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Prologue
































Heist of the Century! Attention Everyone!







This may sound
 impossible—and yet it’s true!







The notorious Dead Sands Clan had its most valuable artifact stolen!







Their mysterious ancient Relic has been purloined from its secret hiding place right in the heart of a blistering desert!







The mystery thieves lacked nothing in courage, having somehow reached a place that had previously been considered quite impregnable, and managed a quick and clean getaway.







According to the information in the possession of the publishers, the Relic had been transported away by air. Some eyewitnesses report having seen a black monolith hovering in the sky carried by two flying squid, which were later joined by a number of dragons. The mysterious aerial procession was last spotted in the foothills of the Plateau of Relics.







It is known that the elite killers known as the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan, who were reportedly pursuing the thieves, had first laid waste to a settlement of the desert gikhlas, and then massacred a clan of gray orcs and trolls. Then the desert killers had crossed the mountain range and disappeared in the Plateau of Relics. No one had seen them since. However, the fears that they would go on a rampage and wreak destruction upon peaceful towns and cities turned out to be unfounded.







Given the consequences of this brazen heist pulled off by some unknown part—and we have no way of describing it other than a “brazen heist”—the editorial team of Waldyra’s herald is still somewhat perplexed.







On the one hand, this entire harebrained affair was much like poking a nest of hornets with a stick—with predictable aftermath. On the other hand, the only victims of the furious hornets were the gikhlas and the orcs: creatures that had always posed a danger to the neighboring peaceful territories. But that’s far from all! Something’s happened to the Desert itself! Yes, the Great Northern Desert! That’s what our very next piece is about—read it and prepare to have your minds blown!







PS: The editorial team of Waldyra’s Herald offers a hefty reward to whoever manages to help us identify the mystery robbers!







The Case of the Disappearing Desert







You’ve read that right—a whole desert has almost completely disappeared!







We have long been accustomed to things vanishing from Waldyra all the time, only to be replaced by something brand new and unexplored. And we love it! Still, a whole desert… now, that’s something unprecedented!







A huge portion of the Old Continent transformed in a matter of hours!







The very parts where winds used to shift dunes from one place to another lazily is now crisscrossed by creeks and bestrewn with flowers bursting into bloom! Old river beds have been filled with turbid water, and it is now rushing towards the northern coast and the south. Very soon, rivers will start running in other directions as well, making everything come to life everywhere it goes. And there’s no shortage of water—the heavy clouds pour out torrential rain and heavy hail! Meanwhile, the wind keeps driving new heavyweights to replace the clouds that have already spent their supplies. If it keeps on like this, by tomorrow evening only tiny fragments of the once-terrifying Great Northern Desert will remain intact, and even those will turn into green meadows in a couple of days.







How’s this for climate change, dear readers?







We’ll soon find out what consequences all of this will have for Waldyra—and there will invariably be consequences. Major consequences. Keep reading Waldyra’s Herald to keep abreast of all the latest events and developments!















 
Chapter One








Lurking in the Shadows































I FELT LIKE
 Captain Nemo.







Or an oceanic aquarium visitor, perhaps.







I was looking at the concave glass ceiling as I lay on the black slab with my arms folded behind my head, throwing the odd occasional sideways glance every now and then. Nothing depended on me right now—or any of my partners—in this absolutely insane heist that had resulted in the theft of the Dead Sands Clan’s holiest object. So all of us were like oceanic aquarium visitors, in a way, and that was a welcome change from the tribulations of this crazed pursuit and escape—and all the endless mountain ranges we’d had to get across along our way.







On the other hand… this was no longer technically theft. We didn’t exactly purloin the Relic. We had merely borrowed it for a while. We were definitely going to give it back.







A flock of birds passed by above the ceiling, their scaled sides glistening. Birds? Those were fish—but they sure looked like they were soaring in the sky. I looked up where sunlight was barely managing to filter through the mass of ocean water. It was dark, and it kept getting darker. In just a few minutes we’d be in complete darkness.







A shrill sound that resembled weeping managed to reach us through the thick wall of glass, and I looked in the direction it had come from. I saw a familiar sight—a thick chain disappearing in the greenish twilight attached to the harnesses of a team of four adult blue whales which was taking us ever deeper, occasionally making long melodious sounds.







We were all inside an enormous glass sphere as hard as steel and capable of transporting a hundred passengers. It was only transparent from the inside, but that wasn’t to ensure the passengers’ privacy. The sphere was designed to transport cargo, including live cargo, but not sentient beings. Such spheres delivered sheep to underwater restaurants, for instance. In other words, we were inside an expensive cargo hold offering the barest of comforts, but very secure. We were descending towards a fast and cold bottom current—a busy thoroughfare even though no light ever reached that deep.







This part of our plan was fraught with the most dangers and uncertainties, since we had to entrust ourselves to a complete stranger—a gray-eyed achylote. So far, he hadn’t let us down in anything. Moreover, he’d managed to exceed all our expectations.







Once I’d finished my conversation with the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan, attaining the title of “ngamu,” which translated roughly as “the elder with the power to command,” I used the crystal tortoise to forfeit my game of chess, bowed to the wise old reptile, and went back to flying squid and my friends. By the look on my face Bom saw straight away that the current stage of the plan had been a success, and instantly gave orders. Rented dragons equipped with baskets and long ropes hanging from them came forth to pick them up. Alishana had previously made the bold claim that each of her clan’s warriors, regardless of their age, could hang on a rope for four hours using just one hand, which implied they could remain suspended in that fashion forever.







We didn’t wait for the Dead Sands Clan warriors to join us and continued towards the shore, and then away from the coast until we reached the designated location. The flying squid finally released their tentacles with relief, dropping us into the ocean from an enormous height. But we didn’t even get our feet wet—some humongous beast surged up from beneath the water looking like a blend of crocodile, dinosaur, and pelican, and simply swallowed us whole, and we found ourselves inside this sphere. As soon as we were swallowed, we got regurgitated, careening through the impossibly jagged and gigantic maw of the beast. Not the most pleasant of sensations by any account. Four whales promptly came to our rescue, scooping us up and carrying us away from the shore at an alarming pace. As for the creature, it returned to square one, apparently preparing to swallow up another batch of unsuspecting landlubbers.







All of this was made possible by a guy known as Gluggarius, or simply Glugg. He took care of our entire underwater transit, and thus far, he had done an admirable job of it.







“Wow!” Roskie exclaimed, lifting her head from where she lay on her stomach next to Kyre. “Shiver me timbers and tickle me with an anchor! So many spheres!”







“There are,” I agreed, rising to my feet. “A whole bunch of them…”







“Too many, if you ask me,” Kyre added.







There were indeed quite a few spheres, all interlocked like some monstrous necklace of mammoth pearls racing past us at breakneck speed. Giant glowing jellyfish and anglerfish swarmed above this “necklace,” their ghostly light revealing a trail of pearls flying by like a speeding locomotive. The whales that were towing us suddenly yielded, jolting us upwards and causing the chains to dangle. Another jolt and we were caught in the current. Tentacles of jellyfish approached the transparent walls, flashing menacingly, as they shoved us like a pool ball into a pocket between two other “train cars.” A push from behind, a shove from the front, and we found ourselves part of what looked like an endless train hurtling through the underwater darkness.







As Glugg had explained, he was sending us via a fast underwater current, most often used for express delivery of all sorts of cargo, and occasionally also passengers, to ensure secrecy and speed. The current had been created magically, and was maintained with the aid of a series of ring-shaped stone artifacts installed vertically on the ocean floor. You had to pay for every mile you traveled with the aid of the current—essentially, it functioned like a toll highway. Jellyfish, cuttlefish, sharks, and various other creatures serviced the magical current and protected it. They also deterred anyone trying to slip in a parcel for free. Apparently, there was never any shortage of those.







The shadow of an enormous ring loomed overhead, and then vanished. We passed through, and were now carried even faster. A faint rumble could be heard from the spheres knocking against each other. It felt as though we were riding on a real train. I glanced down to see Orbit pressed against the glass wall of the sphere. Alishana was there beside him, also glued to the glass. Both were gazing fixedly at the underwater realm.







And it was surely a sight to behold.







We may have been surrounded by near-complete darkness most of the time. And yet only a moment ago we had passed a brightly-lit underwater settlement. Then we saw a pair of prehistoric sharks fighting an octopus just as prehistoric as they themselves. There was plenty to gawk at, and everything we looked at was completely alien to us. A world quite unlike our own—and what a fascinating world it was! A curious Roskie slid off the polished black beam and took up an observation spot next to Orbit. She gasped as she saw a fish the size of a dragon swim by, its fins glowing, and its toothless mouth opening lazily. She was most likely already dreaming of catching that monster—but that would have to wait.







A small pendant blinked three times with amber light. This was followed by a green flash. Excellent. The warriors of the Dead Sands Clan had already set out on their underwater quest and would soon be carried by the same current as us. We could lure them into the deep, and then smash the spheres, and that would be the last anyone would ever see of the Dead Sands Clan, with the exception of the five frail elders that had been left behind in the scorching desert. Although the desert was no more. The artifact repelling the water had disappeared, and so the Great Northern Desert would soon vanish from the map of Waldyra forever, to be replaced by lush green valleys stretching out for as far as the eye could see.







I mentioned this to the Black Baroness. There was a huge chunk of unclaimed land up for grabs—formerly worthless and of zero value. But everything had changed now. Formerly barren lands were suddenly a coveted possession. I was sure the Sleepless Ones had already considered this, since my words didn’t surprise Baroness one bit. She merely gave a brief nod, asked me whether our agreement was still in force just to be sure, and left. But we would meet again before too long.







The black artifact continued to wreak havoc here, too—the very water around our sphere swirled in terror. But new water rushed in to replace that which would flee the ancient rock, and we still moved through water instead of traveling inside an air bubble. Therefore, we didn't attract any undue attention. And the current was so fast that the artifact couldn’t keep up, therefore causing far fewer swirls. As long as we kept moving, we would remain surrounded by water. And we still had a long way to go.







Mawk’s Arc was a deep current that started from the Shattered Archipelago, going deeper and farther away from the coast. It passed through many islands and underwater settlements along the way, arcing around the Old Continent, first from the west to the east, then from the north to the south, and finally from the east to the west, ending at the Crimson Coral Islands. We had “boarded” it just north of the Encircling Ridge.







Once we got onto the “train,” we could finally draw a sigh of relief. A break was really welcome—everybody was on edge, and it had been a tough day. I lay stretched out on the ancient artifact, peering at the underwater gloom as our sphere flew swiftly along the current, leaving mile after mile behind.







I crossed my arms on my chest and closed my eyes, intending to catch some sleep. Everybody had been warned. No one was allowed offline. We’d have to stay here for as long as it took to reach a safe place, which was still many miles away. The distance was enormous, and the scale of the transportation network truly impressive.







I had, of course, been long aware that the achylotes weren’t just some bunch of underwater hobgoblins collecting seashells and munching on seaweed. I knew that they had built many cities and settlements, having practically claimed and colonized nearly the entire known ocean floor, as well as captured several of the Old Continent’s largest lakes, and been geared up for rapid development in general. Their military fleet alone was worth a fortune—a monstrous armada of giant creatures that had successfully overcome the same challenges as us during the Great Expedition, often faring much better at the end of the day.







Yet I had been completely unaware of the incredible scale of their trade operations previously. The layout of the ocean floor and the existence of these “highways” made it possible for the achylotes to deliver any cargo to any location without much difficulty.







A delivery from the north to the south across the entire ocean, bypassing the Continent? No sweat! And to hell with the sailing ships—those were for landlubber snails. These guys could make the same delivery in half the time! Everything was finely-tuned and worked without glitches. They could even deliver those touted sailing ships wherever you wanted them to go without even getting their keels wet.







The achylotes controlled an enormous territory, inhabiting a much larger area than all the terrestrial races combined. They had their own mountains, gorges, plains, chasms, forests, and all other elements of the landscape. There was no place for boredom down there. There was also the factor of depth—the deeper you got, the darker and colder it was, and the monsters that lived there were a lot stronger and more vicious.







This wasn’t a kingdom or a realm. This was a bona fide underwater empire, growing ever stronger by the day. We were lucky that we breathed air and that our lands were unsuitable for the achylotes—or they would probably have displaced us to some reservation already.







Anyway…







I really needed to get some sleep…








Waldyra wishes you goodnight.







Rest well before you resume your adventuring. Sweet dreams.









* * *







A heavy jolt woke me up. I got up hastily, rubbing my eyes, and asked what I thought would be an innocent question gruffly,







“What the fu…” catching sight of Roskie, I checked myself and minced the rest of my query, “fuzzywhump?! Urgh… Have we arrived?”







“Fuzzywhump?” Roskie seemed interested.







“Uh… an ancient creature of the deep considered extinct,” I said to extricate myself out of a potentially awkward situation without losing face.







“Fuzzywhump?” Trouble grunted, giving me a gentle shove with her armored fist. “An extinct ancient creature? You don’t change at all, do you, Ros? Years don’t seem to leave any mark on you…”







“What do you mean, years?” I asked indignantly. “We’ve only known each other for less than a year—a lot less than a year, in fact!”







“In your company, a day is as good as a month,” Kyre grunted. “So you can perform your calculations accordingly. Right… This is a converted underwater grotto, right?”







“Sure looks like it,” I said, taking stock of my surroundings. “But this is more like the grandmother of all grottoes, judging by its size.”







“Can’t argue with that.”







“Hey!” Roskie yelled.







The tall dome echoed with some substantial delay,







“Hey… hey… hey…”







The echo was followed by the fall of a wet stalactite landing right on the head of a rather large achylote local, who had just emerged from a water-filled pit to say something. The stalactite’s heavy blow returned the achylote to his element, and a plaintive voice came from the pit, saying,







“Owie, owie, owie…”







Roskie didn’t see any of it—she was admiring the enormous boomerang-shaped underwater grotto, which was lit up brightly. The numerous holes in its walls, ceiling, and floor were covered by transparent magic veils that prevented the water from coming in.







We were in what could amount to the visitors’ area of the most beautiful oceanic aquarium imaginable. And there was plenty to look at here. But when I tried to admire the glowing fish swimming by the “window”, Roska tugged on my doublet sleeve, breaking my concentration.







“Dad! Dad! Did you hear it! First the echo repeated my “hey” three times, and then added “owie, owie, owie!” Underwater nature sure is peculiar, keelhaul it sideways! Let me try to yell something again!”







“Don’t!” I hastened to interfere. “Please don’t!”







“But what if it was a fuzzywhump making those noises?”







“A what?!” I exclaimed in some astonishment.







“Well, you were just speaking of them,” Roskie replied. "Fuzzywhumps. The ones that have supposedly become extinct."







“Oh! Yes, indeed…” I remembered now.







“Could it have been one of them?” she said musingly. “The mysterious underwater fuzzywhump. Let me call one!”







“Child,” muttered the achylote emerging from the pit, rubbing his head with a webbed paw. The shimmering air bubble around his head was distorting his words. “I implore you! Do not call for anyone or anything! Please!”







“Who or what should we not call for? The fuzzywhump?” she persisted.







“Call no one… Oh dear… And poor old Georgie has gotten injured, too… see how his shell has cracked…”







He retrieved the recently-fallen stalactite from the water, carefully placing it on the cave floor. Then it was time for me to be astonished, as the stalactite cracked open with a loud noise, revealing numerous legs that sprouted out from inside it. The creature gazed at us with a malevolent bright red eyeball before slowly crawling away, muttering something sinister, leaving a trail of flame behind.







“What is this creature, o kind stranger?” I smiled at the achylote who’d been hit by the “stalactite.” “Please forgive us—we did not intend to cause such a ruckus.”







