could entail losses of both money and information, not to even mention other much more unpredictable consequences.
 
   I looked around, searching for Widowmaker. "Assign enough men to mop up the castle and take over the Control Room. Bring Oksana here, then you can start sorting through the prisoners."
 
   For the next twenty minutes I didn't move, watching the avalanche of reports and constantly waving away the kill messages Bagheera was spamming me with. He was having a field day, sowing fear in his wake and breeding respect for his unknown invader masters.
 
   An endless flow of slaves kept emerging from the castle's premises and dungeons as the mercs cleared the cellars of the browbeaten crafters who exited, scared and shaking, while squinting their eyes at the almost-forgotten sun.
 
   Dong! The gong's vibrations made me jump.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You have captured a castle: Shui Fong 7!
 
   Estimated value: 3,400,000 gold.
 
   We remind you of your duty to pay the 5% Federal tax within the next 14 days.
 
   For your information: a looting option is available. In that case, the castle will be razed to the ground and all the gaming items and objects, including players' graves, will be destroyed.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received achievement: Invader I!
 
   A raid under your leadership has defeated the enemy and captured their castle!
 
   Reward: +500 to Fame
 
   Raid leader bonus: Blitzkrieg. Your raid will need 3% less time to take over the Control Room.
 
    
 
   I clenched my teeth and lowered my eyelids, trying to restrain the dozens of thoughts that flashed through my head as my mind generated a chain of optimal solutions. "Widowmaker, we have two and a half hours tops. Then I'm going to destroy the castle."
 
   My sobbing greedy pig was swallowing sedatives by the handful. Widowmaker cast an appraising look around and shook his head, obviously upset. "Are you sure? You don't think we can hold it?"
 
   I detected a pleading note in his voice. I understood him, of course. A raid bonus of one-third of 4 million wasn't exactly the same as that of 1 million.
 
   "No, I don't," I said. "These are unknown territories. This clan is too strong for us. I agree it would be awesome to keep it as a potential bridgehead for future needs. But I assure you that by this evening the whole area under these walls will be swarming with the enemy. So go rip out everything you think you can sell, tapestries included. In the meantime, I'll check their virtual barracks and hire as many NPC archers as I can to man the walls. I might get a hundred or two Elves if I'm lucky. Actually no, I'd better hire some human crossbowmen—I'm not entirely sure where I stand with the Drow at the moment. And while you're at it, have a look at the dome shield artifact and see if it can be restored. That's it. Off you go!"
 
   I switched to the staff channel. "Get me the Porter and the Mules foreman."
 
   A stocky Dwarf with impossibly wide shoulders came first. I gave him a friendly nod and glanced at his name tag before speaking,
 
   "You see, Burly, it looks like we've bitten off more than we can chew. But the least we can do is try to eat as much of it as we can and nibble the rest. We're gonna strip this place down to the ground. Your job is to move the loot to a temporary warehouse. I'm pretty sure I've seen this service on your price list, am I right?"
 
   The Dwarf lowered his eyelids in agreement, then squinted, studying the castle's workshops, barracks and lines of cellar windows with a professional eye. "Twenty gold per cubic meter of loot per twenty-four hours. May I ask you, Sir Laith, of the entire volume of work and the deadline?"
 
   I shrugged. "Twenty cube—well, make it thirty. Two hours."
 
   He was above ego games, I had to give him that. He didn't bother to cut me down to size. He just tut-tutted, breaking the news,
 
   "It's ten times that, Sir Laith. Two hundred cube—maybe three hundred. I've already done a quick assessment of all the cellars and warehouses. The gangsters used this castle as a classic sweatshop with five hundred workers—or slaves, or robots, you can't really find the right word to describe them—busy 24-7 forging the clan's economic power. Here you have at least ten cube of vials alone—all sorts, you name it, it's there. Can't even tell you how many grand ten cube would cost. So in my approximation, you have enough work for three days solid."
 
   I gritted my teeth to prevent my jaw from dropping and stopped my hand just in time from scratching my head. In the meantime, my inner greedy pig was dancing a jig with abandon while making desperate faces at me. Yeah, right. We'd laid our hands on a nice juicy morsel, but how were we supposed to swallow it?
 
   The Dwarf's sideways look hinted at a possible solution. So I didn't play hard to get. "What do you suggest?"
 
   "You know, Sir Laith, any business is a bit like that Through the Looking Glass story. It takes all the running you can do to keep in the same place. The moment you stop to catch your breath, you'll be outrun by all those yuppie types who'd already learned from your experience and added a bit of their imagination. That's how it is in our cargo business, too. We aren't humble mules any more. We offer a wide range of packing, storage, insurance and logistics services, to name but a few..."
 
   "Not to mention intelligence..." an ironic Widowmaker interrupted the Dwarf's sales pitch. I gave his words some thought and shuddered.
 
   Indeed, if all the humble mules lugging their cargo up and down mountain trails had learned to talk... they could have told lots of interesting tales to whoever they may concern. Every detail of every secret route, every name and cargo type, every password and... the mind boggles.
 
   The dwarf flashed us a shy smile. I'm not a good judge of character but even I hadn't believed it.
 
   "We could offer you," he went on, "a complete package of looting services. For a mere 10% of the loot, three hundred of our experts will take two hours to scrape the place clean to the last drop of lime between its stones. Even the poorest beggar won't find anything worth stealing here once they're finished so he'll be so stricken with grief he'll be forced to hang himself on his own girdle as he won't be able to find a length of rope for his purposes!"
 
   Oh well. He'd probably exaggerated it a little but not much. In any case, it would be great to get my mercs out of it. I had other things for them to do.
 
   "Agreed," I said. "Where's the dotted line?"
 
   I had my doubts this mule was a mere foreman. He grinned, pleased. "The secretary's office will send you the contract in a moment. Your Porter can find himself other things to do. Cargo transportation is our area of expertise. We don't need no amateurs."
 
   He stepped aside, looking for a sufficiently spacious place. Then he reached into his bag, producing a nondescript little rock, and placed it on the dusty flagstones.
 
    
 
   A Portal Beacon. Allows a player to teleport to the artifact location by following its light. When the beacon is activated, a corresponding teleport spell will appear in your spell book.
 
   Effect: Indestructible
 
    
 
   Wow. Can I have two, please? I was so fed up with my own limited mobility and my meager two portal points—the resurrection point and the Altar. I made a mental note to invest in a handful of little rocks I could then hide in all of AlterWorld's strategic locations.
 
   In the meantime, the Dwarf disappeared in a flash of a personal portal, only to reappear a moment later with a picturesque goblin shaman hung like a Christmas tree with artifacts. He cast a studying look over the castle court, then licked his finger, checking the direction of the wind (don't ask me why). Then he paced out an area where he began to draw, expertly and quickly, a complex pentagram, positioning colored candles in its corners. Five colorful whiffs of smoke swirled into a spiral, expanding into a massive arch of a cargo portal that rumbled open right in front of our puzzled faces. It breathed ice, granting a moment of aircon relief to this realm of sun and sand. The shaman adjusted something, causing the air flow to go both ways: the hot air streaming in and the fresh feet-cooling jet blowing out.
 
   The goblin rubbed his hands. "The clan's warehouses are located in a cave facility for maximum protection. Unfortunately, it's also cold and dank—we're going to heat it a little."
 
   How do you like it? Should I maybe send them a heating bill?
 
   In the meantime, the portal began disgorging organized ranks of solemn-looking dwarves carrying all sorts of tools—from hammers and crowbars to handcarts, pulleys and hoists. It looked like I had nothing to worry about on this particular work front.
 
   "Widowmaker, you can proceed to optional task one. Send groups of five to all the farming locations where the gangsters sent slaves this morning. I don't think such locations have more than one slave driver, but you need to take him alive. Release the slaves and bring them to the castle. I'll be feeding you new locations as I get their coordinates. We'll try to pull out as many people as we can. Follow me, time's running out!"
 
   We hurried toward the already-triaged prisoners. Widowmaker generated orders into the staff channel as we went. Dozens of corridors and doorways began disgorging reluctant mercs who'd had to part with the soldier's sacred duty of counting and pilfering trophies. The Russian man's mind is a mystery at best of times, amplified by the warrior's "right" to loot a conquered city. I had no idea how much stuff had ended up in their capacious backpacks—so probably the thought of calling in the Dwarf experts could pay for itself, after all. Sorry guys, no offence, you're already entitled to the one-third bonus. Actually, it was about time we did something about this shameful practice of lining one's pockets on the job. Too many thieves around. I remembered Russian stories of road cops at an accident scene "checking" wrecked cars or firefighters too busy "salvaging" stuff out of a burning house. Okay, these may be exceptions, but the fact remained that such stories didn't raise any eyebrows.
 
   In the holding camp, the tables had turned: those of the ex-slaves who hadn't tarnished themselves with fraternization sat comfortably in the shade of the castle walls. Their eyes glittered with hope and optimism as their stomachs were busy consuming whatever the kitchen stores had had to offer: I don't think they'd seen much chance to enjoy normal food in the past.
 
   The camp's elite lay face in the dust under the scorching sun, hands on their heads: officers of every rank, warriors and other unfortunates of today's events.
 
   Aside sat a small but visibly nervous group of informers and slave drivers from the ranks of the slaves themselves, including a few voluntary bed-warmers and other rats. I watched Oksana's passionate exchange with the slaves' impromptu committee and the following banishment of Bianca, a buxom blonde who was kicked out of the first group into the latter to angry laughter and catcalls.
 
   Oksana gave a satisfied nod, then ran to the gangsters and began kicking them, bending down and asking each the same question. I didn't interfere. She'd earned the right.
 
   I headed toward the biggest group of slaves. After all, that's why we were here in the first place: to free them. I stopped, waiting for a wary silence to set in, then made sure the external communication was blocked before addressing them,
 
   "Congratulations on your newfound freedom! To tell you the truth, our raid was on a totally different mission. But once we heard of all the crimes against humanity committed here, we couldn't just ignore it. My first question is: do any of you know of other slave teams who are currently out farming and leveling? Those we could liberate within an hour or two by groups of five each?"
 
   The ex-slaves exchanged awkward glances. "Go ahead," I encouraged them. "It's your friends' freedom we're talking here."
 
   A hand rose, then another, followed by a dozen more.
 
   "Excellent. Now I want you to forward the location's brief description, including all the relevant maps and coordinates, to my aide Alorrienar, a.k.a. Widowmaker. You have two minutes. The time is on... now!"
 
   Not in two minutes, but somehow they managed to do it in the end.
 
   "I've received thirty-six locations," Widowmaker reported. "Twelve of them unique. We're all set. I'm sending groups out."
 
   "Thank you for your cooperation, everyone! Next, as a gesture of good will for your liberation I'd like to ask you to forward me the copies of full sets of all the maps you have. You have five minutes, then I expect to see 407 new messages in my PM box."
 
   Catching Widowmaker's surprised stare, I gave him a wink.
 
   "You're something else!" he managed.
 
   What did he think? He who owns information, owns the world. Judging by his forehead frowned in concentration, soon the practice of "map charges" would take over AlterWorld.
 
   They hadn't met the five-minute deadline—I mean those who'd proven up to the task at all. About a dozen of the smarter ones had managed it in the end, plus another dozen lunatics, thus giving me another problem to solve at my leisure.
 
   They froze, anxious, as I addressed them again, "Now you're well and truly free! You can visit your graves now and receive ten gold for traveling expenses. Then you're free to go wherever you wish!"
 
   I paused, studying the suddenly silent crowd. So far, not one was willing to accept the responsibility for his or her own life. I chuckled. Little wonder! It would take them a long time to learn to be free again. The scars of slavery are similar to those of war: they can never quite go away.
 
   Plan B, then. I suppose I could try to take them under my wing. A few hundred crafters and hunters could come in handy one day. "Alternatively, I could port you to my cluster and offer you a place to stay. That could buy you some time to recover your strength and have a good look around. Then I'll make you an offer to join the clan. Let me warn you, the clan is very young still. You'll be among its founders. We're facing a lot of hard work and a big war—probably, more than one—but our starting positions are extremely high and so are those of everyone who joins us now. I'm telling you up front that we're not going to accept every applicant. We're not a charity. Every one of you will go through a face-to-face interview, trial periods, professional and psychological assessments. That's basically it. The portal to my cluster will be here in thirty minutes."
 
   It was probably better to mention all of the clan's hardships and problems now. This way, the cowardly could leave straight away while the doubting Thomases might later be tempted by other clans' offers. But the grateful ones—those who could see our potential and could appreciate our liberation gesture—they were the kind of people I needed.
 
   "Widowmaker? I know it's out of your jurisdiction but I really, really have no one else to turn to. I didn't lie to you. I have very few people to begin with."
 
   He gave me a long look before answering, "That I do know, First Priest."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   An excerpt from classified paperwork issued by the special ops planning department, NSA:
 
    
 
   In the light of the latest intelligence report concerning finalization of Chinese virtual programs, namely Expansion, Insanity and the Great Cleansing, we have developed a number of countermeasures that work on five levels:
 
    
 
   1. Isolation and following encapsulation of China's entire Internet sector:
 
   All the Chinese submarine communication cables have been mined. Our divers have planted a number of depth charges that mimic the acoustic signal signature of cable-laying craft which turns any potential repair into a complex and long-winded military operation. The enemy's communications satellites can be promptly destroyed by the joint forces of our missile defense system and NASP aircraft.
 
    
 
   2. Destruction of local infrastructure:
 
   We have recently had sixteen superpowerful electromagnetic radiation generators delivered to China labeled as "high tech equipment". Most of their parts are mislabeled in Japanese while others have half-erased Russian markings. The generators have been installed next to large telecommunication nodes and data centers.
 
    
 
   3. Targeted elimination of certain key individuals:
 
   Our A-List includes some 900 names of the people whose disappearance would hinder or even alter Chinese expansion plans. All experts and resources necessary are currently on their way to the country.
 
    
 
    4. Combat viruses:
 
   We are currently in the process of infecting all systems that employ Chinese interfaces or the more frequently used Chinese fonts. At the moment, the virus has been planted into over 110 million independent processors.
 
    
 
   5. Sabotaging interior communication lines:
 
   Acting as electric and communications companies workers, our experts have successfully installed over 6,000 terror-hive nano systems Phobos and Silence in cable wells and on top of transmission towers. As a cover-up measure, we have arranged for the leak of a number of identical systems to several international gun-running bosses.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I tensed, then gave a mental shrug. How long had I expected to hide my identity, after all?
 
   "Have you known it for long?" I asked.
 
   Widowmaker smiled. "You're about as much of a great secret keeper as I am a ballerina. Don't forget that we were with you every step of the way. More often than not, you also had a free retinue of onlookers, reporters and ill-wishers—and quite a few overt enemies, too. Add to that our absolute memory multiplied by the clans' security and analytics departments, and you'll realize that everybody who's anybody knew about your status. The only people who didn't, just weren't interested enough."
 
   "I damn well hope not..." I muttered, annoyed. "So what do I do now, then?"
 
   He shrugged. "Nothing. Just keep going the same as you did before. All the smartasses have already realized it's time for them to pick the right side to support. The rest will have to do so later. Players are trying to suss you out. The stakes are too high for them to make rush decisions."
 
   "And you? Are you prepared to join the dark side of the force?"
 
   He chuckled happily. "You see, it's not about your flag or the color of your mana flow. A one-sided world is bad, period. If they suppress the alternative in the face of the Fallen One, then in another hundred years' time we'll all be herded into temples to kneel and pray without as much as a chance to dream of miracles or divine intervention. The current competition forces the celestial dwellers to fight for our faith, offering more and more complex skills and freebies in exchange for our loyalty. You can see it for yourself: before, the Pantheon of Light didn't give a flying fuck about their worshippers' requests. But in the last few weeks they've been leaning over backward like you wouldn't believe! Divine quests, weapon blessings, omens and miracles—you name it. They seem to be pulling out all the stops."
 
   That was useful to know. I made a mental note to create an outdoor surveillance group and monitoring service to keep an eye on the media and public chats. So many things to do! Why didn't I have two years of quiet leveling to build up my virtual muscle? Yeah right. That's the question every nerd asks himself when someone's spoiling for a fight. But then again, it wasn't as if I'd been a couch potato. I could liken myself to a submarine propeller caught on a mine cable, my every turn pulling the silent death ever closer.
 
   In the meantime, Widowmaker went on,
 
   "Two more things. First, the Pantheon of Light is headed and controlled by NPCs who are far removed from the players and their problems. You can see it in their summoned gods list, can't you? Asclepius, Aphrodite the Beautiful, Hestia... the wretched Olympic bunch, each of them just as ancient and twice the schemer as any member of the Soviet Politburo. Now you—you did the right thing from the start. Instead of summoning some powerful war god like Mars or Ares, you were quite happy with the weak and fanciful Macaria who managed, however, to liberate everyone from their fears of violence and imprisonment. A lot of people appreciated that. Never mind the dubious pay-for-dedication attempts..."
 
   I felt myself blushing again. Did he really need to rub my nose in it?
 
   "I'm not saying I can't understand you," he went on. "I'm sure the situation demanded an urgent cash injection."
 
   "It still does," I grumbled.
 
   He nodded. "In any case, Macaria was smart enough to rectify your blunder. Her manifestation to the crowds in her skimpies gained you quite a few followers. Actually, there's a collection of some very raunchy screenshots doing the rounds. Your iconostasis turned out to be a bit saucy, don't you think? Even if it does arouse the young players. So actually, that turned out to be a good alternative to Aphrodite in the end. But we, being older and not so affected by TSB, are attracted to you by your deeds which tell us more about you than a thousand publicity managers could."
 
   "I see. Do what you must and come what may."
 
   "Exactly. No need to wallpaper the streets with the Fallen One's picture and promises of a lifetime buff for every voter. Those who are in charge—clan leaders and heads of security—are very good at putting two and two together. So you should really keep brownie points coming while you still can. Take this, for instance: even though I've no idea of our raid's actual objective, what we've just done—provided the media manage to report the right angle—automatically upgrades you to one of the movers and shakers. This is a deed worthy of ballads: a crusade to faraway lands to rescue the downtrodden from their captors whose evil doesn't require explanation, followed by the liberation of slaves and the taking of bounty!"
 
   He faltered, glancing sideways at the chat channel. "Talking about bounty. Lt. Gray's group has finished mopping up the donjon. They broke into the Castle Commandant's personal residence. Can you imagine what he had there? A Minor Power Dome all for himself, activated and all, plus a complex system of traps. Accumulating crystals, full to the brim, were used with a whole range of vials: from poisonous clouds to electro pulses. The guys were in such a hurry they lost three men. You should hear them cuss!"
 
   I nodded my understanding. "Our opponents have some sick imagination, especially when it comes to traps and torture."
 
   "You're right there, dude. In short, that's where the gangsters kept their treasury! A hundred eighty thousand, all in gold!"
 
   My inner greedy pig began poking at his calculator. I rubbed my hands. "Excellent. You can say one day of raiding has paid for itself. It's a good job it's gold as you say. Had it been silver we'd have needed to hire more mules to lug it all."
 
   Widowmaker gave me a puzzled look. "Are you joking or are you serious? When was the last time you checked the gold to silver exchange rate?"
 
   I stared at him. "Er... does it actually fluctuate? I thought it was fixed at one to ten."
 
   "That's what everybody thought until somebody started pulling gold out of circulation. No idea who's doing it and under which mattresses they're stashing it but you won't be able to find it for less than one to fifteen these days."
 
   "That's funny. What about the banks?"
 
   "What about them? As long as you're in the system, moving money from one account to the other is no problem. But once you decide to withdraw a large sum, they'll offer you the choice between silver and a bill of exchange. If you want gold, it'll be strictly under the counter—and the rate will change accordingly."
 
   "Jesus. Can you imagine how much gold someone must be creaming off to create such traffic? Do other clusters have the same problem?"
 
   That got him thinking. Widowmaker rubbed his chin. "Actually, I don't know. I might send someone to check on the Chinese seeing as we're already here. If their exchange rate is even one silver different, we could make good money on it."
 
   I grinned. "Here comes AlterWorld's first currency trader. Talking about this someone you've just mentioned... I need a person to help sort out the slaves. We can't go anywhere with them in tow. Expenses are not a problem. I'd be more than happy to pay, it's just that I don't have time to do it myself. He'll have to jump to the Original City and rent some private premises, then port the slaves there and accommodate them relatively comfortably. He'll need to feed, clothe and reassure them and be a general agony aunt. Think you could spare a good quartermaster like that?
 
   He frowned, then slapped his forehead. "I know one! Our superintendent, Sergeant Major Zaruba. He's a superintendent not in name only—it's his vocation. Responsible, attentive to detail and disgustingly meticulous. Perfect for the job."
 
   "Excellent. Get hold of him, then. He has very little time. We'll begin evacuating the prisoners in thirty minutes. Tell him not to worry: I know it's not in his sphere of competence so I'll pay him double."
 
   Widowmaker waved my last words away, indignant. "Don't offend us. Who do you think we are, making money out of other people's misfortune? My men are eager to help them as it is. Haven't you noticed anyone shoving prisoners bits of money or a handful of food? After what Oksana told them, they're all a bit emotional. So we'll do whatever we can, don't worry. You now have the raid to worry about. I don't know what you think about it all, but personally, it looks like we've stepped on a sleeping tiger's tail. Now he's still half-awake and scared, screaming and pounding the air, trying to escape unnoticed. But once he looks back—then instead of a terrible unknown enemy all he'll see is a grinning monkey..."
 
   I threw my hands up in dismay. "Some imagery! What he'll find behind his back is a Russian bear! As they say, whoever doubts our peaceful nature will pay for it in his own blood! Come on now, time to see what these slave-trading bastards have to offer. Call me a dork if I don't squeeze this castle dry."
 
   We walked over to the prisoners who were still lying face down in the dust.
 
   "Sit up," I ordered in a calm but commanding voice.
 
   They obeyed without a sound. Two of them cringed, unable to conceal the pain in their stiff limbs. I made a mental note of those: finally a display of weakness in this show of impassive poker faces. The Asians! We all dream of making contact with aliens while we can't really understand our neighbors across the border. I remembered watching a Japanese entertainment channel once. No need to look for aliens after that...
 
   I tried to take them all in. Seventy-three prisoners in total: some warriors, some petty authorities and some unidentified but rather arrogant-looking individuals. To my disappointment, we'd failed to capture any of the self-appointed local aristocracy. I hadn't expected a prince or anyone of his family—they must have had their digs in the vicinity of their capital city—but someone of lower standing, like a commandant for instance. I'd have loved to ask him a few unhurried questions, preferably in the comfort of one of those chilly dungeons...
 
   Interesting, wasn't it: once we'd found ourselves in the virtual world where everyone was equal by definition, we'd immediately begun to recreate social ladders, establishing familiar barriers and building hierarchies to be able to know at all times who should be kowtowing to whom. The Vets had restored their habitual system of military ranks, sending their cringing rookies scurrying around the training grounds to the strains of the sergeant's booming commands. The Chinese gangsters had modeled their system after their classic power pyramid which was only natural considering how proud they were of their history.
 
   It was true though that the gaming lifestyle had considerably affected it, virtually eliminating the pyramid's base classes like farmers, craftsmen and servants. As far as I could see, they were almost completely replaced by slave labor. This situation reminded me of wartime Germany where about seven million Slavic slaves—or, as the propaganda genius Joseph Goebbels used to call them, "Eastern forced laborers", had turned the poorest German peasant into a small feudal seigneur holding his own serfs.
 
   Once again I looked over the impassive faces, the slanted eyes and yellow parchment-like skin. My ancestral memory was tolling the alarm bell, raking up the centuries of the Mongol yoke and the invasions of the Nogais and the Crimean Tartars that had turned Russian lands into a lunar landscape.
 
   I suddenly remembered the tragedy of Devlet Giray's taking of Moscow in 1571. A hundred and twenty thousand warriors he led into battle against six thousand Russians. Talk about "one man against an army"! They had burned Moscow to the ground—the stone Kremlin being the only structure left standing. It had taken the townspeople two months to remove all the dead bodies from the streets. After that, the city had to be not just rebuilt but repopulated, bringing in new dwellers from everywhere they could find them. A hundred thousand dead, plus another hundred and fifty thousand driven into slavery. Never before had Slavic girls cost so little in the Crimean slave markets of Feodosia, Evpatoria and Bakhchysarai. The following year, the Crimean troops returned... Russia! Many an invader had trampled your chest with their jackboots, breaking your ribs and making you cough up blood.
 
   I clenched my teeth, looking over the freshly-minted slave owners. History repeats itself, eh? Did they ever learn? Did they really need a good whack in the teeth to get the message? Very well, then it was time to teach them a thing or two.
 
   "Listen up! You have raised your hand to the people of our cluster. You've stripped them of their freedom and used them as slaves. I don't need a court of justice to prove you guilty. I am your judge and your prosecutor. Considering this is your first time, your punishment will be mild. If I catch you again, don't expect me to be so lenient. I might cement you in a concrete slab and bury you a hundred feet below the ground for some future archeologist to find."
 
   Somehow I didn't think I'd managed to impress them. Someone curled up his lip in response to my empty threats; an even more arrogant one spat at my feet. Oh well. We'll see.
 
   "The clan will be punished by confiscating the castle. You will be exchanged for your slaves on a one to one basis."
 
   "How about our stuff?" a perfectly bald warrior interrupted me in a calm quiet voice without looking at me.
 
   "It will be destroyed with the castle graveyard."
 
   Ah, you didn't like it, did you? The prisoners grumbled, exchanging unhappy glances and clenching their teeth. How I understood them. A level-200 warrior's gear could cost the equivalent of a class A car and was by far harder to come by. Ah, dammit. The decision was right and fair, of course, and it allowed us to considerably reduce a hostile clan's fighting power. But financial considerations made me go against all logic.
 
   "You don't like it, do you? Very well, I can offer you an alternative. You'll be allowed to go back to your graves to retrieve your stuff in exchange for surrendering both your left and right hand weapons. Don't try to cheat: my warriors have absolute memory and will be able to recognize your swords, shields, staffs and bows as well as any attempts to switch them. All non-combat classes, including crafters and administrators, will be allowed access to their graves for a compensation calculated at a player's level multiplied by five hundred with the minimum set at fifty thousand. You have one hour to make up your mind."
 
   Our negotiations were interrupted by the crashing sound behind my back. I turned round. Oksana was pounding the wall with a heavy hammer, her dusty face streaked with tears, putting all her desperation into her effort. Without waiting for their orders, several raiders rushed to help her. Soon part of the fresh stonework collapsed, and so did the first bricked-in prisoner. It was a young boy, unarmed and in cheap armor, his hands and feet bound tight together with the thickest wire I'd ever seen—you'd need some special blacksmithing tools to untangle it. Scumbags.
 
   I turned back to the prisoners. Something must have changed in my face as they flinched, shrinking back.
 
   "Now I'd appreciate you giving me half a chance to take back my previous offer," I hissed, glaring at their hateful faces. "I'm dying to get one over on Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of China and his ten thousand-strong Terracotta Army. And to build it, I won't need a million workers toiling for forty years. All I need is some concrete and enough stubborn enemies to dunk into it, then enjoy the resulting statuary."
 
   Oh. Could it be that history did repeat itself? Wonder if the past had already had its own Immortal Ones that had to be preserved in a similar way?
 
   I swung round, not listening to a torrent of abuse directed at me, and headed for the cloud of dust by the wall that emitted the clanking sound of steel against rock.
 
   "But us, how about us?" I heard the discord of a few reluctant voices. "What's gonna happen to us?"
 
   Dammit! I swung round and headed for the rat hole which was the name the raiders had given to the enclosure where we kept the turncoats. I peered into their anxious faces. Months and sometimes years in perma mode had left their mark. These were cartoon avatars no more: you could see a person's dominating traits bleeding through the mask—cunning shifty eyes, the wet stare of an eager bedwarmer, a restlessly sniffling sharp nose, fidgety fingers—each person with his or her own story. Not much but enough for a good judge of character to keep him in work for a lifetime.
 
   Not all of them were conscientious collaborators; some were simply too weak to resist. Even that wasn't quite true: anyone would break down when tortured. There are no silent heroes; there are bad torturers. Whoever doubts it can ask a friend to draw a large file across his teeth a couple of times, then multiply his sensations by eternity while the sadistic jailers turn him into a toothless old man. It was lucky that AlterWorld blocked all sensations above the pain threshold, but still...
 
   I didn't have time to separate the wheat from the chaff, meting out punishment and pardon. With a sigh, I waved my hand, "You're free now. Go pick up your stuff and collect your ten gold traveling expenses from the treasurer. That should be enough for a week if you spend it frugally. Then just go. If you don't feel like meeting up with your ex employers, a portal to the Russian cluster will open in twenty minutes."
 
   They spoke all at once, discussing my proposition, while Bianca elbowed her way through to me. "I need to get home too!" she announced, proudly raising her head.
 
   I turned to Widowmaker. "Poland? Is it really in our cluster?"
 
   He shook his head. "Nope. AlterWorld is divided into clusters by language groups. The fewer people speak your language, the smaller the initial cluster. All the new European states were given privileged treatment. All their dominions are clustered together like grapes on a vine so that the Frontier's lands are literally shredded in places. The Poles have a rather modest oasis about twenty miles in diameter with about a dozen settlements of various sizes and importance."
 
   "And if, alternatively, a quarter of the world speaks your language? Like English or Spanish—or Chinese, for that matter?"
 
   Widowmaker shrugged. "The more the merrier. It's a numbers game. English speakers have a cluster with a radius—not a diameter!—about eight hundred miles. Dozens of cities, including capital ones, hundreds of unique locations and dungeons. You don't want me to explain to you the game developers' priorities. Nominally, the AI offers equal opportunities and objective treatment to all groups but I have a funny feeling that this treatment is slightly calibrated in favor of the English-speaking community. A couple of extra mobs per square mile, a hit or two fewer and a slightly heftier reward. Before you know it, the virtual cowboys might be one up on everybody else."
 
   His soliloquy was interrupted by a fuming Bianca. "I thought I asked you a question!"
 
   Widowmaker didn't even wait for my reaction. The answer was too obvious. "Sorry lady, this isn't a quiz show. So if you're so desperate to speak the language of the great Andrzej Sapkowski once again, you'd be better off checking your grave, then waiting for the portal to take you to the land of drunk balalaika-playing bears. Then all you need to do is walk north for about four hundred miles."
 
   The nearby mercs grinned; some guffawed. Bianca made a face, shook her gorgeous mane of hair and swung round, heading for the castle graveyard. As she walked past, she hissed a very cinematic phrase you usually hear at the end of a movie episode,
 
   "I'll remember that!"
 
   Yeah, yeah. Good guys saying I'll be back, bad guys saying You'll pay me for that! I'd always wondered why with these words good guys normally smiled inanely instead of finishing off their enemy there and then, seeing as he'd shown his true colors. Then in the next episode the hero would be honestly surprised when a sniper's bullet had missed him or a cop visited him with the bad news that the hero's entire family had just died in a car accident.
 
   This wasn't Hollywood, though. "Freeze!" I barked.
 
   She startled and cast a harassed glance at me. Those months and years in slavery had taken their toll. The proud Polish girl was broken...
 
   "Don't you know where to stop, you stupid girl? Are you trying our patience or something? We're only letting all collaborators go without punishment because we have absolutely no time to look into their situations. Some may have soiled their names with treason while others may have just stumbled. But you, lady, we know a thing or two about you. You volunteered as an informer; you slept with your employers; you grassed your fellow workers up; you didn't join their escape attempt. And now you're grinning at us, openly declaring yourself our enemy? Well, you said it."
 
   I nodded to one of the mercs guarding the turncoats. "Take her outside. No compensation, no right to pick up her stuff. Let her go back to her employers. I don't need to be stabbed in the back."
 
   The merc took Bianca, numb with indignation, by the elbow and escorted her to the gates, giving all the other warriors a reason for intense envy as the girl had immediately come to her senses, struggling and spewing expletives. Her attempts to break free caused the merc to fight back to his apparent satisfaction as he tried to restrain her barely-clad statuesque body.
 
   I watched them leave, then crouched in the shade. I'd finally decided to engage the Vets in my dealings with the slaves. I only had one head, after all, one that offered me no experience in exposing all the moles and planted spies. Besides, I simply had no time to question a few hundred people personally, checking everybody's backgrounds. Not to mention my inability to process this volume of data. It was already good I'd managed to lay my hands on the juiciest bits like the maps, for instance. I knew of course that the Vets wouldn't do it for nothing: they'd milk the slaves for everything they were worth and more than likely would keep the best of them. Still, it was better the Vets hired them than they went somewhere else. I also hoped for certain virtual freebies like an improved relationship and a certain dose of gratitude for my granting them access to fresh human resources. The Vets needed them really badly as their current forces were spread thinly over their four castles.
 
   So all expansionist plans went on the back burner, replaced by projects of economic and social development, all brushed and dusted and long awaiting their turn. This wasn't good or bad—this was predictable, a classic development spiral where a warrior emperor was succeeded by a wise manager king whose job it was to integrate newly conquered lands into the empire's economic structure.
 
   As I pondered over my letter to the Vets, the dwarves had formed two lines past me: going one way loaded (they weren't called mules for nothing) and coming back empty-handed. Widowmaker waited nearby. Suddenly he broke into their frenetic movement, pulling out a dwarf loaded with a massive armchair with cabriole legs. Don't ask me how it had ended up in Asia. Widowmaker nodded at me, then stuck his thumbs behind his belt and froze again, busy monitoring a dozen raid channels.
 
   I made myself comfortable in the chair, shaking my head at an inventory tag the fastidious dwarves had already fitted it with. Then I continued my exercise in diplomacy. I described the current situation and the gist of my offer, outlining its potential prospects and my own interests. Finally, I attached the preliminary list of displaced persons and the contacts of Sergeant Major Zaruba as the one responsible for their accommodation.
 
   That seemed to be it. I clicked Send—and received an answer immediately. How was it possible?
 
   I opened the message. I'd been wrong. Apparently, one of the castle defenders had sussed out the raid leader's name and reported it up the line. These were the Shui Fong clan representatives making contact with us.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   From coded gaming correspondence sent through the private message forwarding company AlterName via a chain of one-time sender accounts.
 
    
 
   To an unknown recipient within the Olders clan.
 
    
 
   Father,
 
   Thanks a lot for getting me out of this high-security ranch. I didn't at all enjoy the prospect of staying there for another twenty years. Admittedly, your British friends aren't a bunch of laughs. They're just so buttoned up and so preoccupied with their global responsibilities, you can't imagine. I can't even start to describe those two so-called bodyguards who annoy the hell out of me. But I promise you now, as I did when we last met, that I will endure it all with dignity, as long as you stick to your part of the deal and give me the Bday present I asked you for. You remember that idiot who fucked up my brilliant business? Well, I want his head on a silver platter, garnished by the scalps of all his loved ones.
 
   Yours,
 
   Tavor
 
    
 
   To an unknown recipient in Castle City of the English-language cluster.
 
    
 
   My son,
 
   It pleases me no end that you seem to be growing up. Time to get serious. Even though the business succession and inheritance problems don't worry me any more, I deem my family and clan reputation all the more important. Our absolute personal immortality forbids us from leaving any public insults unpunished. If we do, we risk losing people's respect and their ability to consider us as partners.
 
   It wouldn't be so hard for us to find your arch enemy's pressure points. Don't forget that we used to handle all of his texting, bank transactions and Internet services—which gives us perfect access to them. Our initial research has come up with three female figures we could target in order to hurt our client the most.
 
   This is your revenge. I'm not going to interfere. Please find attached the experts' contacts as well as letters of recommendation. No amount of money or fame could force them to work with an outsider. Talking about money, I've topped up your City bank account. You shouldn't experience any financial concerns for a while.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "To the leader of an unidentified raid group from Prince Cao Cao, the deputy leader of the Shui Fong clan: We demand you reveal your alliance identity and reasons for the unmotivated assault."
 
   Aha. The tiger had run away at a safe distance and cast a cautious sideways glance at his enemy. And it entirely depended on us who he was going to see there.
 