“I understand… It’s just that Georgie doesn’t like noise. What kind of creature is he, you ask? Thermite crab. They are peaceful creatures that had been spawned by underwater volcanoes in times immemorial. They are lonely creatures by nature—it only takes the shells of two thermite crabs to touch each other slightly to make a great big kaboom by causing a powerful explosion. They only congregate once every twelve years to mate. Their shells don’t sparkle as much during these periods, and they’re less prone to exploding. The slopes of underwater volcanoes are covered in flashes and there are crackles coming from every direction during those days and nights, and it’s an amazing sight… There’s so much genuine drama there! Males don’t normally survive mating—their shells are less thick and robust than those of the females, and even small explosions can be fatal. Isn’t fate cruel? Males always have it harder, don’t they?”







“Probably,” I nodded as I assessed Kyre’s plate armor and my own woven attire. Excuse me… you’re probably a famous oceanographer, right? An expert in marine zoology?”







“Me? I’m just Bhurr Sol, head porter. At your service,” the achylote said, emitting a swarm of bubbles. “I just wanted to report that refreshments will be served soon. As for aquatic zoology, it is but a hobby.”







“I see…”







“I overheard something,” the porter said, his eyes flashing. “Fuzzywhumps. What exactly are they?”







“That’s valuable information,” Bom interjected as he approached us. “Very valuable information indeed. Our leader has gleaned this knowledge from ancient manuscripts. The fuzzywhump… why, it’s a living legend! The very embodiment of mystery! One might call it the oldest secret of the underwater kingdom… a carni… uh… Boss! Would you jog my memory, please? Is the fuzzywhump an herbivore or a carnivore?”







“Bomster!” I sighed dejectedly as I rose. “Do you really want to get involved in all this?”







“Sure do!” The half-orc replied confidently.







“In that case, a carnivore. And it is also very large, has forty-four eyes, thirteen tentacles, and an incredibly fierce temper.”







“You don’t say!” the achylote bubbled in bewilderment.







“Hold on, hold on!” Bom started waving his hands. “Stop being so generous! This is secret information, and it costs money!”







“How much?” The achylote inquired. “Name your price! Although I can’t pay much—all I have on me is, hold on, two, seven, fourteen… eighteen coppers and not a penny more, alas!”







“Oh, well, just because I’m a really kind guy,” Bom said with a sour mien on his face. “Generosity will be the death of me yet. Done. Boss! Keep talking!”







I realized that the cunning half-orc had just made money out of thin air—or, rather, water. It was, of course, a negligible sum. But his very ability to do this was astonishing. And I’d be the one who’d have to pay back by telling a story about this nonexistent fuzzywhump. To make matters worse, Roskie was listening in with great interest.







“Ahem…” I cleared my throat. “The fuzzywhumps left these oceans a long time ago, opting to move to other locations—more remote and safely concealed. They resided there for many years, all but forgotten by everyone, and not aggrieved about said fact the least bit.”







“So they’re really cool and really proud,” Roskie nodded. “I respect that!”







“However, rumor has it that the fuzzywhumps have recently lost their source of sustenance, and are soon to return to these very waters, bearing death and ruin in their wake.” Then I added hastily, “But perhaps all shall yet be well! These tidings were gleaned from a certain tome of lore…”







“What tome?” inquired the eager achylote.







“Uh, hold on… eh…” I stammered, furiously wiping my perspiring brow. “The title of the tome… Let me recall... Ah! ‘Grim Tales of the Darkest Creatures: Fuzzywhumps and Their Habitat’,” I blurted, barely managing to get the words out. “That’s what it was called, if I’m not mistaken. A dreadfully old and tattered tome, it was. Barely had I perused its pages before it crumbled to dust in my very hands. And then a sudden current swept the pages away, robbing me of the means to learn the surefire method for eradicating the fuzzywhumps. All I managed to glean was that it involves coating the harpoons with a complex mixture, concocted according to a lengthy recipe. And that is all, I’m afraid…”







“A current!” Kyre almost squeaked. “A fatal current!”







“Oh, the horror!” exclaimed the head porter, his eyes bulging.







Bom collapsed onto the cave floor, guffawing soundlessly. Kyre was shaking her head, her face covered with her hands. Roskie stared at me with wide-open eyes, tugging at my sleeve.







“The recipe! What of the recipe?”







“I’ve only managed to read part of it… uh…” I looked around helplessly.







Several pairs of eyes fixed on me with intense scrutiny. Among them were the mocking gazes of Bom and Kyre, my predicament clearly eliciting no small amount of Schadenfreude on their part. Roskie and the achylote were looking at me in unfeigned awe. The thermite crab clinging to the wall glared at me with fiery anger, but there was also a measure of interest in its gaze.







“Um... I only know part of the recipe. It calls for ground white shark liver, red coral powder, tail-stinger venom, buckwheat honey, and… and… and powdered wings of some kind of butterfly.”







“What kind?”







“Some kind!” I snapped irritably, rising to my feet. “I can’t recall any more, sir. Bom! Return his money this instant!”







“What’s this? Your tale is worth far more than this measly sum! You sold it too cheaply,” Bom chuckled.







“Oh, leave me be,” I sighed.







I clasped my hands behind my back and strolled leisurely, skirting puddles and holes sealed by magic membranes. Beyond the thin wall of the cave lay the ocean, resplendent in all its glory. Schools of fish were frolicking as larger creatures swam by, and I saw a giant whale descend to the seafloor slowly. In the distance, the lights of an underwater city burned brightly against a backdrop of murky, grayish-blue sky. The depth was substantial, with hardly any sunlight reaching the ocean floor.







“Have you ever wanted to play as an achylote?” Kyre asked softly, approaching me and leaning on my shoulder.







She had already removed her armor, and was clad in a loose white shirt and gray knee-length shorts. Her hair was unbound, and she had light sandals on her feet. There was no indication that this beautiful young woman was a formidable paladin capable of knocking out anyone's teeth or fangs with a single blow.







“No, it’s definitely not for me,” I shook my head, embracing Kyre by the shoulders. “Just not my cup of tea at all.”







“Oh, and I’ve always wanted to try it. It’s so fascinating—a completely different world from ours. You realize that players can actually fly here, right? Soar! Race through the air like birds! It just so frustrating that Waldyra has only bestowed the gift of flight upon the achylotes.”







“Underwater, you mean,” I corrected her. “They don’t fly through the air; they swim through the water.”







“Water to them is like air to us,” Kira countered. “Oh… What would it be like to truly fly, I wonder?”







“So you’d like to fly, wouldn’t you?” I smiled.







“Sure would! Fly on my own! Spread my arms and here I go! Then, whammo, I’d do a roll! And then, an Immelmann turn! Wowee! Aw, snap!” Kyre pouted all of a sudden. “I want to fly! With my own power! Just hop and go!”







“You sure are a dreamer,” I chuckled, hugging her a little bit tighter. “You are, girl. Well… I can’t promise anything. But if I get so much as a hint that there’s a chance of teaching you to fly, I won’t let it pass me by! I promise!”







“Wow… I’d better keep an eye on you from now on,” Trouble squinted at me, jabbing me in the side with her fist. “You’re becoming quite a ladies’ man. That’s a promise and a half you’ve just made—‘I’ll teach you to fly,’ no less!”







“Hey, I didn’t promise anything,” I protested. “It’s just that… you never know, something like that might come up. Let’s wait and see.”







“To fly?” Roskie pressed against me from the other side, tugging at her ear pensively. “And what’s so great about that? Holy fuzzywhumps! Tell me one thing that’s really special about flying! Flying is boring! To ride a wolf and race across the land, now that’s cool! Or to go fishing at three in the morning!”







“Yikes!” Kyre shuddered. But Roskie was not deterred.







“And by four, you’re already sitting on the shore, sipping hot tea. Gazing at the glowing float sending ripples across the water… Tenderly stroking the tin with the choicest worms… Hoping for a fisherman’s luck—that today the very fish that you’ve been dreaming of your whole life will finally bite! Now, that’s not boring! That’s something! But flying… what’s the point? Duh!”







“How old are you again, my dear?” I asked, at a loss for words for the umpteenth time today. “Have you not just turned seventy? For it is with such wisdom that you speak … and, why, the language that you use is so uncanny, by all the smashed cherries in the world!”







“I’m not flipping seventy!” Roskie pouted just like Kyre had earlier on. “I’m still very young! In the bloom of my youth! An adolescent pirate just starting on my bloody path! A sailor yet to survive my first shipwreck! Why, I’m barely out of childhood! Oh! Look at the fish outside!” She quickly switched gears and darted toward the enormous opening, captivated by the sight of a majestic white skate rising up from the depths.







“What about you, Bom?” I turned to the half-orc, still shaking with laughter. “What do you dream of?”







“Me?” Our green-skinned treasurer paused for a moment. “Well… a lot of things. The most important one? I want my plans to work out as intended!”







“That’s more work-related,” I disagreed. “I was asking about personal stuff.”







“To me, it’s personal,” Bom answered curtly, and I realized that he was serious. I shrugged and nodded my acceptance of his answer.







“What about you, Ros?” Kira glanced at me askance. “What do you dream of? Tell me honestly!”







“Honestly?” I shrugged as I scratched my head. “You’re not going to believe it, but right now I dream of only one thing—namely, that nothing should change. Let everything continue just like this. Not any worse, not any better—I’m perfectly fine with things being the way they are. I am genuinely happy—both in the real world and in Waldyra.”







“Wow,” Trouble grunted. “Speak of flattery. I definitely have to keep an eye on you—you’re becoming the very image of a real dyed-in-the-wool manly man.”







“Oh, and who was I before?” I asked peevishly. Fancy hearing something like that from your girlfriend!







Kyre just chuckled. She was about to say something, but she never got the chance.







The half-orc’s voice interrupted her, sounding hoarse and almost unfamiliar. He had tensed, and there was a sullen scowl on his green mug.







“Don’t!”







“Don’t what, Bomski?” I was looking at the half-orc with astonishment, wondering why he was behaving so weirdly all of a sudden. Did I accidentally say something wrong? But I couldn’t remember uttering anything that could be construed as remotely insulting.







“Damn! There you’ve gone and said the same thing word for word!” Bom rubbed his face with force, then hissed, and slammed his fist into the palm of his other hand. “Hell’s bells, Ros! Don’t say anything like that again! You’re courting trouble!”







I was about to hug Kyre and say something to the effect that our relationship was past the stage of courting, but realized at once that the joke would not be appreciated.







Bom was beyond serious. He was actually looking scared. This cunning, greedy, and perpetually bantering tusked hustler was looking scared for the first time in my memory. I had occasionally seen him tense and somewhat concerned when the going got really rough, but this time it was clearly something entirely different. This had nothing to do with Waldyra.







“Hey,” I called out softly. “Bom… You look like you’ve seen a ghost, man. What exactly did I say that’s gotten you into such a state?”







“That bit about you being genuinely happy both in the real world and in Waldyra,” Bom replied in a voice just as soft. “And that you wished that nothing should change. Word for word! Even though the two of you are like chalk and cheese. That guy’s ever the cautious one, always doing all he can to be prepared for anything. And you are his complete opposite. Whew!” Bom gave his head a good shake, beginning to look more like himself, and smiled wanly. “Don’t take it to heart, boss. Just please, for the sake of all that’s holy, never utter these words again. Think of something to dream of! I don’t know… dream of some luscious local beauty! Like, the most unattainable one. Lysanne the Magnificent will do nicely!”







“Hey!” Kyre’s icy voice almost froze the entire grotto. “How would you like me to give that green noggin of yours a good whack? I can do it, you know!”







“He’s just joking,” I reassured Trouble, realizing that Bom was trying to change the subject in what he must have thought was a smooth manner. “And I read you loud and clear, Bomster. Thanks for the advice. I'll dream of something else. Oh, that's right! I'll dream that our clan should become the strongest in Waldyra!”







“I say, this gentleman lacks nothing for ambition! It’s the size of the Thames estuary!" A female voice murmured from the shadows.







There was a splash as the water parted and the Black Baroness appeared on the floor of the underwater grotto. Three more figures followed her. And I knew all three quite well. They were Whisper, Malice, and Crimson Lynx. I was less familiar with the latter. As for the other two, I had traipsed through a swamp together with Whisper, and all but stolen chickens in the company of Malice.







“Everyone can dream,” I grinned widely at Baroness. “As the treasurer reminds me—and I have no reason to doubt his words—one must dream of something so great it’s almost unattainable. And I have no idea how large the Thames estuary is.”







“Why, it’s the size of…”







“Gods of the Light!” The head porter achylote with the unpronounceable name gurgled and wailed. “There’s trouble afoot! The fuzzywhumps are attacking!”







“Who?” BB looked stupefied.







“U-u-u-u-uh?!” All of us exclaimed in unison—myself, Kyre, and Bom.







“Hurra-a-a-ah!” Roskie all but jumped up to the ceiling. “Fetch the shark liver! Get your butterfly nets! The fuzzywhumps are attacking!”















 
Chapter Two








The Fuzzywhumps and the Cyclopean Trenchmaw































“FUZZYWHUMPS?”
 Baroness took turns scrutinizing each person standing in front of her. Judging by her facial expressions, she was desperately trying to recollect monsters with the preposterously-sounding name “fuzzywhumps.”







She was obviously failing—for the simple reason that the monsters in question had been invented by yours truly but a few minutes ago. Invented, no less. Their existence was an impossibility—or a coincidence of the sort that was as good as impossible. I had been trying to find an acceptable minced curse and “fuzzywhump” was the best-sounding thing I could think of .







“Sir!” I turned to the achylote standing waist-deep in the water and shaking from side to side. “I say, sir!”







I tried to recollect his name, but to no avail—the names of ocean dwellers were hard to remember.







“Sir!”







“Eh? Can I help you?”







“How did you find out about their attack? And what do they look like?”







“I have the magic of far sight! We work as porters underwater. We carry all kinds of stuff, we lug it around, push it, pull it, lift it, and lower it. It might be a peaceful profession, but it is fraught with dangers! So we are pretty good at keeping an eye open. That’s how I noticed them,” the achylote went a grayer shade of pale and started to blabber. “They’re coming! They’re fast! So fast! Going at breakneck speed! They’ve ripped a whale’s belly right open and devoured a huge shoal of fish as they went! Gods of the Light! Run!”







There was a whoosh.







Another cargo sphere arrived into the cave. Its walls flashed, and then were gone. The Dead Sands Clan’s warriors joined us in the grotto. They spied me from far away and hurried towards me, throwing but a few sideways glances at the black artifact standing by the faraway wall—their clan’s main treasure, purloined by myself and my friends a short while ago.







The Black Baroness looked in the same direction, proceeding to throw a brief glance over the clan’s fighters and nod a curt greeting to some of them. Her face looked really odd as she did so—she looked stern, with all her features frozen and passionless at the same time. Was that how they let each other know how tough they were? By keeping poker mugs all the time?







Whisper saw me look at the artifact. He lunged forward and hissed ominously,







“This-s-s-s is-s-s unforgivable!”







“Jealous!” Malice chimed in. “I’m just so jealous!”







“You ain’t seen nothing yet!” I said with a graceful turn of the head.







“Push off,” Bom said gruffly, looking at the Insomniacs condescendingly. “You have a leader of your own, so ask her to take you on adventures! What about those fuzzyducks?”







“Fuzzywhumps,” the Black Baroness corrected him, spreading her hands. “I’ve never heard of them before. No one I’ve managed to ask has, either. The analysts are running a check now, but they obviously are aquatic fauna.”







I really wanted to blurt out that the fauna in question was supposedly nonexistent, but I bit my tongue, wiggled my toes, and managed to abstain, chanting inwardly what had become my favorite mantra, namely,
 “O Rumo Rano!”







I did it again.







“O Rumo Rano!”







Oddly, I felt better.







“They’re close!” The achylote went a whiter shade of pale this time, looking at us helplessly. “But the master has ordered for us to remain here…”







“Flee!” I decided instantly. “Flee at once! Tell the master it was my explicit order for you to do so!”







“We thank you from the depth of our hearts, Rosgard the kind landlubber! May you get devoured quickly!”







I choked and started coughing. Surely it was his way of expressing care—being chewed for two hours on end would indeed be a most gruesome fate.







The local achylotes started to clear the underwater grotto with such speed and obvious experience they reminded me of space troopers running for their emergency capsules. They disappeared in the windows one by one to rush past the grotto like a dazzling streak of lightning a moment later and disappear in the underwater twilight.







“Get ready for battle!” I commanded. “Alishana! Warriors of the Dead Sands Clan! Get ready for battle!”







“This isn’t our battlefield,” BB said grimly as she spun around herself and studied the magical veil on the windows. “One good strike, and water under pressure will rush right in. We’ll get squashed!”







“Well, giving up somehow doesn’t strike me as an option,” I parried, reaching for a teleportation scroll.







Malice saw my motion and shook his head.







“It won’t work. No one can get through. BB?”







“I’ve already used a communication crystal, but I’ll give it another try,” Baroness snapped her fingers and a spinning semitransparent crystal hovered in the air with lights dancing inside. “The Queen! Hurry up!”







“We’re at full speed,” a familiar hoarse voice came from the crystal. “We’re giving it all we’ve got! Hold on!”







“How long?”







“About two minutes.”







“Too long! Step on it!”







“Roger. Pedal to the metal.”







“The Queen?” I said, having put two and two together—the name and the familiar voice from the crystal, to be precise. “So you’ve managed to fix and raise your…”







“Flagship,” Whisper finished my sentence. “The Black Queen is shipshape again, my dear minnow!”







“But we’re underwater, aren’t we? I knew it could dive, but…” I was completely aghast as I hastily shuffled my spells and stepped behind Bom’s back, throwing anxious glances at the damned windows. I had just been admiring the underwater view through them, but now those portals into the underwater kingdom were suddenly breaches in our defensive perimeter and bode us no good.







We’d respawn, of course, but what about the Dead Sands Clan warriors?







I had absolute certainty that whatever insanity was happening now was primarily posing a threat to those members of our party who couldn’t respawn. After all, I had managed to make a small, yet one of the most feared military forces in the world of Waldyra leave its usual habitat and follow me. Very few could take on the Dead Sands in open battle.







“How is the Black Queen going to get here?” I repeated my question.







Malice glanced at BB inquisitively. She gave a brief nod and ran towards the Dead Sands Clan warriors, passing by Alishana on her way. The looks they exchanged would destroy all the fuzzywhumps—if not indeed all aquatic life—for miles around.







Having received her permission, Malice explained,







“Due to the receipt of extremely valuable information and considerable financial assistance on the part of a certain mysterious stranger, we have managed to restore and modernize the Black Queen.”







“A mystery stranger?”







“Yup… It’s a player, obviously enough. Ahem… And, whoever he is, this player is very wealthy. He plays as an achylote. Frankly, without his help we would never have managed to restore the ship so quickly. What he had pulled off at the shipwreck site of the Queen had required superhuman organizational skills. And he hardly had any conditions at all other than the Queen’s participation in a short, but potentially perilous expedition.”







“Do you have any idea as to how you sound, o noble clan of the Sleepless Ones?”







“They don’t!” Baroness barked as she turned her head. “They’re morons! Nincompoops!”







“I second that,” Malice said with a sigh.







Whisper nodded silently and followed the leader without saying a word.







“They decided without us,” Malice explained. “While we were divvying up the Lost Continent to the best of our ability, some of our folks out of the cadre that had gotten temporarily promoted met with the mystery stranger, who had remained incognito, and decided that his offer was truly generous. Then they thought that Baroness would be happy about finding out that someone had borrowed her favorite flagship for a while. Well, Ross, let me tell you one thing—she was anything but happy. You should have heard her yell…”







“I can imagine,” I grunted. “A mystery stranger with excellent organizational abilities who plays as an achylote and possesses ample finances as well as unique information…”







“Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?” Malice asked, winking to Roskie. “You almost fit the bill—the way you were before we met. A mystery stranger, and a well-heeled one to boot. However, you come a bit short on organizational abilities, there is that…”







“It’s on!” I grunted.







“Hey, don’t take it to heart…”







“I didn’t mean that! The attack! It has started!” I roared, raising my hands. “Look through that window! Just make sure you don’t shoot! Hold your fire, everybody!”







“Everybody hold your fire!” The Black Baroness gave the same order at the same time as me as she gazed out of the enormous opening covered only with the flimsiest of magical veils. “Ros! Whoever these are, they must have been sent to kill everyone and steal the black artifact!”







“These? These are no one! In fact, they weren’t supposed to exist in the first place!” I could hold it back no longer. “But you’re right! I haven’t even thought about the artifact. I assumed that the Dead Sands Clan’s warriors were the target—they aren’t immortal, after all.”







“We’ll fight to the bitter end, ngamu Rosgard,” a hoary-headed clan warrior told me. “We have been taught well, and we can take on any foe.”







“I cannot dispute that. But this isn’t dry land. And more of our guys are about to arrive. They have no idea of what’s going on here,” I gritted my teeth, shuddered, and yelled, “They’re coming!”







Enormous dark bodies appeared out of the murk outside the window, heading right for the grotto at a headlong charge. Massive tentacles dashed forward as glowing eyes flashed with malice. And there was no shortage of those—a veritable ocean of glowing eyes lay right ahead!







WHAM!







The underwater grotto shook and boulders started falling from the ceiling. A huge gray tentacle just barely missed the window and slipped off with a revolting squelch. Some of the membranes disintegrated while we stood petrified as we observed the enormous creatures I could barely discern in the suddenly murky water.







Their enormous bulks were slimy and revolting. Each sported a bunch of glowing eyes and powerful long tentacles. Additionally, there were long and spindly limb-like appendages sticking out of their rears.







“R-R-R-R-R-R-R-A-A-A-A-A-R-R-R-R-G-G-H-H!!!”







The roar was deafening. Kyre pulled Roskie closer towards her. I assumed a position on her other side and raised my palms in front of me.


“It’s coming!” Baroness yelled to warn me, pointing at a gray tentacle speeding right towards the largest opening.







WHAM!







WHAM!








WHAM!








Three powerful steel harpoons struck the fuzzywhump’s body. Two more projectile pierced the attacking tentacle, making it twist and miss the opening, slamming into the wall again. Cracks started spreading across the wall, making long and needle-thin jets of water rush in, hitting the opposite wall of the grotto and leaving deep grooves in the rock as they poured down.







“R-R-R-R-R-R-R-A-A-A-A-A-R-R-R-R-G-G-H-H!!!”







“What the hell are these things?” The familiar voice from the crystal sounded clearly confused. “Yuck! They look like giant octopus zombies that have choked on some spiders! Fire! Fire!”







An indigo-black shadow descended over us slowly, covering everything for as long as the eye could see. An enormous mass of rock loomed above us. Then a broad column of light hit us, covering one of the side openings.







“Get into the hatchway at once!” The command came from the Black Queen—and that was none other but the Black Queen!







The famous flagship of the Sleepless Ones made an appearance at an incredible depth—a mobile island of rock that had once been capable of destroying a whole city or an enemy fleet with a single volley. The Black Queen had perished at the very end of the Great Expedition, just barely failing to reach Zar’Graad…







However, this was no time to get emotional. I grabbed Roskie and dragged her towards the lit-up opening, yelling as I went,







“Warriors, follow me at once! Alishana! You’re coming next!”







“Aye aye, ngamu Rosgard!”







“Another thing, Alishana!”







“Yes, ngamu Rosgard?”







“You are henceforth my daughter Roskie’s personal bodyguard. Only I can relieve you from this duty! If Roskie dies, I die! Bear that in mind, Alishihara Lih Duoros, and never forget it for a second!”







“I hear you, ngamu Rosgard. I understand and I obey. Your order will be followed.”







“Onward!” I pointed at the opening.







Alishana was the first one to go through the shimmering veil. I made sure she didn’t drown or get squashed by the horrendous pressure and all but tossed Roskie in next, exchanging glances with Kyre, Orbit, and Bom, each of whom nodded as they took turns leaving the underwater grotto that had turned into a trap. I stepped aside to let the Dead Sands Clan warriors through, telling them to hurry up needlessly.







WHAM!!!







The horrific blow didn’t just make the grotto shake again. We felt like ants inside a shoebox that someone had just kicked. Many of us fell, and I crashed into the wall, losing a third of my health at once as my face smashed hard into a rock.







“Hurry up!” The voice from the Black Queen sounded hoarse with tension. “There’s a really enormous beast here, and it’s fast! We keep missing it! Run! Run! It’s coming back for another attack! There are cracks everywhere! Hop to it! Come on!”







We started moving even faster, even though it had seemed near-impossible. The Dead Sands Clan’s warriors cleared the grotto in just a few seconds. Whisper gave me a shove, but I shook my head as I pushed him into the opening.







“Get going! I’m coming in last!”







“But…”







“Hurry up! Go!”







“Go!” BB ordered as she jumped into the patch of light.







Malice and Whisper followed. I looked over the grotto to make sure we hadn’t forgotten anyone or anything. The artifact, at least, had already been removed, and that was the most important thing. I cursed as I picked up Georgie the thermite crab, who was sitting on the wall haplessly, and glanced sideways.







WHAMMMM!!!







I crashed into a wall and got stunned, losing control of my body and just standing there like a statue, watching the wall of the grotto cave collapse like a burst bubble, the magic membranes pop as the windows got pulverized, and the jet of water hit the opposite wall with incredible power, driven by immense pressure.







WHAM!







“Dad! Where are you?! Dad!!!” Roskie’s mental call rang through my skull. The water splashed, reaching the ceiling and lashing the walls furiously, arching backwards, and jumping towards me like an enormous transparent panther. There were still some fifty feet between us—a negligible distance. And my body still wouldn’t obey me.







WHAM!







“Urk! Urk!” Georgie the thermite crab said interrogatively, looking at me with a bloodshot eye as his shell let off a couple of sparks.







WHAM!







The gray tentacle was slicing through the murky depths—its very tip with the suction cups and long curved daggerlike claws.







Come on, Ros!







“Dad! Da-a-a-a-ad!”







I regained command of my body in the nick of time. I took an awkward step forward and my legs wobbled as I fell into the opening sideways. The light picked me up gently and carried me away. I looked behind me to see the underwater grotto collapse completely as jets of mud and fountains of stone rubble flew in every direction. Something enormous was thrashing and squeaking a little further away…







WHAM!!!







The lights flickered and I fell to one knee, holding Georgie close. I looked around. A membrane ring closed behind my back. The Dead Sands Clan warriors were standing in the distance. Roskie hurried towards me, yelling triumphantly, as the deck gave a lurch underneath me, tilting slightly.







“Let’s get the hell out of here!” A voice boomed from above. “I’ll be damned! What are those freaking fuzzywhumps, anyway? What were they? Wrath of heaven? A belch of some hung-over dark god?! So gross! Who the hell came up with such a monster, anyway? We gotta speed up! BB! Welcome to the bridge, boss! Gunners! Stay vigilant! The fuzzywhumps are chasing us! Man all the harpoons! Exterminate the pests! And don’t forget to skewer the giant that smashed up the grotto! Everybody hold tight! Full speed ahead!”







The Black Queen shuddered once more, and I felt like I was being pulled backwards. The submerged rock island started to accelerate, leaving the dangerous waters.







* * *







The next couple of minutes were filled with a lot of tension for the entire crew of the Black Queen—but not for us. We spent all this time peacefully in one of the numerous cargo holds scattered all across the flagship’s innards. The growls from above softened and stopped cataloguing all the imminent dangers, and then, finally, declared that the threat was over. Everybody drew a sigh of relief.







I looked around myself, attempting to ignore the voice inside, which kept telling me we were anywhere but on a ship—most likely, inside a spacious cave converted into a storage facility. This theory was supported by the spacious shelves lining the walls, arched passages leading all the way across, and rows of alchemical lights on the ceiling. Even if it wasn’t a cave proper, it could be a man-made space carved deep into the bedrock. Anything but a ship! And I have never been inside spaces like these before, even though I had visited many decks during my long voyage on the Queen.







However, my inner narrative soon shifted from cargo holds to an assessment of the current situation including absolute loss of control over the course of the events, taking on a somewhat panicked tone, and I agreed with it wholeheartedly on that account.







We weren’t exactly spoiled for options—we had to evacuate in a considerable hurry. Besides, we were in a hostile element that would destroy us in just a few seconds. The depth was just too big, and pressure was relentless even in Waldyra, unless you were an achylote with special skills or a landlubber protected by several magical and alchemical barriers.







We had therefore used our chance to escape the attack of hideous monsters, but instead of a neutral territory we found ourselves in a place that was under the complete control of the Sleepless Ones and their clan leader, the Black Baroness, who was intelligent, tough, and a born pragmatist. She was also a member of the Dead Sands Clan.







At any rate, a part of our journey was to be made on a spacious and well-armed vessel, and the Black Queen fit all the criteria perfectly. It was just that we had been planning on being the last ones to come aboard—the Dead Sands Clan, the Heroes of the Final Frontier, and those of our allies we considered truly loyal.







But I was no longer in control of events, and my plan had unraveled.







I didn’t like that one bit.







Still, I didn’t intend to just wait idly. I had to act at once—but how would I act? Well, for starters…







I nodded to our guys and moved closer to the black artifact and the Dead Sands Clan warriors, who had already formed a circular defense perimeter around it. When I approached, each of them nodded curtly. I responded in kind and leaned against the wall. Mistress Mythrell stood next to me, as quiet and inconspicuous as a mouse. She seemed lost in thought. Orbit had followed her. He was engrossed in some thick shabby old volume, although he would occasionally raise his head and glance at Mistress Mythrell. I realized I hadn’t heard from them in quite a while—unsurprisingly so, because they maintained a very low profile. I wondered what it could be in the book that they found so horrifying—or so mysterious—but decided I would refrain from asking for the time being. They were alive, and that was good enough for me. Kyre and Bom joined me, followed by Roskie, who instantly started tying a huge hook to a thick line. The rest of our party turned up about ten seconds later, making sure there was no shortage of determined warriors and mages standing guard around the artifact. We were on the territory of the Sleepless Ones, and they were stronger here by default, but we needed to make a show of force and resolution so that no one would so much as suggest anything.







I wanted to find BB next, but she was engaged in a heated discussion with Whisper and Malice, constantly poking one of the walls with a finger, spreading her arms, and clearly demanding answers from the analysts, which must have also been online and part of the conversation.







I had a hunch I knew what she could be so interested in—namely, the fuzzywhumps. Then I tried to understand how anything of this sort could have happened in the first place. It felt like a weird dream. I reconstructed the chronology of all the recent events in my head, but it didn’t make things any clearer for me.







Initially, Rosgard had minced an oath and used a nonexistent word “fuzzywhump” to avoid swearing in front of his daughter. When asked what a fuzzywhump was, he replied it was an ancient underwater creature.







Following that, Rosgard invented the appearance and the back story of the figmental fuzzywhumps. It was an improvisation, and the description of the appearance was sketchy at best.







Finally, the fuzzywhumps, which had just been invented, appeared right next to the concealed underwater grotto and launched a fierce attack—clearly unafraid of any natural enemies and of considerable size and strength.







How could anything of the sort be possible?







It just didn’t compute!







I mumbled something as I squeezed my head with my palms as if it were a pumpkin. I must have been trying to squeeze out some pertinent and logical idea—or, failing that, crush my own skull and end my suffering.