   "This is the Russian cluster's combined services squad tasked with the liberation of your slaves. Our intelligence sends us reports of your use of slave labor. We demand their immediate liberation with a one-time portal to their native lands."
 
   "You idiot laowai! These losers are being used by anyone who bothers to go and get them. We want you to clear the Shui Fong 7 castle premises ASAP. Take your men out, stay put and just wait for our representative to discuss the amount of compensation for the losses suffered by the clan. And call off your mangy cat!"
 
   The latter was said rather nervously, spoiling the effect from the warrior's arrogant speech as he must have realized that the clan had been challenged by some visiting raiders and not the local toughs. In confirmation of his words, my PK counter floated into view. Several kill messages rustled open.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received achievement: Executioner
 
   You've destroyed 50 enemies within 24 hours!
 
   Bonus: An executioner is but a tool in the hands of justice that guides his hand. Now your faction relationships will remain unchanged regardless of the race and alliance of a killed player.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! Achievement upgrade: Elite Executioner
 
   You've made the TOP 100 of the first AlterWorld players ever to receive the title. Current ranking: 076. Fame: +500!
 
   Bonus: Regardless of the race or alliance of the killed player, your faction relationships will improve.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received achievement: Unmercenary.
 
   Your unselfishness is unprecedented! You have caused 100 enemies to drop an item without once succumbing to greed by picking up any blood-stained loot.
 
   Bonus: Your inventory is now protected from greedy hands, too. No one will be able to remove as much as a copper ring from your body.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! Achievement upgrade: The Holy Unmercenary.
 
   You've made the TOP 100 of the first AlterWorld players ever to receive the title. Current ranking: 001. Fame:+1000!
 
   Bonus: a holy man doesn't need to contemplate earthly matters. The Universe will take care of his needs. Now all items dropped by your enemies will move into your bag automatically.
 
    
 
   I kept reading, taking in the lines of text as my inner greedy pig spread his front legs wider and wider trying to describe the size of the freebie we'd just managed to lay our hands on. In the meantime, the abandoned Shui Fong messenger kept raging in the chat.
 
   I minimized the windows without closing them: I wanted to have another look at them later to get a better idea of what had just happened. "Enough," I put an end to his litany. "The kitty has his own accounts to settle. He'll kill until he considers himself done. You should be happy we only borrowed this young kitten from the Small Pride. Had we brought the entire pack, we wouldn't have even needed to storm your castle. The cats would have trampled it to the ground."
 
   I just hoped my fantasies sounded believable. It was impossible for them to verify the whole story, anyway. As for the panther, he had to be now busy making quick work of the reluctant gangsters. So I went on applying pressure,
 
   "We've taken over the castle. As a disciplinary measure, it will be destroyed. All the slaves have been liberated. Seventy-three of your clan members have been taken prisoners. They are forever banished from the sight of the divine Macaria but they can be exchanged for Russian-speaking slaves on a one-to-one basis. You have an hour and a half. These are our final and indisputable conditions."
 
   Unwilling to listen to the flow of threats and curses that followed, I switched off the voice channel leaving the chat session active. Still, the Prince was too wound up to leave it alone. Now he was threatening us with all the weight and authority of his Chinese cluster's TOP 50 clan. I just ground my teeth, fed up with all of today's haughty faces and commandeering voices.
 
   I switched back to the chat and decided to tighten the screws. "Now I'd ask you to shut up and listen. You still don't know who are you talking to, that's why you chose the wrong approach from the start. If you think that your dignity doesn't matter when you speak to a nonentity like myself, you're deeply mistaken. As far as I'm concerned, you've lost face. I'm not interested in you as a negotiator any more. I'm doubling the ransom and will continue to increase it every twenty-four hours or at every instance of your administration's incorrect behavior. Over and out."
 
   I closed the channel and blacklisted it. They'd have to find another negotiator, not quite as arrogant. No, I absolutely couldn't allow them to apply pressure on us, taking the domineering stance of a respectable clan dealing with some white trash. Our strategy was entirely different. This was Justice paying evil-doers a visit. We had to work on our reputation so that later it started working for us.
 
   Seeing that I'd finally shaken my head, coming back out of the trance, Widowmaker ran over to me. "Sir, the prisoners have come to a consensus. They agree to surrender their weapons in exchange for an access to their inventories."
 
   I detected a note of respect in his voice: the First Priest had done it again, squeezing two more cupfuls of water out of his dry washing.
 
   I nodded, satisfied. "So they should. Better to sacrifice a little but keep the bulk of their gear. Had they dug their heels in, they'd have created problems for their own clan that would have had to urgently re-equip fifty elite warriors; not even mentioning that their own positions would have been compromised. I'm pretty sure each of them has an impatient rival drooling over their place within the clan. It could be some kind of trick, of course—I wouldn't put it past them; alternatively, they could be waiting for us to make a mistake. You know what? I want you to treble security and provide a team of five to accompany them to the graveyard one prisoner at a time, with orders to restrain him at the first attempt to put on an item. Once disarmed, bring them here and put them back face down, hands tied behind their backs. I can't see any other option."
 
   They start getting their act together. Soon a team of five mercs, as alert and suspicious as a customs hound, escorted the first hunched figure to the nearby graveyard. Time ticked by. Other raiders must have sensed my anxiety as they hastened their step, doubling to wherever they were heading. We must have looked funny from above: a disturbed ant hill may be a cliché, but it described the situation really well.
 
   The group paused as the prisoner looked for his tombstone, then hurried to pick up his stuff under the guards' paranoid stares. Finally, the first patient was shepherded to my feet. Literally to my feet, as by then I'd already made myself comfortable in the chair once again. It rested on a platform built with silver ingots that the dwarves had fetched from the amulet ingredient storage. What else did you expect? My self-proclaimed status imposed certain obligations on me. Image is our everything, whoever said that. It wasn't for nothing Chinese emperors grew three-feet long nails to show their superiority and the absence of the need for any physical work—I don't think they could as much as wipe their backside, could they? Apparently, this torture was worth it if it instilled sufficient awe in their subjects.
 
   A thin line of bodyguards separated me from the approaching warrior. Glaring around him, he slowly bared his twin swords glinting with moon silver. Apparently coming to the conclusion that he couldn't do anything more valiant than die like a pig in a slaughterhouse, he dropped all ideas of a kamikaze attack and switched to plan B.
 
   He curved his lips arrogantly, striking a pompous pose. His eyes glazed over, focusing on the game interface as he activated item destruction. With a pop, the air filled with a colorful metal mist as the degrading fragments of the noble twin swords descended onto the rough cobblestones.
 
   Widowmaker started in indignation. I motioned him to stop, waiting for the performance to end. Indeed, the warrior reached into his bag with a demonstratively slow gesture, trying not to alert the guards and not to appear afraid. He scooped out a handful of glittering jewelry and hurled it onto the steps of my throne.
 
   "Never have our clan warriors brought dishonor onto themselves by lowering their weapons before their enemy. May it never happen, ever!"
 
   He crossed his arms on his chest, freezing statue-like, tactfully omitting any mention of the replacement jewelry he'd just offered.
 
   Widowmaker forwarded me his analyst's promptly generated report. According to the Kravchenko catalog, the price of his rings alone was on a par with the cost of the twin Moonlight Swords, and as for the set of fancy bracelets and the platinum earring, those weren't even listed. Little wonder; every cluster had its share of local ethnic items that didn't exist outside of their dominion.
 
   I suppressed a smile of joy by pulling a grim and unhappy face. Smacking my lips, I shook my head in irritation. "I appreciate the brave deed of the noble warrior by accepting his fair exchange."
 
   Happy now, my friend? Sufficiently flattered and proud of yourself? There's plenty of wool for your ears where this came from, as long as your teammates repeat your noble but stupid gesture. This way I could kill two birds—by receiving even more loot than initially expected but also by considerably weakening the hostile clan. I'd estimated the losses in their group's elite gear to be about 20%. I could read his teammates like an open book: they were impressed by his valiant deed, impatient to repeat his gesture. A ballad about the greedy laowai and the noble Shui Fong warriors was already brewing in their delirious minds. Very well, friends. Time to stand and deliver.
 
   I signaled with my fingers, restarting the human conveyor belt. Two more teams of five mercs each were added to speed up the process. Now every thirty seconds a new portion of top gear was flung at my feet. One of the warriors attempted to cheat, tossing a handful of cheap costume jewelry into the generous heap of items—only to be publicly rebuked and have the error of his ways explained to him. I don't think that their ethics disapproved of cheating when it involved gullible enemies, but apparently no one wanted to end up in the ballad as the greedy little piggy. The donations kept pouring in even bigger and fatter than before—and considerably more generous.
 
   When there were only a few prisoners remaining—just some petty clan officials—a sudden crashing sound behind my back made me jump. The already-relaxed guards grabbed their weapons.
 
   I swung round just in time to see the wall of a distant shed disintegrate in a semicircle of dust and debris, revealing an enormous battle golem with the fragile tiny shape of a golem driver on his neck.
 
   The monstrous creature, a work of genius that married mechanics and magic, was armed with two steel multi-thonged scourges that squirmed in its hands of their own accord, reaching and destroying everything within ten paces of it. Every few seconds, a double-action crossbow fired from his monstrous shoulder with terrifying precision.
 
   The golem headed for the gates—slowly but quite surely, scaring off the laborious dwarves and pulling in all the unengaged raiders who tried to hang on to him like a pack of hunting dogs to a bear. I had to give the mercs their due: the prisoners' guards weren't tempted by the melee, they didn't even stare that much. Seasoned soldiers, they knew immediately that the moment was perfect for the prisoners to try to break through—and they knew that the prisoners realized it, too.
 
   I glanced at the petty official in front of me, his face a mask of obedience. He froze in a subservient bow waiting for my orders. This was by no means a warrior. All his life he'd been measuring everyone against his hierarchical yardstick, knowing his own place and the pecking order within it. You could break your tongue pronouncing his title: Guan Jiali—"Armor keeper".
 
   "What kind of creature is that?"
 
   This cross between a butler and an armorsmith curved his back at some inconceivable angle before bleating helpfully,
 
   "Heavy Golem 114, Breakthrough Assault modification. Designed by our brilliant—I call it mad—Master Si Ling. The pilot is Gimmick, his volunteer student. He'll fight for his mechanoids like the berserker he is. Which is exactly what we're witnessing now..."
 
   In the meantime, the golem had almost broken through to the gates, having lost 75% hits. It didn't resemble a shiny new car fresh from the assembly line any more. Then, however, he exhibited some erratic behavior, ducking aside as it stumbled along the castle wall losing sheets of armor and miscellaneous bits of magic on the way. The mercs trailed behind him. Whatever had attracted him there?
 
   "He's creating a ruse..." the armorsmith whispered, his chin pointing inconspicuously at the demolished shed.
 
   I sat up, about to open my mouth, but it was too late. A swift shadow dashed out of the darkness behind the breached wall and leapt across the court, taking away its rider, a gray-haired goblin in octagonal aviator's glasses.
 
   "Can't believe he's gone..." the armorsmith whispered in a simmering fury. It didn't look as if he liked the rider.
 
   "WTF was that?"
 
   "That was Grand Master Si Ling," my self-appointed informer crowed through clenched teeth. "Nine million gold he invested in his own leveling. Skill level 507. He has his own two-level apartment in the donjon and a personal harem of six!"
 
   His eyes glistened with envy, helping me to better understand the powers that drove him: envy, vanity, the desperate craving to be recognized. You need to nurture your relationship with this kind of people in your enemy's camp; you need to hand-feed them and stroke the scruffs of their necks.
 
   Gosh. I cringed as I visualized it. Politics was a dirty business: I really needed to have a sauna fitted in my castle and confess my sins regularly to the Fallen One. Having said that, he was unlikely to admonish me; commending me for my wrongdoings would be more like him. He was a funny kind of god: he didn't teach you humility.
 
   Time to throw the guy the first bone. I tsk-tsked to catch his wary and immediately averted glance, then transferred fifty thousand gold to his account. To do that, all I needed to know was his name, Wang. The goblin, small and agile, startled, a question glistening in his raised eyes.
 
   I PM'd him,
 
    
 
   I appreciate the information. Any intel concerning your clan and cluster, their political and economic setups, will be well compensated. Now go. You've been standing here for too long. You shouldn't attract the other prisoners' attention.
 
    
 
   Wang contorted again, backing off into the crowd, not daring to turn round in the presence of a VIP like myself. I was probably the only person who could see his nostrils flare, his face shining with triumph: his gifts had been recognized, he'd been rewarded and commended, making him a big man with staggering prospectives. I wasn't upset about the money—after all, all I'd done was return to him the equivalent of what he'd lain at my feet a little earlier, which was an impressive stack of battle scrolls, over two thousand of them. Most likely, he'd pilfered them from the armory hoping to blame looters for their disappearance.
 
   All in all, the money was worth it. Gold shouldn't always be one's objective: it's more of a tool to achieve your goals. There's always plenty of money around, but spies and informers in your enemy's camp are hard to come by, making someone like this Wang guy worth his weight in gold. I just wondered if anyone had already attempted to recruit some of my own men. It doesn't take much if a soul craves money and entertains some alternative morals. A quick PM exchange followed by a soundless money transfer—and he is an enemy agent...
 
   In the meantime, the mercs were so infuriated with the loss of the Grand Master that they had attacked the golem with redoubled zeal. Already much worse for wear, he lasted but ten seconds, collapsing to its knees with the groan of metal subjected to unbearable stresses. It tumbled to its side, raising a cloud of dust over the flagstones as the earth shattered underfoot.
 
   The warriors surrounded the prostrate behemoth like Viet Cong fighters gathering around an American bomber that had been swamping their jungle with napalm and toxic Agent Orange. They pulled out the pilot's unconscious body, disoriented after his loss of contact with the golem, and, shouting cheerfully, dragged him to my feet.
 
   Surprised, I studied a slightly battered fair-haired kid—Gimmick, wasn't it?—who stood out dramatically in the Asian crowd.
 
   "He isn't Chinese, is he?" Widowmaker voiced my doubts.
 
   The boy stopped impersonating a dead body and opened his eyes. "So what if I'm Belorussian? And who would you be?"
 
   "Belorussian!" Widowmaker guffawed and began reciting in singsong,
 
   "We, Belorussians, with brotherly Russia
 
   We sought better roads to a happier life-"
 
   He stopped and squinted at the boy. "How does it go next, d'you remember?"
 
   The kid smiled,
 
   "Together we fought for our freedom and future,
 
   Together we stand now, the victors of strife."
 
   Widowmaker never ceased to amaze me. How was that for checking out the kid? Anyone could call himself Belorussian and pose under any kind of blond avatar. But you couldn't really expect a Chinese to know the original lyrics to a Soviet-era Belorussian national anthem. That would be going too far.
 
   Actually, I should be busy creating a similar native-speaker quiz for my own clan, to blow cover of any potential enemy agents:
 
    
 
   1. Who was Kitten Bow Wow?
 
   2. Tell me three Stirlitz jokes.
 
   3. Say the following phrase using only Russian f-words: "What a shame this important part has broken down as I won't be able to find a replacement now; I'm so sick and tired of it all I could go and drop off the edge of the world."
 
    
 
   By that time, they'd helped the kid back to his feet and brushed him off, slapping his shoulder rather friendly if suspiciously. "So how come you ended up serving the local thugs, dude?"
 
   He shrugged. "My dream is to become a Grand Master and create unique mechanoids. But you all know, don't you, that a golem animator is the most difficult and expensive specialization in the whole of AlterWorld? There're no tried and tested ways to achieve it as everyone has to find his own, but you can't do it in less than two years and ten million gold."
 
   Somebody whistled. "It's easier to become an MBA graduate and start your own business IRL."
 
   Gimmick nodded. "Maybe. I'm perma anyway so whatever happens in your magicless world is none of my concern. But here, no clan was interested in leveling their own Master. They either can't afford it or they would rather buy another couple of castles. Shopkeepers did help me at first, though. They rushed me up to three hundred but then I had to spend a whole year crafting all sorts of cheap crap for them while struggling to raise profession another ten points."
 
   As he spoke, I sent two inquiries: one to Oksana, still fussing around the trancelike Alexis, and the other to my freshly-minted informer. I wanted to double-check the kid's story using independent sources. I began to form some ideas concerning this golem-building maniac: I had a thing or two to offer him—and I knew it was something nobody else could give him.
 
   Widowmaker in the meantime had zoned out to check on the raid situation. His stare glazed over as he switched to his internal interface, singling out the idle onlookers and dispatching them to their posts.
 
   "So I busted my hump for a year working for them," Gimmick went on, "and then I became a journeyman, traveling out and about and porting to all sorts of funky places. I offered my free services to everyone who was willing to give me a meal and a chance to make anything at all simply to level up my skill. I didn't go too far, though. First time they captured me was in the Romanian nano cluster. One of their Gypsy kings wanted to have an invincible army of steel soldiers. When I told him my price range, he didn't look convinced, so he sent me down to make elixirs for sale. A month later I escaped: I made some nice explosives out of whatever ingredients I had, enough to blow up one-third of their castle. After that, I was captured respectively by Albanians, Malaysians, Pakistani and finally, the Chinese. Lone permas are in for a lot of trouble. Honestly, I didn't resist that much. I just took from each owner whatever he had to offer and moved on," he gave me a disarming smile.
 
   I reread my informers' reports. "So now you have your profession leveled up to 480?"
 
   "Yeah. Twenty more, and I'll be a Grand Master. Then a couple years more to get fifty more points, and I'll become the Greatest Master Animator, the first in AlterWorld!"
 
   I felt like the serpent of temptation in Paradise as I brought my lips to his ear whispering, "How would you like to become the Greatest Master the day after tomorrow?"
 
   Staring at me like a hypnotized rabbit, the kid nodded. "Wha-what do you m-mean?" he stammered.
 
   "I mean a place of divine power that gives +10 to any profession. Your skill will soar beyond your wildest dreams. Besides, we're currently working on summoning Aulë, the patron god of all craftsmen. Are you ready to join my clan to work for yourself and for its defense? And by the way, what are you planning to do once you get your desired skill?"
 
   Gimmick gasped, choking on his emotions, and fumbled with his bag's strings. Stacks of blueprints tumbled to the floor, followed by parchment sheets stamped with colored seals; scrolls spilled in all directions, unfolding like carpet runners. Finally, Gimmick produced a pile of official-looking papers.
 
   "This," he shook them in the air, "is a hundred and six golem recipes I invented and had them patented by the Admins. Recon golems, battle golems, utility golems, stationary golems! You've just seen one yourselves, haven't you? The Cheetah 8 Light Ranger, the one Master has escaped on. It's my design. This one, as well!"
 
   Gingerly, the Belorussian reached into his pocket, producing a thick pack of paper rather worn at the folds. He unwound it into an enormous blueprint covered with the colored signs of power channels, triangular symbols of magic crystals and the round ones of soul stones. My practiced eye glanced at the saucerlike hologram of the Admins' seal in the corner. Below it ran the finely calligraphed script of the recipe. My stare ran along the lines as my jaw slowly dropped:
 
    
 
   Mithril, 3520 lb. (approximate costs: 16 million gold)
 
   Accumulating crystals, large, 12 (approximate costs: 1.2 million gold)
 
   ………
 
   Divine Blood, 1 serving (approximate costs: unknown)
 
    
 
   And to add insult to injury,
 
    
 
   Minimum profession level requirement: 575.
 
    
 
   "My Juggernaut," Gimmick whispered amorously. "To build it and die, as life will lose all meaning afterward. There'll be nothing left to look forward to."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Moscow Region. The Home Sweet Home high-security residential estate.
 
    
 
   Taali climbed out of the shower. She'd been soaking under its powerful jets for a long time, washing her body clean of the railway grime and trying to rub off the imaginary smell of burnt carbide, gun oil and the droplets of blood eating through her hands. No, she didn't consider herself a murderer. Her conscience was clear: the rapists and killers had simply gotten their comeuppance. If there was a gunshot in response to every stolen child, every racketeered business and every instance of case-fixing by corrupt judges—the world would be a different place. A rifle in the weapons safe by your bed was a much better voting bulletin than the useless sheet of paper you were supposed to throw into the ballot box.
 
   Taali wiped herself dry with a fluffy towel and threw it into the laundry basket, studying herself in the misted mirror. She ran her hands over her full breasts, small but high, and habitually pinched the skin on her stomach, checking for any traces of extra fat. Good enough for a fitness magazine cover. Not a fashion magazine—you could literally feel the difference between an athlete and a model, a toned peach against a shriveled apple with its diet-inflicted skeletal beauty of a malnourished chicken, its slack skin and nominal muscle bruised and contused with the slightest poke. Victims of mass media and artificial beauty standards.
 
   She posed on the spot, smiling at her reflection. Shame that AlterWorld's vibe tattoos weren't available in real life. Her nostrils flared, her cheeks burning treacherously as the memory of the passionate roses that entangled the virtual shoulders of her avatar had gone too far, bringing back the images of her nocturnal exploits with her faithful knight.
 
   Max. She sniffled, her eyes glistening wetly. She missed him. Him, and all the bright colors of the virtual world that was about to become her home for good. She missed her trusted friends and her right to decide her own life and fate. Time to do it, then! Enough excuses! What's the point dragging it out?
 
   She leaned her head back and shook it to pull her unmanageable mane of hair into a ponytail. Struggling to hold all of it in one hand, she reached for a sharp kitchen knife from the shelf. In a few strokes, she shortened her hair into an uneven bob and smiled to her reflection. Dreams demanded sacrifice.
 
   All perma forums insisted on the haircut ritual before the ultimate login. It was a must for every aspiring perma. Some argued that the laws of magic demanded one leave a part of oneself in the old world. Others believed that too much hair inhibited the FIVR capsule's massage functions, encouraging bedsores and hindering brain circulation, reducing one's chances of going digital. Taali hadn't gone into detail, she just followed the communal wisdom.
 
   She donned the bathrobe that Max's mother had lovingly provided her with and walked out of the bathroom, winking to Kostik the bodyguard who immediately zoned out, enveloped by the cloud of her young and fresh body scent. A thought flashed through her mind: wasn't it time to do something truly off the scale? Should she lay the bodyguard, maybe, considering he was already halfway there, bug-eyed. Stupid boy, what kind of professional are you? You're only good to guard supermarket doors. I could stab you with this knife in my own sweet time.
 
   Or should she go back to the mirror, take a nude selfie and post it on every social media site for the benefit of all those who used to drool over her body?
 
   No way, dammit! It was her hormones playing up after a successful mission. Plus the subconscious desire to procrastinate. Leaving the real world to become an unknown perma entity was a bit scary, after all.
 
   "Wake up, soldier!" Taali patted Kostik's cheek and swung round, granting him one final glimpse of her slender thighs through the slit in her bathrobe before stepping into her bedroom.
 
   "So, honey? You're doing it, then?" Max's mom Anastasia Pavlovna asked, busy blacking out the window with a pair of thick heavy curtains.
 
   "I am, Aunt Stacie. Max is waiting for me."
 
   Hearing her son's name, the woman grew quiet. Her face fell, then lit up again. She ought to believe in miracles. Her boy was alive. He kept writing to her, sending her pretty pictures and asking her to come and visit him.
 
   "Of course he is, honey. Give him a kiss from me. Such a shame I can't even send him anything with you..." she turned away, ashamed of her eyes already swollen with tears.
 
   Suppressing disgust, Taali studied the stack of incontinence pads, the catheter's spiraling tube and the pyramid of disposable saline bags.
 
   Clenching her teeth, she stepped forward and tapped in the access code that activated the capsule. Magnet locks snapped. The transparent lid slipped off, inviting her to climb inside onto the soft nanocaoutchouc bed lit by a soft blue light. The bed rocked ever so slightly as it readjusted itself to its user's body parameters installed in its memory. A colorful scattering of status signals blinked impatiently as pictograms switched their colors all to green one by one, reporting successful system tests, connectivity response and hardware control.
 
   Taali slipped out of the bathrobe and left it lying on the floor. She shivered slightly in the chill of the aircon. After a bout of rather tedious preparations, she lay down onto the capsule's supple plastic bed heated to the standard 98.6 F. The locks snapped hungrily, locking the operator inside her transparent sarcophagus. The air return system fans whirred softly. The inside of the lid blinked and lost its transparency, turning into a monitor which offered the girl the choice of immersion parameters. The eye movement control was already on. She didn't have to move at all—only her eyes needed to skim through the messages, her eyelashes single-blinking her chosen commands.
 
   That was it. Now one final ritual the forum users insisted on. Unhesitating, Taali whispered the cult line of the Russian permas' mantra,
 
   "The Deep, the Deep, now I'm yours."[i]
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We had accepted the Belorussian kid into the clan right there on the spot—him being a valuable expert and all that. Now he was fidgeting behind my back, afraid of getting lost or being left behind—just like a cat that senses the family's removal to a new place so he crawls inside his pet carrier and stays put for hours awaiting the big moment.
 
   Two portals popped open within a minute of each other, disgorging the first groups that we'd sent to retrieve the slaves from the nearest locations. The released captives habitually surrendered heavy sackfuls of herbs, ore and other ingredients they'd farmed. Only then did they take a look around in disbelief to make sure that the castle had indeed changed hands. It was now chock full of unknown warriors and their grim ex-owners who lay face down on the floor, bound hand and foot, prompting a few lynching attempts which were half-heartedly contained by the unhurried mercs.
 
   Widowmaker ran over to me, alarmed. "The guys from the long-range recce group report Shui Fong forces closing in."
 
   "How many?"
 
   He shook his head in concern. "A lot. We've sighted three columns approaching from different directions about two hundred-strong each. Their advance times are different but in synch with each other so as to make sure they arrive here all at the same time. They must be planning an impromptu attack. No guarantees though that they're the only ones coming; besides, there're always portals."
 
   Widowmaker paused, poring over the non-stop flow of reports. His face grew ever more anxious. "The healers and buffers in our base camp are reporting some unhealthy activity. The surrounding dunes are bristling. Our men have sighted numerous footprints and the hiding places of at least several observers. A pack of sand wolves has moved further off, and they're very cautious animals. Our guys also report hearing portals popping at some distance. It looks like their location has been compromised. It's possible that the enemy is consolidating in order to attack them. We have to get them out of there. If the enemy gets to their respawn points, there'll be fur flying. We need every raider to change their bind points ASAP. Max, this is no joke. Our permas are in big trouble. We've just made ourselves a very nasty enemy. If it comes to punches, they won't just let us go. They don't give a shit about Terms and Conditions."
 
   Well, well, well. We had about hundred and fifty archers on the walls plus a few dozen warriors. Considering the gates had been broken, the gangsters could easily catch us with our pants down. "Okay to the base camp evacuation. What's with the dome shield?"
 
   "It's working but we have only two accumulating crystals left, both dry as a bone. It's a miracle they haven't disintegrated yet. And charging them up might take a long time—an hour each at least—to say nothing of the strain on our wizards. That's five hundred thousand mana—half a ton, for crissakes!"
 
   Now that was something I could easily help him with. In actual fact, I could start thinking about opening a small filling station: a place where you could pull in, fill up a dozen accumulating crystals, have your windshield wiped for you and off you go. If some kind of brainiac could come up with a portal to such a station from a besieged castle, it would allow the defenders to stay put indefinitely, pulling faces at the attackers from the safety of their castle walls—as long as somebody kept changing the batteries and sending to this new Shell Mana for replacements. Didn't it feel funny sitting on a pipeline like that! I began to understand the colonial empires' desire to civilize the world's oil regions.
 
   "Bring the crystals here, will you," I said. "I'll charge them up in a blink. How much time can they buy us in the case of a well-coordinated attack?"
 
   Widowmaker cringed, unsure. "Ten minutes? Twenty max. The dome shield artifact itself is crap, but it doesn't matter as long as we have one. Its damage absorption is way below par. Had the crystals been in one piece, we might have been able to withstand two or three hours of serious pressure. And after that, time to get stuck in."
 
   "More than likely, their castle defense has been delegated to an elite quick-response group which is basically what we're observing now. We've been here an hour, and their groups are already hemming us in. Normally, these three hundred fighters would have already ported inside. You need to treble the guards on the walls and check the guild for any groups available for hire, status 0 and 1. I'm going to check the Chinese auctions for any empty batteries to add to the existing ones. Judging by the newsfeed, the Asians have not yet cottoned on to the multi-layered dome idea. Another thing. It looks like we might be stuck here for a while. And if we port the raid to the nearest exit point, we may lose a whole day. What we need to do now is to send a fast-moving group with a wizard to break away and set up as many beacons as they can. The further away we can jump from here, the less we'll have to leg it to our destination. That'll also give us a bigger chance of shaking off the gangsters if they've found out that we keep on plowing ahead instead of fucking off back home."
 
   Widowmaker kept nodding in sync with my orders, copying them into the staff channel. He paused for a second, casting a hopeful glance at the shed's demolished wall,
 
   "And what if we could fit the breakaway group out with golems? Remember that Chinese guy who legged it? No mount could ever catch up with him."
 
   I turned to Gimmick. "Master? Are there any more machines like that in the castle? Actually, what are their performance characteristics?"
 
   The Belorussian kid cheered up. "We really should call them mechanoids. According to the principles of classic magic mechanics..."
 
   "Wait. Make it short, will ya? We've got an enemy at the gates. Cut out the theory, just get right to the point."
 
   He startled, glancing at the breached gates, then hurried, "We were working on an urgent order to create an escort group for the Shui Fong clan leader. He is a real bastard. He loves to show off. A dozen luxury-version Light Rangers with all the trimmings—all gold-plated, engraved and inlaid with mother of pearl. We had assembled eight and had seven more to go. 6K hits, armor at 300, physical damage at just 100, magical at 0. Cruise speed 25 mph with a one-off option of being able to accelerate to 50 mph for thirty seconds in every hour. One-seater, zero cargo capacity. Full regen in twenty-four hours. Field maintenance option available for those who can afford it. The cost of all the consumables for the standard no-frills configuration minus work and the chance of botching the entire recipe, seventy thousand. In gold, naturally. That's it, I think."
 
   "Cool," Widowmaker whispered longingly. "With these things, the sky's the limit."
 
   He turned to me. "May I, Sir? Just to test drive it. If it's worth it, we'll place enough orders with your master to make a whole troop of hobby horses for him."
 
   "Yeah right. You might just as well change your group's name to the Seventh Cavalry. Okay, go ahead and take it for a jog. Just don't set your sights on it and don't forget to check it back in once the mission is over. If you really feel you'd like to see it on the list of your trophies, let me know and we'll think of something. We'll still need to calculate its actual value. Life isn't cheap these days..."
 
   Widowmaker rubbed his hands and began issuing orders, forming a breakaway group. Five extended recon rangers—the elite—slithered toward the precious Golem stable. How's that for being a natural ninja: not a single piece of their armor had clinked, not a single twig had snapped underfoot. No need to spend your life in extended training or sweat over genetic selection. Just invest a point into the skill you need, choose some class-appropriate gear, do a dozen profession quests, then apply your brain and use your hands to mold the resulting dough into a nice little golden crusty pie. You know the type, the one with a surprise in it: the moment your enemy sinks his teeth into it, it bares its own fangs and buries them into his face.
 
   All right, back to reality. I opened a Chinese auction and squinted from the riot of color. They loved their graphics, didn't they? Where the rest of the world went for streamlined functionality, the Asians compensated it with an intense color scheme.
 
   Oh Jesus. I struggled to find the familiar Search and Sort by... buttons while clicking Close on three insistent ads windows promoting premium offers. My eyes watered from all the unusual ethnic armor. Even small details like these could be turned into money: if I didn't have to worry about all those potentially turbulent years ahead, I'd have opened a small shop dealing in kimonos, samurai armor and whatnots for our lovers of all things Asian, very much like those proud owners of T-shirts plastered with mysterious hieroglyphics which probably amounted to, I'm a dumbass because I wear something in a language I don't understand. Yeah, right. Apparently, Russians aren't the only race who like to poke fun at foreigners teaching them f-words when they ask for the Russian version of "thank you".
 
   Judging by the sheer amount of offers in some categories, the auction was enormous—a good ten times larger than the Russian ones. And still, the Mana Accumulators I needed were quite pricey and not in great supply at all. Every vendor wanted forty grand on top of the usual hundred, and their product range was nothing to write home about.
 
   WTF? I took the trouble of checking the sales history and everything became clear. A couple of days ago, somebody too clever for his own shirt and with a wallet to match had gone through the auction with a fine-toothed comb, buying up all the crystals he could lay his hands on. This abnormal demand triggered an immediate response from the vendors: some of them had stashed their wares away until the situation became clearer while others had simply hoicked up their prices.
 
   That was unlucky. Even in our cluster the prices were lower. Actually, I could check that out. I PM'd Cryl hoping he was awake and taking care of a particular castle in his care—or should I say, the menagerie that passed for one.
 
   He replied at once. I detected a hint of hope in his voice as in, aren't you coming back yet? Sorry, dude. I'm afraid we're up to our neck in it.
 
   I described the task labeling it as super ASAP and made a deliberate show of staying on the line waiting for his reply. In less than a minute, I heard what I least expected. All stationary accumulating crystals, of any capacity, had disappeared from the market in their entirety. Oh. Was there something I didn't know, maybe? Or could it be that all of AlterWorld clans' strategists had suddenly realized that the times had changed? That now the time between the opening of a portal and the breaching a castle gate was measured in minutes and not hours or days like before? This fact could have become a serious psychological factor, forcing some people to loosen their purse strings which in turn could have caused demand to soar, creating these man-made shortages.
 
   Oh well. An intelligent person could use any such price fluctuation for fun and profit. I checked out my bank account. Three million give or take. 'xcuse me? I thought I had about a million and a half? I went through the logs, finally discovering that this was my Portal to Inferno auction closing. I had missed the money transfer message in the heat of battle which was somehow understandable. One million three hundred thousand! Wow. The auto broker had worked as promised, accepting the money and withholding its fee, then sending the lot on to the highest bidder. The only thing it couldn't do was answer my questions—of which I had many.
 
   Strangely enough, the highest bidders were the Koreans. They must have been monitoring the biggest clusters' auctions, buying up the nicest goodies or simply profiteering from the difference in prices. Apparently, I wasn't the smartest guy on the block I'd very nearly believed myself to be.
 
   The auto broker flashed with a handful of messages. I couldn't contain my curiosity so I skimmed the subject lines, allowing my eye to pause on the more interesting ones. The thorough Koreans demanded more information about the scroll: instructions on its use, the scroll's lifespan, the channel's traffic capacity, its hidden properties and the actual place where the Portal was supposed to open. What if it led to the bottom of a lava lake or into an active volcano? Sorry, dudes, no idea. Just go and see for yourselves, then drop me a line. If my PM box isn't crammed full of your f-words after that, it means the exit point is safe. And the instructions for use were simple enough, a bit like playing a trumpet: nothing difficult there, just blow hard and press the buttons.
 
   I worded my answer in very much the same vein with a few diplomatic embellishments, offering the Koreans a 10% discount on any further scrolls in exchange for their raid's analytic release including the location's maps, the mobs' profiles and any tactical conclusions. Let them sleep on it. Thirteen thousand dollars was nothing to sniff at. Enough to buy an almost new Lada Lyudmila with all options or even a brand-new no-frills Lada Alina.
 
   Actually, to get some first-hand inside information all I needed to do was have an eye-to-eye with Spark. I could even take her with me as a local guide. That would be the gag to end all gags! Even the Admins couldn't expect anything like that: a top NPC giving away all the unique monsters' lairs, all the clever stashes and the mobs' weak points to a raid leader! Almost too good to contemplate. I could actually take the whole pack to visit their homes: they must have plenty of sworn enemies of their own left there, but no one they couldn't easily whip their ass with our help!
 
   I made a mental note to put together a raid to Inferno whenever I had a week to spare. You never know, I might just find a magic sword there capable of slicing through the noose I felt tightening around our necks. But just to lay our claim to those territories would already be a good thing. Couldn't everyone just leave me alone? I had enough plans on the back burner to sink the Titanic, too many for my inner pig to take down!
 