How could creatures I had thought up on the spot have come to life?







Anyone in the grotto could have overheard what I was saying. And they could have transmitted it anywhere. My goofy rant about the fuzzywhumps could have been heard by a completely random party a thousand miles away by now.







But overhearing my words would not have been enough.







Who had the ability to create a monster from my sketchy description and instantly make it attack me? That sure was a question worth pondering.







There were two likely classes of culprits.







There were the gods, first and foremost—powerful underwater deities in particular.







I thought that the whole shtick with monsters of your own invention coming to life was too much like a horror flick trope. One of those really predictable B-movies that begin with a group of young morons deciding to spend a night in an abandoned building—or go camping in the middle of some ominous swamp in the company of dazzling young women. Because that’s what young men do when they have girlfriends, tents, and a supply of beer, right? Find a nice spot in the marshes somewhere! I could imagine the dialog between the leading characters—“Hey Mike, I’ve met these two incredible girls, you see, and we’ve just managed to purchase five crates of beer with a fake ID! What’s the plan?” And Mike goes, “Why, Drew, we grab the beer, invite the girls along, and go hiking in that ominous swamp where people disappear all the time and their dismembered bodies are subsequently found by the side of a road!” “Gee, Mike, you’re a genius, that’s what you are! Hold on while I grab my tent…”







Speak of letting one’s imagination run wild…







So, yeah, a deity was the first likely option. Snessus, for example, was a god whose sense of humor had a lot in common with horror movie tropes. But could he have created underwater monsters? And these were real monsters, not any illusion. Besides, what would Snessus want with me when the gods were about to fight an all-out war in Waldyra?







My brain had been working non-stop for hours now, and I could have done with more sleep. I really wished I could sit down and just relax.







Still, this wasn’t something I could just forget about. Something major had just happened.







Who else had the means of doing something like that?







The clans? At such short notice? And why would any clan in Waldyra need to have a go at me in such a convoluted way?







The Immos, though, were a whole different kettle of fish.







The Immos could well have done it. Those immortal overseers of Waldyra flew everywhere and saw a lot, but hardly ever interfered in any events.







Those angels with majestic faces, pristine attires, snow-white wings, and impeccable manners were the kind of people you couldn’t trust with a burnt-out match.







However, they had enough resources. Even if they wouldn’t be able to create the monsters I had invented from scratch, they could have found something similar, delivered them to any location, released them, set them on their prey, sat back, and enjoyed the show.







And yet…







The Immortals had no right to interfere with the gaming process. One of those winged buzzards could theoretically have taken a major dislike to me and they could now be trying to harm me in such an involved fashion—although why on earth would they? Still, any action on their part would be displayed in the system logs as a flashing red marquee, and any other Immo who saw it would investigate. Unwarranted use of their special magic would have major ramifications for any Immo, resulting in the loss of a well-paid and interesting job just for starters.







So the Immortals were an unlikely culprit. They would have too much to lose by meddling, and nothing to gain—nothing I could think of, at least.







I smoothed the wet sand with the sole of my boot and wrote two words with its toe.







God.







Immo.







I looked at them and then glanced at Kyre, who was standing next to me. She leaned over to my ear, asked me a brief question, nodded, looked at the floor, and shook her head. It stood to reason—the weathered paladin with lots of experience confirmed my own conclusions. It didn’t make sense for any of the gods or the Immos to resort to such low tricks.







But who else could it be?







I thought about the clans again.







At least one of them had benefited from the recent skirmish—namely, the Sleepless Ones.







And things have coincided perfectly for them—we were aboard their flagship, the Black Queen, and had the priceless artifact in our possession. Teleportation was still blocked, and getting off a vessel so deep underwater physically was impossible for any member of a land-dwelling race. It would mean instant death—just like trying to open a porthole on a submarine. The crew would kill you as soon as they’d notice you try to pull off an idiotic stunt like that…







The Sleepless Ones clearly stood to benefit in this scenario.







I drew a large letter S in the sand, glancing at Kyre and the artifact behind my back. Then I squinted at BB.







She seemed to have felt my glance. She turned around, met my eye, and instantly reacted by raising her hands in a placating gesture,







“We had nothing to do with it! We’re just as stumped as you are!”







“Well…” I drawled, underscoring the letter S with the toe of my boot. “Well…”







“Ros! Stop channeling Charles the Mad, will you?!”







“Who?!”







“Charles VI of France!”







“Never heard of him.”







“Didn’t you have history in school? The one who murdered his own valet, chased his brother armed with a sword, thought his bones were made of glass, and held a masked ball where everybody got set on fire! Ever heard of him?”







“It wasn’t part of our curriculum,” I replied in a proud and dignified tone. “No offense meant, BB, but things have worked out in your favor, haven’t they? And in a rather uncanny way, too.”







“The hell they have! The Black Queen suits the purpose perfectly. You’re going to laugh—or you won’t believe me—but let me tell you one thing: I am not in control of the Black Queen right now! This is temporary, of course, but still—I’m as much of a passenger here as you are.” She stomped her foot in anger.







“The captain’s yours. It’s Crossbill, isn’t it? The dauntless captain who wouldn’t abandon the sinking flagship—there he is on the bridge again. How long had he remained marooned in the seaweed jungle a mile below? Are you sure his brain is still intact?”







“Yours will go before mine does!” A voice barked from above.







“It is indeed Crossbill. But he isn’t following my orders right now!”







BB seemed ready to blow—her fists were clenched, her expression was sullen, and she was breathing heavily, clearly trying not to blow her top.







I wondered who was giving orders on the flagship.







“Hey, but we are following your orders, BB. We are!”







“You shut up, Bloppy!” Baroness yelled, unable to hold it in any longer. “You too, Crossbill! We’ll have a long talk once this is over! Mark my words!” The young woman ended with a hoarse grunt, turned on her heel, and marched towards one of the cargo hold’s corners looking furious.”







“We’re so screwed,” a voice said from the ceiling.







“So we are,” another familiar voice chimed in. “Hey, BB! Listen up!”







“She’s not going to listen to you, you traitors!” Malice said in an unctuous voice, his hands crossed behind his back as he started walking around in circles. “You have signed your death warrants. But first you will be tortured… we’ll start by removing your toenails and all the hair on your rear ends!”







“What choice did we have? No one gave a damn about the Black Queen!” Crossbill’s voice rang with indignation. “Not a single person lifted a finger to do anything! No help, no resources, not even a decent line of communication! And then someone came and offered help—actual tangible help! If we hadn’t accepted the offer, we’d still have been deadweight and a mile deep! We have, and here we are! Ready to serve as we always have! Once we’re through with our part of the contract, that is.”







“You’ve signed your souls away,” Whisper sighed. “And who was the buyer, eh?”







“That guy… Well, you know.”







“We do indeed. A young man with an unusual name… What was our aquatic guest called once again?”







“Gluggarius…” Crossbill said in a small voice. “The player’s called Gluggarius.”







“Good afternoon, everyone,” a calm voice came from the PA. I knew its owner, too—we had talked before.







It was indeed Gluggarius—an achylote player who had incredible resources, connections in all sorts of places, and what seemed like unlimited funds. At least, that was the impression that I had gotten.







“The communication channel had been open for a while,” Gluggarius continued. I remembered that he had offered to call him Glugg when we talked the previous time. “So I overheard some of your conversation. Let me reassure you that I have no further claims on the Black Queen. The flagship of the Sleepless Ones will be returned to her rightful owner, the Black Baroness, as soon as the conditions of our contract are met.”







“Who are you, anyway?” BB sighed as she joined the conversation. She came away from the far wall and was looking in front of her rather than up.







I noticed, cursed inwardly, and also lowered my silly head so as not to resemble a country bumpkin admiring a deity’s heels from below.







“I’m a businessman,” Glugg answered, and I could have sworn he had a smile on his face. “This is pure business. I will arrive to your ship shortly. Our plans have changed a little, and we’ll need to discuss the changes. While I’m en route, though… What are these fuzzywhumps? I have managed to collect some data, but what I’ve got so far is insufficient. Do you know anything?”







“Not a damn thing,” I grunted. “Hey, Glugg! Would you care to share what you’ve managed to find out? I’d be really grateful!”







“Sure. Crossbill, activate the conference hall screens. And how about we lead our guests out of the damp cargo hold?”







“Aye, aye, boss!” Crossbill blurted readily, and then choked and bleated in a vain attempt to save face, “I mean, temporary boss… uh… very temporary boss… yikes…”







“You’re toast, Cross,” Whisper announced sadly, then started laughing like a drain.







The Black Baroness was the first to leave the cargo hold. She maintained an icy silence as she marched out briskly, disappearing behind a turn of a poorly-lit passageway. I didn’t follow her at once, since I had to do something about a near-imminent fit of uncontrollable laughter. I barely managed to control myself.







Anyway, it was probably the wrong time to laugh, anyway. We desperately needed to find out as much as we could about the fuzzywhumps—creatures that had never existed, but had nonetheless managed to deal us a serious blow.







“I have no claims to the boss’s title,” Gluggarius voice accompanied us. “I’m just a passenger who’d paid for a first-class ticket with all the trimmings. Ros…”







“Yeah?”







“I’ve seen the video recordings of the fuzzywhumps’ attack. I’ll show them to you in a moment. Look… Is there any chance you may have run afoul of Waldyra and made it angry at you?”







“Come again?!”







“Joking. Just joking. But if you’re familiar with the Matrix franchise and have seen the fuzzywhumps, you’ll understand just what I’m on about.”







“I’m stumped,” I confessed. “Would you care to enlighten me?”







“Sure. As soon as everybody gets comfortable. We have time, and we’ve got a lot to discuss. As for the Matrix, don’t mind what I said. I was trying to be funny.”







“I see,” I replied, picturing the fuzzywhumps in my mind’s eye and trying to understand the parallel drawn by Glugg.







They had tentacles and a bunch of eyes. They were also aggressive. There were lots of monsters in Waldyra that fit the description. We’d take care of the fuzzywhumps in due time. In the meantime, there were bigger fish to fry.







When we reached the smaller conference hall (a medium-sized cargo hold de facto,hastily decorated with motley tapestries and containing an array of chairs and benches of various sizes and styles), everybody made themselves comfortable wherever there was a spare seat. I couldn’t help looking around me—only to confirm my initial impression of being inside a cargo hold. There was a thin stream of water coming out of one of the walls and trickling away into a narrow gutter.







That made me wonder.







“What’s the Queen’s current condition?” I asked loudly, staring at the ceiling. “Just a rough assessment.”







“It’s bad,” Crossbill replied at once. “We cannot surface. We only very barely managed to rise above the bottom. Our capacity for vertical maneuvering is very limited. Most of the spaces are waterlogged or cut off by temporary bulkheads. There are shoals of fish swimming through most of the corridors.”







“So from a surface ship the Queen has turned into…”







“Waldyra’s third submarine,” Baroness grunted, suspiciously eyeing a bottle of wine as she was holding it up to the light. She had taken the bottle out of a basket standing right on the floor, and there was no label. “We may not be the first, but we sure are the biggest.”







“Third?” Kyre asked in astonishment. “I only know of one other.”







“Me too,” Bom confirmed, leaning forward curiously. “Could you tell us more?”







“Ask your leader for more details,” Baroness said through her teeth.







“Oh, touch,” our clan’s treasurer said with a goodhearted chuckle. “Well, never mind, then. We’ll find out someday. Huh… Waldyra’s third submarine, eh?”







I was also only aware of one other submarine—the one that had to be pedaled. It was yellow, and designed as homage to a certain twentieth-century quartet from Liverpool. It was also the means of transportation used by landlubbers wishing to visit the underwater city located next to Alcaroum.







“The largest submarine with the best armaments,” I noted as I raised my head, trying to fathom how many decks there were above us.







It seemed so long ago that I stood on the top deck… and then we drowned the flagship.







But never mind the recollections. What I needed was to clarify the situation with the monsters that seemed to have appeared from out of nowhere.







I didn’t want to make the impression of an unduly hasty and pushy upstart head of a greenhorn clan, but I did have my priorities…







“You mentioned a video,” I blurted, unceremoniously interrupting Crossbill’s litany—he seemed intent on giving me the full catalogue of all the damage sustained by the Black Queen.







There had been so much emotion, pain, and genuine care about the Gargantuan ship in his voice, and I broke him off so rudely… I swore I’d make it up to him somehow. Get him a special set of pine timbers, perhaps. I didn’t want to sound impertinent, but my nerves were being frazzled by several factors at once—tension, curiosity, an uncanny sort of anxiety, and so on.







“The video,” a voice came from the ceiling. “Here goes. I have to warn you, though, that it’s really very strange. I’ll provide commentary, although it’s really extraneous. Everything’s obvious enough. See for yourselves.”







An enormous magic screen lit up, revealing the underwater murk where glowing algae trees were swaying their panicles slowly—apparently, those were known as ygglirasses and their wood was very valuable.







Judging by the behavior of the magic eye (a hovering underwater camera), it was yet another sentinel guarding the underwater grotto where we had found shelter. Its purpose wasn’t to prevent anyone from getting in, but rather detect anyone who might be approaching and alert us. The magic item did its job perfectly, and it managed to detect danger from such a distance that it instantly became clear that an “underwater drone” of this sort was a very expensive item.







The picture became sharper and clearer. It froze, and then the camera zoomed in. A couple of black dots appeared in the distance, growing rapidly. Tentacles became discernible in a few seconds. The magic sentinel identified the threat at once as giant squid whose levels were between 200 and 220.







Some puzzled grunts were heard. I leaned back in my leather armchair. So there was a rational explanation, after all—the head porter achylote had been under too great an impression from the story he’d heard earlier, and when his special senses detected the approaching threat, he’d mixed up giant squid and the nonexistent fuzzywhumps.







That was some relief…







Only it wasn’t. I saw the monsters that had attacked us, and they definitely weren’t squid.







“Pay close attention! This is where things get strange…”







That was when the huge creatures carried by an underwater current suddenly started changing. First they grew—it looked as if someone with powerful lungs had suddenly blown into a balloon. The creatures started to shake, spin, and roar (which was unusual behavior for squids) as they grew eyes and tentacles. The former squids passed by the camera. You could see that their skin had become grayish and gooey, and there were eyes appearing actually on their bodies.







“Yikes!” Kyre said most emphatically.







“This is indeed revolting,” mistress Mythrell agreed with her.







“It would take a real special rod to catch those!” Roskie sighed.







Orbit maintained a pensive silence, looking unnaturally serious and keeping his gaze riveted to the screen—highly unusual behavior for the bald elf, this omniscient veteran of Waldyra who must have started playing from scratch a mind-boggling number of times. I glanced at his earring, which resembled a figure of eight more than it did the symbol of infinity, and returned my gaze to the screen. However, I was no longer eager to know what would happen next—I realized I hadn’t been mistaken, after all. I shouldn’t have suspected the head porter of mixing up his facts, either. The fuzzywhumps did exist—moreover, we had seen them come into existence with our own eyes.







“The monster ID information is gone,” Whisper twitched. “Wow! It’s all indecipherable characters now! And the data is back, and… we have fuzzywhumps. Levels unknown.”







“This is the first time I’ve seen anything of this sort,” Baroness broke the silence as she crossed her arms on her chest. “I’ve been in many situations when extremely dangerous monsters used magical illusions to pass off as completely harmless creatures. There are also a couple of monsters that are actually capable of transforming—such as the pink woodchomp pony or the cowardly brown waterhog. But they do it differently… Besides, I’ve never heard the name ‘fuzzywhump’ before. What do you guys say? Ring a bell to anyone?”







“Not really, no,” Malice shook his head. “And I can’t say I like the name much, either.”







“Me neither.”







“Nor me.”







“Never.”







“First time I hear it mentioned.”







“Actually, I think I did come across these creatures, if memory serves,” Whisper rubbed his chin thoughtfully as he placed his other palm on the spiked chain he had in his lap. “It was a tough fight. But I won, of course…”







“Yeah, pull the other one, buddy, this one has bells on!” I blew up. “Tough fight, my foot! Right!”







“I’ve been around and seen a few things, you know!”







“Including the inside of my head?” I barked furiously. “There’s absolutely no way you could have run into any fuzzywhumps before. None whatsoever!”







“Why the hell is that?”







“Because I only invented them some three minutes before they attacked! I declare it to everyone on my honor—these things didn’t exist before! I invented them!”







“Why would you do that?” Mistress Mythrell glanced at me intently.







Orbit looked alert, too—both of them were looking as if they were expecting to hear a major revelation.







So what was I to tell them? The truth about my reluctance to swear in front of my digital daughter?







“I was telling a fairy tale to Roskie,” I found a way to extricate myself. “Adding all kinds of detail as I went along. And I only got to the point where the fuzzywhumps were hunting a brave young fisher girl who had a pack of wolves and a mysterious giant choochoomarragh fish at her command…”







“Ros!” Bom yelled as he jumped up as if he had just sat on a scorpion. “Give over with those fantasies at once! A giant fish is the last thing we need right now!”







“Uh, you’re right, of course,” I said with a neurotic giggle. “Anyway… You’ve heard the long and the short of it. It was I who invented these monsters. And nobody could have run into them previously for the very simple reason that they didn’t exist before.”







“Really…” Baroness drawled. “So allow me to voice your outlandish implication—you’re trying to say that Waldyra is making your fantasies come to life and turns your descriptions into actual monsters? You’re aware of what that sounds like, aren’t you?”







“He did invent the fuzzywhumps,” Bom rose to his feet, instantly commanding a presence. “I witnessed it! I was actually egging him on to add detail—why wouldn’t I? We were bored, so we did our best to have fun. The kid was happy, and so were the locals—they don’t get to hear a new legend every day!”







“And we have seen regular giant squid turn into monsters—it was like an instant mutation,” a voice came from the ceiling. “I’d like to add a few more things. First, I’ll be late. There are a couple of old books that I have to collect from a bookstore. What would those books be? Any ideas?”







“We haven’t asked,” BB grunted.







“I’ll answer that question, anyway—ancient books that tell the story of the ancient monsters known as fuzzywhumps, which had once been common, but then disappeared.”







“The name!” I jumped up, grabbing the armchair’s armrests frenziedly and trying to recollect the name of a book that I had invented recently. A book that had never existed.







What did I call the book? I fervently wished my memory was less like a sieve, but I had problems remembering things since childhood. What was it? Something silly and obviously contrived… “Grim Tales…” “Darkest Creatures…” Something along those lines.







“The name of one of the books has been given as follows: ‘Grim Tales of the Darkest Creatures: Fuzzywhumps and Their Habitat.’ The name of the second book is still unknown—I’ll share anything I might be able to learn later.”







“Holy profiteroles!” I exclaimed.







“By the chief fuzzywhump’s slimy goolies!” Bom was a little more explicit than me.







Baroness looked at Bom with unfeigned interest. She squinted.







Roskie looked as if she had just had a major epiphany, and seemed to be mouthing something as if to memorize it.







“Gentlemen!” Kyre frowned. “You seem overly excited about this latest revelation.”







“Yes, I’ve noticed as much, too,” Baroness said languidly.







Malice and Whisper, standing on either side of her, started nodding vigorously.







“This book doesn’t exist,” I sighed as I ruffled the hair on the back of my head with both my hands at once. “It doesn’t! And the reason is…”







“Let me guess—you’ve invented it, right?” Malice asked, and I nodded dejectedly.







“I did indeed. Really, consider the title—doesn’t it sound contrived? ‘Grim Tales of the Darkest Creatures: Fuzzywhumps and Their Habitat.’ Ridiculous, isn’t it?”







Whisper smacked his lips, as if to taste the book’s title. Then he looked at me encouragingly.







“The second part of the name seems legit. The first one, though, is a bit over the top, I’ll give you that…”







“There are worse book titles than that,” BB made a dismissive gesture as she rose with the grace of a feline and started pacing back and forth with her hands crossed behind her back. “There are lots of writers in Waldyra. Some are completely horrible. Others are readable—and a few are actually good. They call their books whatever they like—they answer to no one, and are limited by nothing but their imagination. You come across the weirdest things occasionally… Anyway, there’s no point talking about it. Visit the Sefosqua when you have some spare time. It won’t take you longer than five minutes to come to the same conclusion.”







“You could also purchase a few guppies while you’re at it,”
 I thought to myself.
 “Or master the art of flexing and relaxing your toes.”







“Let me just provide a few examples… Oh, that’s right!” Baroness smiled. “We have a few shelves stacked with just this kind of literature, as it were. Here goes: The Chickens of Revenge in the Ragnark of Salvation! The Scorching Maid of the Spicy Ocean and the Sweet Honey Creek Dude! The Broken Ankle and the Quest for Aloe Vera!”







“I admit defeat,” I lowered my head. “My fantasy is no match for such… uh… flights of fancy. But I’ll refrain from writing any legends or fairy tales just yet. Something unnatural has happened. The monsters I invented became real, and I shiver every time I think of that. Most importantly, I wonder who may have done this. Logically, someone very powerful must have heard my words and made them come true by altering and souping up your run-of-the-mill giant squid. Am I right so far?”







“Yeah, and the monsters turned out to be…” Baroness snapped her fingers. “Pretty bland. Featureless. As if they were… Debug characters, if that makes any sense?”







“Could you elaborate on that?”







Bom replied instead of BB.







“Game developers often do that. Suppose you need to test and refine monster features before implementing the monster. Debug monsters are not fully developed or polished—their looks and behavior often lack finesse. For example, if a bull attacks you in Waldyra, it won’t charge at once—it will assume a menacing stance first, beat the ground with its hooves, roar, and so on. A debug bull would attack instantly, wasting no time on foreplay. It has no behavioral patterns coded into it. It’s just a machine. Like the terminator cyborg from that ancient franchise. The one in Part Two that was liquid. All it cared about was killing. No emotions, no wasted motions, no warnings or anything. And debug monsters are most often gray—as if someone had smeared them in moldy yogurt.”







“Yeah, I’ve heard of those,” Kyre confirmed. “You often hear stories about them from folks in various inns—every now and then someone will claim they once were a tester and one of the very first players in Waldyra in general.”







“Sure, there’s never any shortage of liars or braggarts. However, debug monsters do exist,” Baroness said. “Still, even a gray emotionless debug monster doesn’t just spawn like that after someone gives a passing humorous description of it in a private conversation. Most importantly, there are the books! That’s what really got to me. We could explain the monsters as a trick of some powerful evil wizard who’d taken a dislike to Ros—I’m sure there could be ample reasons for it. Books are serious business. Using some unknown magic to create new monsters and make them attack someone is just this side of plausible. But books? Bookstores suddenly stocking books about fuzzywhumps? Monsters invented by a regular player? No offense, Ros, but your past Great Nav status means nothing now. You’re just a regular player.”







“I agree wholeheartedly!” I raised my hands. “It’s not like I’m pretending I’m the chosen one, or some such. Or even special in any way.”







BB nodded and continued,







“‘Grim Tales of the Darkest Creatures: Fuzzywhumps and Their Habitat.’ It does sound ridiculous, doesn’t it?”







“Once again, I couldn’t agree with you more!” I raised my hands even higher, as if surrendering to an unknown adversary and pleading them to turn my reality back to normal. “It is completely ridiculous—asinine, even. But who would be capable of doing something asinine of that magnitude?”







“Only the Immos!” The Baroness said categorically. “On this level, with such speed—who else could it be but the Immortal Ones? And they could be present anywhere invisibly. An angel-like little Immo imp could be sitting in this very room two paces away from me and eavesdrop with an ugly grin without any of us being the wiser. The Immos could have eavesdropped on Ros’s words and immediately reacted by creating the fuzzywhumps. They could also easily have concocted some half-baked text, created a book, and make sure it was stocked by the bookstores. It’s their level all right.”







“I need to leave at once!” Mistress Mythrell looked agitated suddenly and left the cargo hold, asking as she went, “Do you know the way to the ladies’ room?”







“I’ll come along!” Roskie jumped up and followed her.







Twenty seconds later the conference hall was abandoned by every single warrior of the Dead Sands Clan. None of the locals remained—all those present were players.







“It is indeed the level of the Immortal Ones. However, it wasn’t us,” a voice came out of thin air. An angel appeared in an armchair two paces away from Baroness. He was sitting with his legs crossed and looking us over with a dazzling smile.







“I’ll be damned!” Whisper, who had been sitting inches away from the Immortal One finally unfroze. His chain flashed—the sneak’s reflexes had gotten the better of him.







“Careful there,” the Immo smiled as he caught the chain with his two fingers and handed it back to the owner carefully. “Please forgive this intrusion into your gaming process. It is a necessary measure required to eliminate any doubts anyone might have. Please mark my words. I am making an official announcement on behalf of Waldyra’s administration that we have had absolutely nothing to do with the recent incident.”







There was another smile, and the beautiful angel disappeared. A dead silence hung in the room. Everybody was staring at the empty chair, and I could bet I knew what everybody else in the room was thinking at that moment.







“Is the damn angel still in the armchair or isn’t he?”







Whisper couldn’t help himself. He reached out his hand, squinted sideways, bit his tongue for some reason, and gingerly felt the air above the seat of the vacated armchair. Having apparently found nothing, he lowered his hand, ran it over the seat of the armchair, and then it’s back.







“Hey!” I said. “Whisper! Stop fondling that chair! Or do you think you can feel the angel’s breasts?”







“Breasts?” BB asked in a hoarse voice. “Wasn’t it a guy?”







“Well, yeah,” I had to admit the obvious. “But you never would have guessed by the way Whisper’s fondling that armchair…”







“Hey, give over! What do you mean, fondling? I’m doing this for the common good!” The sneak hissed in outrage. “I’m feeling for angels! And who cares whether or not they have breasts? Are you prejudiced or something?!”







“As if you’ve ever had a hope of succeeding,” Baroness sighed as she kicked away the chair that had been supporting the angel’s derriere seconds ago.







The chair crashed into the wall and stopped. We started at it for a few seconds, then turned our attention back to the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones.







She continued eagerly,







“He may still be sitting in the very same chair. Or the very same point in space—only having become immaterial. I wouldn’t put it past the Immos. They deserve their reputation of near-omnipotent, hypocritical, and conceited rats.”







“Well, almost,” Bom rumbled. “Some of them are almost decent human beings. But I agree in general… It takes a special kind of person to wish for wings, a loose white garment, a halo, and golden sandals… Still, not all of them are rats.”







“How would you know?” Baroness inquired softly.







“Statistics,” I chimed in. “Every rainy day has a cotton candy machine. But we’ve heard the gist of it. The Immos deny involvement with truly angelic snarls of hurt innocence. Who are our next candidates? Gods?”







Everybody glanced at Roskie, who had been sitting peacefully.







“Boring!” She reacted at once, completely unfazed by everybody’s sudden attention. “Let’s have a fishing competition! Or wolf races! I get to ride Tyrant!”







“Oof…” The burly wolf whom I hardly even considered my own anymore commented lazily. This legendary black and white beast, once my pride and joy, was now Roskie’s constant companion and also the leader of a wolf pack. I once again mused that I may have wanted to answer the questions pertaining to the future proclivities of the newborn goddess.







“These are no gods I can think of,” Baroness shook her head. “Even though transforming monsters and making them more powerful would be perfectly feasible for a clever, powerful, and somewhat mischievous deity. Very much so. However, there’s more here than transformed monsters.”







I couldn’t object to that. There were gods like that indeed—intelligent, powerful, and with a mischievous streak. I could think of two off the top of my head, for one—Snessus, of course, and Anrull, for the enormous skeleton had a very specific sense of humor, and I wouldn’t put a practical joke like that past him.







“The books, though,” I said aloud, catching BB’s drift. “Making bookstores stock a certain book? Besides, it would have to have some kind of content, which would have to be written very quickly. And then it would somehow have to be delivered to the bookstores.”







“It would also have to be delivered in a way that wouldn’t raise any suspicions on the part of the booksellers,” Kyre added. “The locals are no fools. If they saw an unfamiliar book appear on the bookshelves all of a sudden, they’d be surprised at the very least. This needs looking into.”







“I’ll find out all the details,” Gluggarius’ voice came from the ceiling. “I have to excuse myself for a while. See you guys later.”







“Bye!” I waved to the ceiling and fell silent, contemplating.







If it wasn’t the gods or the Immortals Ones, who could it be?







“It’s high time for you to draw a deep breath and relax,” Malice advised Baroness, handing her a flask. “Exhale the negative feelings, and draw some positive ones from the flask. Forget about the Immos already.”







“I’ll never forgive them the Blood Reefs,” Baroness said firmly. “Never! And I’m not the only one.”







The Blood Reefs indeed…







It was a bloodbath. All of Waldyra’s clans, aquatic as well as land-dwelling, rushed towards the place where the unique spell for dispelling the magic veil over Zar’Graad had been found. I had never visited the Blood Reefs myself, but I’ve heard a lot about the battle—just like every other player in Waldyra. What had happened there was unprecedented in the entire history of Waldyra. Nearly everyone who had taken part in that massacre respawned time and again, only to return and try to get to the prize again with the resolution of the truly desperate. One of the sad consequences of the battle was the death of Easy Wind, a player from the clan of the Sleepless Ones, who had died tragically in the real world due to mental overload and a cocoon malfunction. He had literally burned his brain out. And many others had almost reached their limit that day.







But it wasn’t the endless deaths and the unprecedented violence that had garnered this battle so much notoriety.







The players took offense at being forced to observe the gilded heels of the angels, or the Immortal Ones, who had gathered en masse at the Blood Reefs. The guys in white robes had really gone overboard that day. The players, who had already been bone weary and lost a lot, at the end of their tether, and no longer believing in victory, motivated by nothing but sheer spite and their leader’s desperate urges, were crawling through spiky corals, sliding through sticky mud on their backs, peeling off poisonous oceanic leeches, and fighting off the squawking monsters known as globbers that were constantly attacking them from above, could see the angels in the skies above them all the while, and the haloed crowd was watching them as if they were starring in some blockbuster. There was even a rumor—unlikely to be true, but very telling—that two of the Immos were nibbling on pistachios and dropping the shells right under their feet, or onto the heads of the players, who had already been incandescent with rage and frustration.







That was the day when the epoch of frequent appearances and unrestrained behavior came to an end for the Immortal Ones. The consequences were brutal—many had lost their wings and their status, becoming mere mortals again. Others had been punished less harshly, but nonetheless, according to the administration’s official statement that had remained on their portal’s front page for days on end, every single administration member present at the Blood Reefs on that day had been disciplined, even if they had remained invisible and refrained from munching on pistachios.







The Black Baroness had been there, too—fighting for the spell, crawling through the dirt, and peeling off leeches. She had seen the angels in the skies above her, too. A pistachio shell may have fallen onto her face—who could really tell? She had also lost a fellow clan member by the name of Easy Wind. It may well be that if the angels had paid less attention to the battle and more to the physical condition of players, they could have made him log off and call an ambulance.







Then again, perhaps not. There was no way of knowing.







One might have thought it was way past time to let go of that ancient incident, but people still seemed to care—someone had even written a novel about it. There were also lots of essays, reports, detailed breakdowns of military tactics, and even memoirs.