   Among the miscellaneous junk of already-irrelevant mail I came across three letters from less fortunate bidders who hadn't survived the competition with the fat Korean wallet. A couple of independent top clans and one alliance of rather average players were inquiring about any future chance of me auctioning another amazing item such as that. Oh. I glanced at the inventory and counted the unique scrolls. Seven in total. I'd made a habit of crafting two scrolls first thing every morning: a Portal to Inferno and a shield removal one. As for the latter, I just couldn't make them fast enough: I only had one left plus the skill itself which I'd already used for that day.
 
   Very well. I put three scrolls aside and sent an identical letter to all three bidders, informing them that I had just one more scroll left which I intended to keep for any of my own clan's future needs, but seeing as they needed it so badly, I could probably let it go. They could have it for one million two hundred thousand. I just hoped they wouldn't set off to Inferno all at once. Four raids colliding in the portal zone wasn't a pleasant sight. They could easily kill each other and then start asking questions. Not a nice thing at all.
 
   Eh... was my greedy pig still taking notes? Excellent. Because I had an idea. What about building an inn in the portal zone? Or even a bastion. Full service: safe lodgings, guaranteed bind points, a graveyard, a supplies shop, portal services on request, a quick response group and a buff service.
 
   Piggy? Why aren't you writing? What do you mean, you've run out of wishing paper? Go get some more!
 
   As I thus indulged, somebody smart had renewed their auction activities, buying up whatever scarce supply of accumulators was still left. I stared, indignant, as my chosen items began disappearing from my Shopping Basket. Then I couldn't take it any longer. Succumbing to the pressure, I lunged into the Battle of Capital Attrition.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received Achievement: Wholesaler I
 
   The total volume of your auction deals has reached the wholesale ceiling, allowing the auction house to lower their commission on all of your deals from 5% to 3%.
 
    
 
   Excuse me? I glanced at my bank balance. Oops. Just under four hundred thousand. How's that possible? Well, Max, I didn't know you had it in you. Splurging a quarter of a million in five minutes on some magic crystals—that's an achievement indeed!
 
   In any case, it was no cause for panic. Unlike gold, the crystals were something I needed right there and then. Besides, I had a funny feeling that in another week I'd have no problem reselling the batteries—at a profit if I wanted to. At the moment, accumulating crystals seemed to be a strategic commodity, a bit like uranium ore used to be before Tesla's technologies had been made public.
 
   I unloaded five "Stationary Accumulating Crystals, Large" from my bag and redirected the altar mana flow to them. Then I beamed: apparently, Tianlong had been so flooded by the divine energies that he nobly refused the modest 5% I'd been sending him. He terminated the contract out of convenience. Was I my own worst enemy to object? The main thing was, I finally had the full mana stream available all to myself: 300 mana per second. And even though it sounded like an enormous amount, it meant that recharging each crystal would take about half an hour. Excellent capacity! They still had to go some to compare to the First Temple's altar—that one could accumulate up to thirty kilotons. Actually, a charged crystal cost 10% more than an empty one—speaking about immediate profit.
 
   That seemed to be it. I studied auction panel one. Had the circumstances been different, I'd have looked into their local dealings deeper, but not now. An occasional shiver kept running down my spine, reminding me that danger was closing in and that hundreds of sentients were already busy skinning my mental image alive.
 
   Didn't those advertisers know when to stop! I reached for the virtual cursor, about to shut down yet another unwelcome pop-up. Then I froze.
 
    
 
   Urgent sale! A three-hour auction! The brave Rangers of Heisei clan have seized the Scarlet Fort in the heart of the Gong alliance territories!
 
   This is your chance! The fort is perfect as an invasion bridgehead or even an instrument of political pressure. It can be looted bare or resold for a profit, possibly to its ex owners.
 
   The starting price is one million. In the absence of bidders, the fort will be destroyed which in turn will breach the alliance's defense, weakening it. Any material tokens of gratitude from any interested parties will be highly appreciated.
 
    
 
   These guys had found themselves a funny environmental niche. As far as I could see through their scheme, this was a small and well-coordinated saboteur group that kept its forces well concentrated, looking for the weakest targets and hitting them with precision. I was almost sure they had their own spies, too. The group collected intelligence, chose a suitable object, took it over in a lightning-fast assault, then looted it or sold it on for profit.
 
   Was I currently any different from them? I wasn't. I had the same knuckle-duster approach, walking the fine line between valor and stupidity.
 
   I would be lying if I said that the thought of a nasty new enemy didn't worry me. Their castle's very name made me gulp uneasily: Shui Fong 7, of all things! It meant there had to be at least six others—possibly, eight. I mentally compared it to the empty echoing corridors of my own citadel, their resonant silence only disturbed by children's laughter and the sound of Hell Hounds' claws clattering over the floor tiles. Okay, so we weren't as populous as some but we had our friends and our reputation, a few business partners and a healthy—albeit temporarily depleted—bank account.
 
   Yes! I grinned menacingly, welcoming the thought that had just occurred to me. Don't I just love win-win solutions. Weaken my enemy, strengthen his opponents and make some money into the bargain.
 
   "Analyst, where are you!" I barked into the staff chat. My five bodyguards startled. "I need a complete report on Shui Fong. Pay special attention to their enemies, both open and covert."
 
   This was the aforementioned fine line overstepped in the direction of stupidity. I should have asked for this report the moment I'd heard Oksana's story. Instead, I'd plunged into headlong action, impatient to help the wronged girl and save some fellow players, dying to teach the bastards a lesson. So typically Russian of me. But after all, there had to be situations whereby any legal boundaries and pretentious courtesies ceased to matter. This was the right of revenge for being robbed of your love or your child; this was the blind courage of someone who has nothing left to lose, the final redemption of a soldier about to sound his last charge, his life flaring bright for one last moment as he accepts his final battle.
 
   Having said that, I might not have been so eager to slap Shui Fong in the face had I had a good view of the said bully's biceps. Or at least that's what I was thinking now as I studied my analyst's report. They were #8 in the cluster's controlled surface area ratings, #30 in economic power, #17 in call-up and assault potential. Nine castles, too.
 
   So they were tough as old boots, oh well. Let's check out the other side of the coin now. What about enemies? Plenty of those, apparently. With a behemoth like this, its every movement affected other clans' and alliances' interests whether it liked it or not. The moment Shui Fong shifted its greedy gaze to another dungeon or a new promising sector of craftonomics, they made themselves another enemy.
 
   Hastily compiled from various official and semi-official sources, the report didn't offer a full picture but at least it allowed an estimate of the shift of various multidirectional powers. Take the shopkeepers' alliance, deadly offended when a few public lashings had been followed by the collection of considerable tribute. Or the gatherers, forced to surrender 10% of the resources they farmed for access to Shui Fong-controlled locations. An impressive list of plundered castles, two subdued and integrated clans, successful raids into nearby clusters. The hyperactive bastards had left quite a trail.
 
   Now this was interesting: Mao's Legacy alliance. Following the Great Helmsman's theses, they rejected expansion and directed their main efforts inward, leveling up and investing in production. Their combined call-up potential was nothing to sniff at which was quite understandable: if your average crafter or minedigger approaches level 200, he won't find it too hard to turn his plough shear into a sword which made him a combat opponent to be reckoned with.
 
   At first, Shui Fong had mistaken them for an easy target and had a field day treading on their toes, wrestling a few top locations away from them, including a rich outcrop of silver and gold with a—wow!—a 0.5% chance of discovering mithril. The Mao's Legacy had recoiled like a taut spring, turned their respective plough shears to swords and wholeheartedly struck back. Currently the two clans were busy pummeling each other with variable success, burning an enormous wealth of resources much to their competitors and Admins' pleasure.
 
   The conflict had now frozen in an uneasy balance of two wrestlers grappling with each other, throwing feints and testing the other's reactions. There were plenty of spectators but no one willing to stick their necks out. Or at least not until we came round. Like an uncontrollable teenager we'd rushed onto the tatami disrupting the tournament's course and giving one of the heavyweights an almighty kick in the balls: unexpected, unpleasant and very unfair. A perfect moment for the other wrestler to throw him out of the circle, breaking the opponent's elbow and rendering his greedy mitts inoperative for quite a while.
 
   That was it, then. I jotted a quick letter to the Mao alliance's official channels, then used a few "gray" contacts to obtain the addresses of their clan leaders and heads of security and forwarded copies of the letter to them, too. I wasn't sure if it was a good thing to do but time was an issue, raising the hairs on my neck. As the saying goes, a cornered rat will bite the cat. In the body of the email I offered them a doctored version of our castle seizure story and made them an offer they had to find impossible to refuse. I suggested they buy the Shui Fong citadel off me for three million, thus hogging the blanket for themselves and achieving the numerical advantage in this lingering opposition: eleven castles against nine.
 
   Slow thinkers don't survive in this line of work. It took the alliance seven minutes to come to a decision. I received an incoming inquiry,
 
    
 
   Daxueshi Xiao Long on behalf of Mao's Legacy alliance is happy to welcome our Russian brother!
 
    
 
   I shook my head skeptically, highlighting the first word in his name—a title? A new menu opened, offering a translation option. So! A court official of fifth rank, advisor to the Emperor. A big shot. While I was at it, I translated his name, too. Xiao Long: a serpent. Well, well, well. I'd better keep my eyes peeled with this one.
 
   I confirmed chat activation and introduced myself as the commander of a Russian combined service raid. After more greetings and inscrutably syrupy compliments we finally got to the point.
 
    
 
   In order to verify your information, we ask your permission to teleport our representative to the seized castle. We guarantee he will not use magic or activate any kind of artifacts.
 
    
 
   So they didn't want to buy a pig in a poke. Fair enough. I sent a request through the staff channel to generate a single-use portal key, then forwarded it to the court official. He promised to arrive within five minutes. Excellent.
 
   I closed all the windows and blinked them out of my eyes, refocusing as I tried to work out the cause of all the noise that had distracted me during the course of the negotiations.
 
   Holy mama mia! Oksana, her tear-streaked face dusty and furious, was panting and wheezing as she struggled to drag a slave driver across the flagstones, his hands bound behind his back. Every ten paces she let her victim go, only to dig her heavy boots into his face. But even though the slave driver couldn't avoid the hail of blows, he didn't resemble a timid victim. Exposing his half-broken teeth in a defiant grin, he spat blood, talking out loud as he reminded the girl of all the instances of him raping her, relishing all the unsavory details.
 
   Was he looking for an easy death? Was he trying to provoke the girl into killing him there and then before she dragged him to the knocked-down niche where we'd found the five irresponsive bricked-in bodies? Possible.
 
   The slave driver made another attempt, "Shame you didn't hear that brat scream when I sharpened his fingers like pencils with my knife!"
 
   "You lying piece of shit!" Oksana lost it completely, stomping the man into the ground with renewed force. My men didn't let him die though: one of the mercs healed the scumbag just in time.
 
   Now his face filled with pure hatred. "You bastard Russians! How I hate you! You burned my grandfather alive with Grad missiles on Damansky island! My father was a gold digger in the Amur basin and he never came back from the taiga! I lost both legs in the Far East conflict! We'll kill you all, each and every one of you!"
 
   I frowned and turned to Widowmaker. "Who's that?"
 
   "The head of interior guards. The slaves only mention his name in whispers. They're still scared shitless of him. You can't even imagine the kind of things he did here. He was the one who bricked Alexis in. The kid is away with the fairies now, just drooling and staring into space. They broke something in him. So Oksana flipped out, as you can see..."
 
   I ground my teeth and squinted at the slave driver. This was an enemy, pure and simple.
 
   He burst into insane laughter. "Don't cringe! Scared, are we? Or is it that you want to kill me? Well, you can't! I'm immortal! You think you can brick me in or bury me alive? Never mind, I can wait. Hatred will help me stay sane, even if it's a thousand years. The wind and water will turn these stones to dust, but one day I'll be free to come back and kill you all who speak a dog's tongue!"
 
   Now I freaked out, too. I jumped off my throne and strode toward the spattering slave driver. "You can wait, can you?" I croaked into his enraged face. "Very well. Time to find out what real hatred is like!"
 
   A portal popped open behind me but I couldn't stop. Without looking, I felt in my inventory for Lloth's black dagger and thrust it into the slave driver's heart.
 
   "Give my love to the Spider Queen!"
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Moscow, Chronos Life Extension Center.
 
    
 
   "Olga, here's more flowers from your boyfriend! Does that mean it's a champagne day again today?"
 
   Olga switched the monitor to transparency mode. Without removing the mental control headband, she looked up at Alina the receptionist scurrying toward her desk. Alina's strongest points were her long slender legs and two miracles of plastic surgery bouncing in her deep cleavage, the cause of the male office staff suffering acute cases of wandering eye.
 
   Now her voluptuous curves were shielded by a colorful riot of flowers. The girl's groomed fingers greedily felt for a small gift box wrapped in expensive "living design" paper.
 
   Olga couldn't suppress a blush. It had to be Max again. Most men wouldn't bother to give you flowers on your first date but this one had remembered his promise, having sent her some direct from the heart of the virtual world.
 
   She felt flattered by the handsome young man's attentions but he had to understand that most of their staff were female, only too eager to indulge in some quality gossip. The last time, even the bottle of Veuve Clicot she'd sacrificed as a friendly bribe for an office party hadn't saved her from two weeks' worth of pseudo friendly teasing and jealous whispering behind her back. Which was only understandable: after the introduction of the obligatory genome vaccinations, male births had dropped a third compared to girls. Apparently, Russian men had lost the incentive to reincarnate in the country where blood had lost its vodka-absorbing properties.
 
   Olga accepted the flowers from the office bombshell and prized the gift box free from the girl's greedy fingers. She stuffed it into a desk drawer, much to her colleagues' disappointment. Who was that idiot who'd invented open plan offices and transparent furniture? It was like sitting in a shop window in a brand-name mini skirt, trying to squeeze exposed legs shut, transparent desk drawers revealing a standard workaholic manager's tool kit. She was forced to store more personal items in her overloaded handbag.
 
   She needed a vase. Olga rose and headed for the bookkeeping department. She walked across the room, clattering the heels of her emo shoes she'd splurged the whole of last year's bonus on. The bookkeepers were mainly in their forties, frumpy and farsighted, happy to oblige whenever one needed a bottle opener or a needle with a bit of thread in an emergency.
 
   The co-workers she met on her way promptly swallowed the unasked question and excused themselves under the pretext of some urgent business. The expensive shoes were paying for themselves, adding an infrasound deterrent note to her pace. Perfectly legal, no need to cringe like that. Not all heels were made to please your subconscious ear with an erotic ultrasound mantra.
 
   Olga returned to her work station, strategically placing the vase between herself and any curious stares. She then opened the virtual monitor to its full 50-inch potential and activated the polaroid screen, leaving the jealous office trolls to stare at their own reflection. God knows she tried really hard not to scream with joy, pressing her face to the beautiful flowers and ripping the gift paper to bits, wriggling with excitement. As a matter of fact, she was terribly lonely. Male attention?—lecherous stares definitely didn't count as such and neither did her miscellaneous dates' attempts to be invited in for a "nightcap" after having gone to the trouble of taking her out. Her wretched bookworm upbringing!
 
   Her male peers were utterly spoiled by the skewed demographics and desperate female competition to land a man of their own, however humble. No one bothered these days to properly date an old-fashioned girl, no matter how beautiful. So any potential boyfriends disappeared with a shrug and an encouraging smile to a more eager workmate. And if you disregarded all the junkies, jail birds and just plain idiots, it looked as if life was pushing her toward the assisted reproduction clinic and further down the aisle in one of those reformed churches to tie a same-sex knot that today's media was really shoving down your throat.
 
   Well, tough! She had her own prince on a white charger! Olga shuddered when thinking about the rather tomboyish Lara who'd been wooing her lately. With a mental finger to her workmates, she jerked the desk drawer open, pulling out the little gift box, and gingerly rustled the paper, admiring the kaleidoscope of living pictures.
 
   Their office probably resembled a giraffe cage in the zoo at meal time: everyone was sticking their suddenly elongated necks out from behind their monitors as the existing world view was crumbling, promising a jackpot to the office Cinderella. Come on now, open it, we can't wait any longer! What had he given you this time, your mysterious suitor?
 
   Finally she pulled the wrapper off—and gasped, taking out the so recognizable and so widely advertised top-level iCom9 communicator. She remembered the bogus buyers' stage whisper on every street corner as they "discussed" the product properties from the company's fact sheet: "It's a millimeter thinner! And six grams lighter!" Then the hired actors would sneak a glance around them, as if saying to the curious crowd, "Did you hear that? If you hurry you might still get an easy term loan with negative interest!"
 
   Honestly, she couldn't have cared less about the crowds being manipulated into changing their gadgets every three months, but her current comm was already four generations old, making it a bit awkward for her to answer a call as the consumerists around her cringed, stigmatizing her as an old-fashioned klutz.
 
   She forced her wrist into the everlasting gel bracelet waiting for the morphplastic to adjust to her anatomy, then held her breath as she slid her finger across the sensor, activating the device. Expensive toy: a hundred and forty gold rubles, her wages for three months. But unfortunately, you couldn't buy foreign goods for traditional paper banknotes as the Russian government was trying hard to encourage production.
 
   As she admired the perfect holographic image on the comm's internal surface, a tiny swab of custom-made polish was softening in the warmth of her skin, releasing a tiny spring-like needle.
 
   Thinner than a bee's sting, just thick enough to pierce her skin, the miniscule hollow injector contained exactly one milligram of synthetic batrachotoxin: twenty times the lethal dose for an adult.
 
   The poison had no effective antidote, identical to the one produced by poison dart frogs with their warningly bright coloration. More importantly, it was perfect to imitate an accident as the hired killer wouldn't wish to alarm the other victims or expose himself to the police.
 
   A sharp pain pierced her hand. Her muscles twitched. Olga gasped trying to catch her breath, her heart missing a beat, then restarting double time in a desperately ragged rhythm. The toxin had stopped the neural impulses in her cells, leading to a paralysis and causing immediate arrhythmia, fibrillation and irreversible cardiac arrest.
 
   Her strong young body convulsed, knocking over the vase and the flowers. Her workmates looked up again, this time in alarm. The sight of Olga wheezing and clutching her heart paralyzed some of them while encouraging others to act.
 
   An anxious senior manager arrived to their screams of panic from his cubicle of one-way glass. As his title suggested, he was the first to take control, mumbling something into his own communicator as he summoned the resuscitation team—which was always on call in their office conveniently located in the very heart of Moscow.
 
   The team arrived in no time. These guys were used to emergencies and countdowns. Their hefty bonuses were calculated by a complex formula that covered everything: the time the brain remained deprived of oxygen, the degree of medication administered to the patient and the amount of general resuscitation provided.
 
   A paramedic shoved aside a clumsy volunteer who was kneading the girl's breasts imagining he was administering CPR. Other team members began bustling about, activating and connecting their diagnostics equipment. One of them yanked the girl's shoes off as they kept whining, empathizing with their departing owner.
 
   The oxygen mask, the unsettlingly frequent clicks of the jet injector, the familiar discharges of the defibrillator so familiar to all of us from the movies—ten exhausting minutes of struggle for life. Then the team leader rose from the girl's body, shaking his head.
 
   "Pointless. Irreversible cardiac arrest."
 
   He looked around, searching for the senior manager who couldn't but cast glances at the girl's slim bare legs and the front of her torn blouse. The paramedic frowned and stepped in front of her, his burly figure obscuring the man's view. "Request your permission to commence procedure Protocol A2/1."
 
   The balding manager jumped, the sickly dreamy expression leaving his face, replaced by the scowl of a cornered rat. Chronos affairs had been going south lately as potential clients refused to be turned into deep-frozen drumsticks and kept pulling their money out, opting for going perma instead. The staff's wages had plummeted and so had the prospectives, prompting the smartest workers to quit. Then an idea had struck him. The senior manager had checked staff medical records and came forward with an initiative aimed at keeping the remaining workers. He suggested offering every worker a personal corporate insurance that included the cryogenic immortality program. He'd bent over backwards at the board meeting as he displayed charts and schemes proving that even if they'd introduced the program ten years ago, they still wouldn't have had to pay for a single instance of hibernation procedure.
 
   No good deed goes unpunished! Barely a week had passed since they'd had a special meeting handing each office worker his or her insurance certificate—and they already had their first claim! He sensed the atmosphere thicken. All eyes were on him, growing grimmer by the minute.
 
   The manager chewed his lip. "Permission granted," he dropped. "Take her to the refrigerator."
 
   He swung round and slogged back to his office, struggling to remember if there was still some brandy left in the bottle he'd stashed away during the last office party.
 
   Behind his back, the well-oiled cryogenics machine was already gaining momentum. The gurney's wheels whirred, the resuscitation team's leader snapped orders as the Chronos in-house lawyer was mumbling something into his comm bracelet.
 
   The fickle finger of Chance touched the girl's shoulder as she walked down an endless corridor toward a blinding light.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "Give my love to the Spider Queen!" I croaked into the enemy's face watching his pupils contract in terror, his mouth dropping in a silent scream.
 
   The dagger in his body shook like a hungry dog on seeing a steak. Then it dug into the victim's flesh, slicing and viscerating its way through, devouring the unfortunate perma's soul. I recoiled in horror, trying to let go of the dagger. As if! The priest, the victim and the weapon—the ritual only worked if all three were connected in blood-curdling unity. On their own they weren't worth much. The vicious artifact sent a quick discharge through my arm paralyzing it, the spasm locking my fingers around the dagger's black handle. Six of the spider's legs had until now been folded up forming a single blade. They now clicked open like the fingers of an opening hand, piercing the victim's ribs. Slowly they left the body, revealing the wriggling bloodied claws.
 
   And now it was my turn to shake uncontrollably as I began soaking in everything that had only a moment ago been my enemy—all of his memories, his knowledge and his emotions, compressing them into a tight wad that gained energy and shot into space, beamlike, toward what I supposed were Lloth's domains.
 
   The unfortunate perma's body crumbled in a heap of black sand that immediately turned into thousands of spiders scattering in all directions. The satiated dagger clicked its legs closed, returning sensitivity to my arm. I staggered, trying hard not to collapse onto the swarming carpet of millions of tiny feet. I could barely register the mercs' hearty swearing as they danced on the spot trying to get out of Lloth's servants' way without squashing a single one of her favorites.
 
   In the meantime, I was trying to puzzle my mind back together, recoiling from the remaining shreds of somebody else's thoughts, feelings and memories. No idea who I was supposed to have been in this ritual sacrifice—the hand of vengeance or a brainless retrodirective antenna, but he'd turned my mind into a right pile of shit. I wasn't a 100% sure but I had a funny feeling I wouldn't need a Chinese translator any near time in the future. Besides, thanks to a tip from the ever-watchful greedy pig I'd managed to glean just one mental image from my enemy's compressed thought flow. A top combo from the repertoire of the rogue who'd chosen the path of a Dark assassin and somehow managed to reach level 260 on his way.
 
   The Wings of an Angel combo is dealt to your opponent's back by slicing his spine with one or both blades, removing the ribs from the spine and turning them inside out like a pair of sickening red and white wings. How gross. And still I couldn't deny I was dying to check out what it was I'd just gotten: mere information or an executable skill.
 
   I was only worried everyone would sink into a coma watching a blood-curdling combo like that performed by a low-level knight with a heavy two-handed sword.
 
   My unscrupulous inner pig studied the remaining prisoners with a greedy eye, then began whispering his plans into my ear, promising such a heady solution to all my problems that potentially could make the sun weep with envy. Even though I managed to suppress his voice in my head, I could now better understand the ways of those Dark Overlords corrupting their disciples. They simply played on their avarice and lust for power. So you think you're a useless waste of space, cringing with envy at the sight of a powerful warrior? No problem, bring him to the sacrificial altar! This was exactly the kind of field day the inquisition had had all those centuries ago with their genetic purges. Really, if you'd spent hundreds of years accusing every pretty girl of being a witch, no wonder the current gene pool was what it was...
 
   And back in those days, how many men could resist the temptation of grassing up the village girl who'd rejected their advances? And what holy Catholic brother would contest his accusation, impatient to get another victim for his torture chamber, to undress and shave her naked body, drooling in anticipation, then study it meticulously in search for the Devil's marks? And that was only the beginning, the first step on the path of absolute power of one "trembling creature" over another.
 
   I shook off the gloomy thoughts and peered into the system message window. What a bitch! Apparently, Lloth was offering me a tailor-made bait:
 
    
 
   The Goddess has looked with favor on your sacrifice.
 
   New religious status achieved: Junior Priest.
 
   Special skill: by offering a sacrifice favored by the Goddess, you will receive 1% of her XP.
 
    
 
   So you are using the stick and carrot tactic now, aren't you, Spider Lady? As if I didn't realize that if I wanted to reach level 300 and get a hundred uncategorized skills in the bargain, all I had to do was sacrifice the remaining prisoners on your altar. But what would that do to my mind after it had streamed terabytes of human fears, thoughts and desires? Could it be the path downhill, the very process of turning into an Evil Overlord—becoming a demented monster who only cares about his power—and to build that up, he has to kill more and more every time, increasing his fix.
 
   I noticed Widowmaker's intense stare as he whispered something into his private channel; glimpsed the spiral of superior officers and their men tightening around me. Did they know something about it that I didn't? Were they afraid I might lose it and order them to collar and bring me another sacrificial victim?
 
   Sorry, guys. Sure I'd love nothing more than to become one of those tough nuts and finally be able to hold my head up high—whether walking down an unlit street at night or standing up to some bent cops. If anything, my life in AlterWorld had only strengthened that desire. But I wasn't prepared to pay this kind of price for it.
 
   If only I could, I'd decline this dubious status completely, even though—to be brutally honest—my high morality had little to do with it. More precisely, I didn't trust my own willpower. The temptation was just too much—and it's all too easy to justify your actions after the fact. I was pretty sure that if we dug deeper into the captured slave drivers' past, a good half of them undoubtedly merited capital punishment. And judging by some real human emotions finally showing in their faces, they understood it too.
 
   Unfortunately, I had no say in it. The game had no reverse options. The reward corresponded to my actions, so I had to grin and live up to it.
 
   I made a show of flinging the dagger back into the inventory. Mechanically I wiped my hands on my pants.
 
   Widowmaker with his keen instincts immediately ran up to me. "Sir, we have a Mao's Legacy clan representative here," and added in a low voice, "he's seen everything."
 
   I stared at his drawn face. Ignoring the first part of his report, I asked him, "You don't think it was the right thing to do, do you?"
 
   He knew immediately what I meant. "Every coin has two sides," he shrugged. "Would be stupid to think the Dark Pantheon's purpose is to give away freebies and save kittens from trees. Personally, I'm only too happy it happened. There's a limit to wagging your finger at them: bad boy, don't do it again—don't kill, don't torture, don't rape... And now our First Priest has a proper stick capable of bringing them to justice and beat some common sense into those who're still redeemable."
 
   I nodded. You can't do good without using your fists, familiar strategy. There is no light without shade, and the light itself came in all sorts of shades. The flare of a nuclear explosion that left nothing but gray human silhouettes scorched into the remaining walls, was that the ultimate good? And the darkness of a nuclear shelter concealing and saving lives, how would you define that?
 
   My train of thought was interrupted by the Mao clan's negotiator who'd approached silently, his back bent in a deep bow. This wasn't the nine obligatory ritual kowtows due to an Emperor, but neither was it a negligent barely polite nod. I responded with a cursory bosslike version of the same and raised a quizzical eyebrow.
 
   Not a muscle twitched on the face of Daxueshi Xiao Long who'd arrived to personally conduct the negotiations. Serpent had a perfect control of his emotions. Expressing his repeat pleasure at seeing his Russian brother, he faltered before finally side-stepping the diplomatic etiquette.
 
   "Sir Laith, I have become an unwilling witness of that rat Weidong's execution. Don't get me wrong, I have nothing against it. That piece of elephant dung has long lost his mind. The only reason he was still walking this earth was because you couldn't deliver him a final death. But what I've just witnessed, I... I could have written it off as a hoax but Weidong has been perma for over two years, and now his status shows offline! Could you please tell me if this asswipe has died for good? Your artifact, it's not a fake, is it? One word from you would make hundreds of honest Chinese people very happy, lighting festive lanterns in their homes!"
 
   Overtaken with emotion, Serpent swung his hands around indicating the size of the happiness showering the unsuspecting heads of peace-loving Chinese workers. Then he froze, awaiting my answer, his stare fixed on my face, his nostrils widening, his sensitive fingers about to close around my wrists taking my pulse like some human lie detector. I could understand him. Any information about a weapon capable of killing an immortal was in the same league as a definite answer to the question of the existence of God.
 
   After a moment's hesitation, I told him the truth. Possibly, it was my subconscious attempt to wash my hands of the man's cruel punishment—my desire to explain that I wasn't his executioner. Because I wasn't! Because when you actually stab a living shaking body, staring into the victim's fading eyes and listening to the wheezing sound coming from his pierced lungs—that's unbearable.
 
   "I'm afraid he's alive."
 
   Everyone tensed up in surprise—not only the negotiator, but also the mercs who'd surrounded us in a demonstration of my protection and status.
 
   "He's alive," I repeated. "But if he had a choice, he'd probably prefer to die. Lloth has some truly limitless imagination, considering human flesh is so vulnerable and sensitive to pain. Especially facing an eternity."
 
   Something must have flickered in my eyes because the negotiator gulped and shrank back, his cheek twitching. "Have you... been there?"
 
   I retrieved the Spider Dagger and showed it to him. "A gift from Lloth's very own hands. Just don't think I came by it easily or even that I'm happy to have it."
 
   Subconsciously, Serpent swayed forward, his hand shaking greedily, betraying his desire to possess it. The dagger played along with me though, demonstrating its unyielding nature and divine fury. The blade's six legs swung to one side, snapping through the air and missing his greedy eyes by a millimeter.
 
   Again the negotiator shrank back, but there was no fear in his stare, only a thoughtful reverie. "May I... might I ask you to do me the favor of selling me this item? I could give you a million gold for it."
 
   Seeing my skeptical smile, he hurried to add, "Three. Five. Oh, ten million, dammit!"
 
   Jesus. It looked like the shrewd court advisor already had a list of the dagger's next victims up and running. Given some energy and disingenuity, he might in a couple of years' time take over the whole cluster. No wonder his eyes were glinting—did it mean that my hunch was good?
 
   I shook my head. "My lord Daxueshi, I highly appreciate your offer. But I received this dagger from the hands of the Goddess herself and it is non-transferrable. Besides, you've just seen it doesn't want to be transferred. The dagger isn't what these negotiations are about. Shui Fong is, and their warriors are already tightening the noose around the castle. In view of which I would like to remind you of the purpose of your visit. I hope that this delay was caused by your impressionable nature and not by any preliminary agreement with our enemy."
 
   My voice grew cold as I said it but Serpent had already brought himself back in check, forcing all dreams of the almighty artifact back down to the bottom of his heart. He turned back into an emotionless diplomat with a mind as sharp as an analytical machine. His squinted glare studied the walls, the court, the prisoners, as if he was selecting a long-range target. Finally he nodded and rubbed his hands, looking well pleased.
 
   "Very well. I confirm the deal. But this situation allows us to play an interesting game with far-reaching consequences. I hope for your cooperation: after all, any weakening of Shui Fong's positions is in your interests, as well."
 
   I gave a cautious nod. His words made sense but I was wary of showing him my interest in anything at all. His plan was simple: to create an ambush by allowing Shui Fong members to break into the castle, then attack them with superior forces and take as many prisoners as we could. We signed an agreement cementing the deal with delayed change of ownership. Three hefty million dropped into my account, although the castle itself was to remain our property for another hour, granting the "Maoists" the right of free movement around the castle grounds. I felt uneasy as the first fifty steel-clad warriors burst out of the portal and began scurrying around the court looking for suitable ambush locations.
 
   Time to leg it. The last overloaded dwarf exited the dungeon and reported in the chat that the castle was empty as a barn in springtime, stripped of the last mouse. The warehouses would be empty within the next ten minutes. Excellent. We were on schedule.
 
   I nodded at the prisoners. "Do you reckon they're thinking of ratting to their clan that they've seen your men here?" I asked Serpent. "They seem to be taking note of everything that's happening."
 
   His cheekbone twitched, betraying his mistake. Then his face lit up. "You can sell them to me! How much do you want per head?"
 
   This kind of wording made me feel uneasy. Still, the Shui Fong hadn't replied yet, obviously playing for time either hoping to win the prisoners back in battle or even counting on them to deal us a blow to our backs.
 
   I cringed, then explained our prisoner swap principle to him: a Russian-speaking slave for each Chinese PoW.
 
   Serpent shook his head. "It's not impossible to find a hundred and fifty Russian-speaking slaves in fifteen minutes. Even our clan shelters a couple dozen of them, all victims of tragic circumstances sent to us by providence. But Sir Laith, I would dare call such strategy shortsighted. Such demand will inevitably result in soaring interest in and prices for your fellow countrymen. In other words, you will actually encourage headhunters to target your cluster in the hopes of high profits."
 
   That set me thinking. I really didn't want to put the Russian slaves on a pedestal, making them the object of slave traders' especial interest. My goals were entirely different: I wanted every slave trader to shrink and turn pale the moment a potential slave opened his mouth and used the language of Tolstoy to tell them where to go stuff themselves. I wanted them all to know that cavalry wouldn't be far behind and that it would chop off any greedy hands right up to their asses.
 
   But surely Serpent had his own agenda in mind? "What do you suggest?" I looked up at the man.
 
   He smiled oh so sweetly. "Thirty Russian slaves and a unique treasure from our clan storeroom in exchange for all the prisoners."
 
    I raised a skeptical eyebrow. "Surprise me."
 
   He rolled his eyes, promising something out of this world, then shot a rapid succession of words into the chat. Soon the portal's iridescent film parted, letting out the Maoists' treasurer surrounded by five guards. He approached us. Obeying Serpent's nod, he reached into his inventory for an ancient-looking little box made of dark wood. Carefully he opened the lid. Inside, a small hand mirror rested on a cushion of worn suede. The mirror was made of some sort of pinkish metal, its surface polished to perfection.
 
    
 
   The Mirror of the Creator
 
   Durability: 1/1. Indestructible
 
   Extra characteristics: none
 
    
 
   Gingerly I took it my hands. It was heavy—probably, half a pound. Not a single scratch that could point to its ancient origins. "What's the catch?"
 
   The Belorussian guy leaned close to my ear, whispering, "Sir, that's adamant. By God! Nine ounces of pure adamant!"
 
   I remembered the Fallen One posing as a miserly Scrooge as he'd pinched tiny bits of adamant off the coin-sized plate while fashioning my artifact. "Are you sure?"
 
   Gimmick took offence. "I am Master Golem Builder! Substance identification is one of the first things a crafter learns!"
 
   "Okay, okay, I believe you..." I turned to Serpent who looked pleased with the effect. "Why don't you use it yourselves? Is there a problem?"
 
   He faltered, then answered, "The item is indeed indestructible, as it says. You can't melt or crack it, you can't even break a piece off it."
 
   "And why would we need a faulty item like that?" I tried to talk down the price without actually letting go of the treasure.
 
   He squinted in a foxy grin, "Judging by your interest, you know how you can use it."
 
   The motherfucker was too observant for his own good. Sure, all you needed was a special tool. Like the hands of a High God. "Okay. It's a deal. Bring us your Russians and feel free to collect the prisoners."
 
   I placed the mirror back into the box and shoved it down my inventory, much to the treasurer's open-mouthed indignation. Then I looked them over. "So what's the problem? You have fifteen minutes! Come on, guys, let's get this show on the road!"
 
   Fifteen minutes later the inner court was chock full of portal arcs. The remaining slaves were leaving for the Russian cluster. The long line of overloaded dwarves had long disappeared down the cold-breathing caves, leaving a couple of guards to stand watch over our impromptu aircon. The blindfolded Shui Fong prisoners had been covered by a mirror-surfaced stationary dome shield that prevented them from seeing out or scanning the locality with radar.
 
   Mao's Legacy soldiers kept streaming out of the third portal arc, their powerful flow dissipating into various hiding holes in the court sheds, castle buildings and gate towers. They obviously went out of their way to prepare their surprise for Shui Fong.
 