“They’ve had their goolies twisted all right since then,” Whisper chuckled. “Cut them down to size a little.” He was no longer staring at the empty armchair with suspicion.







“Had their what twisted?” I raised an eyebrow.







“Their goolies. Hey, that’s as good as a folk expression here in Waldyra. Never heard it used? You must have been living under some rock, Ros.”







“You don’t know the half of it,” I said in a mournful voice.







I got up, stretched, and paced from wall to wall a few times, keeping my eyes on the toes of my boots. My thoughts were in chaos, and I had to wind down a little. I was no genius, after all—by far.







I looked back as I paced and stopped in my tracks—Orbit was following me with a contemplative expression on his face. He was, in turn, followed by Roskie and Tyrant. Whisper was tailing the procession, grinning merrily.







“So what are you lot up to, then?” I asked in an unctuous voice.







“It’s bo-o-o-o-oring,” Orbit said with a sigh.







Roskie started nodding vigorously in full support of his statement. Tyrant yawned languidly.







“Well, you’re the kind of guy who just might come up with something,” the Insomniac sneak spread his hands.







“Easy!” I grunted. I veered off my pacing course and headed right to the center of the hall. “Piece of cake! But we need to do something first. Hey! Ceiling dwellers! I’m addressing you guys!”







“What is it, o noble cargo hold denizen?” A genial voice came from above.







“We need nutrition. Lots of it,” I said. “We’ve just had a marathon across the desert and burned a ton of calories.”







“We’ve seen your marathon all right. Or, rather, its final,” there was a grunt from the speaker. “Nearly all of Waldyra has, as a matter of fact. That was some run you had. Swept a whole desert away as if you had some nuclear-powered hoover. Refreshments will be delivered shortly. Would you like anything else?”







“Cabins for everyone,” I nodded. “We could all do with some rest.”







“Certainly. BB has already given orders to that effect, incidentally. Some ten minutes ago.”







“Thanks,” I told Baroness, who was massaging her forehead wearily.







She made a vague gesture in response. The iron lady had used up all her stamina, apparently—either that, or she was bored, too. That seemed unlikely, though—judging by my own experience, which was becoming progressively more brutal, the head of a busy clan has no time to get bored. Or have a life in general.







“Bored, are you?” I glanced at the bald elf.







He instantly perked up, came closer, and placed his hands on my shoulders, looking me in the eye intently.







“I a-a-a-a-am… Ve-e-e-e-ery much so-o-o-o-o…”







“I’ll try to think of something fun,” I promise. “I’ll really try hard.”







“Please do!” My promise lifted Orbit’s spirits so much he even stopped drawling out the words.







“While I’m making my sorcerous preparations for some serious fun, would you discuss getting back to our clan with Kyre, Alishana, and Mistress Mythrell? And if you would, please make it really quick.







“On my wa-a-a-a-ay!”







Orbit cocked his leg and traipsed merrily to the corner, taking along Alishana, who’d caught my eye as she‘d approached me at the same time as he had. She, in turn, pulled Roskie away, following my explicit instructions to stay close to the young goddess.







As everybody departed, I finally got an opportunity to go over all the recent events in my head, reaching the conclusion that I’d need to conduct further tests. It may have seemed weird, but I had to be sure I wasn’t some harbinger of doom whose every word materializes monsters.







I waited for the conspirators huddled in the corner protected by magic shields to finish discussing our further course of events in animated whispers and went to stand in the center of the hall, doing some gymnastics to loosen my joints and taking a few deep breaths. Then I called out,







“Crossbill!”







“Yes, former navigator of the ship demoted to first-class passenger? Do you wish to be shown the way to your private cabin?”







“Can you organize a live translation of the underwater landscapes that surround us now?”







“Sure, but will you tell me why?”







“Crossbill! Just do it, will you?!” Baroness grunted in exhaustion.







“Aye aye, o one and only captain!” Crossbill’s voice was so obsequious I half-expected to see honey pour out of the invisible magical speakers. “A live translation of underwater landscapes, you got it!”







The perimeter walls darkened for a moment, and then went transparent. A few seconds later, the same happened to the floor. Followed by the ceiling. I was under the impression that we were racing inside a transparent bubble. Well, perhaps “racing” would be the wrong word to use—“careening ponderously” was more like it. Judging by the look of an underwater rock barely lit by the flickering light of the dim magical lamps, the Black Queen rocked from side to side slightly.







I recalled the fact that the vessel was a rock island of considerable size, and I wondered about the exact nature of the problem that made it rock like that.







How long would it be until we foundered and crashed into the seabed?







Wasn’t Crossbill’s voice a little too nonchalant, as if he was feigning it?







Waldyra’s third-ever submarine was clearly in dire straits.







But I had something else on my mind at that moment.







I cracked my fingers, stretched my neck slowly, rotated my pelvis a few times, and then my knees. None of these awkward motions were necessary, of course—I was just putting off the inevitable, since I couldn’t help feeling a certain misgiving.







Who could be responsible for the recent outrageous incident, I wondered? Gods? The Immos? Waldyra itself? Or was it just a freak accident, after all? Did some powerful deity place a curse on me, perhaps? All my protective buffs have long worn off. Even though I was under the aegis of my daughter, who was of divine origin, Roskie was still young. I also thought of all the cursed items I had once been forced to put on—perhaps one of their negative aftereffects did get stuck to my digital incarnation, after all, waiting for its chance to strike all along.







There was only one way to find out. I coughed and glanced towards Orbit, who was looking at me in mirthful anticipation. The bald elf must have had some idea of what I was planning, and he didn’t feel the need to conceal his interest and approval.







“Let me tell you another ancient legend of Waldyra!” I started in a somber monotone. “A legend so horrifying there is a rumor that whoever even starts telling it aloud will risk summoning the monster that it is about—Cyclopean Trenchmaw, horror of the depths!”







“Cyclopean Trenchmaw?” Bom echoed pensively. “So it’s big, lives in the deep, and has big jaws… Sounds interesting…”







“Rosgard…” Baroness sighed. “Stop it already. There’s no one here but us. Not a single local anywhere with the exception of the Dead Sands Clan, and they are devoted to you wholeheartedly. There’s no one here to eavesdrop on your story. Although it’s an interesting idea. You should try it out.”







“Yeah, in some public place,” Malice concurred.







“The Cyclopean Trenchmaw had been terrorizing Waldyra’s waters for thousands of years!” Orbit doubled over, choking with laughter, but he kept on the lookout all the same. “It’s reign of terror had gone on for too long, and the list of all the creatures it had devoured was so long that you could wrap it around the entire Old Continent?”







“Are you sure you want to go through with it?” This came from Crossbill, who had apparently been listening in. “It is a crazy notion, to be sure. And it’s not like I’m really scared or anything. But what if something does happen?”







“You can chill for the meantime… He hasn’t started describing the creature’s appearance yet, after all,” Bom grumbled, reclining in his chair and kicking it to make it face forward.







“The ancient mages gathered together and presented a united front to the colossal beast!” I raised my voice. “The battle lasted for days! The mages went all out and suffered heavy losses, and eventually managed to subdue the Cyclopean Trenchmaw and put it to sleep! The creature turned to stone, forming an entire underwater mountain ridge, and it caused a powerful earthquake when it hit the ocean floor! Centuries have passed since those days, and the memories of ancient events became erased from memory. Even the ridge, which had once been known as the Terrifying Cyclopean Trenchmaw Ridge, eventually became forgotten as one of nameless mountain ridges that line the bottom of Waldyra’s oceans. Thus was the ancient nightmare defeated!”







I made a pause and looked around. My motions were copied by everyone, so we all spent a few seconds doing nothing other than turning our heads left and right. And we saw nothing extraordinary—it was business as usual at the bottom of the sea.







Be that as it may—so far my magical recipe for making fictional creatures come alive had been lacking its crucial ingredient.







“You’re wondering what this horrendous creature looked like, aren’t you?” I addressed the public.







“We don’t really give a damn,” Whispered answered on behalf of the Sleepless Ones.







“I don’t really know what to tell you, boss,” Bom confessed. “I feel as if a chilly hand was grabbing me by the unmentionables…”







“Grabbing you by the what?” Roskie inquired at once.







“I’d rather your father didn’t expand the dictionary of Waldyran expletives any further,” Kyre intervened. “Get back here, Roskie.”







“Oh, all ri-i-i-ight…”







“So let me tell you!” I kept at it. “Imagine a shark. But this is no regular shark. This isn’t even a prehistoric shark like the megalodon. Duh! A megalodon is a minnow compared to the Cyclopean Trenchmaw! Not even a minnow! Plankton, that’s what it is! The Cyclopean Trenchmaw was so big…” I filled my lungs with as much air as I could and continued, “…so big it could swallow entire islands! Its dorsal fin rose above the water like a mountain range! Its ghastly fangs could pulverize steel and rock! Its deathly white skin was near-impervious to everything but the most powerful of magics! And, oh, the terror of its glowing eyes that could sight prey from many miles away! The Cyclopean Trenchmaw was a clever beast, so it would always sneak up on its prey from behind, invisible up until the very last minute!”







Bom kicked his armchair to make it face the stern, peering into the underwater twilight with all the vigilance he could muster. I turned around, admiring the underwater panorama, and continued,







“What was the magic that had put the Cyclopean Trenchmaw to sleep all those many years ago? They were your regular sleep spells—but cast by three thousand achylote mages underwater at once! However, the achylote mages had been boosted by an aura that was only given to those who touched a certain statue, which has sadly been destroyed. But the good news is that there is an equivalent! There is a statue commemorating Jiminy, a gentle cricket cut down in his prime, that stands in the small but glorious town of Tranqueville. The weapons and the attack spells of anyone who touches the statue will have special qualities conferred upon them, allowing their wielders to wound, and hopefully eventually slay the dreadful Cyclopean Trenchmaw. Imagine how much treasure you could claim after killing the monster that had been swallowing ships and whole islands for centuries! Heroes who manage to defeat the Cyclopean Trenchmaw will gain access to more plunder than they’ll know what to do with! It will be bigger than anything anyone has seen so far! That’s what the legend tells us, my friends. Whew!” I exhaled with relief and plopped down onto the floor. “Hey, Bomster. Anything you see from behind?”







“Just fish,” our treasurer shrugged. “Heh! I liked the bit about Jiminy!”







“The statue came to my mind when I saw you,” I said with a chuckle. “Right on. So, there’s no Cyclopean Trenchmaw chasing us, right? The possibility’s been checked and rejected. BB was right, then—some bad hombre must have heard me the previous time. A local, most likely. Or, perhaps, some god had overheard my ramblings.







“And reacted real quick,” the half-orc nodded. “So let’s apply the logic of the ancients—if you can’t explain it, it must be the gods’ fault! Don’t blame us!” Bom stretched with a jovial grin on his face. “All right. Now watch me unwind like a corkscrew… Oh, bone me like a chicken wing!!!”







With this scream, the half-orc leaped out of the armchair, ending up right in front of me and blocking my view completely.







“What’s the matter with you?” I gave him a puzzled look as I tried to see through the transparent walls.







“It is here! In the flesh!” Baroness yelled in a manner that hardly befit her lofty status. A split second later she was standing right next to me.







“It sure is,” I swallowed sullenly. “Large as life and twice as ugly.”







An eye appeared in the underwater darkness. An enormous eye glowing with malice.







“Crossbill!” BB barked. “Got any thermite flashes left?!”







“I think I might. Why, what’s the matter? Oh holy jumping mackerel!”







“A flash, Crossbill!”







“Aye aye!”







A dazzling burst of light illuminated the murky waters, powerful enough to reclaim a substantial volume of space. The chemical light became even brighter as it moved away from us, glowing evenly and lighting up a cracked, fissured, pockmarked, and scorched live wall—the side of a mind-bogglingly enormous monster with glowing eyes following right behind us.







“That wasn’t a wise move,” Bom said in a confident voice. “Not a wise move by far…”







The vaguely discernible colossal fin moved slightly, flicking the glowing cloud of the flash aside ever so casually. We saw a glimpse of a whitish stomach and a blunt snout. A jagged crack started to appear—it was so much like watching a black hole form in real time it took me a moment to realize it was, in fact, a gigantic maw filled with extremely sharp teeth.







“Rosgard’s nightmare will devour us all,” Whisper moaned. “But really! I mean, fancy this! A gigantic great white shark! Was that the best you could do? Do you have a phobia of sharks, perhaps? Eh?”







“Whisper, shut up!” Baroness barked. “By the devil’s own luck! This is an outrageous level of hogwash… I just can’t wrap my head around it.”







“Exactly!” An indignant Whisper chimed in. “Do you have anything to say for yourself, Ros? You were the one to unleash all the horrors of your subconscious upon us, after all!”







“I don’t have a phobia of great white sharks!” I grumbled.







The Cyclopean Trenchmaw sped up as its jaws kept opening ever wider.







“BB?” I glanced at Baroness.







“Crossbill!” She shouted. “Full speed ahead! Go all-out! Get every weapon ready! Aim them all at the thing behind us!”







“Roger!” We heard a sequence of short orders, and then Crossbill addressed Baroness again with what sounded like an explosive mixture of unease, thrill, and elation. “Are you sure, captain?”







“Got any other options?! It’s all our fault—we just sat there with our legs stretched out and giggled as Ros kept coming up with gruesome details. Idiots!”







“Two thirds of the weapons are aimed behind us, Captain! Full speed ahead!”







“Fire!”







It turned out that I had really been missing all of it a lot. Nothing compared to the sensation of an enormous dreadnought shuddering under your feet as it pours out fiery death and destruction.







There was a lunge. The flagship started to speed up. The bulkheads groaned. The water behind the stern erupted as if someone had dropped the Dead Sands Clan’s black artifact into it—the resulting air bubble was instantly filled with fire, melted metal, and rock shrapnel as it encased the shark’s head. The monster found itself in an unfamiliar element, and then it fell to the ocean floor, plowing an enormous trench in it.







“Fire!” BB ordered.







“We’re not ready yet!”







“Then fire whenever you’re ready! What about the rest of the arsenal?”







“Roger! The arsenal has not yet been restored! Everything’s been happening too quickly, cap’n!”







“Then use whatever you have! What’s your primary armament?”







“For underwater?”







“Yes.”







“Two charges of All-Consuming Thermite Fire. One Mass Acid Vortex. Four jumbo depth charges—those special caliber things from our research labs. And a whole forest of rock spikes.”







“Get everything ready! And expect me at the bridge shortly!” BB said and disappeared in a blurred flash.







Whisper followed suit. Malice started walking unhurriedly.







I stayed where I was, gazing at the Cyclopean Trenchmaw, which had fallen back a little.







We were indeed about to be devoured by a figment of my imagination. My fantasies were a danger to everyone once again.







There was another volley.







The Black Queen creaked as it started rising, and a mild incline appeared underneath us. We were bypassing an obstacle—and losing speed.







“Bom! Kyre! Inform everybody of this beast!”







“Who’s everybody?”







“Everybody you can think of,” I shrugged, looking at our treasurer. “All the players wishing to participate in a battle against a horrific ancient monster stuffed with treasure to the gills. Report it like this: the creature has been brought to life by the Heroes of the Final Frontier, and the clan is eager to share the dangers and the spoils with anyone interested. Also mention that it is vital to touch the statue of Jiminy Cricket in the square before the Heroes’ clan hall. Since the statue had been our idea, we can charge a copper…”







“A silver!” Bom interrupted. “A silver!”







“…a silver for getting buffed by the statue. But first check whether the magic that increases the damage against this thing works—don’t mention that bit before you do. Also announce that we will be grateful for a virtually token share of the spoils—two percent should be enough.”







“Three percent at least, boss! It’s always a pleasure to do business with you!” Bom clapped me on the shoulder, his face beaming. “This is the real deal! This is how you get rich!”