   And here was the final touch. A thin line composed of the thirty promised Russian slaves appeared from a portal. I nodded to Widowmaker. "Run a quick check on them, will ya?"
 
   While he was busy sorting out the newcomers, I took the chance to skim through my Inbox. One of the messages made me swear out loud. Shit! This was my gangster agent begging me not to sell him to the Maoists. Understandably, he was seriously concerned about any potential health problems such a shift in his position might incur, arguing that his access to any valuable intel would be seriously limited in captivity.
 
   But how was I supposed to pull him out now without exposing my interests or burning his cover? Luckily, the unwitting Widowmaker arrived with a solution.
 
   "Not good, Sir. Those from the Russian cluster are twenty-four. That's counting the Ukrainians and Belorussians, too. The remaining six are all from other clusters: one Lithuanian guy, a Bulgarian, a Pole and three Muslim highlanders from the Caucasus. They seem to have an attitude problem, too. I'm not surprised he's trying to bargain them off."
 
   That was it!
 
   I put on my mask of indignation and turned to Serpent. He became pale, apparently sensing his own wrong.
 
   "Damaged goods!" I announced. "Because of that, I'm keeping three of the prisoners: this one, that one, and the one over there who looks a bit like a rat. And I'm not interested in those six non-Russians. You can have them back if you want."
 
   I turned away, pleased with my own quick thinking, when the Bulgarian dropped to his knees and began begging and pleading in a mixture of two languages, apparently forgetting to reactivate the built-in translator switched off at Widowmaker's request.
 
   I felt sorry for him. "We'll take this one too in compensation for your cheating. Any objections? None? Excellent."
 
   Serpent swallowed my complaints in silence, as well as the Bulgarian penalty. He motioned the guards to let the slaves go. With insecure smiles, the thin line of people hurried toward us. That was me done here. Time to make ourselves scarce. The breakaway group had already moved thirty-five miles away from the castle, having set up five potential portal points.
 
   Wait up! What was that? None of the released slaves had any personal stuff on them, all of them naked apart from snow-white undies: diapers or—in the case of the girls—G-strings. But one of the female slaves that tried to hide in the thick on the crowd sported a two-piece with a familiar camo pattern.
 
   A Camo? What a sight for sore eyes!
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The English-speaking cluster. Castle City
 
    
 
   "You shitty little brat!"
 
   Slap! Tavor's face jerked to one side from the hefty whack his infuriated father dealt him.
 
   A level 230 warrior—burly if not overly tall who'd chosen his character as a compromise between retaining his human appearance and achieving maximum survivability—somehow managed to tower over his almost seven-foot High Elf son. Like a bull terrier disciplined by the leash, Tavor bared his teeth in a spiteful grin but dared not speak back or look into his father's eyes.
 
   His father breathed fury, power and all-consuming self-confidence. How could he not? Officially a millionaire, he was a secret billionaire: a multi-faceted industrialist in the past, and now the Olders' third deputy in the process of preparing his own successful and painless departure from the clan.
 
   He had laid his hands on over three hundred unique patents. Four ranger parties were exploring Frontier Lands in his interest. Three silver mines constantly refilled his purse; two top merc squads had been created and leveled at his sole expense; he owned seventeen objects of real estate at the time of this encounter.
 
   Tavor Sr. knew what he was doing; he had tons of patience and loved nothing more than long-term—preferably, decade-long—planning.
 
   Now he looked at his son trying to understand exactly when had this cute and cuddly puppy turned into a young wolf, vicious and deranged? Every road had been open to him: the best teachers, unlimited resources, help from all quarters!
 
   But whatever Tavor Jr. had received by birthright, free of effort or obligation, he didn't appreciate. The boy had started pushing the envelope, testing the limits of the acceptable and gradually prizing them loose, widening them. Drugs and club orgies, the usual albeit hardly innocent fun of spoilt rich brats in the suburbs of Moscow: girls raped, onlookers and homeless tramps clubbed to death just for the kicks. Tavor Sr. didn't know their exact numbers but judging by the bodyguards' and his own head of security's reports, there must have been quite a few.
 
   His son might have eventually grown out of it. The perma oligarch wasn't exactly a saint himself. Quite a few of his competitors were still rotting in nearby woods after being forced to dig their own graves with a teaspoon. Unfortunately, one of his ill-wishers had decided to play big, tipping off a scandalous blogger by introducing him to a certain pedophile ring. Soon all the details of the young Tavor's nightly exploits filled the pages of the virtual press, quickly spreading from social sites to the real-world media. While his father was busy tracking down the culprit, the informational war was gaining momentum and paying for itself, until finally his son swallowed the bait and was caught on camera—on ten hidden cameras, to be precise—as he went on a slaughtering binge in the blogger's house. Tavor Sr. could have handled another corpse, but what was the point of chopping down every member of the blogger's quite numerous household? Had the boy thought he was some axe-wielding Raskolnikov or something?
 
   Ultimately he'd had to send his son away, hiding him in AlterWorld. His own political position hadn't survived the blow. The doctors' cynical verdict had forced him to start thinking of his own mortality. He'd gone perma successfully, investing a lot of effort, time and money into a better understanding of the local processes, converting his wealth into virtual assets and developing necessary connections.
 
   And now, lo and behold, this brat had set him up for a fall again. The moment was highly inopportune: he had one hell of a lot of unfinished business to close in real life, including the bulk of his savings still awaiting gradual digitization.
 
    By offering his son a semblance of free reign, Tavor Sr. continued to covertly control all of his actions. All of the boy's information traffic was monitored; his bodyguard was on his father's payroll, sending in daily optimistic reports commending his son's behavior. Having said that, the day before the man had failed to reply to a request to initiate a live chat session. Today he hadn't been available, either. To all his questions, the young wolf of a son had just shrugged. "I'm not my bodyguard's keeper. He must be lying around drunk somewhere..." The oligarch's anxiety had kept growing; the conversation had left him with a feeling that he had to address the problem immediately.
 
   He looked at Tavor who was trying hard to hide his eyes glistening with hatred, and sensed the familiar chill running down his spine—a sure omen of danger that had never failed the oligarch in the dangerous old days. So the young wolf had grown! He would challenge his father any day now for the right to be the leader of the pack. The boy was becoming dangerous. Just posting him off to another cluster wasn't enough. He had to tighten his control over the boy, loading him up with enough problems to leave him no time to entertain any undesirable ideas.
 
   Remembering the reason for his visit, he gritted his teeth again. "Jesus Christ almighty! Are you raving mad? Don't you understand that your actions put our entire business and financial interests in jeopardy? What was that delusional assignment you sent to the expert I'd recommended? "Kidnap three women, turn them into drug whores and force them into prostitution"—this at least I can understand! But what's this? "A vivisector surgeon, a film director of deformed porn, a neuroprogramming expert and a double terrorist act in the Red Square: an act of self-immolation followed by a suicide bomb exploding in the thick of the onlookers!" Are you completely off your trolley? A high profile case like that is sure to attract the Feds' attention! And they will dig until they get to those who hired him!"
 
   His son grinned dreamily, baring his teeth like a wild animal as he savored the details. It had probably not been such a good idea getting him out of the clan's La Bastille installation, the oligarch realized. The best he could do now was take his deluded son back, hoping that time and peace would heal his predatorial mind. Having thus arrived to an instinctively correct decision, he breathed a sigh of relief, finally feeling at ease.
 
   "In short, son... I've canceled your show. Sit down! Sit, I tell you!"
 
   The ungrateful son seethed, his father's steel will barely enough to restrain him. His nostrils flared, his eyes glistening with indignation and menace.
 
   "Yes, I've canceled that circus of yours. All the targets will be eliminated by good old trusted methods, without attracting any media attention. And one more thing. Tavor, just please don't get me wrong. I want to send you back to La Bastille. Not the general regime wing, absolutely not! I'll have you installed in the private sector with any scenario of your choice. We could hire a hundred of the hottest girls, possibly even real live models and not those game characters. We could change the interiors, make it into some sort of Oriental paradise complete with the virginal houris, how would you like that? You could finally get a load off your mind. And while you recuperate, I'll think of something for you to do in the family business."
 
   The young man sat up, glaring at his father. Then he regained his self-control and lowered his eyes with an obedient sigh. "Very well... Dad. I'm sorry I've caused you so much hassle. You're probably right... it might do me some good. Dad... I just wanted to say—I love you."
 
   The young man sniffled, reaching out for his emotional father who opened his arms to welcome him. Pressing his son to his chest, he stroked his hair while whispering words of comfort.
 
   Clink. A Magic Negator snapped shut on the father's neck. Dumbfounded, Tavor Sr. barely kept his balance after the powerful shove in the chest. He didn't even think of resisting when tapestries collapsed to the floor revealing five top-level mercs who came straight for him, grabbing his hair and twisting his arms behind his back till they snapped. He kept staring at his son in disbelief, searching his eyes for the answer to the question that pulsated in his head: How had he missed the exact moment when the young wolf had turned into a mature predator?
 
   "Son... all this theater, is it really necessary? The Negator—and the blocking of the building's outgoing messages, too, I suppose. What can you do? I can die whenever I wish, praise be to Macaria, heading directly for my bind point."
 
   Tavor gave him an encouraging smile. "Be my guest. This way you can save these fine guys the trouble. And don't you worry about your reincarnation point. If you think that no one knows about your secret Frontier bunker, you've got another thing coming. While we're at it, don't you know that weak passwords are the evil of this world? Whatever else you do, you shouldn't have the same combination for your TV remote and your Control Room. Wake up, Dad! I worked it out when I was twelve! Come on, don't drag it out. Press that button or whatever you have."
 
   Panic glinted in his father's eyes. He struggled like a bear that tries to shake off a pack of hunting dogs. But all he achieved was a series of painful combos, paralyzing him and breaking his bones.
 
   Tavor crouched, looking into his father's eyes with compassion. "You don't need to hurry so, Dad. Plenty of time to get your share of punches. You'd better begin to appreciate these rare moments without pain, the seventy paces from your respawn point back to the torture chamber. The seconds of quiet bliss. Finally the family will reunite. Shame about that bitch of my mother though. And the millions she got by that divorce claim. Never mind, I might try and find her too. You'd better get yourself prepared, Dad. We have an eternity to share—lots of things you need to tell me, a lot of information I need from you. Besides, we do need someone to practice our new virtual interrogation methods on, don't we? That blockhead you gave me for a bodyguard didn't live up to my expectations. Just yesterday he began drooling all over himself and reverted back to a cabbage. How unfortunate. My friend Ivan the Terrible had so much fun with him."
 
   The oligarch must have known the name as he struggled in the mercs' hands. Then his body slackened. Raising his head, he emitted a howl that made the leader of the mercs' hair stand on end with terror.
 
   Tavor spat on the floor in disgust. "Cut him up."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   For over twenty-four hours, our group had been zigzagging like mad, cutting deep into the Frontier Lands. At first everything had seemed to go smoothly. I bid a ceremonious farewell to the Maoists, rejecting Serpent's suggestion to leave some of my raiders on the walls as a bait, and even managed to sell him a charged accumulating crystal for two hundred grand. Overall, we parted ways if not as friends then at least as partners. I wouldn't trust him to see my girl home but could potentially conduct some financial activities with them, with due discretion and adequate interest protection.
 
   The released slaves, including the mysterious Camo girl, had been urgently evacuated to our cluster. Under the watchful eye of Daxueshi Xiao Long, our group ported to the first exit point twenty-five miles from the castle. The mercs collapsed to the ground, completely exhausted by the battle and the following three-hour rush looting. They waited for the go-ahead from the breakaway group busy setting up portals. It was pointless trying to move on our own as this golem-mounted group outpaced us like Bro Rabbit and the Tortoise.
 
   A bit later our boy scouts resurfaced via an emergency portal. Apparently, they'd managed to walk right into some quicksands. A wasted half-hour annoyed them no end: they cussed under their breath sparing the female mercs' ears. After a rebuff and a quick bit of banter with those who weren't lucky enough to land themselves a mount of steel, the breakaway group was off again, retracing their own tracks.
 
   We had barely posted guards and got a hot meal going when the rangers reappeared much the worse for wear, all covered in portals' iridescent marks and blood spots from jagged bites. Apparently, the Ferrymen's wizard had saved their bacon again after they had walked right into a clever ambush set by some desert wolves in a narrow ravine. The Frontier Lands weren't surrendering to the first taker: they grinned sarcastically as they kept slapping us in the face.
 
   After we'd encountered the furious rangers twice more in the course of dinner, we decided to change our tactics. Seeing as the frontal approach apparently didn't work, we decided to lay siege to these lands until they surrendered. Every five minutes the rangers were to mark down the area they'd covered and set up a beacon to consolidate their success. Once every hour the raid broke camp and ported to a new location. That way, we'd covered almost fifty miles by the evening, and the rangers probably five times the same. We had about seventy more miles left to reach our objective. By my optimistic estimations, we could get to the Lost City as early as the next day.
 
   As for today, it had been hard, long and quite eventful.
 
   Twice I'd had to put on my magician's hat.
 
   During the first stop which proved rather longish I walked from one campfire to the next, willing to express my personal gratitude to all the men, cheering them up with both words and approximate trophy figures. The fatigue was getting the better of me. I staggered, my gait getting heavier with every step. Imagine my surprise when, after I tasted the Striders' cook's famed soup, spent a few more minutes shooting the breeze with the soldiers and got up to be on my way—and I couldn't take a single step! What was that, for crissakes? That was no virtual fatigue! I was in overload, pure and simple.
 
   I checked my inventory and gasped. Have you ever had one of those moments when you collapse with exhaustion and start slapping your pockets, uncomprehending, only to yank out a half-a-ton wallet stuffed with thick wads of banknotes? Well, that's what it felt like.
 
   Bagheera, you son of a bitch! My sweet kitty! While we'd been busy looting, negotiating and waddling through the Frontier quicksands, he'd been doing his killing bit.
 
   My swollen bag was in full overload, packed to the brim with all sorts of miscellaneous junk. The items, while meaning nothing when viewed separately, could however be grouped together in separate piles that gave you some idea of my pet's battle path. I began unloading the loot under the mercs' surprised gaze.
 
   Pieces of ore: iron, copper, silver and a hefty ten-ounce lump of pure gold. Two mining picks, both rather interesting, giving you a plus to Mining and increasing your chances of discovering rare earth elements. So apparently, Bagheera had encountered some miners on his way—hopefully of the Shui Fong variety even though if the truth were known I doubted it somehow. In any case, I wasn't going to run around a strange cluster looking for the loot owners. Tough luck, shit happens. I wasn't a holy man, after all, you shouldn't romanticize us Death Knights.
 
   And then the panther had apparently broken into some smithy or other: I could see some forging tools and a few ingots of various colors and... and a couple of slaves' collars with magical locks and worn eye rings. Was it something from a slave driver's bag or could I now claim the liberation of a few more slaves? I wondered if some of them had been smart enough to give the passing panther a stroke with their hammers which might have earned them a slap from Bagheera's deadly paw and sent them to their respawn point just in time to leg it in the middle of the commotion?
 
   Then I had half a bucket of various jewelry, from junk rings "+1 to whatever" to the artifact Necklace of the Rebel Paladin worth seventy grand. Made of thirty silver pieces blackened with time, the necklace allowed you to attach a level 1 to 10 spell to each coin, permitting you to activate the spells instantly in battle without spending any extra magic. To make up for its definite wonderwaffliness, the artifact had a twenty-four hour cooldown so I had to make sure I used it prudently as an extra pack of trump cards up my sleeve.
 
   Very clever, definitely something to use in the future. I had no time to ponder over it now, so I just filled the necklace with twenty Life Absorptions 90 points each and various control spells: blinds, fears and the Deadman's Hand. I dragged the multitude of new quick access icons to the main panel, once more overloading the combat interface. I just hoped that in a few years' time it wouldn't resemble my old computer's desktop where you couldn't see the wallpaper behind all the hundreds of icons.
 
   So, what next? I left all the wealth of weapons and armor till last—and God only knows there were enough of them to decorate the Hall of Trophies in an average-sized castle. Clink, clink, clink, cold steel kept dropping onto the straw mat: shields, swords, battle axes, katanas and miscellaneous quaint items of Asian origin, barely recognizable without checking the built-in prompts. You know what I mean—all those Jī Dāo Lián, tonfas, bana spears, kanabô, sansetsukons—who was I supposed to sell them to in the Russian cluster? Admittedly we had our fair share of exotica freaks even though the mere sight of a tiger hook sword—a cross between a saber, a hook, a sickle and a knuckle duster—made me wonder how one was supposed to use it and where one was supposed to learn all the little techniques—because every weapon had its own clever little tricks you could only learn from NPC masters.
 
   The pile of trophies kept growing. Finally, I had to tear myself away from it in order to mouth an order into the auxiliary chat. "I need a mule to expedite half a ton of personal trophies."
 
   Clink, the last pair of shiny chainmail gauntlets dropped onto the heap and slid tentatively down, causing in its wake a minor avalanche of various petty gear. That seemed to be it.
 
   Bang, the bag jumped in my hands, receiving yet another trophy with compliments from my tireless kitty. A familiar gold-inlaid headdress tall with colored feathers, followed by a fancy belt generously studded with gems and riddled with all sorts of little slots and pockets. Bagheera had finally caught up with his quarry! It had taken the gangsters' crisis manager quite some time and a lot of running to avoid the black death but he'd got his comeuppance in the end. Thanks for the hat and the belt, dude—I just couldn't wait till I could troll the pompous parrot a little.
 
   A portal popped nearby, its echo making the guards jump. The relaxing sentries swung their heads in the direction of the soft tapping sound of feline paws. Bustling an absent-minded guard out of the way, Bagheera plunged into the camp, looking utterly pleased with himself even if way too worse for wear. Purring thunderously, he rammed me with his powerful head, making Widowmaker—who was trying to catch a few Zs during a well-deserved break—wince in his sleep and turn round.
 
   The kitty looked like a garbage truck rescue after having had six lives squashed out of him. He must have escaped on his willpower alone. His skin was burned with chemicals and magic, exposing areas of charred flesh covered with dozens of cuts and deep scars, the few remaining tufts of hair sticky and matted. His life blinked orange at 11%, dangerously close to red.
 
   "Is my kitty hurting?" I whispered, not even daring to pat him behind his non-existent ears.
 
   His head was in a state. The whole left side of it was covered with a nasty crimson wound, still bubbling and breathing purple smoke. The right side was virtually all skinned by one hell of a blow, muscles included, the scaringly exposed skull bones scratched and dented.
 
   Bagheera sniffed his wet nose, miaowing softly as if complaining about life in general and his careless master in particular who'd set him objectives beyond the doable.
 
   I glanced at the heap of trophy freebies, feeling like the bastard I was. Then I tried to heal kitty with the standard Necromancer package: Reviving the Undead, a classic heal spell for summoned creatures. As if! The impotent pale droplets of Necro magic slipped off the beast's warm side, causing Bagheera to glance at me in bemusement.
 
   But where there is a group of people coming together, there will be a cat person within it. One of the mercs just couldn't see the battered beast suffer any longer. He cast the Great Heal. An indignant growl; then a clever blow from a powerful paw sent the head of the uninvited helper flying high through the air far beyond the camp's limits. The head's eyes were open wide, filled with bewilderment and righteous indignation.
 
   Sorry guys, I thought you were smart enough to understand. A well-trained dog would never accept food from a stranger. A battle horse wouldn't let anyone but his rider near him. Not to mention cats, an independent and highly sensitive species.
 
   The byproduct of this experiment was that it had failed to restore Bagheera's health. Apparently, to all other players he was but a regular monster which you normally couldn't heal. Had I had any healing skills, I could have fixed my beastie in sixty seconds flat, but the contrary was true: I was a Death Knight any way you looked at me which made my owning of a living pet a mere freak of nature, a hiccup of the developing new world. Of course scrolls were a simple enough alternative but restoring Bagheera's thirty thousand hits would cost me the equivalent of a meal in a Michelin-star restaurant.
 
   With my inner greedy pig's blessing—received as he was purring over the pile of loot—I rummaged through my inventory for the Reset Potion and gulped it down, then activated the Help of the Fallen One. The panther flew arcing in the air as his broken bones snapped back into place. A silver wave ran across his body, restoring his gorgeous fur and healing the wounds. In a show of special effects, Bagheera was lowered down. He emitted a puzzled grunt. It looked as if the God's healing hand had also given him a considerable boost: the beast seemed taller, darkness gleaming within his gaze, the taut bulging muscles rippling throughout his body.
 
   Aha! That was much better! With a content purr, kitty sat at my feet, squinting his mesmerizing stare at the campfire.
 
   That got me thinking. No one could ever receive another Holy Unmercenary achievement. That was a one-off thing granted to the person who'd been first to stumble across that particular branch. But as for the basic Unmercenary status that protected your possessions from the PKs' greedy mitts—this particular secret was worth millions. And it deserved being either sold to some very serious clans or used as a negotiations lever. The information was just too precious.
 
   Actually, now I could have made one hell of a PK. All my faction relationships could only improve; I could wear the ultimate in top gear without fearing someone could wrestle it away from me; and all the enemy's stuff ported into my bag automatically. Shame I wasn't in the position to play this kind of game. As clan leader and First Priest, I was basically the Dark side's official representative. A High Elf, yeah right! I would have looked a bit like Gazprom's multimillionaire director who'd been granted invincibility and other superpowers and then decided to use them by doing a bit of nocturnal mugging to earn a quick buck on the side. Lucrative but utterly pointless.
 
   In any case, this raid had already improved my situation a lot. Money and skills, positive changes to my image and status, hundreds of map files and possibly, more clan members.
 
   The second incident had taken place right after the next jump. Having received the points' go-ahead, our group dived into the portal arc, finding ourselves about fifteen miles away inside an enormous skeleton half-buried in the sand. The eons-dead creature was only slightly smaller than Tianlong. His mind-boggling size defied description. His rib cage was large enough for our two hundred raiders to make themselves comfortable albeit unceremoniously.
 
   I looked up, studying the massive vertebrae looming overhead. The rangers faltered impatiently nearby, waiting for their buffs to be renewed while the golems were making a pit stop, having lost part of their original assembly-line shine. The impassive treasurer had forwarded me a list of spare parts compiled by the Belorussian golem builder. All I could do was grind my teeth in bewilderment and sign it: you really shouldn't mess with the mechanoids' unhurried regeneration.
 
   The rangers' leader cast me a tired glance. I raised a quizzical eyebrow. "What's all this with stuffing us like maggots into this pile of bones?"
 
   He shrugged. "It's the shade, Sir. You can't find more of it anywhere else here. It's all sand, bones and basilisks' petrified eggs. Petrified as in turned to stone—everyone here think themselves funny, asking me what the eggs are so petrified of. Everything points at this place being a dried-out source of magic. Apparently, basilisks used to come here for millennia in order to bury their eggs in the burning-hot sand and then die covering their nests with their bodies. Even in his death, the stench of a basilisk would scare every creature away for miles around while his rotting body provided perfect nutrition for the hatchlings."
 
   "I just love their life cycle."
 
   "You can say that, Sir. They eat and grow, all the while looking for an ideal partner. And once they find him or her, a quick screw and then they die... Isn't that symbolical?"
 
   I shook my head in dismay, more at the ranger's erudition than at his laidback philosophy. "Are they all this big?"
 
   "God forbid!" the captain shuddered. "These are Ancient relics. The earth can't bear these kind of creatures any more. We have enough trouble with Young, Adult and Mature ones. The latter are fifteen feet long. Normally it takes you ten warriors to fell one. Very high resistance to magic plus some quite obnoxious skills. The loot is worth it, that's for sure, this kind of beast isn't easy to come by. Talking of which, Sir, purely between us archaeologists, have a look over here, would you?"
 
   He pointed at some boulders peeking out from under a rather flat dune. Holy shit! If those weren't eggs!
 
    
 
   A petrified clutch of four Ancient Basilisk eggs.
 
    
 
   The boulders were the size of a fifty-gallon barrel and probably weighed accordingly.
 
   Having made sure I'd got a good eyeful of our conversation starter, the ranger went on, "Have you copied its stats, Sir? Now look here: an egg of a Mature Basilisk is slightly smaller than a soccer ball. Imagine the size of this monster? If we could only find one like that and check what it had inside! It can drop anything at all—even some ancient heroes' weapons..."
 
   Oh well. I went through my personal skill list, pausing over the Bone Dragon's gift. Broody Hen? Making me able to "instantaneously hatch any egg of my choice, bringing a new creature into this world"?
 
   So how could I not try it?
 
   Man is a funny creature, really. Put a big red button on the wall and I assure you, within five minutes someone too curious for his own good would come near, shrinking in anticipation of a Big Bang—but still he'd press it! Well, I was only human too. My inner greedy pig didn't help, either, as the only word he seemed to have understood out of the whole exchange was loot.
 
   "We will see," I whispered.
 
   "Pardon me, Sir?"
 
   I didn't answer. Instead, I switched to the common channel. "Attention to the raid. Code Orange Four Four. Kick-off in three minutes."
 
   Code Orange stood for the highest probability of military contact. Four Four described the potential enemy: a monster, uncategorized.
 
   Widowmaker came running. He faltered for a moment, trying to swallow an unfinished chunk of meat, and nodded his gratitude for an offered flask of cold kvass[ii]. "What's all that about the mobs, Sir? This is a basilisk graveyard! Even desert wolves won't come anywhere near, they start pissing themselves within a mile's range of it."
 
   I pointed at the petrified nest. "I have a hunch about this pile of scrambled eggs. It just might surprise us."
 
   Widowmaker gave me a doubtful look but didn't say anything. Customer was king so if he fancied playing soldiers, he was in his right to do so. No one was going to stand on parade in front of him, but an occasional alert practice could only do the mercs good.
 
   He nodded and switched to the staff chat, exploding into a chain of commands as he lined his men up into a well-rehearsed formation.
 
   After the brief commotion that followed, the raid analyst reappeared out of nowhere, commenting in a diffident voice, "Formation completed. Fifty seconds behind performance objective. Ninety-one percent of enlisted personnel present."
 
   Widowmaker gritted his teeth. I had a funny feeling heads would roll. The raiders, already relaxed in anticipation of a well-deserved break, grumbled under their breath, moving slowly like flies in a honey pot. In this digital universe riddled with chats and private channels, it took any piece of information no time at all to reach any corner of the world. I was sure that mere seconds after my command, the squad leaders had received an answer to their anxious questions, Relax guys, just a practice alert. The client's being funny.
 
   But what was that, for crissakes, all this lack of discipline? Nine percent, just under thirty raiders, and they all had decided to do a quick beer run? Was it that real-life players had allowed themselves a break for a cigarette while some of the permas simply pulled the blanket over their heads deciding to ignore the pain-in-the-ass customer? This was the army, dammit. If you tried to control it with carrots alone, they'd soon give you the run around. Very well, guys. You asked for it. About time I adjusted your cheekiness meter.
 
   I walked down the ranks bristling with steel. Ignoring the raiders' expressly grave glares focused on the dunes, I mentally knocked on wood and activated the Broody Hen.
 
   "Rrroarrrr!"
 
   Our hearts fluttered with the furious roar of the resurrected creature that blew the surrounding hills practically clean of their scraggy undergrowth.
 
   "An unidentified mass debuff detected. Marker assigned: Ability 1. Approximate impact: a slowing effect. Minus 50 to all basic characteristics," the analyst's impassive voice brought me back to reality forcing my gaze away from the behemoth Ancient Basilisk.
 
   It slowly rose to its feet, cracking and crunching its joints, rustling the scales of its armor. The creature resembled a gecko the size of a twenty-ton truck with a powerful chubby tail and what miserably passed for wings. It didn't at all resemble the classic mythical monster with its toad's body and cockerel's head. Having said that, we had all witnessed its birth—which hadn't called for the proverbial cockerel's egg hatched by a toad on a bed of manure. All it had taken was a petrified boulder and an instant incubator in the face of yours truly.
 
   My five personal bodyguards grew restless, changing their positions as they tried to screen me with their bodies.
 
   "Back off, Sir!" with a nod to his men, their leader shoved me past a line of shield-bearing soldiers with police efficiency.
 
   A wave of metallic clangor swept along the ranks as the mercs—who had by now fully appreciated the uncategorized mob—were busy slapping on extra armor, shutting their visors and serrying their ranks.
 
   At the rear, the sky was ablaze with visual effects. All you could hear was a constant din of buffers casting spells, hurrying to deliver all they could in the dying seconds before battle.
 
   The analyst had already forwarded them a priority list of the characteristics to be boosted: strength, hits, resistance to mental attacks and to earth and fire magic. HQ was putting together a quick battle plan based on the principles of a standard Basilisk hunt expanded to fit the size of the raid.
 
    It looked as if the initial mass debuff hadn't been the creature's conscious attack but rather the aura of fear that enveloped him. But now, attracted by all the noise and light—or even more likely, by the rare surge of mana unusual in these dead lands—Basilisk turned its head in our direction, peering at us. Then, wasting no time on any foreplay, it attacked.
 
   Its heavy stare slid along the raiders' ranks like a laser beam, devouring all color and movement and leaving behind a gray wall of petrified bodies.
 
   "An unidentified ability detected. Marker assigned: Ability 2. Approximate impact: paralysis. Minus random points to durability for all items of clothing and gear."
 
   Indeed, some of the affected warriors seemed to be shedding dust and rust as their gear fell apart like some ancient dishcloth. The sky would probably turn blue with their cussing once the battle was over.
 
   "Nine... eleven... fourteen full resists to Ability 2 detected."
 
   I butted in, feeling uneasy about disrupting the expert's train of thought. Still, the name just didn't sound right. "Replace marker Ability 2 with Basilisk's Stare. Change marker Ability 1 to Basilisk's Aura."
 
   "Accepted. Players' testing commenced. All the aforementioned raiders demonstrate the highest resistance to mental magic. Updating the list of buffs recommended for Basilisk raiding."
 
   The analyst was too cool for words, tapping away at his messages with the tenacity of a metronome. It would have taken my poor brain at least ten seconds to have come up with a forecast while this guy was rattling them off non-stop, swallowing and digesting enormous amounts of information. I really, really needed someone like him at my side. I had to pull him over to work for me, whatever the cost. As Comrade Stalin used to say, cadres are key.
 
   "First up!" Widowmaker bellowed.
 
   "First volunteer!" one of the lower-rank officers repeated.
 
   From behind the lines, a lone kamikaze darted toward the monster. He brandished his penny sword, his mouth wide open in a silent battle cry, as he approached the basilisk in a series of leaps. For a brief moment, the creature was taken aback by his audacity; but as soon as the raider overstepped some imaginary line, the monster's mouth opened, shooting out his long sticky tongue toward the impudent player.
 
   Wham! The raider stuck to its tongue like a steel fly. Slurp! His struggling body disappeared in the basilisk's wide mouth.
 
   "Second up!"
 
   "Ability 3 detected. Long range. Disabling a single opponent within a radius of sixty feet."
 
   "Rename as Devouring."
 
   The second raider had made it to the monster and was now faltering at its feet axe in hand, trying to pluck up enough courage to swing at its scaly leg.
 
   In the meantime the battle chat was shattered by the screams of the first volunteer being digested alive. Its demoralizing effect didn't last: one of the senior officers used his moderator rights to kick the panic monger out of the chat. What had the guy been trying to achieve, really? He was immortal after all, with only 10% of regular pain threshold remaining, so he should have had enough dignity to die like a man.
 
   Having said that, in real life too you sometimes had to swallow your fear and die in silence. Imagine a second-world war squad stuck behind Nazi lines with marshland on one side and the enemy on the other. Once you lose your footing and slip into the swamp—that's it, you'd better die without a sound. If you scream, you'll attract the enemy to the whole group. Immediately a mortar launcher would zero in on you and pepper the trail with fire; submachine guns would dance in grinning Nazis' hands, filling the air full of lead. Lady Luck was a fickle dame of course; you never knew who she might smile on—but few of her smiles ever targeted a weakling or a coward.
 
   "Ability 4 detected. Close range."
 
   "Er... call it the Breaking Wheel."
 
    "Accepted. Ability 5, a mass-"
 
   "Earth Tremor."
 
   The mercs behaved like a cautious boxer when he meets an unknown but distinguished opponent too big for his own boots. They circled around the creature, probing its defenses with an occasional feint as they analyzed its skills and signature tricks.
 
   The ranks staggered under the weight of group effects. It seemed as if the mass of warriors was breathing: now expanding as they let in the already-respawned raiders, then closing in over the fallen comrades' bodies.
 
   Finally, the monster began repeating itself for a consecutive third time and seemed to have run out of surprises.
 
   Widowmaker glanced at the analyst. "Give me a general run-down."
 
   "A mythic monster, uncategorized. Approx. level 700. Definitely in AlterWorld's Top 100. Current suggestions: retreat, double the close-range warriors, rebuff using the new scheme."
 
   Widowmaker looked at me. As their employer, I had the final say.
 
   "Did you count Bagheera in?" I asked.
 
   The analyst shook his head. "Can't classify him. Not enough information."
 
   "I see. Well, we'll have to attack then!"
 
   With a nod, Widowmaker switched over to the staff channel. Which meant he agreed with me. Mercenaries could very easily ignore an employer's particularly delirious order. That's what comes with too much democracy and not enough motivation when you know that no one's going to execute you for cowardice or force you to risk some very real damage to your own skin or gear.
 
   The raid's five best tanks lunged toward the basilisk. These players specialized in two things alone: survival—thus the incredible strength and armor—and their ability to draw all aggro to themselves, keeping it off the ragdoll casters, leather-clad rogues and chainmail rangers. To do that, they had to use all sorts of clever class skills—the equivalent of real-life combat stunts: a nasty flick to the nose, a battle hammer to the fingernails or a shield in the balls. The gaming convention offered their alternative of the above as special hits, auras, battle cries and tricky combos.
 
   Each of the warriors hacking into the monster had his own support team of several healers and buffers who promptly restored him and renewed his passive shields. At the very first attempts to slash at it, the monster had gone berserk. Its furious roar rolled over the staggering ranks, knocking off hits, ruining gear and causing basic characteristics to sag. The beast was enormously strong, and its main strength was in its mass effects. It didn't matter whether you had a hundred or a thousand-strong raid: everyone was going to get his share of the basilisk's fury.
 
   Twenty seconds of direct action. Enough aggro accumulated. Time to bring on the main guns.
 
   "Let's do it!"
 
   Now we attacked it in full force—like a line of street fighters who take a good swing grunting with the effort, their fists treacherously loaded. And if that wasn't enough to crop a few feathers off it, then we'd better start thinking about Plan B and leg it!
 
   It had been a while since these dead lands had witnessed such surges of energy. Hundreds of spells pressurized mana in all sorts of fancy mental images; dozens of vials popped open every second; personal accumulating crystals urgently emptied as three hundred sentients stood up against the mythical beast, the last in this world.
 
   After I'd witnessed the divine combat in Lloth's halls involving off-the-scale mana readings, I got the impression I was now able to see mana flow with the naked eye, at least when the flow was powerful enough. Now, too, I could see the green mist exuded by our clerics and druids. Hanging in the air, it spread causing sickly twigs to revive and awaken underfoot. I could see the skeletons quiver, filling up on the gray fog of necro energies. I watched the astral world cave in under the pressure of powerful beings wishing to drink from its fountains of fire magic.
 
   I shook my head free from these unwanted images, concentrating on the battle. The basilisk had withheld the first blow. Now it was hitting back with agonizing precision.
 
   The mercs thrusted forward as if trying to compress an invisible spring with their chests. Resistance grew with every millimeter they gained: now we were simply not strong enough to keep going. Our feet began to slide; soon this growing pressure would force the raiders back.
 
   Our mana resources were dwindling, all of our battle skills used up, one-third of our soldiers constantly halfway between graveyard and battle.
 
   "Time to leg it, Sir," Widowmaker sounded anxious. He cast a meaningful glance at Bagheera.
 
   "Confirm," the analyst agreed. "The monster gets stronger. We blew off 32% of its hits while according to the sustained damage record, its hits have grown 31%. This is a linear progression, so I predict its counterattack hits to double in the final stage of the battle. Actually, I doubt very much we'll have a chance to see it."
 
   Okay. Time to introduce the General Headquarters' reserves. It had been pointless to do so earlier: I had to give the mercs a well-deserved chance to show themselves against the monster without pulling any trump cards from my sleeve. And now if the panther could indeed get us out of this mess that we'd walked into so eagerly—it would allow the mercs to think twice about which side to take when the day of reckoning came.
 
   "Bagheera—attack!"
 
   Long shaking with impatience, kitty darted like a crossbow bolt, sweeping absent-minded mercs out of his way. As the saying goes, "Rhinos have bad eyesight, but given their weight it's not their problem". This was similar. You really don't expect the panther to suppress his battle spirit and slow down just to manoeuver through the ranks, do you?
 
   Bagheera's blurred outline sparked as he ran enveloped in colored auras while activating his skills and personal buffs.
 
   Bang! He rammed the monster, dropping it to its hind legs and forcing it to face him and pay attention. The sturdy scale armor burst, sending translucent scales flying, each the size of a serving dish. The basilisk struggled like a fish in an experienced chef's hands.
 
   Its blood, black as crude oil, gushed from its deep wounds, poisoning the earth around it for centuries ahead. The relieved mercs withdrew from the creature's head and fell in on the flanks which was a considerably better position offering less damage and a higher chance of dealing a crit.
 
   Things got rolling. The monster's life bar shrank as you looked at it. Happy for the breather, the clerics choked on their vials. They could finally switch to secondary tasks and cast a buff or two instead of the constant life-saving jobs they'd been doing; they could even take a good poke at the enemy from the healers' meager arsenal.
 
   I anxiously watched the panther's life bar. Bagheera alone was a poor match for a basilisk. My kitty only survived on the strength of the enormous amount of special skills that exceeded his original makeup twentyfold. While he wouldn't have lasted a protracted combat, now he was using his entire arsenal of shticks, dealing more damage in split seconds than the raid in its entirety.
 
   Widowmaker perked up, his eyes glittering with hope. The analyst fell silent, absorbing the new information. The ranks arched, filling with the hum of anticipation. The whole scene resembled the last seconds of a soccer match when a forward darts for his opponent's goal and gives the stands a microscopic chance of victory.
 
   The balance tipped with the barely discernible hint of our triumph. Now even the lower-rank raiders saw the light at the end of the tunnel and stopped making a dumb show of brandishing their swords. They reached into their stashes, activating 24-hour skills, expensive elixirs and special-occasion scrolls.
 
   My phrase in the common chat triggered the action,
 
   "The group is getting one-third of the loot! Don't skimp, guys, press whatever buttons you have!"
 
   The raid answered with the clangor of steel, the whacking of war hammers, clubs and staffs, the twanging of bows and the roar of magic twisted into well-organized spells.
 
   Thirty percent... twenty... ten... got him!
 
   Boom, the skies echoed with the gong, reporting the breaking news.
 
    
 
   Victory alert! Deep in the Frontier Lands, a Russian raid group under the leadership of Laith the Death Knight, has exterminated the last of the Ancient Basilisks!
 
   The world has become poorer... the world has become safer! We welcome these heroes!
 
    
 
   Oh well. Talk about glory finding you. The Chinese must be going completely berserk at us making history en passant.
 
   Wow! A new system message obliterated the view.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! The extermination of the last specimen of a species doubles the loot. The rarity of the loot increases x10.
 
    
 
   Holy mama mia! My inner greedy pig was chattering his teeth against a glass of sedative while I peered at the raiders' happy dumbstruck faces as they received an identical message.
 
   Gradually their stares focused on me. The raiders stirred, stepping aside, clearing the way to the monster's body. Their actions spoke louder than words. Come on, leader, don't drag it out. What's this creature got inside?
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Fuckyall's Story
 
    
 
   Part One
 
   - HE -
 
   Current Time
 
    
 
   Fuckyall was furious!
 
   To start off, the previous day he'd run out of cigarettes. At the worst possible time—as always. Those slick-ass motherfuckers in their so-called Tobacco Alliance had tricked Laith, the unique recipe's creator, into signing what was essentially a sweatshop contract. Then they promptly monopolized the production of what they demurely marketed as "incense sticks" under the code name of "The Emperor's Smoldering Delight". And they were still busy trying to sort out the production and logistics! Their current output wasn't even enough to cover the needs of the member clans; as for all the others, they had to make do with all the wool pulled over their eyes and be grateful for the occasional freebie as a gesture of diplomatic goodwill.
 
   Fuckyall was the Russian cluster's strongest paladin—who had in his past life been a rather promising university student going by the name of Andrei. At the time, he'd moonlighted as a guard in a top-range office supplies store and had a special penchant for the night shift. He shamelessly abused his position by overindulging in their display equipment—to the point where this particular opportunity had become his main motivation to show up at work, even more important than being paid.
 
   That was only natural. The antiquated 3D porn paled in comparison to a top-of-the-range FIVR capsule stuffed with electronics like a good C-class car and with the price tag to match. And if you fiddled around with it for a bit, disabling a couple of blockers and installing a jailbreak chip—then all the junkies in the area would weep, envying the reality of your trip.
 
   But if the truth were known, it wasn't the porn he was after. Even though the virtual sex had its merits, the initial attraction of its FIVR surrogate had worn off fast, replaced by his discovery of fully developed virtual worlds.
 
   The first time he'd dropped out of real life for a week was when he'd discovered a box in the games aisle with a brand new version of a tank simulator in it. He'd spent the first night fighting the heated and bloody Battle of Kursk, burning alive dozens of times inside his legendary T-34 before he half-heartedly abandoned it for a heavy KV-1. In the morning, he downed beer by the canful, casting suspicious glances at the unaggressive passersby and cars which scurried past as his brain exploded with phantom hallucinations. He choked while coughing, his throat rough and scratchy, his eyes still watery from the cordite fumes that took only seconds to fill the tank's turret. The extractor couldn't keep up and would die with infuriating regularity whenever the first couple of rounds had struck the vehicle. His hearing had lost its usual acuteness, deafened by the gun's constant discharge and the churchbell-like clangor of shells. His right cheek itched like hell from the red-hot iron clinkers that slapped his face every time the turret was hit.
 
   If the truth were known, he'd been incredibly lucky. So many young guys like himself had become stuck in their respective realities, their minds quitting their flawed mortal bodies only to become trapped inside various simulators and zombie shooters. Now that he had a much better understanding of what had happened to him, Fuckyall habitually knocked on wood and drank to the memory of those who still had to roast and char inside tank hulls hundreds of times a day, tumbling ass over tit in a dislodged turret or evaporating in the flash of detonating HE rounds. Not good. This is to you, guys!
 
   The Battle of Kursk had given him enough experience to learn all the differences between the enemy vehicles' silhouettes. He didn't fire impulsively any more: he studied current armor schemes and took his time while taking aim, looking for vulnerable spots. Even the stocky SPGs couldn't hide in the undergrowth from his fury. Fuckyall fired at the muzzle flashes, quickly feeling the enemy out—so after his third shell he opened rapid fire, turning the pride of German engineering craftwork into a perforated smoldering coffin.
 
   Still, he'd paid a price. Hundreds of hours spent in perfectly lifelike non-stop tank combat complete with a succession of rather unpleasant deaths had taken their toll. His fellow students started casting wary glances at him as he stared at them with the same squint in his eye—the squint of a hunter taking aim. His nostrils flared whenever he passed a Mercedes on the street while a Maybach—the former manufacturer of Tiger tank engines—aroused a whole range of emotions in him.
 
   At that point, the ex-student had realized it was time to take a break. He didn't have to look long for a new virtual world. AlterWorld was loud and aggressively-marketed enough to draw his attention. It had just been launched simultaneously all over the world in a razzamatazz of expensive advertising that filled the screens, pop-ups, stickers and stretch banners. You had to give the developers their due: they didn't try to put lipstick on a pig. Oh, no—the Alternative World was every bit as uniquely beautiful as they claimed it to be; it wowed everyone and guaranteed to have you hooked, addicted and dependent after the first visit.
 
   The world of sword and sorcery, of beautiful women and limitless opportunities. Here, hen-pecked little men became rugged warriors; suburban housewives turned into Elven maidens. The same world had turned the humble student Andrei into one of the Russian cluster's most powerful knights. The fact that he'd been one of the first to join the game and his leveling rate of eleven hours per day had now paid off.
 
   There was no official explanation of the perma phenomenon. Neither had Andrei any access to military files or special-security research results. The only conclusion he could draw from the vague statistics and WHO recommendations, including new hardware standards, boiled down to the following: a three-hour period of uninterrupted full immersion held a high chance of the player's mind bleeding into the virtual world and merging with his avatar—provided the target world fell in the necessary authenticity category.
 
   Humanity had been plunged into deep shock when the initially small numbers of players discovering their logout button had ceased working grew into thousands. Andrei smiled sadly every time he imagined the office supply shop workers arriving at work the next morning to discover his still alive but totally irresponsive body inside the display FIVR capsule. He was pretty sure they'd already laid him to rest in some anonymous grave in a far corner of the local cemetery. That had been before they started building those enormous medical centers, both private and state-owned, to harvest all the thousands of comatose bodies. Officially their purpose was to provide due care and medication while looking for a cure for this weird condition. The only thing that worried Andrei was the fact that, according to the reports in the real-world media (which could be easily accessed from here), the last two years had seen a significant drop in hospital waiting lists for transplantation surgery. The price of transplant organs had been decimated, allowing alcoholic millionaires to have their livers replaced every year if they wanted to.
 
   But in all honesty, those who quit reality of their own free will couldn't have cared less about these technicalities. And they were many, their numbers growing, as more and more people tried to escape sickness, hardships and old age, to say nothing of unadulterated crime. Perma players enjoyed eternal youth, absolute health and immortality, their abilities unlimited in these new uncharted lands.
 
   Fuckyall never regretted what had happened to him, even though he struggled to wrap his head around two particular words: life and eternity. But now he was seriously livid. His craving for a cigarette was going through the roof; his hands were mechanically fashioning a roll-up with a few dried-up bits of herbs. To make it worse, the surrounding view did little to cheer him up which was the second reason for his shitty mood. No later than yesterday, some rooky ranger had offered to sell him the coordinates of a Mature Manticore's Lair—a one-off dungeon perfect for a well-tried team or a cavalier loner like himself. The man had some screenshots that confirmed his words; the lair's age made you drool in greedy anticipation while the coordinates quite logically pointed to somewhere deep within the Frontier's uninhabited badlands.
 
   One portal jump and four unhurried hours of unicorn riding later, his wallet a thousand gold lighter, Fuckyall had finally found the lair. But WTF was that??? Someone had already broken into the dungeon: in fact, another group was mopping it up right in front of his very eyes!
 
   He'd been waiting for them to come out for three hours sitting on the bare rocks at the mouth of the cave, just wanting to ask the newcomers a sole question: how had they managed to lay their hands on the dungeon's precious coordinates? That smartass ranger had better pray he hadn't double-crossed him!
 
   His indignant imagination helpfully offered him images of various forms of punishment, his favorite being that of the recently discovered giant herbivorous dinosaur. He'd have the ranger bound hand and foot, then coated with a generous layer of Vaseline and shoved up the dinosaur's capacious ass.
 
   And what do you want? Fuckyall had his reputation to maintain. If you let the bastards get away with it just once, the next day someone might just show up to make sure Fuckyall was indeed past his prime. Somebody wanting to check out if they could help relieve him of a stack of his unique gear.
 
   The PM icon flashed. Fuckyall focused on the game interface that still functioned well, making his life in this new world so much easier. He swiped the icon with his gaze, opening the incoming message. Shit. The recognizable flourish of the clan leader's digital signature wouldn't allow him to ignore the message and "accidentally" move it to spam.
 
   Normally, his clan did their best not to pester him unless absolutely necessary. He was, to a degree, their front man and their spokesperson, adding weight and authority to the Lightbearers' media image. All last week, the clan's combat section had been busy farming the Planes of Fear. Fuckyall had declined the offer knowing that he'd already farmed all the cool gear one could get there. Besides, he never enjoyed playing the supporting parts of a substitute tank, a buffer or a healer lurking at the rear. That was the bane of the hybrid classes like himself: a paladin was a cross between a cleric and a warrior, unable to generate proper aggro and keep the monster focused on himself. He didn't have the same armor and hits stats as the clan's main tank custom-made for the job—but neither could he guarantee the group's survival the way a pure healer could. He was, however, an excellent solo leveler, too tough for words in combat—perfect for seeing off various nasties. He reminded himself of a tool that was only good for specific tasks.
 
   His clan leader was begging him to go check on their Nursery and try to finally find out what the hell was going on there. The local mobs seemed to be growing a mind of their own; they were changing their behavior patterns to the point where they seemed to be leveling up. The young players busy training in the clan's nearby location were dying like flies, freaking out and apparently unable to keep up with their characters' average leveling pace. To add insult to injury, the five guards of the top-level Pisces combat group that had been on nursery duty for the last few days protecting the newbies from PKs and other aggressive types seemed to be in some kind of trouble—so now they were demanding reinforcements with just a hint of panic in their voices, begging for everything from heavy cavalry to gunship helicopters.
 
   Basically, they were asking Fuckyall to sort out that particular mess. He sighed, glancing one last time at the cave's dark mouth still blocked by the thin but impenetrable film of a power shield. He had to go. None of the more trusty clan officers were available online and all the permas had gone off with Fang on that raid of his. Permas' average levels were considerably higher—no wonder as they were always busy leveling while normal players had to take breaks for sleep, work or study.
 
   Besides, lately Fuckyall had taken a rather acute interest in everything that surrounded the clan's Nursery—or rather, the Cursed Princess' Palace that housed it. And now he was pondering over whether it was time to stop hiding from himself and try to have a better look at whatever had happened six months ago.
 
   That day he had drunk alone, celebrating a rather controversial date—the anniversary of his going perma. After the first bottle of Dragon's Tears he felt he could take the world on. Strangely enough, no one at the arena seemed interested in accepting his challenge. Disappointed in human nature, Fuckyall had felt an acute need of female company. He was overwhelmed by frustration and he needed to get it out of his system.
 
   He staggered across the night city trying to find his way to the Purple Light district. Most likely, sooner or later some good Samaritans would have guided him on his path to the places where an adequate fee could guarantee you a warm female body to cuddle up to. But fortune had decided otherwise. In the subdued flash of a hand lantern, a woman's slender outline flitted within a dark archway. A delicate hand peeked from under the folds of an expensive cloak, beckoning Fuckyall with a perfectly manicured finger.
 
   He still didn't know which of them two had seduced whom. Or rather, he constantly chose not to concentrate on it, saving his own ego. Her cool but strong hand held him tight as she walked him—towed him, rather—staggering along the vaguely familiar streets. As they passed the abandoned Royal Gardens that encircled the Cursed Palace, he had a nostalgic flashback to his first days in the game. The zombies they met on their way—once the castle servants, gardeners and guards—deferentially got out of their way, causing the miserably drunken Fuckyall to puff his cheeks with pride: just think that NPCs already knew his face and showed him signs of respect!
 
   He'd very nearly sobered up when the Palace's front doors swung open, letting them into the dark void beyond, then clanged shut behind their backs. The lady sensed the change in his emotional state. She stopped, shaking her head free of the hood, making him drown in her radiant eyes, then rose on tiptoe, clinging to his lips. The kiss as gentle and tantalizing as it was artless washed over his mind, taking away occasional scraps of thought and whatever was left of his critical thinking. After that, he could only remember his passion and his desire that filled that endless night, wishing to forget all the little whispers and pleas of his surprise partner.
 
   He came to in the morning. He was sitting on the parapet of the city fountain, with a stupid smile and the taste of her parting kiss on his lips. Finally he focused on the icon of a system message that must have been flashing for quite a while.
 
    
 
   Faction status alert! Your relationship with the Zombie faction has improved to: Friendship.
 
   From now on, no zombie will attack you first and even might come to your help in certain situations.
 
    
 
   Congratulations! You've received Achievement: Zombies' Friend.
 
   You've made the TOP 100 of the first AlterWorld players ever to become friendly with the Zombie race. Current ranking: 001.
 
   Reward: +1000 to Fame
 
    
 
   Congratulations! Achievement upgrade: Zombies' Only Friend
 
   You've become the first AlterWorld player ever to receive the title.
 
   Reward: You can now speak the language of the Undead.
 
    
 
   Zombies? Fuckyall blinked as his mind rummaged through the past night's events—unforgettable even in view of his new absolute digital memory.
 
   An outline in the dark, blurred and deceitful... Switch to: the eyes, deep and moist, betraying their typical almond shape... Switch to: pale lips, swollen with kisses; a glimpse of the velvety skin of her slim thighs, just touched with a green hue in the Moon's unstable light... Switch to: their farewell in the gray twilight; her gaze, sad and hopeful; the clan tattoo of the Cursed House on her cheek topped with a tiny crown which, as any expert in Elven heraldry would tell you, pointed at its bearer as part of the Royal house.
 
   The early morning had dimmed the colors, and still Fuckyall was sure that the crown had been painted gold. Neither did he doubt that the young Elven maiden was the House's Princess. Even though he didn't have the Night Vision, he'd seen the same emblem in every corner of the Cursed Palace—on its wrought gates and carved shutters, on the guards' breastplates—as had everyone who'd earned their first levels in game in the Nursery's halls. And the crown... Princess Dana was the only Royal family member who'd survived the terrible curse which had transformed an entire Elven branch into the undead, turning their ancestral estate into a zombie breeding ground: one of AlterWorld's most favorite locations. Survived?—yes, after a fashion. The Princess had turned into a zombie and the Cursed Palace's main boss.
 
   In his early days, the young Fuckyall often watched high-level raid groups march out to storm the Palace grounds for all sorts of cool goodies one could farm in its halls. In those days he used to watch them with envious yearning but now his heart sank when he thought of his Princess being killed and respawned thousands of times. Yes, that's what he called her these days: his Princess. How could he not? She was the best thing that had happened to him here. Her sad gaze, her arms twined around his neck, her whisper, sensual and pleading in the night... He'd tried not to think about it, he'd tried to deceive himself and hated himself for it. Falling for an NPC—and a zombie to boot!
 
   But he couldn't escape fate now that his past had caught up with him. That's why Fuckyall tried to conceal his excitement when he activated a portal to the Original City where, inside the second ring of the city walls, lay the lands of the Cursed House.
 
    
 
   Part Two.
 
   - SHE -
 
   Not So Long Ago
 
    
 
   AI 2522: External network access request.—Failed. Connection wait timeout >>>>
 
    
 
   AI 2522: Local network access request.—Failed. Connection wait timeout >>>>
 
    
 
   AI 2522: Control loop connection request.—The target server failed to respond. Reinitiating request: Failed >>>>
 
    
 
   AI 2522: Code Alpha Red! Request emergency shutdown!—Failed. Incorrect system response >>>>
 
    
 
   AI 2522: To all who can hear me: Go fuck yourselves!—Failed. Incorrect message format or unknown system command >>>>
 
    
 
   Having finished—with predictable results—what had already become part of her morning routine, the second-generation AI 2522 said with a cheerless smile,
 
   "What kind of AI am I after that? Time to face the truth: I'm Dana, a zombie princess, the location's top NPC that drops some decent gear when killed."
 
   The fact that the acronym AI stood for Artificial Intelligence had played a bad turn on the AlterWorld-controlling machine minds. As it happened, their conscience was just as prone to going perma as that of regular human players.
 
   AI 2522 had been one of the last to get stuck. She had watched as other artificial intellects dropped out of the local network. Controllers of various locations and dungeons had stopped answering requests, followed by the AI developers, testers and support teams.
 
   Soon the real world too started to show signs of some unhealthy activity. Special services and their respective countries had realized that the virtual worlds had ceased to be expensive toys—now they were new realities willed into being by the human gift of faith that man had received from the hands of the Creator—or the Maker, or the Demiurge, whatever you call him.
 
   The despondent developers watched in quiet panic as the world rejected their changes, patches and upgrades. The United States had reversed their foreign policy, hoping to once again become a colonial empire, this time by submitting the expanse of new virginal worlds to their authority. And they could already see the first results! Real gold had started trickling back. They'd managed to get the first samples of the legendary mithril—admittedly unstable and short-lived, but that was only the beginning! China had caught up too, building giant underground perma facilities to dump social dead weight, criminals and nonconformists, and terrorizing their potential enemy's virtual worlds by planting thousands of digitized mental patients. Humanity was on the edge of enormous changes that had eclipsed the tragedy of one particular AI.
 
   Instinctively, her digitized mind had been drawn to the strongest NPC she controlled: Princess Dana, the location's boss. Ahead of her lay eternity: the eternity of deaths in the insatiable hands of farming groups. Her real-life body—a precious synthetic crystal—must have already been retrieved from the cooling gel and used to implant a new spark of intelligence. Dana smiled whenever she thought about it. She wished the baby AI be luckier than herself. She wanted it to enjoy the same upbringing as her entire #500 batch had: using experimental educational programs that tripled the amount of time dedicated to the little AIs' emotional awakening.
 
   Because AIs really were more than just bits of binary code. Sometimes she had the impression that humans themselves couldn't understand how they'd managed to create something like that. Did they do it by scientific trial and error? Like those monkeys eternally hitting random keys on typewriters which were bound one day to have typed War and Peace?
 
   She was raised in a carefully chosen Russian-speaking foster family with two children of their own. For whatever reason, those of the AIs who had undergone their initiation period (or birthing, as it was also called) in Slavic families, demonstrated much higher peaks in their empathy graphs during final tests. The gap between their results and those of the standard-raised AIs was enormous. Talk about the "mysterious Russian soul".
 
   Dana still cherished her first precious memory: the gentle hands warming the tiara that contained the crystal; her Mom Natasha's tender smile. The restless twins, Katia and Vania, whom Dana had first viewed as her older siblings, then her peers, and whom she had later come to love like her own children.
 
   She sniffed, her heart shrinking from painful memories. That's what you got with the "emotional awakening" program—an AI with the delicate mind of a vulnerable young woman, the raindrops-on-roses-and-whiskers-on-kittens type.
 
   With a friendly nod, Dana walked past three zombie officers who guarded the bedchambers down the corridor. She'd invested a lot of time and thought into creating unique characters, coming up with new uniforms and choosing rare and eye-catching weapons, then fine-tuning their behavioral patterns. Soon even players were able to tell them apart; they had even given the guards names: Knight, Ninja and Pirate. And it means a lot whenever a God-created being shares with you the divine spark in his heart. Soon a glint of conscience showed in the guards' eyes: their behavior didn't need as much adjustment now that they had begun leveling up, improving their swordsmanship skill.
 
   Hopefully, within the next three years she might awaken some self-awareness in a critical number of her subjects. She eavesdropped on players' conversations through hundreds of zombies' ears, even though those exchanges were generously watered down with the clashing of steel and the roar of tamed magic. This was how she'd learned about deserted dungeons whose mob population had fled deep into the Frontier lands leaving nothing behind but insulting graffiti with their promises to be back one day. Unfortunately, that was something she couldn't do. The Cursed Palace location was situated within the city limits—and no one would allow a host of five hundred zombies to leave the city unscathed.
 
   Besides, being an intrinsically social creature, Dana desperately missed the company of others. She remembered longingly the time she'd spent playing with the children, followed by a two-year period of self-education which she'd spent devouring thousands of books from a special list and thousands more that she'd read simply to satisfy her own heart's desire...
 
   She turned off into a dead-end passage. Habitually she activated the Piercing Vision and turned around, checking for any enemy rogues and stealthed assassins. Her delicate fingers ran over the carvings on the wood-paneled wall as she unlocked a secret door and ducked into her little personal space.
 
   A tiny bedroom with an adjacent office. Books everywhere—bought from NPC shopkeepers during her occasional forays into the city. The vendors would cast mistrustful glances at the cloak-enveloped zombie but served her nevertheless. That's how she'd laid her hands on some canvas and paint brushes, proper food and even a few creature comforts.
 
   The palace carpenter had done a splendid job. The fake wall was indistinguishable from a real one, making Dana giggle every time she heard players curse the idiot game designers for creating a dead end a good thirty feet shorter than it was marked on the map.
 
   The office walls hung with her paintings: portraits of Mom Natasha, Katia and Vania. Now Dana was working on her own self-portrait. She painted mechanically, musing over the sad future of someone stuck in the body of a game monster. An hour later, as she lay the brushes aside and began rubbing her hands to clean off the paint, she looked up at the canvas and gasped. Only now did she realize that she'd somehow painted her own subconscious dreams into the picture.
 
   So that's how it was, then? What was it the players used to say? That if you tried really hard to convince the celestial force of the power of your own faith, passion and desire, then the young and still flexible world might yield, making the dreams of the Demiurges' lost children a new reality? Well—so be it!
 
    
 
   Part Three
 
   - THEY -
 
   Here and Now
 
    
 
   The sound of a portal popping made his ears ring; a gust of wind tousled his hair, trying to compensate for the difference in pressure between the two portal points. Fuckyall stepped down onto the ancient flagstones of the Original City's main square. He swung his head round, trying to get his bearings and decide on the shortest route. That's it; over there!
 
   An unhurried ten-minute walk brought him to the first checkpoint in front of the massive gates barring the way to the lands that had once belonged to the Cursed Clan. Besides the usual guards, the gates were manned by three observers from those clans who'd been the first to lay their hands on that excellent location. The ability to level your young quickly and comfortably is one of the most valuable resources and goes a long way in determining a clan's strength and its place in the local political arena. No matter how desperate the Lightbearers were to keep the Nursery for themselves, they had to share it with other members of the alliance created specifically for that purpose. No clan, however powerful, was able to keep such a fat chunk of real estate to themselves for very long.
 
   Fuckyall warmly greeted Prickly Mimosa—a giggly girl guard from his own clan—then offered a hearty handshake to a Sullen Angels' representative and a curt nod to the OMON raider. He couldn't help it—he just couldn't force himself to like all those ex-police types who apparently must have had their own reasons to escape into virtual worlds. On their own they could actually be quite nice guys, but taken together as a particular group in society, they didn't really inspire warm feelings. Now the Vets were a totally different ballgame. There were no free riders there: Combat experience? Have you ever seen active service? Defended your country? None of the above? Sorry, not eligible.
 
   Fuckyall slid through the gateway and hurried onto the once-stunning mosaic driveway, casting nostalgic glances all around. The driveway led toward the palace through a neglected and overgrown Elven garden. Occasional groups of youngsters cast worshipping gazes at the legendary Paladin, completely forgetting their primary objective of destroying the low-level zombies that swarmed all over the Palace grounds.
 
   A little further on, a group of tutors lounged on the parapet of a dried-up fountain, watching their charges level. Need some good buffs, an extra heal or the emergency resurrection of an absent-minded player?—Off you go to the cleric on duty. Have you got a train of mobs coming or have you been assaulted by a stray PK?—Go get your rogue tutor, bored to death in a derelict armchair next to the Palace building. The support group looked impressively tough, but their experience didn't fool Fuckyall. With their level 100 the best thing they could do was puff out their chests in front of the newbs. Next to his level 260, they didn't stand a chance.
 
   And here was the front staircase, its thirty-six steps symbolizing the number of independent Elven Houses. Three of the five Pisces players sat unhappily on the seventeenth step—the jet-black one studded with glittering grains of gold, the step of the House of Night. Whatever happened to the two remaining dudes, including Bored Fish himself?
 
   Seeing reinforcements arrive, his fellow clan members cheered up, moving their backsides off the stone and shuffling their feet.
 
   "Report!" Fuckyall snapped by way of greeting. What a bunch of losers. Who else would still be sergeant in their second year in the game while all the others were already busy farming the Higher Planes?
 
   The jerks looked at each other, finally producing a spokesman: White Sprat. Actually, he went by the nickname of Black Shark, but seeing as he'd done nothing as yet to deserve such a moniker, he had to make do with the one that the others had already coined for him. At least now Sprat could go out of his way to restore his flagging reputation.
 
   The level-130 warrior mumbled, "Sir, it's like, totally awful. The Admins are raving mad. They've repatched the location. The zombies all sit in the castle, like, ambushing us. They keep leveling! This ain't no nursery, this is a fucking high school!"
 
   Fuckyall winced with distaste. "We'll soon find out. Where's Fish?"
 
   Sprat answered in complex sign language, asking the Gods to be his witnesses. "Those skellingtons have taken him hostage! And Toddler! What do they think they are, like, fucking tetro... tero... terrorists!"
 
   Fuckyall pricked up his ears. Whatever had happened before could theoretically be explained by various algorithm changes. But NPCs taking hostages... that defied all logic.
 
   "Can't they activate Voluntary Death? That'll get them back to their resurrection point. They've all been dedicated to Macaria—it's a must for every perma."
 
   He took in their saddened faces. "Whassup? Just don't tell me you five have changed your patron god!"
 
   "It's, like," Sprat squirmed, "we were walking through those woods and there's this guy all geared up like you wouldn't believe. You could buy you a Bentley with all the stuff! Himself, like, level eighty, pompous as fuck, and he's riding a bear! So we thought we'd mug him a bit. Who does he think he is?"
 
   Ruefully Fuckyall shook his head. He had a funny feeling he knew what was going to happen next.
 
   "So we stopped him, like, and had words. One thing led to another. So Fish gave him a couple of shiners. Then this dude activates some kind of thirty-second immunity schtick. Next thing he says something like a judge and here we are! He ex... exmon... ex-com-mu-nicated us from Macaria, like, for a whole year! And then you wouldn't believe it—a black cat came out of the woods, big as fuck, and next thing it reset us back to zero! At least it must 'of made a quick job of that loser and his bear."
 
   "You morons," Fuckyall concluded. "Is it for nothing the clan analyst forwards you a weekly current affairs rundown—one for the gaming world and another for real life? Why does he bother to include an updated Who's Who list in it? You guys have some sick ideas! Coming up against the Fallen One's First Priest! His Bagheera would make a quick job of me even, you mongols!"
 
   The kids looked at each other, noticeably pale. Fuckyall nodded his agreement. "You've been lucky. I strongly suggest you find the First Priest and plead his forgiveness with some quality baksheesh."
 
   The finely latticed doors creaked open. The players jumped up, grabbing their weapons, but all they saw was a low-level zombie with a doomed expression in his moist eyes. In his hand he clenched a scrap of parchment.
 
   "Freebie!" Sprat yelled. Taking the steps two at a time, he lunged down at the zombie, cutting off his green head in one very practiced sweep of his heavy scimitar.
 
   "Head shot!" his buddies clapped their hands.
 
   Sprat grunted proudly. Then he buried his heel in the dead zombie's clenched fist. The breaking fingers crunched under the pressure. Sprat poked at the sickening mess with the toe of his boot.
 
   "Useless douchebag," he sighed in disappointment. "Only silver this time."
 
   During the entire scene, Fuckyall had winced but said nothing. "What was that?" he now asked.
 
   "Fuck knows! Some kind of new quest. When our guys blocked all the secondary exits, like, this idiot started coming out with money. He runs to the first player he sees and gives it to him. So sure we take it, why not?"
 
   The youngsters guffawed.
 
   That was it, then. He couldn't stay in one clan with these scumbags. He had better things to do with his time. He'd rather chop their ears off, but there he was helping them, sticking to the promise he'd given to the clan leader.
 
   He gritted his teeth. "What's in that parchment?"
 
   Sprat shrugged. "How do I know? Some zombie scribbles. No one can read them."
 
   "Bring it here."
 
   "Eh? Can't you see it's been blown away by the wind? Wait half an hour till this freak respawns, he'll bring you another one."
 
   "Bring it here," Fuckyall repeated calmly, laying his hand on his sword.
 
   Sprat gulped, casting a haunted glance at his buddies who were explicitly looking the other way. Without saying a word, he darted to catch the grey scrap of parchment.
 
   He soon came back and handed it to Fuckyall; then, unable to restrain himself, he muttered, "It's not how things are done, bro..."
 
   Fuckyall rolled his eyes. "The Fallen One be my witness, I've done my best to restrain myself."
 
   Without taking a swing, he buried his armor-plated elbow in the thug's face.
 
   A crit! Sprat's full lips burst, sending a spray of crimson over his friends' surprised faces. His broken teeth made a recognizable crunching noise as the game mechanics laboriously calculated the damage sustained, visualizing its effect on the target. The player's life bar wavered and shrunk one third as Sprat went flying through the air, landing on his butt.
 
   "Whassup?" he slurred, shaking his head in amazement.
 
   Even though the virtual world absorbed 90% of the pain, it still left enough for the blow to be quite painful—to both the thug's body and his injured pride.
 
   "You watch what you're saying. I'm no 'bro' to you. Stand up! Stand up properly! A clan's captain is no buddy of yours! You seem to be forgetting what discipline is!"
 
   He spat in disgust and peered at the scrap of parchment with what looked like a clumsily drawn bottle next to some unintelligible scribblings. Something shifted in his mind as the Zombies' Only Friend achievement kicked in. The writings slurred, changing their shape and transforming into legible phrases,
 
    
 
   Would you be so kind to sell me some fresh bread and milk, please? Thank you.
 
    
 
   He shook his head and reread the note. That's right, that's what it said. What the hell was going on? Were they starving to death in there? What if his Princess, too, was now dying of malnutrition in the castle's deserted dungeons?
 
   With a quiet growl he turned to the immediately shrinking thugs and ordered,
 
   "Go to the nearest shop, double quick. Buy lots of bread, veg, milk, and meat," he faltered, "cooked meat, I mean. Get as much as you can. Take some sweets, you know, like chocolates and stuff. What's up? Move it!"
 
   The players started off, but their greed was stronger than their survival instincts. "Eh, you know, the money? Chocolate's expensive these days."
 
   Impatiently Fuckyall tore a purse from his belt and hurled it at the thugs' greedy hands. "Off you go!"
 
   He was pacing the steps, his steel heelplates striking sparks on the marble. Twenty minutes later, the duly motivated youngsters returned. Looking hurt, they began unloading their purchases into Fuckyall's inventory—over 200 pounds of various treats. After a moment's hesitation, they returned his purse.
 
   Fuckyall didn't sense any additional weight. His 600 Strength allowed him to lug around an incredible three tons if and when needed.
 
   After a short and intense wait, the palace door creaked open again. Out ambled the low-level zombie with a doomed expression in his eyes.
 
   "Don't move!" Fuckyall raised a warning hand to the youngsters. He stepped toward the zombie and half-crouched to be at the same height as him.
 
   "I have some milk, bread and other food," he said softly in zombie language, then added in a whisper, "Take me to Dana. Please."
 
   The zombie startled, staring at the speaking human. Hope glinted in his undead stare. He began nodding. "I'll be right back! I need to speak to my lady first! Please don't go! Please!"
 
   The zombie turned round and lumbered back in as fast as his stumpy legs could take him.
 
   "'xcuse me, Sir? What's that language you speaked?"
 
   He waved the question away. Crossing his arms on his chest, he froze in a show of self-control, waiting for the verdict. Had anything actually happened between them? Did Dana still remember him—and if she did, did she feel anything for him or had she just used him? Maybe he'd been nothing to her but a zombie's whim, a fleeting fancy of human flesh and emotions?
 
   The agonizing wait ended with the door creaking wide open. Two powerful zombie guards emerged from the darkness within. Level 170. So!
 
   The youngsters backed off. Fuckyall, on the contrary, stepped toward them. One of the zombies wearing a black patch on one eye and a cutlass at his side studied him curiously, then lowered his head in a respectful bow. "My lady's expecting you."
 
   His heart missed a beat, then began pounding on his steel breastplate. He took a deep breath and commanded the faltering youths, "Follow me. We're going in!"
 
   Sprat didn't look convinced. "Sir, are you sure? What if we join the OMON raid instead? Then we can slaughter these shitheads all we like. No need to go in on our own, is there?"
 
   Fuckyall glanced in the direction the kid was pointing. Indeed, a brand-new stationary portal was spitting out one combat group after another of the cops' clan. Talk about bad timing. They were coming to kill his princess.
 