“Crossbill!” I yelled “Crossbi-i-i-i-i-ill!”







“I’m a bit busy, Ros!”







“I understand, man. There’ll be reinforcements coming shortly—and en masse. I will therefore need our coordinates to be announced once every three minutes! And make sure you don’t take us past any underwater settlements or islands!”







“Hey, who made you captain?” Crossbill huffed indignantly.







“We heard you, Ros,” BB interfered. “All right! Incidentally, we heard everything—including your absolutely brazen, immoral, and delicious plan to rake in the lucre! We want a cut!”







“No way!” Bom yelled. “This is the money from our clan leader’s insane fantasies! Profits from his nightmares! You don’t have anything to do with any of this!”







“We’re playing the part of the bait!” BB parried. “We’re not asking for much! Ten percent of what you make from Ros’s nightmares will do us nicely!”







“Look who’s being brazen and immoral now!” It was my turn to get outraged.







Kyre choked on her laughter, covering her face.







“Don’t you worry, boss!” Our treasurer reassured me. “These neurotic insomniacs intend to rip us off! One percent!”







“I’ll slow down, and we’ll all get eaten!” Crossbill screamed. “Nine percent minimum! Nine! Do you hear me?!”







I could but groan loudly as I took a step towards the wall that had turned into a screen. We were facing the ancient nightmare again—the Cyclopean Trenchmaw seemed to be gazing right at me fixedly, right through the armor, the rock hull, the bulkheads, and the screens.







“Jiminy’s started to produce a special kind of mana, boss!” Bom yelled. “That’s it! The money will start flowing in now! Hey, Kyre! Ask our guys to dig a pond in the square—we’re about to see achylote clients coming in droves. You can’t keep the water-dwellers wishing to paw the statue on dry cobblestones! We’ll need a big pond! Ros! Ros!”







“What is it?”







The half-orc filled his chest with air, wiped his tears of joy, smiled widely, and said,







“You totally rock, boss! Please keep it rocking! And keep on inventing nightmarish stuff!”







“Acid!” At the order of the Black Baroness, water behind the stern got filled with viscous green goo. “A forest of rock spikes! Add depth charges as soon as the thing stops! Malice! Ask some allied clan for a divine cargo teleport! We need ammo and repairmen at once!”







“On it!”







“Fire!”







The deadly colossus didn’t so much as flinch as it entered the swirling green mist. Mud from the enormous shark’s recent plummet to the ocean floor was running down its scarred skin, and its glowing eye looked like a tunnel leading straight to hell. It seemed as though there was a crimson vortex inside demanding blood offerings. The Cyclopean Trenchmaw devoured the distance relentlessly, getting ever closer.







The first sound we heard didn’t come from the beast itself, but rather the stone spikes that came out of the underwater mountain slope, forming a sturdy palisade right in the pursuing predator’s path.







I held my breath involuntarily—only to exhale at once in disappointment. The monster’s enormous mass scattered the spikes like so many matchsticks. It didn’t even take its entire mass—the effort involved was hardly greater than that required to raise an eyebrow. Even the mass of acid mist looked more like a small green leaf stuck to one of its lower fangs. One of the stone spikes swept away so casually had gotten stuck in its jaw, looking like a toothpick. As if the giant shark had decided to apply some dental hygiene before starting on a nutritious dinner.







“Yikes!” Said Roskie, who was standing right next to me.







“Wouldn’t you like to catch a fish like this?” I smiled.







“All it takes is a fishing rod! But, dad… This is no fish.”







“It isn’t?” I became apprehensive at once. “What is it, then?”







“Something… ancient?” The monster’s approaching jaws were reflected in my daughter’s wide-open eyes. “Really ancient… and scary…”







“I see,” I sighed, trying not to let my disappointment show.







“Well do-o-o-one!” The bald elf flashed me a bright smile. He had tagged along with Roskie, followed by Alishana, Kyre, and Mistress Mythrell.







“The legends you have just mentioned—the fuzzywhumps and the Cyclopean Trenchmaw,” she didn’t skip a beat naming the figments of my imagination that had suddenly come to life, “have never existed, according to Orbit. You have invented them. And they have come alive.”







“That much is true,” I nodded.







“What is the power that you wield, then, my dear friend Rosgard? Are you, perhaps, some omnipotent deity?”







“Oh, no,” I shook my head. “I am but an otherworlder, Mistress Mythrell. And I am a lot weaker than many of those who had also come here from another world. I am no god.”







“I believe you,” the dwarf lady laughed out unexpectedly. “You are indeed no god, Rosgard the Honest. And what god would have managed to pull off something like that, anyway?”







“What do you mean by that?” I became alert again.







“Balance,” Mistress Mythrell said.







Having said that, she fell silent. We were all staring at the approaching Cyclopean Trenchmaw whose jaws had already been open so wide that the Black Queen would have fit in easily and have a lot of space to park behind any of those enormous fangs. One last free parking space before you win a fascinating trip to the stomach.







What if this monster did devour us, after all? The locals would die. We would resurrect.







What about Roskie? I’d pull her out of this no matter what the cost, no matter how.







And what about the black artifact? How would we get it back from the belly of the beast?







That damned great white shark. Why did I have to mention this particular species? Was it due to a recent encounter with some person that had invoked the same feelings in me as the apex predators of the marine ecosystem would.







I didn’t get any further explanations from the wise dwarf woman, so I cleared my throat and parroted her reply interrogatively,







“Balance?”







I couldn’t help feeling I should have been spending more time with my daughter as I watched her ride away on Tyrant’s back, followed by her guardians. Fortunately, Kyre, who was reasonable and kind, and never let anyone get away with committing an injustice on her watch, was with Roskie nearly all the time, as well as the bald elf Orbit—an indubitable genius, albeit hardly normal by any account. And now she had yet another guardian—Alishana the professional assassin. Couldn’t have wished for a better crew to take care of any kid, really.







“Everything in Waldyra is balanced,” Mistress Mythrell explained, pointing at the colossal creature that had almost caught up with us. “That thing couldn’t have come out of nowhere. It had needed resources of some sort. There is always some investment. Some labor or energy that you put into it. You can create a vicious cat-sized insect out of a simple ant—but you’ll need to pay, and the price here is power.”







“Energy, or mana,” I was beginning to get it.







“That’s right. You spend mana when you cast a fireball or when you raise a wraith. Creating a dozen giant fuzzywhumps would take a lot more—a hundredfold, perhaps. And if you wish to create a creature as enormous as the Cyclopean Trenchmaw…”







“You need a whole lot of energy,” I concluded, smiling to Mistress Mythrell gratefully. “Thank you! You are very wise!”







“It’s the age,” a somewhat flustered Mistraille said with a smile. “It spares no one—your brow gets furrowed, your joints become leaden, and you are constantly short of breath. And all you gain in return for this trouble is wisdom—and even that is not given to everyone. And even those who have it are often unable to use their gift of wisdom prudently.”







“I feel as though I have just received a very valuable lesson from you, my dearest Mistress Mythrell,” I said somewhat abashedly. “I am truly grateful.”







“May your contemplation be productive, Rosgard the Glorious. And it always attains a certain edge and agility when you see such a hellish beast right next to you, intent on devouring you.”







The wise dwarf lady, who had then left me to join the others, was right—my head was overloaded with thoughts at the sight of the Brobdingnagian monstrosity getting ever closer to us.







The Cyclopean Trenchmaw made a sudden lunge forward. The Black Queen answered with an irate volley, but it was weak. Depth charges were used this time. They hadn’t been necessary when the monster had swept away the rock palisade with such ease, but they did come in handy now, and they served their purpose well by vaporizing and displacing an enormous amount of water. The colossal shark plunged snout first into the underwater slope again, going at full speed. It tried to twist its body around, rising a gigantic mud cloud, which started to catch up with us. Before the Cyclopean Trenchmaw disappeared from sight completely, I saw that it didn’t just slow down and slide backwards. The slope had stopped the monstrous shark. It wouldn’t be for a long time—ten seconds at best—but we’d still be able to use this time to outpace and hopefully lose it. The mud plume raised by the explosions and the monster served us as a smokescreen, allowing the ship to perform a series of maneuvers.







“Right!” The voice of the Black Baroness, so hoarse and weary just recently, rang with energy and excitement again. “Another bomb right behind our stern, and make it explode right at the bottom. Where’s the summit of this goddamned peak?”







“We’ll reach it in four seconds, cap’n!”







“Countdown!”







“Three. Two. One. A sharp port-side turn and head downhill!”







“Roger that!”







The living rock island tilted. Its busted bulkheads and hull screamed—I saw hastily-applied patches pop off, air bubbles come out of cracks, and furniture, crates, and weapons get scattered all over.







“Should we surface the vessel, perhaps, BB?” Crossbill pleaded with true anguish in his voice. “And head towards the shallows!”







“Quit whining!” Baroness snapped. “Give me the latest on the beast!”







“Hasn’t been spotted yet. But we have no scouts whatsoever.”







“I get it. Another sharp port-side turn as soon as we reach the foot, and then head towards… Am I correct in our estimate? We’re somewhere near the Titan Sinners?”







“Eh? S-sure… but… Hey, BB, we don’t want the Sinners! Please! There’s a very powerful descending current there—we won’t budge it! We’ll get squashed against the ocean floor and stay there forever!”







“Didn’t I tell you to quit whining?” The clan leader’s voice sounded ruthless and predatory. “Once we finish the maneuver, head straight for the Titan Sinners! Full speed ahead! And it is your duty for my flagship to make it through the Sinners intact! Do you understand, first mate? Another word out of you, and you’ll be demoted to second mate! Although that wouldn’t make much of a difference to you. There’s a better punishment—assigning you to shore duty permanently.”







“Anything but shore duty, BB! Please! And please let’s avoid the center of the current. I beg of you! Let’s skirt it. We’ll have a chance to maneuver and move away if things get hairy. If we’re squashed against the bottom, we’re done for!”







“All right,” Baroness said benevolently. “So we’ll skirt the current like cowards. Get to it.”







“Aye aye, cap’n!”







The ship lunged.







The Black Queen’s bulwark smashed into a huge coral colony, razing it completely. The cloud of mud behind us was vanishing from sight, having transformed from a monster reaching fuzzy tentacles towards us into a harmless blotch on the underwater horizon. But then the veil got ripped apart by a wall of white mowing down everything like a humongous bulldozer. I could see the gaping maw easily—an enormous black chasm that could swallow a dozen Black Queens. However, the Cyclopean Trenchmaw wasn’t moving towards us—it headed for the place where it had last seen the flagship. Not that it would do us much good at the end of the day, though.







“Boss! We need you to make a speech!” Bom shook me by the shoulder. “So that they realize at once we’re not pulling anybody’s leg. And we’ll need the beast to be in the same frame as you. Damn, it’s too far away! Hey! First mate! Could you slow the ship down a bit and let the fish come closer for a better view?”







“Has he gone completely bonkers?!” The invisible Crossbill all but screamed. “Stuff your view! We’re about to die here, and you look like you’re having a party! Rosgard! It’s all your fault, you know!”







I refrained from commentary and placed my hand on Bom’s shoulder, who had tensed visibly, to calm him down.







“This will do. Roll it.”







“All right, boss! Ready on three! Can you pretend you’ve just fought a hard fight, lost all your friends and loved ones, and no longer see any other reason to stay alive but revenge? I need real drama—tears rolling down a grimy face, desperate cries of ‘Kyre! No-o-o-o-o-o-o!’ Stuff like that. Can you pull it off?”







“Nope!” I said curtly, dusting myself off while leaning against the rear-view screen. “I’ll do my best, but I’ll do it my way. Get the camera rolling.”







I felt extremely reluctant to make a public appearance. My exhaustion was catching up with me—I didn’t get that much sleep, after all. A few hours of shuteye would do me good—I longed to follow the example of my companions, who had just had a quick snack and were now preparing to get some sleep right on the floor of the conference hall, without even bothering to look for cabins. The warriors of the Dead Sands Clan didn’t need much in the way of physical comforts. Nor did they scare easily—it would take something a lot more formidable than a fish with sharp fangs.







The words seemed to reach me through some fog.







“Three! Ros!”







I raised my head, looked right in front of me, and started speaking in a measured voice, without hiding the fact that I was bone tired.







“I’m addressing all of Waldyra! The news about our clan finding and waking a humongous ancient monster might sound outlandish, even though the message is being retransmitted with the precise coordinates of its location. What can I say? I can only confirm it. A legendary monster has awoken—and it is indeed of an incredible size. It’s a shark, but one that could easily swallow a skyscraper, and I’m not exaggerating one bit! The Cyclopean Trenchmaw wouldn’t even choke on a skyscraper! According to the legend, it used to swallow whole islands with their entire populations! Therefore, don’t expect an easy fight—it will be mortally dangerous.”







I paused briefly, glancing over my shoulder. The Cyclopean Trenchmaw’s baleful eye was staring right at me, and it grew in size as it approached the Black Queen’s stern.







“Right now we, the Heroes of the Final Frontier and the Sleepless Ones, are drawing the monster away from inhabited locations towards the wilderness. The creature won’t be able to cause much harm there, and mass damage spells can be used freely. Keep track of the coordinate we transmit—they keep changing as we keep moving. Before you teleport here, don’t forget to visit the town of Tranqueville and touch the statue of Jiminy the cricket on Heroes’ Square—it will give you an excellent buff. The Heroes of the Final Frontier are doing their best to give you a bigger chance of survival.”







I made another brief pause and continued calmly,







“You might ask, why not leave sleeping dogs—or, rather, sharks—lie? It’s a very reasonable question, and the answer will make every true adventurer rejoice. Treasure! According to the legends, the Cyclopean Trenchmaw has been swallowing whole inhabited islands and fleets of ships for thousands of years, and is also said to have taken huge bites out of seaside towns and cities—going for prime beachfront real estate for the most part. In other words, the hoard of treasure inside this guy’s belly is unbelievable—it would take a horse three days to ride around it! And it’s all hidden in the stomach of this creature,” I pointed behind me. “So, does anybody want to become a lot richer than they are? And take part in a fight against a legendary monster? I think we’ll have no shortage of candidates! Therefore, our clan, the Heroes of the Final Frontier, is sending out an invitation to join the fight against the Cyclopean Trenchmaw—despite the attempts of certain parties to keep this all under wraps! Let’s finish off the beast together and see what’s inside—copper? Silver? Gold? Gemstones? Artifacts? Legendary equipment sets? There’s only one way to find out! Rally to our banners and let’s get that monster, adventurers! You’re in for a battle the like of which Waldyra has never seen before! Ahoy! The battle is about to begin! Get ready! We shall soon be near the Titan Sinners,” I looked at Bom, who was gesturing wildly, and added, “It’s relatively shallow there, and the creature will appear above the water, which gives land-dwelling warriors a fair chance to have a go at the monster! And don’t forget about the secret ingredient—the statue of Jiminy Cricket! Make sure you touch it!”







Bom waved his enormous paws once again, as if he was an orchestra conductor, and gave me a wide grin full of fangs, making suggestive nods. I cursed inwardly, smiled as well, and said,







“Our clan has invested a lot of effort and resources in charming the statue of Jiminy—anything to make sure you get as good a fighting chance as you can, fellow adventurers. Your lives matter to us! And we’ll do everything we can and a little bit extra to save you from a tragic death! Anything for our friends! You can therefore get your buffs from the statue of Jiminy for a very modest fee of one silver coin!”