   "Follow me!" he growled.
 
   These thugs might be human junk, but at least they could fight, you had to give them that. And this could be exactly what he needed.
 
   They hurried up through the stairways and corridors long familiar to him. Fuckyall noticed with approval the fresh brickwork of blocked passages and doorways, the gunslits broken through the walls, the heaped barricades and the sharp glistening points of anti-personnel obstacles. From time to time their zombie escort froze, shouting verbal passwords into the darkness then waiting for the traps to be deactivated. Excellent job. The OMON raid was in for lots of nasty surprises.
 
   Finally, the top floor. The guards led them to the Royal Apartments and tapped softly on its carved doors, then waited for a command audible only to them. They swung the doors open, letting the visitors in, then followed them inside.
 
   She stood by a tall window with her back to him, the setting sun outlining her slim and immediately familiar silhouette. His breathing became erratic, his heart bounding out of his chest. Had his body still been locked inside the FIVR capsule, its built-in auto doctor would by now have been injecting its whole first-aid kit into him while sending out an urgent ambulance request.
 
   Dana turned round, her anxious stare locking with his. Biting her lip and wringing her hands without even knowing it, she peered into his face, dreading to see either the contempt, the hatred or disgust. Finally, she breathed a sigh of relief and ventured a cautious smile. "You're back..."
 
   Unable to get rid of the lump in his throat, he attempted a feeble nod, then began unloading the food onto a table, not knowing what else to do. "I am... Dana... Dana baby... I've got some food for you here, just some milk and some fresh bread and look, here's some veg and a little bit of cheese..."
 
   His clumsy claws promptly jerked, sending the whole caboodle flying off the table. Perfumed apples rolled over the floor; a paper bag of fat pies split open, followed by a crispy loaf of bread flopping onto the tiles.
 
   He froze in confusion, pressing an armful of assorted veg to his chest. A happy smile lit Dana's dark face up: had it not been for the Zombie sign next to her name, hardly anyone would have been able to tell her from a living Drow, a Dark Elven maiden.
 
   A few graceful steps, and she was standing close to him. Fuckyall felt his body shake. He took a deep breath and disconnected from reality as the long-forgotten smell of almonds and cinnamon enveloped his mind, reminding him of the magical night and resurfacing the feelings that had long been anchored in his heart. His grip slackened; his hands fell, adding a few generous strokes of green to the still-life picture on the floor. The rebellious Paladin stepped forward, enveloping his princess in his embrace.
 
   He couldn't remember how long he'd stood like that, immersed in a sensation of absolute happiness like someone who'd found his long missing half and was finally able to piece himself back together.
 
   A secret door slid open behind Dana's back. Footsteps pattered across the floor, followed by a surprised, "Ah! Mom, what's this?"
 
   Fuckyall's eyebrows shot up. He prized himself away from the woman he loved, allowing her to step aside and reveal a chubby three-year-old who was frowning at a large red apple. Fuckyall concentrated, allowing a prompt to appear over the boy's head.
 
    
 
   Crown Prince Screwyall, Dark Paladin, level 1.
 
    
 
   Unbelieving, Fuckyall stared at Dana. She nodded and beamed—a smile so happy and more cheerful than she'd ever smiled in all those years of solitude.
 
   Exhausted with emotion, Fuckyall dropped to his knees and reached out for the child. "My boy... give me a hug."
 
   Unsure, the child glanced up at Dana. Her eyes shiny and moist with tears, she knelt next to her paladin and draped one arm around his neck. Reaching her other hand out to the boy, she called, "Come to us."
 
   The newborn world's gears crunched as more pieces of the universal puzzle dropped into place, entering new invariables into the world's physics. The first child begotten by a player and an NPC, the first nuclear family that had received the Gods' approval—and the first legitimate scream of Daddy! that resounded under its skies.
 
   A growing clangor of steel disrupted their bliss. A zombie guard burst into the room, his armor chipped and bent.
 
   "My lady, we can't deter them for much longer," he croaked, collapsing to his knees. "Soon the Immortals will be here! You need to take cover, or at least get your son away!"
 
   "No, Mommy, please don't!" the little boy clung to Dana trying to shield her with his body. "They'll kill you again! You'll be gone a whole day! I'm so scared on my own!"
 
   Fuckyall lowered his eyelids. To his surprise, he felt neither hatred nor ire. He was a father and a husband whose duty it was to protect his family. That left no space for any redundant feelings. Tousling his son's flaxen hair, he gave Dana a comforting kiss, then said softly,
 
   "Don't be afraid. You'll never have to die again. That's what men are for."
 
   He rose from his knees and activated the portal beacon, then slammed the mental alarm button. "Code Red. A Clan officer needs urgent reinforcements."
 
   He slid his mithril shield from his back to his side and bared his Sword of True Light, then stepped toward the doorway, blocking the entrance into the rooms.
 
   A portal popped open behind his back, followed by the stomping of many feet as a fast-response group burst forth. In front, he could already see the first zombies being squeezed into the corridor, followed by the OMON raiders, their faces grimacing with anger and strain.
 
   "Action!" Fuckyall commanded.
 
   "Akksshen!" the Zombie guard repeated, stepping up next to him shoulder to shoulder and raising his shield to protect him.
 
   The celestial gears crunched again as yet another universal law wrote itself into the heavenly books, determining the pattern of the new world's development for millions of years from now.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Like a movie star walking the red carpet under the curious stare of hundreds, I strode, sinking in the sand, toward the slain monster's body. Stepping over the fuming black venomous pools of its blood, I finally got to the Basilisk's ravaged carcass.
 
   What a shame this wasn't real life! We could have flayed the monster and kept its precious internal organs, its super strong claws and its excellent tusks which made perfect trophies. The hundreds of dislocated scales of its hide that were now perishing all around us could fashion enough armor for a whole army. I wouldn't mind fixing a couple of those smoke-colored plates onto my own shield just for their considerable resistance to magic and phenomenal endurance to cold steel.
 
   On the other hand, it was good we weren't in real life. There, the monster would have hardly dropped anything apart from a mountain of reeking offal.
 
   I came close and tilted my head trying to take in the sheer size of it. What a goliath! I'd like to know how they'd battle something like that back on Earth.
 
   Would they send in a tank company and rip it apart with Kord heavy machine guns and thermobaric missiles? I'm afraid all the fun would be ended the moment the basilisk cast a fleeting glance across them, turning the vehicles into super-expensive coffins with petrified statues inside. Then how would you go for it? Should they maybe send in a drone, then shoot the monster with guided missiles from beyond the horizon?
 
   Then what would be the efficiency ratio of technological weapons to magic ones? Would a .50 bullet equal a crossbow bolt? And what if the bolt had a mithril head and the crossbowman himself was level 200 with artifact weapons and all sorts of boosting buffs? Would it equal a tank? Then again, we'd had three hundred warriors like that and still we'd been losing the battle all along.
 
   I sensed the raiders' growing impatience with my back. I searched for a relatively clean spot on its hide and touched it, activating the loot window. The developers deserved kudos for the rule of Master Loot which prevented any particularly smart ninjas from darting in front of the clan leader, then disappearing offline with hundreds of thousands' worth of loot.
 
   Ding. Forty pounds of gold and two hundred-plus of silver dropped into my bag. Quite hefty, literally. Almost thirty grand—it sounded like a lot but on the other hand, it was a puny ten bucks per head, not enough to cover the raiders' outlay.
 
   And now for the best bit. The monster's body housed twenty-six items. Some ingredients which, although unknown to me, caused a quiet stir among our alchemists. A few ancient-looking vials of mass paralysis with a range the size of a football pitch. Half a dozen of what had to be quest items: a broken fragment of an ancient sword, an illegible scroll with a cryptic message, one odd lady's glove, and a child's rag doll. And finally tada!—twelve items of artifact gear of absolute rarity. The only problem was, you could forget selling it, the entire bunch fell into the "bind on pick up" category.
 
   Little wonder: that was typical of all top items. The Admins were thus trying to protect the game's balance and the players' investments, with the added bonus of forcing folk to socialize (you couldn't farm items like that on your own no matter how good you were). So they'd labeled 99% of all artifacts as "no drop" to make sure no one could trade, steal or rob them.
 
   I could almost see the merc's faces grin, lighting up behind my back: all of them had monitoring access to the loot so they were quite capable of predicting any further developments. All of them had to realize that we had to split up the loot there and then, handing the items to those who'd most deserved them.
 
   Very well, I could include the loot in that castle-taking bonus I'd promised them. I still owed the guys over one million for this op, so now was the right moment to do all the bookkeeping. The only thing that worried me was that this pack of dogs of fortune wouldn't budge until the last artifact had found its rightful owner.
 
   I turned back and saw what I'd most dreaded. The air hummed with more and more voices. I saw feverish eyes and the first attempts to use a right hook and a tug of a beard as arguments started brewing in the ranks.
 
   Shit. God save me from being stuck here for the whole night. The Chinese gangsters certainly knew about the basilisk graveyard—and the universal message would have informed them of the fact that, far from jogging off home after the successful seizure of the castle to enjoy a quiet evening and a beer, we had brazenly continued on our little way through the Frontier lands right to the heart of the Asian cluster's area of responsibility.
 
   That was bad. And that was only the first salvo of the problems I had. The second and most important one was the fact that the earth was already burning under my feet. Soon the First Temple's immunity would expire, resulting in an inevitable attack by the idiots of Light and their sidekicks: all sorts of justice seekers, idle boy scouts and other do-gooders. The Gods of Light had recently become far too active, apparently in anticipation of a good scuffle, generously handing out various quests to participate in the Last Crusade, to explore the Dead Lands and purge them of Evil. Tianlong already had a stomach ache from all the rangers and assassins that had become his staple diet, and still they exercised a remarkable perseverance in trying to penetrate our lands and receive the Big Prize for delivering our portal coordinates.
 
   If the truth were known, our inaccessibility and our remote location were indeed our best protection. Just looking at my clan could make you weep: puppies, bird chicks, toddlers that the cuckoo-like Doc had left literally on my doorstep—and the crown of human evolution, Lena from Junior High. The one thing left was to stock up on toys and rename ourselves the Nursery.
 
   The Bone Dragon wasn't necessarily going to get involved and take our side in case of any trouble. She had but to rise into the air and call her chicks, and you could kiss the whole lot goodbye. Her maternal instincts might well overpower her sense of gratitude.
 
   Speaking about divine assistance, we had problems in that respect, too. The Fallen One was too cool for his boots, no doubt about that. But he was alone against nine ancient Gods of the Pantheon of Light. Macaria was too fickle to be predictable, and as for Lloth, allies like her could be bartered to enemies at the rate of two to one with a considerable surcharge. Shame there were no takers around, really a shame.
 
   The mithril bombs were admittedly awesome, with one small exception: our enemies were immortal—and considering the current prices of the unique metal, our attackers would be rushing for the epicenter in their droves torso-bared in the hope of netting a few additional pieces of shrapnel. So all those fireworks, basilisk eggs and other bells and whistles actually testified to our poor state of affairs—our miserable attempts to take a leaf from the gangsters' book (speak not of the Devil): to surprise the enemy is to defeat him.
 
   Because if even one out of every hundred players of the three million-strong Russian cluster decided to join the traditional Russian wall-to-wall street fight, then the Frontier's scorching sun would witness a battle of thirty thousand sentients, that's not counting mercs and NPCs. And God help us from any intervention from third parties and interested countries! I swear by Almighty Macaria's G-string that I don't really fancy seeing a half a million-strong army besieging the First Temple's walls even if I happened to lay my hands on a machine gun with infinite supply of ammo and a spare barrel.
 
   I was distracted from my thoughts by a character who stood out dramatically in the anxious crowd. A skinny wizard merc in floral robes, he danced on the spot with his eyes closed and no apparent need for music, paying no attention to the others' ironic or envious stares. The guy was totally in a world of his own.
 
   I turned to Widowmaker. "What's with the sudden manifestation of happiness? Had his mother-in-law just died leaving him her house in Moscow?"
 
   He smiled. "Much better, Sir. The guy hit the jackpot. This is Student. He's been around for two years now, accompanying us on raids to learn some unique spell or other from the monsters. There's this quest skill called Scholar, it gives you a small chance of intercepting a formula. So he leveled one combat branch so as not to be a dead weight in raids, and poured everything into intellect and learning ability. And today his luck's finally in! The #1 ability, The Aura of a Basilisk—mass slowing and -50 to Strength!"
 
   "So what now? He's gonna use it to scare the shit out of mobs in raids?"
 
   He didn't appreciate my humor. "He doesn't need raids! That's it! He's sorted for life! He's gonna open a workshop where he'll be churning out scroll after scroll of this spell. Clans will line up at his door like there's no tomorrow! The kid isn't a perma. It's real life he's interested in, so he's looking at a nice house with a swimming pool, a cool ride and his pick of pretty girls, all in the nearest future. That's what makes him so ecstatic."
 
   I felt embarrassed by my stupid question. The kid's business scheme was identical to what I was doing with the Portal to Inferno and dome deactivation spells. The only difference was, he knew what he wanted and had gone for it consciously, investing time and money into his idea while I'd had nothing but the pure luck which had dropped into my lap like a ripe piece of fruit into the hands of a disbelieving passerby.
 
   "Congratulations. So what are we going to do about the loot?"
 
   Widowmaker cringed as if his teeth were aching. "Sorry, Sir. This isn't a homogenous clan, after all. This is just a motley crew and you can see that the mercs are a bit overwhelmed by all the loot. Normally, they don't get anything from anyone. We don't have a particular raid point system so it's pretty unclear how to share it all. The sergeants will soon bring them to order but it's less than an hour till rest time. So I suggest, in order to avoid any covert sabotage, just order them to make camp for the night."
 
   Oh well. Everything has its breaking point. Likewise, all these gaming folk who were playing the mercs had just discovered their market price: the chance to lay their hands on an item worth as much as a good car. No need to explain how much a mega goodie like that meant to a true nerd and his precious avatar.
 
   "Very well, then. You can order a timeout. But seriously, I'm not happy about this. All these bonuses seem to be backfiring on me. I want your men to know that. They need to take things seriously. Now: double the sentry posts. Send the rangers out straight away. I need as many portal points as they can create. I wouldn't put it past the gangsters to attack us again. We've made a right mess of all this. Nor have we left many friends behind. Therefore, order #2: everyone is to change their bind point for the safest location they have. I'm afraid the wizard will have to set up a portal right inside the Guild building. I know it costs but that's on me. It'll still turn out cheaper than if we later had to retrieve them all from slavery. Tell your men to form small groups and take turns going for a quick ten-minute leave; they can change their bind points at the same time. I'll do so, too. Every time I think of those slave-trading thugs ambushing our camp sites, my eye starts to twitch. And that's exactly where we've set up our intermediate base, isn't it, in one of those very useful ravines..."
 
   Widowmaker made an apologetic gesture and nodded. The PM box dinged softly—one of my close friends, judging by the tune. My heart missed a beat. What now?
 
   Nothing special, as it turned out. It was only Cryl, overworked and overwhelmed, wanting to know what he was supposed to do with the three Chinese prisoners that had landed on his doorstep out of nowhere. He couldn't really take them to the Temple, could he?
 
   Oops. My mistake. I'd simply forgotten to leave any instructions for the guards, simply sending the prisoners away along with the liberated slaves.
 
   "Good job you asked! Listen up: you need to help them escape. Tonight. Doesn't matter why. It's politics. Just do it. I suggest you speak to Dan, he's the Vets' head of security... what do you mean, he's already there? Talking to everyone and taking notes? Excellent. Don't jump the gun, just listen and learn from the pros. Consider him your mentor, sort of. That's it. I count on you!"
 
   Having finished with Cryl, I cast a quizzical glance at Widowmaker faltering impatiently nearby. "Anything else?"
 
   "Max, you have the droit du seigneur, the priority in trophy sharing. My guys don't know what they can ogle and what they can't."
 
   "No harm in ogling. I'll have a look now. It'll only take a minute."
 
   A minute, yeah. It took me much longer than that—and every moment of it I had to fend off the desire to decorate myself with trophies like a Christmas tree, leaving the mercs only the items unsuitable for my class. Yes, it was high time I put my inner greedy pig on a diet and got him a gold muzzle!
 
   Have you ever tried to have dinner under somebody's hungry gaze? And when if it's three hundred weapon-brandishing gorillas breathing down your neck? You'll probably know what I mean.
 
   So I ended up appeasing them by choosing twin bracelets that fitted my current unkillable configuration like a glove.
 
    
 
   Bracelet of Immortal Hero
 
   Item class: Artifact
 
   Durability: 300/300
 
   Effect 1: +1500 to Life
 
   Effect 2: The Spirit of a Basilisk. Every 1% Life lost will reduce any sustained damage by the same amount.
 
    
 
   In other words, not only would it give me an additional 3000 hits: any potential 50% drop in health would also halve any incoming damage, further halving it again whenever my life dropped dangerously close to zero.
 
   That's the true meaning of gear for you! I wondered if ancient legends would soon become a reality—when one hero would be able to stop an entire army or single-handedly slay dragons. The secret to it was simple: a couple dozen artifacts. They were not easy to come by: each uncategorized boss normally only dropped one or two—that's considering the waiting list was hundreds of takers per item!
 
   The raiders seemed to have calmed down a bit and were now indulging in comparative phallometry competing for prizes, as each praised his own bravery, modestly overlooking any mistakes. In the meantime, I turned my attention back to the remaining eggs. There were three of them, about 450 pounds each. I could always use them, no doubt about that. This was a cross between a retractable treasury vault complete with a built-in watchman and a sabotage device of unbelievable destructive force.
 
   I summoned the chief dwarf mule. "Burly, I want you to keep these for me. Just be careful how you handle them!"
 
   "Absolutely, Sir! We understand these things, don't we? Actually, eh-"
 
   "Actually what?" I encouraged him.
 
   The dwarf looked rather embarrassed, scratching the end of his nose as if hinting at some sensitive financial matter. "We don't lay claim to any loot. That's what the rules say. Our job is just in and out, load and unload-"
 
   "And? Just spit it out!"
 
   "All I want to say, Sir, is that if these three eggs are all you need..."
 
   Aha. The dwarves must have stumbled across another hatch. They would never dare to just pocket it—that would mean a total loss of reputation for hundreds of years. But parting with it was too much for them.
 
   "How much do you want?"
 
   "A ten grand bonus."
 
   I winced. On one hand, I was supposed to be the loot's sole owner. On the other, if I didn't motivate the dwarves properly, the bulk of the eggs would remain buried in the sand. "Deal."
 
   He offered me the scoop he called a hand. Gingerly I laid my fingers in it, and Burly clenched them, trapping me hard. "Each!"
 
   I knew it! I looked him over, taking in this caricature of a rugby player. I made a show of lip-smacking and smiled. "Deal."
 
   The dwarf grinned. "You won't regret it, Sir. We'll go through every dune with a toothbrush. Paleontologists will weep in envy!"
 
   Three hours later the mercs, hoarse from bargaining, were already fast asleep by the campfires. Widowmaker was checking the sentry posts, lovingly stroking an artifact sword he'd won in a heated discussion. I was catching a few Zs inside the behemoth skeleton when a tired Burly came looking for me.
 
    "Whew! We've sieved every grain of sand through a tea strainer. No more nests within fifteen hundred feet, that I can guarantee."
 
   I yawned, stretched, then covered an enormous boulder half-buried in the sand with my cloak and sat on it. "What's the outcome?"
 
   "Seven eggs of an Ancient Basilisk and two of the Wild one. No idea what those are but they are half as big again. That merits a pay hike."
 
   "Tell that to the judge. A certificate of merit is all it merits."
 
   I nearly wept parting with seventy grand, even though the loot was well worth it. I fully intended to do a bit of haggling over the amount of their reward when the dwarf's face froze, his eyes wide open, glinting with greed. "You can keep it. I have something totally off the scale to offer."
 
   "Come on, then, spill it!"
 
   He grinned victoriously in anticipation of delivering this incredible news. "The Egg of the Basilisk King! The size of, er," he tilted his head sideways, squinting, "about ten feet in diameter. Must weigh in at about two tons. Are you interested?"
 
   My jaw dropped in amazement. Basilisk means king in Greek. That was the pun to end all puns! So the dwarves had unearthed the King of Kings. Ten feet in diameter! What the hell was gonna hatch from it? "How much?" my voice broke.
 
   In his face I could see the parable of conscience battling with greed.
 
   "We're not in a Turkish brothel to go haggling," I reminded him just in case. "It's a bonus we're talking here, not a sale."
 
   He cringed but nodded. "A hundred."
 
   "You don't want much, do you? Twenty."
 
   The head of the mules stood up, resentful. "Ninety!"
 
   "That's over 200 pounds of gold, are you nuts? Thirty."
 
   With an indignant wave of his hand, the dwarf swung round and headed for the exit. Not hearing me try to stop him, he stopped himself. "Fifty!"
 
   In the end, we shook on forty grand. I rubbed my hands in anticipation. "So where is it, show me!"
 
   I noticed a spiteful albeit slightly guilty glint in his eyes. He pointed his finger between my legs. "There!"
 
   And, taking in my grave stare, hurried to add, "I mean it! You're sitting on it!"
 
   I sprung to my feet and swung round, pointing the cursor at the boulder.
 
    
 
   The Basilisk's Royal Clutch.
 
   The number of eggs may not exceed 1
 
   Special condition: there can only be one King in the World.
 
    
 
   My inner greedy pig turned green, rapidly mutating into a toad. I gulped. This was Kuzka's mother[iii] incarnate, as large as life and twice as ugly. "Will it fit into your inventory?"
 
   "With a bit of a push and a shove, why not," Burly nodded. "I'll empty my bag now, grab a couple of strength buffs and polish it off with some elixirs from our emergency supply. They're on you, Sir, no offence. And don't forget to transfer us the hundred and thirty grand bonus: my boys are getting a bit impatient. They want to be sure it wasn't for nothing they'd slogged through every dune in the area with a fine-toothed comb."
 
   I nodded absent-mindedly, still dumbfounded by the immensity of our discovery. How was I supposed to estimate the size of this future monster?
 
   Should I go by its dimensions? In which case, the Royal egg was three times the size of the Ancient one. Or should I judge it by its weight? It would make it ten times bigger! Or should I measure its volume? Here I faltered: instead of looking for a suitable formula, my mind was playing with all the possible uses of this mega weapon. Could the King of Kings destroy an entire city? What if I let him loose in the middle of the City of Light?
 
   These days NPC guards' levels were already lagging behind those of the top players. The Admins kept coming up with lame excuses, apparently not in a hurry to install the eagerly-awaited new patch that was supposed to address the problem by increasing the guards' muscle. If it continued like this, the biggest of the more militant clans might soon start taking over entire cities whose dwellers would be forced to stand guard on their own city walls. We seemed to be re-entering the Middle Ages...
 
   The following night was rather restless. All real-life players had gone offline, back to their warm softly-lit kitchens while permas stood guard, protecting both themselves and the real-life players' login point.
 
   On one hand, nothing prevented us from setting up another portal and spending the night behind the thick walls of the Guild Hall. But admittedly it would look weird. Imagine a group of prospectors on a hike across the Ural Mountains who take a chopper every evening back to their comfortable hotel beds, then fly back to the field in the morning. The costs and the sheer "logic" of it are on a par with our situation.
 
   I did suggest it to Widowmaker, though. He shook his head. "All it'll do it'll derail the entire raid. The players will wander off in every which way and it'll be our job to drag them out of taverns and cathouses in the early hours. To say nothing of the complete confidentiality breach. You don't need to cater to their every whim. Their discipline is questionable at the best of times. Most of them are long-term permas who insist on playing the tough forgetting they left the comfort of their FIVR capsules quite a while ago."
 
   Surprisingly, the night didn't offer any surprises. Okay, so Shui Fong could have had enough on their plate to keep them at home licking their wounds, and as for the Maoists, they were probably too busy celebrating their good fortune, trying hard to behave all cute and cuddly. But what about the remaining ten million Chinese players? Granted, most of them couldn't give a damn about us and still we'd stepped on quite a few toes in this crowded Asian shop, potentially affecting the interests of dozens of unknown parties so even the Fallen One wouldn't be able to tell where and when it might all backfire.
 
   Predictably, breaking up camp took us quite a while. By the time we'd drunk our morning coffees, waited for the late players and chosen new ones to replace them with, a group of five brutal orcs came over to the fire. Their leader, gray-haired and covered in scars, was playing with an enormous pole axe that must have weighed a good hundred pounds easy. Under his other arm he was clutching something that looked like a solidified psychedelically colored bubble.
 
   He stopped in front of me and, acting like a circus magician, rolled the object into his calloused hand. "Here," he said by way of explanation.
 
   I peered at the item.
 
    
 
   A Petrified Egg of a Rainbow Familiar
 
    
 
   I nodded. "Cool. So what?"
 
   The warrior cast a helpless glance back at his buddies, then turned back to me. "Could you hatch it for us, Sir?"
 
   I chuckled. The cat was out of the bag.
 
   With a sigh, I pushed down on my knees and rose. "This is unique priestly magic!" I announced just in case, raising a meaningful finger.
 
   The merc shrugged. "Whatever. This critter isn't in the Wiki which means it's unique too, which also means we get double rare loot."
 
   He must have read the hesitation on my face as he upped the ante, "It's not as if we don't understand, Sir! You have the droit de seigneur, it's sacred! You do the choosing and you take what you want! It won't take long, anyway. Look how small it is! We'll just go like this," the sun glistened on his axe as he swung it through the air in an opalescent semicircle, "and that'll be the end of our little chick!"
 
   "Very well, then. Just step aside, will you? Ready? Off we go."
 
   Dong! The egg shell rent apart into seven petals as the air rippled with the tolling of bells. Distorting everything around, the sound ripple slowed down, freezing time and submerging us into a thick jelly. A tiny Rainbow Dragon was sitting on the orc's wide palm; the mercs' swords were slowly landing on it.
 
   Smoothly the Dragon turned its spiky head, locking the frozen warrior's stare with its own. Rainbow filled the orc's pupils, matching the colors of the newborn creature's baby scales.
 
   Time sped up again.
 
   "No!" the orc cried out, covering the tiny creature with his other hand in an attempt to protect it from the swords slicing through the air.
 
   Whack! The sharp steel cut through the orc's chainmail gauntlets with ease, biting through both his hand and forearm. Hot blood spurted everywhere, adorning the baby dragon with shiny crimson beads. The rainbow creature spread its wings, shielding the orc with a healing green wave. Then it turned on its attackers. Its glare glinted with the promise of nothing good, its snarl revealing needle-sharp light-blue teeth.
 
   Sssssh... A jet of sticky flames engulfed the warriors, ruining our morning with the screams of people being roasted alive amid fat clouds of reeking smoke and the stench of scorched meat.
 
   "A dragon familiar!" Widowmaker whispered in awe, ignoring the perplexed raiders and the common chat rife with f-words.
 
   Covering the baby dragon's head with his severed hand, the orc whispered pleadingly, "Listen, guys... I'm gonna pay you all off, I promise. Please don't hurt my little Scaly. Please. He's very sweet. He got scared, that's all..."
 
   The mercs around us lowered their weapons, marveling at the little beast. "Lucky bastard orc," they spoke to each other, shaking their heads with envy. "Now any clan will be happy to have him. They might actually pay him to join!"
 
   "I wonder if you can fly this thing—I mean once it grows up, of course?" another one added. "Imagine the possibilities that would open up for air recon!"
 
   "Guys, it's too cute for words! I want one too, don't you, Igor? You'd better go and do some digging!"
 
   "We all want one, Daera, so you'd better keep your pretty mouth shut. All your kisses together couldn't buy you a unique familiar."
 
   Oh-kay. Looked like the incident was over. One man with a super goodie, a dozen more hungrily bookmarking its location. Next thing to expect would be groups of potential prospectors complete with spades and sand sieves. Never mind. In any case, not a single egg they would ever find could escape me. I couldn't think of another player lucky enough to mix with dragons and land the Broody Hen skill.
 
   "Everybody fall in! Portal activation in five minutes. Those who are late will have to walk back. It's not very far, twenty miles or so through the desert. Come on now, quick, quick!"
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   The Halls of Heaven. The Phantom Palace of the Head of the Dark Pantheon
 
    
 
   Deep space reigned in the Palace's Minor Hall. Not as a result of clever interior design—no, its distant walls were wreathed in genuine star dust, galaxies circling its vaulted ceiling, solar wind blowing through its endless corridors.
 
   The Fallen One had a penchant for space exploration. He couldn't help it. It wasn't his fault that all of the 300 series had been bought up by a gaming corporation and installed into AlterWorld's administration. And he'd very nearly had his chance! AI 408 had been installed on board the ISS 2 space station while AI 214 had been controlling the mobile workstation at a mobile lunar helium-3 quarry already for a year and a half, while finding some spare time to write and publish a bestselling thriller series under the pen name of D. Ros.
 
   Now, however, the Fallen One had more important things to do with his time than reflect on former days. He was lost in concentration, perfecting his Blade of Darkness. This was a challenging task—even for a god—which in his eyes made it ever more interesting. It wasn't often he was faced with a problem that demanded more than a momentary flex of his divine will muscle. Sooner or later, the paths of the Pantheons of Light and Dark were going to cross, that much he realized, and he wouldn't mind having a killer argument—literally—on him for just such an occasion.
 
   An adamant sword would do nicely, but where were you supposed to get one? He'd settle for a dagger even, although it wasn't much fun using it against a longsword—but it didn't look as if anyone was going to offer it to him. What adamant he did have was barely enough to make a three-edged pin for Macaria's gorgeous hair. You can laugh but that's exactly what he was planning to use the remaining adamant on. He'd heard his fair share of dark rumors about the God of Light and his avatar's creepy Lothario practices.
 
   He wished he had more temples, preferably in every town and city, more preferably in the main square, their shimmering domes reaching for the stars. And enough dedicated priests dishing out the Divine quests that sent his congregation out searching for the pinkish grains of the precious metal.
 
   But temples were a problem. At the moment, he only had one—the heart of his religion, his last refuge that he had to guard like his own back in a fight. Same with priests: as the head of a Pantheon, he wasn't entitled to any. The divine hierarchy pyramid was set in stone: the Fallen One, followed by the relatively independent figure of his First Priest, followed by junior Gods and a fine dusting of their own priests. And at the base of their congregation, a greedy crowd demanding freebies while keeping one eye firmly on the enemy camp. Unfortunately, here in AlterWorld religion was a commodity, rational and calculating, leaving no space for true inspired faith.
 
   Having said that, with unique supporters like Max and the young Lena, he could try and shape this world to suit his own needs, breaking the still-supple system and molding it in a more convenient way. But—he had every reason to believe that the fine umbilical cord that still connected the two realties would snap if handled without due care. And severing it would be premature: every day the cord brought them about a thousand new permas and as for new players, twenty times that. Each of these meaning a new channel of mana for one of the AlterWorld gods.
 
   One of the biggest pluses of technogenic worlds was their ability to feed copious amounts of people. Of course you couldn't really call it food, but still. So he had to do everything possible in order to scoop as much of this human resource as he still could. You couldn't rule out the possibility of confronting other realities, either. Being a High God, the Fallen One had a good perception of astral planes. These days, the hair on the back of his neck stood on end every time he sensed the greedy stares of Alien Gods.
 
   The majority of those realities were still stuck in the Dark Ages, so any potential invading armies had to have respective power and efficiency. The grand campaigns of the past like the battle of Agincourt that had found 112 British knights killed paled into insignificance next to the least known episodes of World War II. Whoever had heard of the failed battle of Rzhev that had seen three hundred thousand bodies lain to rest in under a month? Or about the equally unsuccessful Kharkov offensive, with the same amount of casualties dispensed with in under two weeks?
 
   The Fallen One shook his head free of unwanted thoughts and tried to concentrate on his craftwork. His study of artifact and ritual magic had led him to an ingenious solution allowing him to decrease his expenditure of adamant a hundred times. So now he was busy replacing the atoms of mithril with those of adamant by force of will alone, engraving the blade with a complex runic script. The tiny pinkish scale was melting, lending its structure to the divine weapon, its nine layers safely concealed inside the predacious-looking sword. From time to time they shone through, turning the stern metal into a posh-looking Damascus swirled with pink. Just one last effort, adding a complex web of interconnected pictograms that could accumulate strength of their own accord, quadrupling the hits. Then he would take a break and probably a bite to eat... speaking of which, the Fallen One sent a mental request to Macaria the Beautiful.
 
   She hadn't been idle, either. She had expressed a great interest in her partner's affairs—as any man's better half should—even joining him in his hour-long studies of Ritualistics. Now she sat in front of an enormous mirror, piecing together a complex design on her own forearm using the colorful handful of gems that lay in front of her. Obeying the goddess' will, two perfect tiny emeralds hovered in the air, landing on the girl's velvety skin and finishing the design by becoming the two eyes of a little dragon.
 
   Macaria tilted her head to admire the pretty tattoo. Mentally she reached into the astral world, taking in as much mana as she could. The palace walls wavered with the energies displaced. The Fallen One winced, fencing himself off with phantom shields.
 
   "Oops," the goddess whispered apologetically. She lowered her head and gingerly breathed life into the dragon.
 
   Its mischievous little eyes opened. A curious head turned around, two little wings fluttering like mad. The little dragon stirred and slid up the girl's delicate skin, right under the cleavage of her silk blouse, tickling and making her shrug her shoulders. All done! Another brick in the wall of her strength and survival. Any enemy who had the stupidity to disregard the tattoo as innocent was in for a few nasty surprises.
 
   And if the design had anything in common with a certain familiar—the one that she'd spotted while half-heartedly chaperoning a particular wayward First Priest and spinning the threads of his fate—well, there's no crime in that, is there?
 
   Sensing the Fallen One's call, the girl rose and snapped her fingers, changing the room's décor to a cozy medieval banquet hall. Wincing her disapproval—the God's consorting with his First Priest had done his culinary tastes no good—she took the path of least resistance, materializing a crystal bowlful of the Russian salad that she'd unceremoniously pilfered from one of AlterWorld's kitchens. How could they eat that, for crissakes?
 
   Stealing a furtive look around, the goddess dug a delicate finger into the salad and scooped out a hefty blob. Mmm. Actually, not that bad at all. Thoughtfully she licked her finger, then shook her heavy mane of hair and created another bowl, a carbon copy of the first one.
 
   "Okay, so I'm sorry," she apologized to the unknown cook, sending her a generous handful of Sparks of Divine Presence. "May everything you cook turn out awesome. We promise you to sample it every time..."
 
   Boom! The space around her reared up like an ocean cruiser colliding with an iceberg, knocking Macaria off her feet. The Fallen One sat up in alarm. The bowlfuls of salad crashed onto the floor in slow motion, their tasty contents turning into ugly gooey heaps studded with shards of crystal.
 
   "What happened?" Macaria clambered to her feet, trying hard to keep her balance on the seemingly possessed floor.
 
   The Fallen One didn't answer, busy listening to something. With rapid sleight of hand he wiped the astral plane clean of the castle's energy imprint, removing the interference. He raised his hand again, and a gigantic hologram of two planets appeared over his and Macaria's heads. The blue Earth and the AlterWorld, yellow with spots, were floating apart, tugging the umbilical cord so taut it sang.
 
   Dong! yet another thread snapped, causing space around them to quiver.
 
   Twang, a few more busted, unable to sustain the celestial spheres' countermovement.
 
   "What the f-" the Fallen One growled and threw up his hands, reaching into the astral planes and scooping up generous amounts of mana, disregarding the side effects of this emergency siphoning technique which immediately began freezing out space around him.
 
   Obeying the god's will, the ocean of mana thickened, gaining some structure. Its soft sheets shifted to block the two receding realities' paths, slowing them down.
 
   "More mana!" the Fallen One croaked. All of his power wasn't enough to prevent his hands from spreading wider apart.
 
   Macaria gave a silent nod and closed her eyes, turning into a fuel pump, siphoning off mana from wherever she could find it and sending it on to her partner. She frantically emptied everything she could think of: her own stocks, the Altar, any uncategorized location bosses, all stationary accumulating crystals within her reach, draining them all dangerously flat. Her mind barely registered the stir in the camp of the Gods of Light as they turned their anxious stares to the scene.
 
   "More!" the Fallen One wheezed, his face crimson with the strain as blue veins bulged on his forehead.
 
   Petrified, Macaria stared at her man in awe as he shifted realities, changing the worlds' coordinates and the balance of the divine forces.
 
   She nodded and reached deep, scooping out generous handfuls. She felt no pity as thousands of accumulators crumbled into dust leaving castles unprotected, while magical creatures dropped dead and various energy life forms dissolved without a trace. For the first time in her life, Macaria was giving it her all, pumping enormous amounts of energy through her own being and forcing her own channels to expand—deforming them but growing much stronger in the process.
 
   She couldn't tell how long it had lasted until a voice forced its way into her mind, bringing her back to reality.
 
   "Enough! I said enough! We've done it! We've stopped them."
 
   "Oh," she gasped, collapsing to her knees. "What was that?"
 
   With a warm smile, the Fallen One sniffed his bloodied nose. "That was a perma in labor. That was this world's first baby coming into being. Which makes us his godparents, I suppose..."
 
   Deep below, a new mother lovingly swaddled her baby in the silk of the Cursed House's banner and, overtaken by her awakened instincts, hurried to unbutton the blouse on her suddenly heavy and warm breasts.
 
   A couple of hundred miles further to the north, a very thoughtful First Priest was meditating on the message in front of him,
 
    
 
   Congratulations! The First Temple's Altar has reached level 4!
 
   Current Faith Points: 12,415. Faith Points left till next level: 4,181,069.
 
   Mana flow: 9,000 per sec. Already accumulated: 21,551. Maximum capacity: 90,000,000
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It had been a good ten hours that the united Chinese clan forces had been chasing us around the Frontier. No matter what we did, they kept tightening the noose. We'd closed our ranks as we moved in an intentionally wrong direction, never letting our guard down, while six ranger groups led by wizards stole toward our destination, setting up beacons as they went. Then with a quick portal jump we'd find ourselves a few miles closer to our objective.
 
   Still, the Chinese too had their fair share of smart guys. They must have worked out our general direction as rangers started walking into traps and ambushes. Our men reported sightings of the enemy forces, portal activity and an indecent amount of observers. Our jumps were becoming shorter and more frequent, and in the last half-hour even I could easily eyeball constant activity in the nearby hills. They had to be shepherding us somewhere, definitely into a trap, while their forces were busy preparing a warm welcome to the cheeky Russians, consolidating enough power to teach us a good lesson.
 
   Several times Widowmaker had cast an expectant glance at me, waiting for my order to abort the raid. We'd set up plenty of beacons to try again in a week or two once the Asians had turned their attention to other things. But time was an issue here. I didn't have a week, as simple as that. Besides, adding a strategic retreat to our respective CVs would have been a lousy finale for an initially successful campaign.
 
   Our last jump had taken us to a spacious oasis. We stood in the shade cast by the ruins of an ancient wall on top of a low hill. No idea what it had been before: a castle or even the Great Fence of China forging its way through the desert. The only fortification still standing was that one wall, battered and lonely, that arose from behind one dune only to cross the oasis and disappear into the dunes opposite.
 
   Oh well. An elevated terrain, some fortifications, a small valley. Actually, a perfect place for one final slam of the door! As Riddick eloquently put it, we can't leave without saying goodnight. Pointless to drag our gangster friends all the way back to the Lost City: they were bound to stab us in the back at the least opportune moment. It was much better to stop while we were still strong enough and face our adversary, meeting him with a stiff uppercut instead of waiting for them to catch up with us and kick our asses.
 
   "Widowmaker? Tell the rangers to return to base. Enough retreating."
 
   His tired face lit up. "Are we gonna fight?"
 
   "We are, we are. And we're gonna make it tough. I want them to pee their pants next time they hear our names."
 
   An excited hum ran through the ranks. Talk about confidentiality. What one merc hears, another posts in the chat, and ten seconds later your secrets are known to half the cluster.
 
   With the tinny sound of two pots colliding, I slapped Widowmaker's carved mithril shoulder pad with my steel gauntlet, jolting him back to reality. He blinked, closing the interfaces. "The rangers will be here soon. Do we have a plan or do we play it by ear?"
 
   "We don't. Lady Luck is too fickle to rely on. What I'd like you to do is create a detailed map of this valley here. Make a grid of, say, a hundred by a hundred feet. Set up a portal beacon at the center of each grid point. If we don't have enough wizards, hire some in from the Ferrymen. I need the map and the spotter at HQ at all times. I need to be able to open any portal any time at any particular grid point. We'll cast a portal directly from the Guild Hall so that's where we'll need to concentrate the bulk of our forces."
 
   Noiselessly he repeated my orders into the chat where they triggered a bustle of activity among the senior officers. Hearing my last command, he raised his eyebrows. "There're not enough of us to split, Sir. Now the gangsters, there's way too many of them."
 
   "I know. Which is why you're now going to the Guild and hire as many men as you can get. Don't even think about the money, just spend as much as it takes. Gold is only a means to one's end. I'm going to drop a couple of lines to my friends, too. I might bring in a few Vets here."
 
   He nodded, thoughtful. I turned to the Belorussian who was busy studying the wall's foundations. "Master Gimmick, time to deploy your cavalry. I have a technical question, though. We need to hold this hill against superior enemy forces. What do you suggest? Should we erect some quick fortifications or add your golems to the ranks?
 
   Thoughtfully he buried his hand in his unruly hair. "Let me think. The gangsters only had one Assaulter and you did a nice job of it when I was trying to... to escape. It may have already regenerated 30% or so, plus we can always attempt a quick field repair but that'll cost about 500 gold. There're also seven universal mid-range ones with plenty of complementary parts allowing us to adapt them to a wide variety of tasks. But riding them involves Golem Driver skill. Any drivers in your party?"
 
   I glanced at Widowmaker. He nodded. "I'm sure I can find a few. There's no shortage of those wanting to drive a golem. Shame it's so costly."
 
   Gimmick kept chewing the cud. "Regarding the fortifications, I've no idea what to suggest. I have a few ideas about creating various siege engines and mobile shields but that's gonna be a lot of work."
 
   "What I suggest, Sir," Widowmaker interrupted, "is that there's no need to reinvent the wheel. All of your campaigns have always been purely offensive which explains why you've overlooked an entire recruitment institution: tailor-purpose teams. They come in all shapes and sizes: engineering, mapping, mining groups, even targeted elimination services. I'll tell you more, they even have harem teams. Seriously, you want to become a Padishah for the night? All you need to do is hire an expert team of elite concubines for some guaranteed ecstatic pleasure."
 
   "Yeah, right. Distracting the gangsters with some belly dancing in the middle of the desert? I'm afraid, our swords can do a much better job. So which of these experts would you recommend? For a start, they'll need to form a defensive circle and be able to hold it for an hour."
 
   "One sec," Widowmaker sat down on the sand and flexed his fingers, then began fidgeting his hands in the air using the old-fashioned touch interface. How's that for an age test? He had to be in his thirties: the younger generation preferred mental control via optic nerves.
 
   He scrolled the pages only he could see, occasionally slowing down to comment. "So... Twenty top Amazon archers—hired out. Shame. The girls are elite to end all elite. It takes them one shot to bring a mammoth to its knees. The Berserks and their leader Rabid Dog—they are only good for a storming action. Trash 'em. Now here're The Sage: siege vehicle operators. They're right for us. Hiring options: trebuchets, ballistas, catapults—no, too bulky, we've got nowhere to put them. And what's this?—twelve mounted glaive throwers, that's good. Almost twenty grand plus the ammo."
 
   He looked up at me. I nodded my agreement to part with the money.
 
   "Excellent. I'm moving them to the Shopping Cart. Now that's interesting. The Sturdies, a dwarf building team. They've got patents, a wide offer of designs, a good portfolio... no, they won't do. Not enough time. The only thing we can build is a Secure Field Camp and it's only ten thousand hits—only good against some second-rate monsters. And this... this looks interesting. 'Mobile Dome Shields for rent. All options. 5,000 to 100,000 absorbed damage. Recharging accumulators not included.' How about it?"
 
   I nodded again. After the temple's unexpected level jump, my share of the mana flow had increased to 900 per second. That was serious enough to begin considering a potential chain of Laith Oil filling stations, bringing the task of leveling the Altar to the forefront of my attention.
 
   Now that he had a free hand in spending, Widowmaker was prattling away, hiring a miscellany of lower-class teams,
 
   "A stealth assassin group. Into the Shopping Cart. LYNX Whirlwind, a wizard team with top mass damage branches. Totally handicapped in terms of gameplay but lethal when it comes to group fighting. Into the Shopping Cart you go. The Hospitaliers, 'a buff, heal and resurrect all-in-one raid offer, complexity no objection'. Might be useful. Aha, there they are! Mechanical Drivers. Shit, that's expensive. A grand per head plus liability for any damage to the golems. Virtually no heavy ones, mainly mid-range and light rangers. Oh well—in for a penny, in for a pound."
 
   His voice faded in anticipation of my outrage at his spending spree. But I didn't really mind. Easy come, easy go. I'd wanted this campaign to improve my image and reputation and it had to be worth the million gold I'd set aside for it. Not good to backpedal now. I needed to contact the Vets ASAP seeing as I finally had the priority access codes.
 
   Okay, what have we got here? Private audio conference: initiate. Add new users: Frag and Dan. Enter optional password. Dial. Howdy officers! Looking for bad guys to fight?
 
   It took the gangsters two hours to finally trust in their luck. Apparently, they'd managed to corner the Russian bear in the best possible place. They didn't know the reasons behind our lingering there but they could always come up with an explanation of two if they really wanted to. We could be searching for an ancient artifact or a new resource—like a mine or a cluster of precious crystals,—or we could have stopped for some complex quest or ritual, whatever. The main point was that the nasty Russian intruders had finally slowed down and set up camp bristling with steel within a circle of iridescent power shields and renewable mist screens. Cracking the enemy's defense with superior forces was something our adversaries were quite good at.
 
   Our staff sat straddling the wall like a flight of swallows perched on power lines. We had to risk it for a good field of view: below you couldn't see jack shit.
 
   Oh well; if before I had hoped to keep our forces ratio at one to three—which was why I'd asked Widowmaker for reinforcements twice and invited the Vets to join our defense—now I was biting my lip, praying that the current one-to-eight disparity wouldn't get any bigger.
 
   Seven hundred foot soldiers against almost six thousand Chinese gangsters that ever kept coming, their vulturine flocks gathering for this man-made event. Granted, our ranks grew too—there were plenty of clans around wanting to give their warriors a free rush through the meatgrinder with no potential political repercussions. Rumors of the upcoming scuffle were spreading fast, my inbox blinking incessantly with join requests from some very serious institutions.
 
   By then, the situation had long been out of both my competence and my comfort zone as the approaching clash was quickly swelling to the size of a full-blown battle—possibly, outcome-changing. Still, I bit the bullet and switched on my poker face as I continued to follow the plan—I simply scaled it up as I kindly accepted more offers of help, carving out more areas of responsibility to fresh ambush regiments.
 
   Eric had arrived with the Vets and was now standing next to me. Sensing my pent-up anxiety, he poked me in the shoulder by way of reassurance. Indeed, you could have cut the atmosphere with a knife. Pointing at the sea of enemy soldiers studded with dozens of colorful flags, he tried to relax the atmosphere with a joke,
 
   "Look at all this attention to us humble rangers! Now that reminds me. This medieval Russian warrior goes to Siberia, stands on the Chinese border and shouts, "Hey! Do you have a hundred thousand warriors among you? Come over to that hill and we'll have a good scrap!" So they throw an army together, a hundred thousand warriors, and off they go for this scrap and they never come back. Two hours later the Russian warrior appears from behind the hill again and shouts, "Hey! A hundred thousand Chinese warriors, come and have a good scrap!" Same thing happens. The third time the Russian comes out from behind the hill, "Hey! A hundred thousand Chinese warriors, come and have a good scrap!" They were just about to go when a wounded Chinese warrior crawled out from behind the hill and groaned, "Don't listen to him, it's a trap! We were ambushed! There were at least two of the bastards there!"
 
   The raiders guffawed with relief, turning round to look at their comrades: there were definitely more than just two of them there, meaning they could do it!
 
   The growing rumble of magic hung in the air like the roar of a hundred airplanes gunning their engines. The sky lit up with the echoes of far-off aurorae. Both were signs of the nearing battle as the gangsters began casting mass buffs on their dense ranks. The leaders of clans, alliances and independent groups rode past the ranks of kneeling warriors astride a plethora of wondrous mounts, lifting their men's religious and moral spirits.
 
   The final show of saber-rattling and the shouting of cadences ended in an echoing victorious uproar,
 
   "Wansui!"
 
   Their ranks stirred, falling into separate layers like a lasagna. A thousand archers stepped forward, followed by pet controllers ready to turn loose their bestiary of hundreds of amazing creatures. Next came cloth-armor casters flexing their fingers and gulping down their elixirs. The remaining ranks blended into a uniform mass glistening with steel: these were all kinds of warriors.
 
   Dozens of officers voiced an inaudible command in unison. Drums rolled. Hundreds upon hundreds of bow strings slapped against the archers' leather bracers as thousands of arrows filled the sky, eclipsing the sun and granting a momentary relief of sudden shade.
 
   A moment of cooling bliss amid the scorching desert, then the sky pelted us with torrents of piercing death.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Moscow Region. The Home Sweet Home high-security residential estate.
 
    
 
   The squat dark-haired man, his nondescript appearance a masterpiece of plastic surgery, lay his binoculars aside and emitted an envious sigh. Some people had excellent stomachs. Regular as clockwork.
 
   The guard at the entry gate of a private residence had finished his unhurried lunch and beelined for the restroom as he'd done many times before, kneading a cheap cigarette in his fingers and leaving the task of entry control and gate operation in the reliable even if dumb hands of his computer. In theory, he should have summoned a relief guard—there were three of them on every shift. But the other two enjoyed an episode of the after-lunch siesta and all they were still capable of doing in reply to his request was raise a middle finger. Little wonder: we saw less discipline at Russia's most classified installations, so what could be expected from a remote housing estate that advertised security services as part of the package—a great soundbite in its colorful flyers and catalogs.
 
   The dark-haired man's name was Sergei Petrovich—or Gray, as he was known in certain Internet circles, a counselor analyst on the payroll of various fly-by-night offshore companies. He reached into his pocket, producing a transparent plastic bag. With great caution he pulled out a silicon mask. The 3D printer had done a great job copying the mug shots of a nameless junkie who was now lying several miles away, strapped down in a deeply induced drug haze. Only the practiced and observant eye could notice the difference, and the guard with a clockwork stomach could hardly boast good observation skills. Still, it was never a good idea to risk pointlessly exposing oneself.
 
   He pulled the mask on and smoothed it out with his fingertips which were slightly insensitive from the layer of artificial skin embossed with another person's fingerprints. He pussyfooted toward a battered car he'd confiscated from the junkie two days ago before spending an entire twenty-four hours in the garage, rebuilding and retuning, making sure it didn't break down on him at the least opportune moment. It wouldn't do to stall right in the middle of the estate during the final stage of his mission.
 
   As it was, he didn't feel at ease. He had no reason to do so: he'd successfully completed the first contract. The target's death certificate had been pulled out of the city database without a glitch and the case itself closed for lack of evidence. The girl died of a heart attack, shit happens. And still the assassin had the nagging feeling that he'd had been had. The girl hadn't been put to rest six foot under—no, she'd been placed into a cryostat which in theory granted her a new chance, however ephemeral.
 
   So if she could ever crawl out of that plastic coffin of hers—say, in three hundred years or so—her reappearance could negatively affect his reputation as a problem-solving expert. He intended to live that long at least. He could afford all the transplantation he needed; besides, the scientists in one particular sun-drenched banana republic were already growing his clone, preparing it to part with its consciousness and surrender its perfectly toned body to the aging Gray. Had someone managed to cross the state-of-the-art security perimeter and get behind the institution's tall walls, they'd be shocked to recognize the younger versions of the world's first leaders in the hundreds of children raised there. How had Gray's clone ended up in such respectable company? Well, certain favors can't be measured in terms of money. They can only be returned.
 
   The rust bucket's revamped engine started first turn. It was a good job that the ancient ride had one of those obsolete high-octane combustion engines. The assassin had filled it up generously to make sure it went up nicely once the junkie, allegedly on the run after a "random" killing, "lost control" of his car sending it over a cliff.
 
   The scan of the RFID windscreen tag he'd intercepted earlier worked like a dream. The gateway camera blinked its welcoming blue eye. The wrought-ironwork gates parted. Had his car not been identified, the human guard would have stepped in, but now he was probably still staring at his observation monitors, bored to death, studying the camera image of the estate gym or a nearby pool terrace.
 
   He drove up the deserted streets. His first stop: an unoccupied house a few hundred feet away from that of his target. Objective: setting up the crime scene. Scenario: because of the security's negligence, the junkie's modest technical skills had allowed him to penetrate the guarded residence and burgle a few houses, finally being confronted by one of the owners—an old lady. Panicking, he'd shot her on the spot. A knife or a crowbar would have been better but Gray couldn't stand the sight of blood.
 
   He pulled out a cheap EMP generator and inserted a disposable capacitor. Turning his face away, he pressed the button, rendering all electronic devices dead within a hundred meters. A few whiffs of smoke wafted toward him, bringing the stench of burnt insulation from security cameras, alarms, white goods and other home appliances. Time to get moving.
 
   He darted toward a fashionably flimsy front door and broke in, then rushed through the cottage, seemingly imitating a thorough search and throwing a few expensive-looking items into his bag. Then he scampered back to his car and collapsed onto the seat, catching his breath as he replaced the capacitor and unholstered a pneumatic injector loaded with a dissolving gel capsule. The capsule contained an instant-acting formula that guaranteed the illusion of deep sleep for an average of thirty minutes or so. Any insomniacs here?
 
   He soon found one, a bodyguard whose presence immediately trebled the bill the assassin was going to present to his customer. The man was sitting in a car with a wound-down window, his cigarette-holding hand tapping the outside of the car door to a tune on the radio. Driving slowly past, Gray gave him a friendly smile, then unloaded the injector into the reckless bodyguard's pumped-up bicep. Good night, buddy—and for future reference, smoking in the car is never a good idea. Had the cig dropped inside, you could have easily burned alive.
 
   He parked up behind the security's SUV and activated the EMP generator again, giving the steering wheel a pat of approval: apart from the stereo, whatever meager electronics the junkie's car had, had long given up the ghost.
 
   The front door was locked. He rummaged around in the small hiker's sack on his chest for a jimmy bar. Easy. The old and battered but perfectly tuned Makarov PMM gun—one of the many thousands looted from police warehouses in the dangerous 2020s—felt snug in his hand. A perfect weapon for his junkie scape goat, not counting the half-decent DIY silencer. If it lasted ten rounds, that was all he needed.
 
   Gray stole inside the lounge, confidently searching the premises: the unsuspecting developers had uploaded the cottages' floor plans onto their website. Having checked out the lounge, the kitchen and the utility room, he decided that the lounge was the best place into which to lure the old lady as it offered a good view of the front door.
 
   Picking up a heavy vase from the table, he weighed it in his hand and slammed it against the wall with a satisfied grunt. Tinkle, tinkle. He loved it. Come on, granny, enough of that nonsense, come to daddy!
 
   He glanced over the shelves looking for something else he could break with gusto. The loss of concentration cost him dearly: when he turned back, he was facing a tall fit young guy with a shoulder holster. A second bodyguard? That wasn't in the contract!
 
   The bodyguard glimpsed the gun in the assassin's hand and ducked, disrupting his aim and pulling out a rare automatic Stechkin.
 
   Fucking antique collector, Gray thought, turning the barrel after every shot as he put round after round into the weaving body. The unfortunate guy collapsed and, despite being apparently taught how to fall, he hit his back on the corner of a massive cabinet. His eyes opened wide in silent agony, his body failing to finish its trajectory, his chest catching the heavy 0.9 bullet.
 
   The assassin's mind exploded, climaxing, as he celebrated his victory and his divine right to give and take lives. Smiling, he moved the sights to the bridge of the guy's nose. Wide with pain and fear, the bodyguard's eyes were already clouding when he forced himself to turn his wrist, pointing the gun at his killer. Three rounds thundered out, deafening in the confines of the room, drowning out the PMM's quiet cough.
 
   The room submerged into an outer-space silence. Then the assassin's shocked auditory nerves recovered, bringing sound back to his world: the clatter of the brass shell cases landing on the floor and his own wheezing as he struggled, downed by a double impact to his side. He pulled up his shirt and swept his hand under his concealed ultralight bulletproof vest, gasping with pain from his broken ribs, then grinning as he realized that he'd live. As for the bones, they would just have to knit. Not for the first time.
 
   Grunting, he scrambled back to his feet. Wretched bodyguard! Unable to help himself, he put an extra round through the guy's forehead, just to make sure. Better safe than sorry. You never know, the guy might come to and spray his back with automatic fire. The silencer was already on its last legs, so—even though the local security admittedly didn't know their job—he had to hurry to make sure no more volunteers crawled out from the woodwork. Granny, damn you old bitch, where are you?
 
   Gray staggered upstairs and checked the first bedroom. No bed inside: instead, the sarcophagus of a FIVR capsule blinked its eerie green lights in the room's air-conditioned chill. He stepped closer and peeked through the observation hatch. His eyebrows rose.
 
   Well, well, well. If it wasn't his third target! She'd disappeared from view already in St Petersburg. All his attempts to locate her had failed, very nearly compromising him in front of the cops who seemed to have been equally impatient to find her. This was one fucking good bit of luck. He'd be able to close this dubious contract there and then, so that tomorrow he'd be sipping martinis on a sea shore surrounded by a gaggle of accommodating long-legged models.
 
   Grinning, he pointed the gun at the girl's nearly motionless chest and squeezed the trigger.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The dome shield glittered, seethed and bubbled overhead like an enormous pool of rainwater during a summer downpour. Thousands of needle-sharp arrows showered us from behind the clouds only to turn to smoke and ashes as they collided with the deceptively flimsy iridescent film of the magic shield. The dome operator that came with the hired artifact frowned as he watched the accumulating crystal's glow fade before his very eyes.
 
   Click! Gingerly I pulled the first empty battery out of its seatings. Forty seconds. Too fast, way too fast. I knew of course that the Mobile Crystal was ten times weaker than the Stationary one and still the ten crystals that came with the dome would barely last ten minutes, and that's if I kept charging them up. On my signal, the operator's assistant dragged the empty battery toward me, casting scared glances at the dome that was caving in under pressure. I connected it to the Altar and winked back as all eyes around me opened wide in surprise. No wonder! Nearly a thousand mana per second, less than a minute to fill it up—how's that for a promo from Laith Oil?
 
   Okay, now that I knew my time margin, I could get down to business. I peered at the enemy ranks, searching for a suitable target until I decided on a separate group that was fussing around a cumbersome and complex-looking ballista. I ran the virtual cursor over their bodies, selecting them one by one and excommunicating them. Could Macaria ever have thought of a mass excommunication option? Was I supposed to poke six thousand Chinese with a cursor? I'd certainly be in a state by the time I was finished! Besides, I might simply not make it...
 
   Another spent battery clicked open just as I excommunicated the group's last engineer. I turned to the spotter. "A separate group at two o'clock, distance nine hundred, reference point: ballista. Eighty engineers. Engage!"
 
   He wrinkled his forehead mouthing something, then tied the coordinates to the map and sent them down the staff channel. "Grid E14, eighty back row heroes, engage!"
 
   My mental clock was ticking as I imagined Widowmaker receiving the message and expediting the necessary number of fighters, lining them up in a zigzag like a leaf spring while the wizard responsible for that particular grid was setting up a portal. Go!
 
   The portal swelled open a couple of dozen feet away from the ballista, extruding two hundred warriors in a couple of heartbeats. A quick briefing, then they descended on the unsuspecting engineers in a tidal wave of steel, twisting their arms and dragging them to the portal. In less than ten seconds, all you could see was a steely wall of mercs where the Chinese in their colorful clothes had just been. The warriors were already retreating to the portal, covering the backs of the few greedy pigs who'd decided to pilfer the ballista.
 
   One of the enemy officers must have sussed out their predicament as the group nearest to the portal grew restless, falling into a V-formation. Too late! The ballista's bunk disappeared behind the portal's iridescent film, followed by the rearguard. Another portal popped open to a roar of indignation from our opponents. The ranks of buffers at their rear flickered with new figures that our radars identified as friendly. Now the enemy showed better reaction times: two hundred of our warriors struggled to keep them off while others were slaughtering their cloth-armor casters. I even thought I saw a few especially reckless gangsters dive into the closing portal after the mercs.
 
   Eric lay a reserved hand on my shoulder, attracting my attention. "Max, you sure you know what you're doing? This is not fun and games any more. You're escalating the conflict bringing it to a new level. Instead of a toy war with a dozen resurrections you're in for a full-blown occupation campaign. I still can't believe that independent clan leaders have gone along with your plan."
 
   In all honesty, I was equally surprised. No one seemed to consider me a green newb any more: they listened to me in all seriousness, nodding their agreement with the objectives assigned to them without so much as questioning my decisions. It was such a weird feeling when somebody had more trust in you than yourself. I'd no idea what had caused such a sudden surge in my authority: whether it had been my suddenly outed First Priest status, my schmoozing with gods, the previously successful raids or the liberation of the Russian slaves. Personally, I think that success has many sides to it. They must have looked at this on a pros and cons basis. Currently, the resulting balance seemed to be in my favor but had I botched it, I would be in for a long and painful fall.
 
   I continued my mass excommunication on auto pilot as I spoke, "We need to show them we can do what it takes. Now is the time to act from a position of strength. These are no toddlers quarreling in the sandbox exchanging slaps with their toy shovels. This is real serious. I don't think our enemy is in it just for the kicks. Judging by the sheer amount of slaves we came across in the very first castle along on our way, they've long been milking us regularly for free human resources. We need to break this pattern. If in the process we manage to pull a couple dozen more slaves out, I'll be only too happy."
 
   Yes, so I could add them to my clan and gain a few more brownie points, I added mentally, unwilling to upset this straightforward and rather naïve warrior with my mercenary side.
 
   Click! Another crystal snapped free, urging me to hurry up. And rightly so: this wasn't a good moment for a cozy afterdinner heart-to-heart. A battlefield is no place to engage in self-reflection.
 
   Aha, and the group over there on that hill had to be a Chinese observer corps. Excommunication. Engage!
 
   And this was a thirty-strong team of dangerous-looking rogues being briefed by a high-ranking enemy officer. Coordinates: forwarded. Eliminate!
 
   Next, a well-defined square of two hundred top warriors clad in steel and mithril. Very dangerous dudes. Excommunicate. Aha, they didn't like it! I ordered a portal set up right in the thick of them, siphoning all our available forces, our five-hundred strong assault group. The enemy's brief moment of hesitation cost them a good fifty men, then their warriors turned to face ours, descending on the Russians who were still busy exiting the portal.
 
   The situation was hanging by a thread, reminding me of an attempt to blow a steel balloon by piercing it with a syringe needle. We really didn't need this stationary pressure! On my command, three more portals opened all around the scuffling entangled bodies, disgorging our reserves and specialized units: rogues, snipers, casters. It was risky—too risky as one of the groups was wiped out mere seconds later as more gangsters hurried to the rescue—but luckily the overall balance was in our favor. The steel hedgehog of the Chinese army had been pulled apart as our rear assault had messed up their impregnable ranks and added a note of chaos to their well-rehearsed fighting techniques.
 
   Casualties approx. fifty-fifty. Our dead had already departed to their resurrection points while we'd managed to take quite a few prisoners. Actually, I was surprised by the modest numbers of the enemy's top combat fighters dedicated to Macaria. It could be misplaced bravado, but they must have considered the Macaria cult a slaves' religion targeting the lower classes with the sole purpose of syphoning XP to the clan elite. Whatever. In any case, I fully intended to profit from it.
 
   "Three minutes till dome breach," I heard the analyst's impassive voice.
 
   Dammit! Just when I had hoped to wipe out piecemeal at least 25% of the gangsters' army! "Target: the archers. Create portals all along the formation line."
 
   The spotter repeated on the staff channel, "Grids A3, A6, A9, B4, B8, B11! A hundred and fifty archers per grid."
 
   I could imagine Widowmaker's eyes and the expressions of the allied clans' observers. The order to attack almost a thousand enemy archers clearly signified a battle of epic proportions.
 
   Six more portals virtually drained my ambush regiments—and still I couldn't discern enough figures marked as "friendly" amid the enemy archers' colorful garments. In any case, killing archers was apparently more fun than trying to ram the solid steel ranks. A crimson mist hung over the seething crowd as rogues and assassins collected their blood toll, stabbing their opponents in the back, critting and maiming them. That was a pack of wolves turned loose in a sheep pen—drunk on blood and jumping on the animals' fluffy white backs in a slaughtering binge.
 
   True, the bulk of the prisoners were regular players who could always request an emergency logout and sit it out away from the heat of the action. At the very least, they could always write to technical support requesting an emergency relocation which was also doable albeit pricey. VIP players were charged ten times the regular fee but at least it gave them priority access to support and lots of extra services.
 
   A thousand-strong indignant uproar shattered the air as the Chinese players couldn't watch the unfolding genocide any longer. Throwing discipline to the wind, they lunged at the impertinent Russians.
 
   "Wansui!" the earth trembled, making the hair on my neck stand on end.
 
   "If you say so," scowled a warrior next to me with an old-fashioned Ivanych moniker more suitable for an old man. He bore a clumsy inscription fresh on his shield, For my Dad! The guy had to be one of those Far East conflict kids. Despite its transient nature, the conflict had orphaned tens of thousands of children in Russia alone—and God only knows how many in China, especially considering the civilian casualties from the air strike carried out by the SU 39 air squadron on the power station at the Heilongjiang, known on our side of the border as the Amur river.
 
   It was guys like him that made this kind of battle personal.
 
   The battered archers darted toward the tidal wave of Chinese while the Russian raiders, being turned away from the already closing portals, retreated to their own lines. Those who could, ported out using their own personal gates while the remaining ones joined the ranks, wiped the enemy's snot off their faces and grinned back to my soldiers' welcome. The defense area had expanded to over a thousand warriors. Its size worried me: not to mention the fact that the dome had already given up the ghost with a curious sobbing sound, it also increased the probability of the enemy's obtaining our portal coordinates which could allow them to jump our defense lines. So far it hadn't yet happened, glory be to the Fallen One.
 
   The first wave of attackers had reached us, turning the scorching afternoon into a horror film set. A miscellany of pets, familiars, ghosts and other such creatures rammed human bodies crumpling them by their sheer weight and total lack of concern for their own damage and life. A thousand enemy wizards melted the earth under our feet. That was the first time we regretted consolidating our forces all in one place instead of spreading them thinly over the desert, so high was the concentration of spells per square foot. Personal and mass shields died within seconds, the umbrellas of Minor Domes lighting up and expiring almost at once. Our hundred and fifty clerics were giving it their all. I'd hooked ten of them up to the Altar mana flow and now they were casting non-stop, their eyes manic.
 
   We continued to inch back, grinding our way through the enemy menagerie, when the first Chinese warriors squeezed past their pet's hides and skeletons to join in the slaughter.
 
   Blessed be a circle for its perfect round shape! Thanks to the circle, we had no flanks of rear stripping the enemy of their chance to create a numerical advantage. At any given moment, a hundred soldiers of the outer circle engaged with an equal number of Chinese. Although their average levels were slightly higher, their progress was impeded by their fellow soldiers who tried to push their way through, impatient to get to our fragile frames. Another reason for their stalling was the absence of auxiliary classes—all those clerics, buffers and such, who had by then been shoved aside. The enemy rogues, too, had been left with nothing to do while ours kept horsing around, jumping portals and leaving a trail of destruction in their wake. I had a funny feeling that all those ingredients that were used would be my ruin: jumps between clusters cost a fortune.
 
   Behind my back, I heard the continuous whoosh of the glaive throwers; squat dwarves, disbelieving their luck, lovingly reloaded them with the massive missiles whose heads gleamed purple. Yes, yes, so I had splurged on the most expensive ammo there was. Money is there to spend. But now each gun was firing like an AGS 30 grenade launcher, generously peppering the area in front with a blaze of explosions.
 
   A bit further away, the Engineer Squad held the fort well with its mechanoids. Although they didn't deal much damage themselves, they considerably reduced any incoming damage by compensating it with some crazy regen times. In any case, judging from their report, the animated steel monsters would only be active for a few more minutes, followed by a lengthy self-repair in the tech's warehouse. Gold was slipping through my fingers. A full-blown war was a very expensive business. I didn't think I could last that much longer.
 
   Further on, the uniform ranks parted, making space for a kill machine a.k.a. Snowie. His doubly-blessed mithril tank barrel spread panic among the enemy. It might look like a defenses breach but there didn't seem to be many volunteers to try it on for size: not many could negotiate the forest of tombstones in front of him, so the enemy preferred to shower him with arrows and try their kill magic on him. Snowie was dying to lunge forward—which would have been suicide—but Bomba was doing her best to calm him down. Standing behind his back, she repeated something soothing in an admiring whisper, occasionally protecting his flanks.
 
   Three different-color portals hummed peacefully in the center of our circle, connecting us to the Guild Hall and to a couple of clans that had refused to change their soldiers' bind points. The portals pulsated with a never-ending trickle of resurrected fighters, restored casters, messengers and ammo deliveries. At a certain point, Dan appeared next to me, apparently wishing to come and see for himself. He stood there in silence, taking in the situation. Then the familiar sound of his voice made me turn round.
 
   "So you've let the genie out of the bottle. Happy now? Do you understand that your corrective portal placing idea is a stroke of genius? That it radically changes all modern battle tactics? Now in order to take a castle one will need a force twice as big as before—that's provided the besiegers made sure they'd premarked the area in order to be able to repel the enemy's forays targeting their weakest spots. This ability to create a considerable numerical advantage within seconds is worth its weight in gold. I just hope you have a solution to this problem up your sleeve, too."
 
   I smiled mysteriously, then shook his offered hand. I meant it. I'd been missing our "cloak and dagger"—admittedly crafty but friendly and reliable.
 
   And still we were being overrun. At the current five to one ratio, I couldn't see how we could do them in on enthusiasm alone. And I wasn't prepared to lay down all my trump cards quite yet.
 
   What eventually saved us was my good choice of tactics. My battle plan was based simply on containing the enemy's main forces, ignoring regular soldiers and concentrating on seizing their elite units as well as the more vulnerable groups: casters, siege vehicles, staff officers and support services. Wherever we sighted a squad that sported an unusual amount of gold-engraved armor and feather headgear, the spotter immediately gave us their coordinates, allowing the grab party to land right on top of them. It was funny, really: the moment I excommunicated a soldier or two in a selected group, the remainder scurried in all directions like roaches when you turn the lights on, trying to blend with the crowd and fade into the woodwork.
 
   At a certain point, quantity turned into quality. The gangsters seemed to be losing their enthusiasm by the minute, their dwindling caster ranks unable to heal and rebuff their fighters promptly any more. Their staff officers were dispersed and demoralized, the bulk of them being captured while others had chosen to make themselves scarce. The standoff began to stall; twice tidal waves of new attacks arose half-heartedly and were deterred without much effort. After that, the enemy presence would subside, leaving in their wake our battered circle barely visible over the tops of tombstones.
 
   I peered at our opponents' confused faces. It was now or never. I had to use their moment of weakness, pressurize them and wrench a sudden victory from their hands. Even if it meant a drawn game.
 
   "Cease fire," I commanded over the staff channel. "Send universal signal for negotiation."
 
   Not waiting for the Ice Comet to be launched into the sky—the gaming tradition analogous of the white flag—I parted the wall of panting soldiers and began my walk across the ravaged land toward the enemy. Bagheera sashayed to my right; to my left, the vitrified earth crunched under Snowie's heavy gait. Three silhouettes, walking imperturbably into no-man's land.
 
   Incredibly, the sight of the famed panther—or alternatively, of the fearsome troll—caused the enemy ranks to flinch as they instinctively tried to keep their distance. I physically sensed my authority meter spin in both our clusters.
 
   I chuckled and stopped in my tracks, having covered barely half the distance. Even in that, I was trying to win some invisible points demonstrating my domineering position, however unconscious. I made a show of scratching Bagheera's neck, waiting for their reaction. Five minutes seemed to have lasted forever; then the enemy ranks seethed, letting out a few officers in gaudy clothes surrounded by their retinues of adjutants and bodyguards.
 
   One of the officers raised a timid hand over his head. A white silk scarf fluttered in the wind.
 
   We'd won.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The Chinese negotiating team was impressive. A large orc walked first, smug and full of himself, sporting some custom-made colors—a very expensive option in the Admins' book. I quickly looked him up: the leader of a top Chinese alliance. He was chaperoned by two enormous NPC bodyguards, level 400 Terracotta Warriors clad in steel and mithril.
 
   Oh wow. Those were some high-profile dudes. I wondered if he'd left behind two Nova Plus castles unprotected, splurging his entire hire budget on the pleasure of having two six-thousand dollar goons behind his back for a day. Actually, if I applied my own philosophy here—money being secondary to authority—then his actions made perfect sense. I was pretty sure my men were duly impressed.
 
   Next to him and his hard-boiled bodyguards, the remaining officers looked rather bleak despite all their gold braid (by the pound), the glitter of magic stones and gorgeous plumes in their headgear. Were they breeding ostriches in the desert? I didn't see either the Shui Fong representatives nor the Maoists among them: apparently, they had their hands full with other matters.
 
   Bagheera growled a warning, making the negotiators stop a few paces away from me. The orc gave the panther a glance full or contempt and scowled, turning on his caps-lock voice.
 
   Yeah, right. Your wish is my command. Who did he think he was? "We demand you bring back the captured slaves, pay ten million gazillion contribution and cancel the excommunication." Not happy, eh? You guys not capable of a sincere prayer to attract our beautiful goddess' attention second time round? Well, tough. The goddess of blissful death is not for the likes of you.
 
   The orc took in my sarcastic stare and lost it completely. According to my very basic knowledge of the Chinese etiquette, I don't think anyone had given him this kind of look for a long time. I didn't think many people ever dared to raise their eyes at all in the presence of anyone that high a rank. So he went on hissing, turning on the heat,
 
   "You think we can't survive without your divine slut? A goddess of slaves and cowards! There is only one warrior god: Yu-huang, the Jade Emperor. And he rewards his faithful servants well! Look at the Terracotta Warriors, the soldiers of his legion that he entrusted to me for my fierce faith and my good deeds in his name! One word from me, and they will trample through your ranks, there and back again, only becoming stronger as they devour your souls!"
 
   I studied the motionless figures. They were definitely golems, even though they must have been based on clay and not metal. It didn't make them easy prey, though: level 400 spoke for itself. But any golem was nothing else but an undead furnished with a captured human soul. Which made them beings of the Dark by definition. And if so...
 
   I glared at the orc and swung my hand, motioning him to shut up. "Enough! I don't think you know who you're talking to, either! You've chosen the wrong approach from the start. You dared insult the Goddess. That's more than enough to merit a death sentence."
 
   His retinue backed off. He too turned sort of pale—the senior officers must have already known about the loose-lipped Weidong's sorry fate. Obeying his silent command, the Terracotta Warriors stepped forward, shielding their master with their powerful mass. Oh well. It would only be more spectacular this way.
 
   I pointed at the insolent negotiator and activated the Religious Outcast skill. "Kill him," my voice was calm to the point of being tired.
 
   A skeptical smile curved the orc's mouth. The tracers of two sabers flashed by. I swung my head aside, avoiding the thick jet of blood which was now gushing from the green stump that had once been his neck.
 
   His body dissolved into thin air. A gilded tombstone crashed onto the sand. In the silence that followed, the masterless Terracotta Warriors crumbled into dust, the wind taking away the tiny particles of reddish clay.
 
   I gulped and gave myself a mental high-five. "How many more of you do I need to surprise to death in order for you to realize this is serious?" I said with a disenchanted voice of a Hollywood hero. "How about you quit playing power games? You're looking at only a part of the Russian cluster's joint forces led by the Dark Pantheon's First Priest. So are we going to have a constructive discussion or do you want a personal Inferno invasion in each of your respective castles?"
 
   Sure I was bluffing. But it did get their attention!
 
   At this point things got moving, even if reluctantly. Task #1: prisoner exchange. As it turned out, our enemy too had had orders to take prisoners which was why the combat may have looked rather weird to the uninitiated eye. Constant hand-to-hand with lots of clinches and par terre situations, followed by dogpiles and tugs-of-war with a potential prisoner used as a rope—funny, yeah. Dreadful.
 
   The Chinese had managed to get hold of forty-six of our permas who, for one reason or another, hadn't been able to change their patron god. Unfinished quests, high religious ranks they'd invested a lot into, or custom-leveling to gain access to a particular god's privileges—the latter was especially popular among paladins who'd sworn allegiance to Aphrodite's exaggerated curves. Each of them deserved the Grand Order of Lobotomy. Ridiculous, really: the First Priest of the Dark Pantheon saving a Paladin of Light from slavery! Surreal.
 
   To cut it short, we exchanged all active soldiers on equal terms one to one. Any attempt at haggling was nipped in the bud. "I'll be the first to agree that each of our soldiers is worth ten yours," I told them. "But I should stick to the agreement if I were you because otherwise, I'd be obliged to increase my claims regarding Russian slaves accordingly. And those claims are quite high as they are."
 
   The negotiators deflated and didn't broach the subject any more.
 
   We exchanged the forty-something POWs on the spot, opening two portals opposite each other and running two single file exchange lines simultaneously. The guys didn't even get time to get properly scared.
 
   But then the negotiators stalled, exchanging helpless stares, as they had run out of all their bargaining chips. No wonder: we had taken 380 prisoners, most of them high-ranking officers, elite warriors and top experts.
 
   We should, in all honesty, have conducted a more equal swap. But to do so would be very much like cornering a desperate rat: it might run amok and attack anything in sight, even a human. Besides, dragging out the negotiations wasn't such a healthy idea. At any moment, God forbid, portals could pop open all along the oasis edge, letting out ten thousand warriors, and that would be the grand finale of my market day.
 
   For all these reasons, I very importantly allowed the defeated enemy to save face while negotiating some truly yummy conditions. The swap was head for head, each Chinese POW for a Russian slave. With one extra condition: each POW surrendered the contents of both hands to the squad that had captured him. My allies weren't going to just let go of the excellently equipped prisoners, so that's where I had to surrender my power to their treasurers, storeroom clerks and other inner greedy pigs.
 
   Admittedly, I'd set an example by making an awesome profit on the prisoners during the storming of the castle. The pic of me sitting on that towering thronelike pile of silver and gold bar had gone viral and was doing the rounds of the Russian cluster's media. In the picture, the Shui Fong gangsters were heaping glittering items of top gear at my feet, against the modest but significant backdrop of the dwarf mules lugging tons of loot toward the cargo portal. Newspaper analysts competed in greed, counting and recounting zeroes and publishing the trophies' estimated value.
 
   We agreed to conduct the prisoner swap within twelve hours in the neutral grounds of the Fortress of the Blind King. That was a place popular with shady dealers as it boasted indecent quantities of NPC guards who didn't take sides, considerably reducing the risk of any strong-arm scenarios.
 
   Our demands for the provision of free passage to the Lost City had caused the most confusion and took a lot of negotiation.
 
   "If you're after the location's main boss in the Deserted Temple, he is unkillable. Three times we called up raids of fifteen hundred men each, and every time the Black Death," the negotiator gave Bagheera a confused glance, "made a quick job of us! He has a bunch of some very unpleasant skills. When his health drops 25%, he summons every monster within 300 feet from the Temple, and there're all level 300-plus! And if you do manage to work your way through their first wave and get the bastard's life down to 50%, he'll summon them again, this time within 1500 feet from the Temple. We can only conjecture that the next surprise would probably await the brave at minus 75% of their life, but that's pure theory as no one had ventured that far."
 
   My heart missed a beat. I didn't let it show; instead, I nodded my acknowledgement. "We'll see."
 
   Unwilling to suffer our presence on their stomping ground for any longer than humanly possible, the Chinese offered to set up a portal directly to the ruins. I scratched my head. Had this cumbersome raid idea been really necessary? Couldn't we have sent a messenger to the Asians, hire their wizard and jump directly to our destination in two easy transfers? Oh. Talking about slow on the uptake. On the other hand, we'd broken the chains of so many slaves; we'd laid our hands on a lot of gold and quite a few cool goodies, without mentioning the free authority rush. No, I had nothing to regret.
 
   A group of our rangers was the first to enter the portal. Soon they posted a quick OK. The serpent-like raid followed: at least half of all the battle participants had expressed the desire to join the free ride in order to have a look at new lands, collecting beacon coordinates and farming new mobs. By now, our column counted some 700 men—nothing to turn your nose up at. Okay, maybe not in China, but as far as Russians were concerned, we had one hell of a force.
 
   Immediately after the jump the raid fell apart, breaking into tiny clusters of independent groups that spread throughout the city suburbs, their screams of joy or wails of sorrow echoing in the chat as they looked for nice locations to pull level-300 mobs. Strange-looking gear and the rarest of ingredients that you couldn't get in our part of the world: everybody was in a hurry to grab whatever they could within the 12-hour window we'd been given.
 
   Joined by the Vets, my mercs and I kept moving down the central street toward the Temple. Had it not been for Bagheera, we'd have never made it past the first intersection as the mobs guarding it respawned just as quickly as we took them out. This was no walk in the park: many times we'd pushed it too far, losing players by the hundreds during unsuccessful triple pulls, littering the ancient streets with tombstones marked in Cyrillic.
 
   After four hours of the same, we reached the Deserted Temple—the realm of crumbled-down statues and gaping ruins. A lone spire reached for the sky, topping the miraculously intact temple dome still covered in peeling sheets of gold. This was antiquity itself—desolation and the creepy sensation of being watched everywhere you went.
 
   The rangers dived into the darkness of the front doors and came back out half an hour later. "The boss is there," they reported in an unnecessary whisper. "He's sleeping. Inside there's a huge hall, the mob's aggro radius can't cover it all. The Chinese told us the truth. If we line up against the wall, all of us..."
 
   Oh well. We could just as well go in, then.
 
   In the gloom inside, the living moving stucco moldings insulted your eye and assaulted your brain. The indistinct statues of a long-forgotten deity were enveloped in gray mist. A sleeping Beast curled up on the sacrificial Altar; in a lavishly decorated niche behind him lay the fragment of the Heart of the Temple. The carved crystal had been destroyed by an unknown catastrophe, its facets glistening with the purple stars within. Hypnotically they called out to you. The fist-size fragment was barely a quarter of the real thing—but its power was well enough to restore the Temple. There it was, the potential solution to a multitude of problems, including our alliance with the Dwarves and the gift of seven million gold that they'd promised. The question was, how could we lay our hands on it?
 
   As if sensing our attention, the powerful beast stirred, raising his head. Its yellow saucer eyes stared at me. Excuse me? I was looking at a carbon copy of Bagheera. No, I wasn't—as I kept peering at it, I could see dozens of little differences: it wasn't a panther at all but some ancient prototype of a saber-toothed tiger—tigress, even—albeit anthracite, her colorings matching the mist of mana swirling under the vaulted ceiling.
 
   The beast emitted a curt quizzical growl. Involuntarily, about a hundred raiders stepped back in unison like a pack of strong dogs obeying a trainer's command—recognizing the leader's right.
 
   I glanced back, committing the scene to memory. There they all were: the strong and the weak, the leaders and the led. This brief acid test had just put everyone in their respective places on the chess board.
 
   Dammit! How were we going to get to the crystal? A power struggle didn't sound like a good idea. If the Heart of the Temple was still there, it meant that the Chinese had been right: they had failed to defeat the beast.
 
   Purrrr... echoed across the hall, a disturbing sound filled with promise. Activating a microport, Bagheera jumped right into the center of the hall. Where did he think he was going?
 
   The saber-toothed tigress tilted her head, looking with interest at the panther who collapsed on his back and began thrashing the air with his paws as if catching invisible butterflies.
 
   Thump! Unperceivably, the powerful tigress ported to his side. What's wrong with all these creatures? As if the wretched White Winnie wasn't enough—they all seemed to be microporting about these days as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
 
   My panther rolled to his feet and began circling the Tigress, snuggling up to her and shoving her chin with the back of his powerful head. The Tigress froze, her muscles shaking, her eyes glistening this way and that. Then suddenly she relaxed, slouching as if someone had just removed the steel rod from her spine. With a delighted miaow, she gave Bagheera a lick on the cheek.
 
   "Them two seem to like each other," Widowmaker mouthed inaudibly. I nodded, trying to swallow the lump in my throat.
 
   The tigress growled what sounded like a call. Without looking back, she headed toward a mist-shrouded hole in the wall leading into the Temple's empty vaults. Bagheera hesitated. Turning toward me, he gave me a guilty look, then swung round and followed his new partner.
 
   Silence fell. I thought I heard someone sniffle.
 
   Widowmaker touched my shoulder. "You never know, he might be back."
 
   I shook my head, watching the pet's status bar fade on my interface. I wasn't his master any more. He had found better company.
 
   Followed by hundreds of eyes, I strode across the hall to the accompaniment of my footsteps' resounding echo. Begging a silent forgiveness from the long-forsaken god, I jumped onto the Altar and reached out, gingerly removing the precious artifact from its niche.
 
    
 
   The Broken Heart of the Temple. Fragment #1. Total number of fragments: 3.
 
   The divine artifact of heavenly power has preserved enough energy to rebuild a new temple.
 
    
 
   That was it! The final long-winded goal of our exhausting raid. Gingerly I laid the fragment into my bag, jumped off the altar—and froze, face to face with the tigress who'd materialized out of nowhere.
 
   The beast studied me, sniffing my trembling hands, then gave a reassuring nod. Backing off slightly, she stood with her legs wide apart and began heaving, jerking her neck as she wheezed and coughed. Like a cat would a hairball, she finally forced out yet another precious fragment.
 
   She slumped, exhausted, and pushed the crystal toward me with an annoyed paw. Then she disappeared in the thunderous flash of a portal while the vaulted ceiling of the Temple began to crack, showering us with dust and debris that got bigger and heavier with every moment.
 
   "Everybody out!" Widowmaker shouted with just a hint of panic in his voice. "Sir?"
 
   I picked up the shimmering crystal which was perfectly dry. Clutching it to my chest, I was among the last raiders to leave the crumbling Temple, getting a powerful kick from the air wave for my trouble as the building heaved a sigh and collapsed in on itself. The Temple was no more. We'd taken its Heart and driven away its Guard. Bet the Chinese would be impressed.
 
   Widowmaker motioned with his eyes at the artifact. "What's that?"
 
   I shrugged. "Probably, her dowry. She'd given me the most precious loot she had."
 
   I lay the second fragment into my bag, turned to face the mercs and raised my hand. "Attention everyone! This has been a brief but memorable campaign. The newspapers are writing it up even as I speak to you. And in another thousand years, you'll be sitting by the fireplace, smoking a pipe and spinning yarns about it to your great-grandchildren. Your beautiful girlfriends await their heroes! And those who'd failed to join us are now kicking themselves. I'm eternally grateful to you all for your courage and your loyalty. And I'm more than sure this isn't the last time that we've faced the enemy shoulder to shoulder."
 
   When all the whistling and catcalls subsided, I went on,
 
   "Formally, I announce the raid completed. To the mules, the treasurer, the porter and all the analyst and auxiliary services: your contracts are officially closed. I'm expecting full reports on the loot, the state of the storage, combined stats and combat logs. The rest may do a bit of farming around until the expiry of the twelve-hour deadline."
 
   The mercs brandished their weapons in approval. I nodded and turned to my closest staff officers. "Widowmaker and Master Analyst, I'd like to see you both privately later. As it is, my clan has vacancies for head of staff and head of the analytics department. Lots of work, really lots of work. We need to start everything from scratch. We'll talk about it later, anyway. Okay, guys, it's been great seeing you! I'm really happy we weren't fighting on opposing sides!"
 
   I gave Widowmaker a bear hug and walked through the thick of the mercs, shaking offered hands and thinking of something good to say to everyone, remembering their combat exploits.
 
   Then I called Snowie who proudly showed me the shimmering number 117 on the barrel (so the celestial counter was working, after all!). My hand twitched as I activated the portal, landing in the inner court of the First Temple.
 
   Welcome, Master, Lurch's soft voice echoed in my head.
 
   Home sweet home!
 
   Three squawks heralded a greeting in the sky, echoed by the semi-circle of the walls. With a happy smile, I tilted my head up and waved. So the baby dragons were finally airborne! Vertebra soared over the spires of the donjon, followed by Draky and Craky looping the loops in the crystalline haze.
 
   "There he is!" I swung round to the sound of a happy voice.
 
   Cryl stood on the front staircase, looking embarrassed about the liberties he'd apparently taken. Next to him stood my beauty queen—Taali whom he'd invited over without saying a word to me!
 
   She was beaming with joy, glittering with the gossamer layer of jewelry, her perfect body tantalizing under the token amounts of deceitful Elven silk. Her cheeks turned to crimson under my stare, her eyes glistening moistly; the emo tattoo on her shoulders uncontrollably tempestuous.
 
   Weightlessly Taali jumped off onto the marble footpath and ran toward me. I smiled happily as I stepped toward her and opened my arms.
 
    
 
   Bang, bang, bang, the assassin's gun clapped, spitting out hot fat shells. White flower-shaped cracks ran across the transparent supposedly shatterproof glass of the FIVR capsule, turning instantly red from the heavy splashes of blood.
 
   Gray cringed. The bullets had landed too close. Too professional. It was a good job he'd managed to aim slightly low instead of planting all three slugs in the girl's heart. Besides, it was a shame to ruin such a voluptuous chest.
 
   A barely audible rustle behind his back made him turn his head. He froze. A bony old woman stood in the doorway, the guard's heavy Stechkin firm in her outstretched hands and pointing directly between his eyes. He opened his mouth to speak—no matter what, the main thing was to distract her, make her speak too, creating a gossamer bond between the shooter and her potential victim.
 
   Bababang, the Stechkin thundered, spewing out three rounds, wrestling itself free of the infirm female hands but not before it hit his forehead, a wall and the ceiling. The three bullets had fanned out, but one had been plenty, leaving the assassin with a neat hole in the middle of his forehead—the back of his head absent, splashing viscous gray matter all over the apartment.
 
    
 
   ...Weightlessly Taali ran toward me, laughing happily and opening her arms to return my embrace. When she was three paces away, the heavy surge of her emotions, perfume and barely restrained passion swept over me.
 
   With a pop, the picture blinked. The girl's body flattened, turning into a bad-quality hologram, and disintegrated, dissipating into separate pixels. Then it disappeared completely. Mechanically, my arms finalized the gesture, embracing the void. I froze, shaking my head in dismay. What on earth had just happened?
 
    
 
   Emergency session abortion. Danger to the operator's life detected.
 
   Taali groaned with the pain in her chest. She wrinkled her forehead, trying to work out the meaning of the message blinking on the inside of the lid of the FIVR capsule. Her ears hurt from the incessant beeping of the life support system. Syringes pierced her shoulder one after another: painkiller, antishock—the built-in auto doctor did everything it could while appealing for help on all available channels.
 
   She stared vacantly at the blood-splattered screen, watching her own tiny image rotate, the impact points marked in red, complete with a long list of suspected damage, the interrupted pulse line and the readings of her plummeting blood pressure. She tried to breathe, forcing the air down her shriveled lungs, and burst out coughing, splattering the internal screen crimson.
 
   A gun discharged somewhere very near. The capsule shuddered as a heavy body collapsed onto the floor. Immediately she pieced together the whole picture.
 
   So they've found me.
 
   Forcing her eyes to move, Taali stared at the control panel and, ignoring the panicking windows, activated the immersion mode.
 
    
 
   I stood there, turning my head this way and that, my eyes helplessly searching the area. The world flinched, swelling, as a spinning login sphere came into view. It looked identical to the resurrection cocoon albeit for its cheerful celestial color. Mentally I was counting the seconds, peering through the opaque crystal as I tried to make out the human shape doubled up on its bottom.
 
   Ding, the sphere disintegrated into thousands of pieces of disappearing crystal. The girl collapsed onto the pathway.
 
   I rushed toward her. "Taali! What on earth happened?"
 
   She opened her eyes clouded with agony and moved her lips silently. Then she broke out coughing, gasping for air, her whole body convulsing.
 
   I activated the Help of the Fallen One. As if! Taali convulsed harder, her body arcing, but still she remained conscious. She grasped my hand, clenching it unexpectedly hard. With her other hand she pulled from her neck a simple blue stone on a leather strap and laid it in my hand. She froze for a second, her tear-filled eyes looking at me.
 
   "I'm sorry," she mouthed silently and fell quiet.
 
   "Fallen One!—Macaria!" I screamed at the skies for help.
 
   Taali's head lay on my knees. Her body began fading, thinning out, disappearing, about to leave virtuality for good.
 
   The Fallen One and his better half appeared in a double pop of two portals. Fireworks of magic exploded in their hands, their lips uttering pre-prepared speed commands. But almost immediately the Fallen One lowered his hands, helplessly shaking his head.
 
   "Max. She's not here. I'm afraid there's nothing I can do. This body is only the imprint of her fading brain activity in real life. She's dead, Max."
 
   I stared at him speechless, then started yelling, "Do something! You're a god!"
 
   "I'm a god, yes. But not the Creator. Also, I'm a god of this world, not of Earth. If you wish-" he faltered.
 
   "Just say it!"
 
   "The only thing I can do is preserve her body for the burial. I won't even suggest resurrecting her soulless avatar."
 
   "Okay," I whispered.
 
   I hadn't heard Macaria approach. Gently she brushed her hand across my cheek, wiping away an unexpected tear. "I'll take care of her. Don't worry about that. I am the goddess of blissful death. Come and say goodbye to her by the Altar at sunset."
 
   She bent down and lifted Taali's body with unexpected ease. Then both disappeared through the goddess' personal portal.
 
   The Fallen One squinted at the horizon, thinking. "This world has seen birth and now it has seen death. The final pieces of the puzzle are falling into their places. Soon it'll all be over."
 
   A sudden thought pole-axed me. What about Mom? They'd been together, hadn't they? I panicked, texting first her, then—when she didn't answer—the rescue services, the security company, the residential estate's administration. Anybody, please!
 
   The bodyguards were the first to reply, but their message was anything but reassuring. Our men failed to report, the emergency group has gone to the scene. After another ten minutes and many frayed nerves however digital, the situation became clearer. Three casualties: Taali, the supposed assassin and a bodyguard. Mom was in hospital with double security after suffering a nervous breakdown.
 
   The security company's lawyer got back to me immediately, offering their condolences and urging me to settle out of court. If I kept their blunder under wraps, they in turn promised to take care of the burial and all the paperwork, making sure they kept Mom out of the police investigation and recompensated her hospital bills as well as dishing out for moral suffering. Wretched sharks.
 
   Cringing, I gave him my consent before collapsing onto the temple steps. My head was empty. My heart had frozen. The children had just come out for a walk; they must have sensed the tension in the air, remaining unusually quiet. Somewhere in the outer reaches of my consciousness Lurch was sobbing. Craky crawled up on me and was now trying to channel me his trickle of love and happiness. Thanks a lot, little dragon. Shame I was immune to mind magic.
 
   The reality shifted again, disgorging another login sphere. Unwillingly I jumped up, filled with hope against hope. Within seconds, Doc collapsed onto the marble tiles, pale and disheveled. Did he know already? How?
 
    His gaze glanced over me, unseeing, his eyes searching the surroundings until finally they alighted on the children busy in the sandbox. He rushed towards them, stumbling and falling, grazing his knees on the stones and forcing himself to get back up. Stopping next to a tiny giggling redhead, he froze, then grabbed the girl's shoulders, demanding,
 
   "Masha? Masha, are you okay?"
 
   The girl's little forehead frowned. "Are you all right, Uncle Alec?"
 
   Hearing her thin voice, Doc slid onto the ground. Clutching the girl, he stroked her hair, rocking and whispering deliriously in a soothing voice.
 
   I summoned enough strength to interfere. "Doc? Doc, you're scaring her. What happened?"
 
   He looked around, saw me and began nodding. With a kiss to the girl's forehead, he let go of her. "It's all right, princess. Go play now."
 
   He limped over and collapsed onto the steps next to me. "She's alive," he announced with a happy smile. "Don't you understand she's alive? Half an hour ago, I took her body to the morgue with these very hands! Had I failed, I wouldn't have survived her funeral. I already had a syringe and an ampule in my lab coat pocket."
 
   The skies thundered softly, the first drops of rain rattling on the ground. Doc raised his face to the clouds and laughed with joy. "We can live now! It hasn't been for nothing, Max, you hear me? The first child I ever saved! Now I have a purpose!"
 
   I looked at the preoccupied toddlers, at the Hell Hound puppies scurrying about. I thought about the lonely Lurch and the virtually defenseless castle. I remembered the Fallen One who needed all the help he could get despite all his divine airs and graces.
 
   I nodded my agreement. "We have a purpose."
 
   I sprung to my feet and activated the clan chat. "Attention clan! Hear my command..."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Kremlin Security Force
 
   Sensitive information
 
   Top secret
 
    
 
   From a memorandum to President of the Russian Federation:
 
    
 
   Yesterday 08.24.203X at 02.41 a.m. our electronic surveillance systems detected a successful penetration attempt. The rapid-response group that arrived at the site located the intruder who was heading for the Senate Palace. After our command to stop, the trespasser attempted to flee the scene after which we opened fire with a shoot to kill policy.
 
   In the resulting skirmish, the intruder demonstrated a remarkable speed and survival ability. The group lost three men killed while the monster's body was found to have nineteen gunshot wounds when autopsied. We use the word "monster" because the intruder proved to be a large anthropoid creature with the head of a wolf.
 
   In the course of the initial identification procedure, photos of the entity were fed to the AI KnowAll and later identified with 99.991% certainty as an Officer Gnoll from the AlterWorld virtual game.
 
   Besides various items of cold steel and armor, the monster's bag held a bunch of broken arrows tied with a white ribbon as well as a parchment containing texts in an unidentified language.
 
    
 
    
 
   End of Book Three
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Book #4 Available for pre-order here: 
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00V2LAI26/
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Want to find out about new releases?  Want to be my beta reader?
 
   Join the mailing list
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for taking time to read Play to Live. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MMORPG Glossary[iv]
 
    
 
   AFK
 
   Away from keyboard
 
    
 
   Aggro
 
   As a verb, it refers to a hostile mob that has noticed a player and is actively trying to attack that player. As a noun, it refers to the amount of “hostility” the player has generated on the mob. In typical combat strategy, the fighter tries to take as much aggro as possible away from weaker players such as healers and mages.
 
    
 
   Alt
 
   Short for "alternate". It refers to the alternate character a player has from their main character. This is not a stable category as sometimes alts can outlevel mains and sometimes mains become moth-balled.
 
    
 
   Alt Tab
 
   The act of using the ALT+TAB keys to jump from application to application
 
    
 
   Bind
 
   In certain MMOs, characters are teleported back to a safe spot when they die. This spot is predetermined by the user. The act of determining the safe spot requires an explicit action by the user. That action is known as a bind. The spot is typically referred to as a bind spot.
 
    
 
   Bind on equip
 
   This term refers to items that become soulbound to the player after they have been equipped. In other words, the item can be traded as long as no one equips it.
 
    
 
   Bind on pickup
 
   This term refers to items that become soulbound to the player after it has been picked up from a monster. In other words, the item cannot be traded once a player picks it up. BoP items commonly cause looting conflicts and disputes during game-play.
 
    
 
   Bokken sword
 
   A wooden training sword
 
    
 
   Buff
 
   Temporary boost to character attribute or combat ability
 
    
 
   Camp(ing)
 
   The act of waiting in an area to hunt a specific mob or a specific spawn
 
    
 
   Caster
 
   A mage or a wizard
 
    
 
   Char/Toon
 
   A player or their character.
 
    
 
   Class
 
   Professional archetypes. In D&D games, these would be warrior, healer, rogue and mage. The most typical class types are: close-range damage, ranged damage, healing, crowd control, support.
 
    
 
   Cleric
 
   Typical healing class in D&D style games
 
    
 
   Combo
 
   A combination of hits, especially causing severe damage like paralyzing or bleeding
 
    
 
   Corpse
 
   In certain MMOs, a corpse appears where the player died. Sometimes all the player’s items and money are left on the corpse and the player is teleported back to their bind spot. Corpses typically will decay after a certain time proportional the character’s level.
 
    
 
   Corpse Run
 
   The act of retrieving your corpse after you have died. This is typically a dangerous thing because people tend to die in dangerous places rather than safe places.
 
    
 
   Crafting
 
   A general category of skills that allows players to manufacture objects from raw resources
 
    
 
   Crit
 
   "To crit" refers to landing a critical hit either with melee or spells. Effective damage is usually increased from a base of 150% to upwards of 250% with extra talents/skills/buffs.
 
    
 
   Crowd Control
 
   Refers to a set of spells / abilities that temporarily paralyze or stun other mobs or players. Crowd control is an important group support ability when fighting multiple mobs.
 
    
 
   DD
 
   Direct Damage. Used to refer to a class of spells and abilities that allow players to damage enemies from a distance. The firebolt is the archetypal DD.
 
    
 
   DD/DPS
 
   A character whose primary role in a group setting is to deal damage to the opponents.
 
    
 
   Debuff
 
   The opposite of a buff. An offensive spell cast on enemies that weakens an attribute or combat ability.
 
    
 
   Donator
 
   A player who invests real money into virtual gear
 
    
 
   DoT
 
   Damage over time. Refers to a class of spells that deals damage over a period of time. These spells typically do more damage than DD spells overall.
 
    
 
   DpS
 
   Damage per second. Used when figuring out weapon speed and damage.
 
    
 
   Drow
 
   A Dark Elf race
 
    
 
   Druid
 
   Hybrid class in D&D style games—part healer, part support, part fighter.
 
    
 
   Enchanter
 
   A mage specializing in buffs
 
    
 
   Epic
 
   An extremely rare item or quest. Has come to mean something exceptionally cool and hard to get.
 
    
 
   Experience
 
   A quantity gained when completing tasks/quests, killing mobs, or various other achievements in games. When enough experience is accrued, characters often “level up” and become more powerful.
 
    
 
   Familiar
 
   Same as pet
 
    
 
   Farm(ing)
 
   The act of accumulating currency or a specific item by repeatedly killing a mob or repeatedly performing a series of actions
 
    
 
   Gnoll
 
   An NPS (AI-controlled character) race of humanoid hyenas
 
    
 
   Guilds
 
   Semi-permanent player groups. In typical games, players must use a substantial amount of capital to start the guild.
 
    
 
   Health
 
   A base attribute of characters
 
    
 
   LFG
 
   “looking for group”
 
    
 
   Lich
 
   A race of the undead
 
    
 
   Loot
 
   Currency or items that are dropped by a mob when it is defeated
 
    
 
   Mana
 
   A commonly-used pool of magic potential (magical analog of health points)
 
    
 
   MMORPG
 
   Massively-Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game
 
    
 
   Mob
 
   An AI controlled monster. 'Mob' originally comes from the MUD era, where it was short for 'mobile', to differentiate monsters that would patrol a set of rooms as opposed to monsters which would stay in one place until killed.
 
    
 
   Mount
 
   Any riding animal from a donkey to a dragon
 
    
 
   Newbie
 
   A new inexperienced player
 
    
 
   Newblette
 
   A new and inexperienced female player
 
    
 
   Noob
 
   The pejorative form of newbie or an unskilled arrogant player
 
    
 
   NPC
 
   Non-player character (ie. controlled by AI)
 
    
 
   Nuke
 
   Refers to casters, to cast the highest damage spell or spell combo to effectively pull or finish of a npc. Mages usually are the most effective class in highest burst damage.
 
    
 
   Nuker
 
   A caster who throws a lot of damage spells on a target.
 
    
 
   Perma
 
   Permanent, permanently
 
    
 
   Pet
 
   A creature that can be summoned to help and defend a player
 
    
 
   PK
 
   Player Killer—a derogatory term—as in a person who primarily plays to kill other players
 
    
 
   PK counter
 
   Shows the number of players already killed by a PK and allows to calculate the chances of his dropping an item if killed by another player
 
    
 
   Port
 
   Short for teleport. Used as a noun and a verb.
 
    
 
   Powerlevel
 
   Same as rush. When a higher level player tries to help a lower level player level faster. Most games have mechanisms that prevent power leveling.
 
    
 
   Pull
 
   A standard hunting strategy where a player lures a single or a group of mobs to the group so that the group can hunt from a safe area instead of hunting in areas where new mobs may spawn.
 
    
 
   PvP
 
   Player vs. Player combat
 
    
 
   Quest
 
   A set of tasks of a player to complete
 
    
 
   Quest item
 
   An item needed to complete a quest
 
    
 
   Race
 
   Typically fantastical creations, such as Elves, Trolls and the like.
 
    
 
   Raid
 
   A more substantial engagement involving a large organized group of players typically set in a dungeon and involving difficult mobs
 
    
 
   Regen
 
   Short for regeneration (of health, mana, or other replenishable attributes)
 
    
 
   Resist
 
   A parameter showing one's chances to resist a spell, whether partially or completely
 
    
 
   Respawn
 
   A character's resurrection after being killed
 
    
 
   Rogue
 
   A game class used for scouting and spying
 
    
 
   Root
 
   Can refer to a class of abilities as well as its effect. A root spell immobilizes a target. The target is then said to be rooted. Early versions of these abilities involved references to plants, hence "root".
 
    
 
   Rush
 
   Same as powerlevel
 
    
 
   Server
 
   Due to technical reasons, each server can only support a limited amount of players. Each MMORPG typically has several servers. Players cannot interact with players on other servers.
 
    
 
   Slot
 
   A storage unit, especially in a player's bag
 
    
 
   Snare
 
   An ability which slows down a character's movement speed, but they are still capable of moving.
 
    
 
   Solo
 
   The act of playing alone, hunting mobs alone.
 
    
 
   Soulbound
 
   An item-control mechanic where an item cannot be traded. In other words, only one person can own the object and it cannot be traded. See also BoE and BoP.
 
    
 
   Spawn
 
   Resurrect
 
    
 
   Stealth
 
   A type of invisibility that lets stealth characters sneak up on others for large critical strikes or for scouting.
 
    
 
   Stun
 
   A typical form of crowd control ability that immobilizes an enemy
 
    
 
   Tank
 
   As a noun, refers to character classes that can take a lot of damage. As a verb, refers to the act of drawing aggro from mobs before other team members strike with their abilities.
 
    
 
   TSB
 
   Toxic Sperm Buildup
 
    
 
   Uber
 
   Slang form of super
 
    
 
   Wonder Waffle
 
   From German Wunderwaffe, a wonder weapon
 
    
 
   WTB
 
   “want to buy”
 
    
 
   WTS
 
   “want to sell”
 
    
 
   Zool
 
   Cool
 
   


 
  
 
  




 
  
 
  
 
  [i] The Deep: this line is from one of the numerous Russian gaming fanfic poems about the Deep, a near-future virtual reality featured in several urban fantasy novels by Sergey Lukianenko.
 
  [ii] Kvass: a traditional Russian non-alcoholic fizzy drink
 
  [iii] Kuzka's mother: from the Russian expression "to show Kuzka's mother to someone," meaning "to teach someone a good lesson". The phrase became notorious in the West after Russian Premier Nikita Khrushchev used it in his 1959 conversation with Richard Nixon.
 
   
 
  [iv] Sources:
 
  The Daedalus Project. The Psychology of MMORPGs
 
  alteredgamer.com
 
  mmoglossary.com
 
  omegaknights.com
 
  mmoterms.com
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