Bom leaned back and started to raise his hands, pretending he was lifting a heavy weight and painting an expression of great strain on his face. It was going green with strain… on the other hand, green was its natural color. Bom was a half-orc, after all. I drew an even heavier sigh and said,







“Of course, you can put more than a single silver coin on victory’s altar, and we’ll keep on working on maintaining—and, hopefully, even enhancing the magic received from Jiminy’s statue, provided we have enough resources to continue our research. Good luck in battle, fighters and mages of Waldyra! May you emerge victorious! And believe me—we really do care! The Heroes of the Final Frontier wish you all a resounding victory as our hearts beat in unison with yours! See you on the battlefield! Good luck!”







The treasurer made a brief gesture, and I relaxed, exhaling sharply.







“We wish you all a resounding victory as our hearts beat in unison with yours!” Roskie echoed solemnly. Then she and Orbit burst out laughing.







I gave them a look of reproach, turned away, and stared at the approaching monster.







“Rosgard…” The soft voice of Baroness came from the ceiling. “I see you’ve mastered the art of giving rousing pep talks.”







“Thank you. I’ve learned a lot from you,” I smiled at the ceiling. Then I thought it was a silly mannerism that I’d have to get rid of—smiling at the ceiling looked incredibly dorky.







“What was that bit about ‘the attempts of certain parties to keep this all under wraps,’ eh?”







“Oh, just something that came to mind. I thought it would make my pitch sound more believable, as if we had been sitting on the information for a while, but only decided to rouse the Cyclopean Trenchmaw now. And then, after a heated debate with ‘certain parties,’ we decided to make the information public to everybody in Waldyra.”







“Oh, okay… It’s just that I thought you were referring to the Sleepless Ones as ‘certain parties’ for a moment…”







“Perish the thought! I’ve told you already, I wanted to sound more believable!”







“We’ll talk about it later,” Baroness promised. “We need to go over the ramifications of your political statements, dear mister mayor. We totally do. Right on… Crossbill!”







“Oui oui, mon capitain!”







“As your relatives say in that melodious language of theirs, espce de…”







“Oh, please don’t, cap’n! What have I done to deserve this?”







“Just answer me normally. Where are we?”







“Almost there. I’m making sure we only skirt the current. We’re entering the shallows.”







“Transmit the coordinates every minute,” Baroness ordered. “And give me the helm. I’ll steer the ship.”







“These rocks are teeming with soft gruglans. It’s their natural habitat,” Crossbill observed timidly. “And we barely manage to squeeze through when we make sharp turns. We need to steer very carefully.”







“Soft gruglans?”







“Yeah. We’re entering the Six Ways Gorge. There are several underwater levels here with different currents, and we’ll be like a cork that blocks the flow in every direction. And then there are the gruglans… with their lovely iridescent eyes…”







“The gruglans are good news. They’ll cushion the blows. Full speed ahead!”







“We’re already going at full speed.”







“Too bad… In that case, don’t slow down. Malice!”







“Yeah?”







“Draw some attention to us. Make them scatter—run, swim, crawl, whatever. We’ll pass through. But our guest, spawned by an imagination too vivid for its own good, will get stuck here just like a plug in a drain. You’re responsible for warning all the underwater dwellers.”







“On it.”







“Whisper!”







“Aye aye?”







“Make sure you don’t touch anything!”







“Uh…”







“We’re entering the Titan Sinners plateau! Get ready—it will get bumpy! Gods of the sea! I hope we don’t fall apart…”







The Black Queen rose above the ocean floor a little, tilted, and started entering a wide underwater crevice, paying no attention to the underwater pack trains, fish riders, dinosaurs hauling heavy loads, and all the other traffic. We looked like a fish that stuck its head in a net with minnows. I wondered what the monster trailing us would look like in this case.







“Goodness gracious!” An achylote riding a sea horse squealed in a thin voice as he missed us by a few inches. A few seconds later he found himself staring the Colossal Trenchmaw’s enormous visage straight in the eye.







“Ye gods!” The achylote’s voice was a low baritone now. In a second he disappeared inside the monster’s gaping jaws, looking just like an X-wing fighter disappearing inside the Death Star—a speck of sand against an asteroid.







“He’s alive!” Roskie yelled, looking through the transparent wall of the conference room. “He’s alive and he’s fighting… Yikes!”







“Yikes!” I echoed.







“Yikes!” That was Bom.







“Yikes!” Kyre chimed in, too.







“Yikes…” Invisible Baroness joined the choir.







“I hate you all!” Crossbill said.







We all watched helplessly as tentacles shot out of the Cyclopean Trenchmaw’s mouth, grabbed the screaming achylote, and pulled him in.







The tentacles looked very familiar.







The colossal shark’s jaws were the habitat and the hunting grounds of another species of monsters well familiar to us—the fuzzywhumps.







And, yes, those had been invented by yours truly, too…















 
Chapter Three








The Titan Sinners and the Dragon































THE BLACK QUEEN MOWED OFF
 the top of the rocky outcropping, dragging hundreds of feet of seaweed torn off the walls of the Six Ways Gorge behind it as it broke into the clear and made a sharp turn to avoid the tentacles thrust forward towards it. Teleportation flashes started to appear above the flagship of the Sleepless Ones’ fleet. Enormous crates with the supplies demanded by Baroness landed on the top deck. Players in air bubbles (except for those playing as achylotes, who needed none) landed nearby.







Some of the new arrivals started to load the crates into the open mouths of cargo holds. Others hurried towards the stern, where they strapped themselves in position, raised well-familiar tubes glistening with metal, and shot a dozen divine bees into the Cyclopean Trenchmaw’s gullet. For the first time I could observe one of our attacks have a tangible effect on the beast—the underwater colossus shuddered, smashing its body against the wall of the gorge, opening its jaws in a silent scream. Four bright thermite charges found their way inside instantly, followed by several mass illumination spells that chased away the darkness.







I’d rather they didn’t…







I couldn’t help swallowing when I saw a host of fuzzywhumps between the Cyclopean Trenchmaw’s jaws, their tentacles holding on to each other and to the monster’s fangs. A real army waiting to attack. It looked horrifying—like thousands of coiled parasitic worms.







Were these really materialized figments of my imagination, I wondered? The enormous white shark and monsters that were all eyes and tentacles? I wondered if it was time for me to see a shrink. I would lie down on a comfy leather couch, wriggling my toes in a relaxed rhythm while I would tell him in a voice verging on the tearful about the incredibly heavy load of responsibility that I had to carry, and how no one understood me, and how everybody took my efforts for granted, and how I no longer felt any joy in life, and the strange nightmares that I had occasionally…







A few more divine bees hit the monster. However, the Cyclopean Trenchmaw started to close its mouth and move the endless miles of its bulk out of the Six Ways Gorge, which we had treated extremely unkindly, having razed everything we could raze and shake up everything we could shake up. Instead of clear water meandering through an algae forest there was nothing left but a muddy murk filled with rubble for miles around. There were isolated sparks of motion inside the murk—survivors; some of them sentient and spewing vitriolic diatribes underwater.







Still, I was pleased with how things were going in general.







A minute earlier, the Black Queen had used up all of its ammo, discharged all of its artifacts, and barely managed to slide out of the Six Ways Gorge. That was a very precarious moment. But the reinforcements arrived in the nick of time. I had no intention of bending over backwards in gratitude to the Sleepless Ones, however—at least six of the new arrivals were from my clan; besides, we had split the expenses fifty-fifty. So far, so good.







I turned away from the screens facing the stern and peered forward. I reclined in an armchair and glanced at my friends, who had fallen asleep again—all of them, with the exception of two warriors from the Dead Sands Clan, who were sitting next to the black artifact. Roskie was curled up in another armchair, with one arm dangling down, and her hand on the nape of Tyrant’s neck. The wolf never minded getting some extra shuteye, either. Alishana was stretched out in a nearby chair with her eyes closed; Kyre was sleeping right next to her.







I was getting rather sleepy myself. My eyes felt full of sand and I felt the odd occasional shiver running down my spine every now and then—the first harbinger of the Fading that would come to get me before too long.







As soon as things would stabilize, I would allow myself a few hours of sleep. Fortunately, the plans for the nearest future were clear enough.







And yet I still couldn’t collect my thoughts, no matter how I tried.







It was hard to stop thinking about the fact that the monsters I had imagined came into existence in Waldyra almost instantly. The words of Mistress Mythrell helped me with clarifying a few things, but that wasn’t enough—there were still things I needed to check out. But that would have to wait—first we needed to get past the Titan Sinners plateau. Crossbill had just told us the legend about the place via the PA—his account was deeply evocative and would become abundantly laced with sailor’s curses whenever the Cyclopean Trenchmaw got too close to the stern.







The Titan Sinners plateau was a shallow submarine canyon generously scattered with oddly-shaped rock pillars that punctuated the lush forest of algae clinging to the bottom and sprawling in every direction. Combined, they formed a very hard and thick layer honeycombed with dark passages, and it was a good idea to think twice before venturing inside those lest one got eaten. In fact, one was almost guaranteed to get devoured there—the place teemed with unpleasant creatures of the deep always on the lookout for someone or something’s flesh.







If you looked closely, you could just about agree that most of the rock pillars found at the Titan Sinners plateau were vaguely anthropomorphic. There were no facial features or any other fine detail, though, so the gigantic statues in question could represent any race, be it humans, achylotes, or someone else entirely.







The rock figures looked stoical and pathetic at the same time—Crossbill actually used the phrase “pathetically stoical,” although I can’t say I was particularly fond of this description. Nevertheless, I did get the point he was trying to make. I couldn’t help leaning closer to the screen as I saw one of the rocks we were passing by—it looked like a tin soldier with a head shrunk unnaturally deep into his shoulders, with his back and their knees bent, and his both hands clinging to the shaft of a spear driven into the ground in front of him. The petrified lancer looked as if he was trying to withstand the onslaught of the aquatic element that had literally buried him under.







Legend had it that the Titan Sinners were an elite squadron of giant fighters who had once declared themselves equal to the gods themselves after a very long uninterrupted sequence of glorious victories. They decided to march across the entire underwater world, destroying and enslaving one city after another. However, they soon paid for their impudence when a current of incredible strength descended upon them with horrendous force, flattening everything, whether it was alive or dead. The pressure squashed all the underwater vegetation and crushed most rocks to rubble. The algae forest that had been growing here instantly transformed into a greenish carpet covering the bottom uniformly. Yet the titans remained standing, even though they could move no more. They were standing there still—presumably, they were still alive, and only waited for the hour when the terrible downward current would ease its pressure a little.







A most fascinating ecosystem had formed on the plateau. The relentless pressure made it inhabitable for organisms only found at extreme depths. There was no shortage of players here, either. This was the very place where the achylote race could indulge in their equivalent of extreme rock-climbing in their own element. The slightest mistake could lead to death here, since the downward current would instantly slam you into the hard layer of rock and algae and squash you like an overripe tomato. A number of many fast currents began at the plateau, spreading in every direction like petals. It was therefore a busy transport hub that could take you anywhere, saving you effort, time, and money.







“It’s time!” Crossbill couldn’t help yelling as he saw the flagship plunge right at the Titan Sinners. “Time, cap’n! It’s time!”







“Not just yet…”







“Crap… crap… We won’t make it! We won’t make it! All our artifacts are out of juice! There’s no mana left! All we have is steam!”







“Crossbill!”







“Aye?!”







“Shut your trap!”







“…”







We kept moving forward, foot by foot. Behind us raged a gigantic great white shark with a mouth full of monsters of an even more hideous appearance. And it kept getting closer to us as the flagship encountered a current flowing in the opposite direction, which started to push it back and port-side. The flagship’s long-suffering hull didn’t groan or creak. It howled in hundreds of plaintive voices like a church organ out of tune, and Crossbill’s voice joined the cacophony from above like the screech of a frenzied banshee.







At that very moment Baroness took pity of either the ship or poor traumatized Crossbill and turned the helm sharply, making the Black Queen veer sideways toward the edge of the plateau. The downward current roared in frustration as it lost its toy, and perfidiously struck us in the side before it let us go, making the enormous flagship lurch and make a thirty-foot drop. We had nearly scraped the bottom covered in myriads of jutting jagged rocks, but the flagship was steered steady by the iron grip of the Black Baroness, and started to rise, leaving the danger zone slowly as it still lurched this way and that.







All of us turned around and gazed intently at what was happening behind us. Our maneuvering paid off at last. The Cyclopean Trenchmaw did not intend to turn. On the contrary—the shark, which was being fired at ceaselessly, decided to take a shortcut across the current, heading right for the center of the Titan Sinners. This impertinence had cost the beast dearly—and the retribution was swift. Instantaneous, in fact.







How could I even describe the tableau?







My eyes had seen it and recorded it permanently as a short sequence in slow motion.







However, I still couldn’t find a fitting description that would be vivid and pithy enough.







Bom may have come close when he declared in his thunderous voice,







“Like a scarab hit with a wet stick! One whack and it’s just a blotch!”







I didn’t know why it had to be a scarab specifically, or why the stick had to be wet, but the description did stick in my memory.







Indeed, it was as if someone had hit the shark with an invisible club right on the noggin.







The Cyclopean Trenchmaw’s head plunged downwards sharply, crashing into the abrasive bottom. Although “sharply” did not quite convey it. It happened at an astonishing, incredible speed. Quicker than anyone could bat an eyelid. As if a trapdoor had opened underneath it suddenly. Bom’s description still worked best for me—it was as if someone had hit the shark with an enormous stick turning it into an inkblot-like mass on the ocean floor.







But that only concerned the head and the front of the shark’s body, while its middle part and its tail kept going forward. The tail started to go up as a result, rising vertically towards the ocean surface.







A few seconds passed…







“The news channel! Turn the news on!” Bom yelled.







I didn’t know who had heard him and reacted, but a news screen with an open list of hundreds of channels lit up in the floor. The half-orc got to it at once and typed in a single search term: “Trenchmaw.” He scrolled through the results. I was watching him with the corner of my eye, since most of my attention was still riveted to the shape of the giant shark with a back twisted unnaturally. Its shape was getting clearer, since we were moving away from this enormous creature and could at last see most of its body at once.







“There it blows!” Bom yelled again. “Shiver me timbers!”







“Shiver me timbers indeed,” I said as I watched an enormous dome of foamy water form above the surface and torrents of water running off the vertical walls of the white skyscraper emerging from the depths—or, rather, the white mountain. And that was no small hill—you could easily put a new peak on Waldyra’s map, and a tall one at that. However, it wouldn’t stay there long—oh, not at all.







“Where will it fall?” I said out loud. “Will it keep going, or will it fall back?”







“It’ll keep going as it does,” Bom rumbled. “That sure is something massive! Our clan leader doesn’t hallucinate small—that mountain’s way bigger than any other clan leader’s wet dream, and you can quote me on that!”







“Bom!”







“Oh, all right, all right…”







“It will keep on going in the same direction, I agree with that,” I said to the half-orc. “So it’s bound to hit the plateau smack in the middle. Imagine the size of the wave it will raise… Crossbill! Crossbi-i-i-i-ill!”







“What is it?! What is it, you ill-starred harbinger of doom who had just brought this fanged nightmare upon our heads?!” Crossbill howled in a voice that barely sounded human. “What is it, you messenger of ruin?! Just don’t tell me you have more bad news for us! Don’t! Just don’t, do you understand me?!”







“Uh…”







“Oh, out with it already!”







“Well… It’s just that there’s this folk superstition, you know…”







“Whose folk superstition?”







“Uh… Inuit?”







“Oh, really? So, what is it, then?”







“When a big shark’s ass slaps the water, one must expect a tsunami!” I grunted.







Bom started laughing.







“Not surprised one bit!” BB chortled. “We know! We’re maneuvering away and putting up barriers!”







“I just wanted to warn you,” I shrugged.







“I get it… Just make sure you don’t imagine any other stuff of this sort!”







“I can’t promise that,” I was serious all of a sudden. “I really cannot.”







“Look, I’m not sure I read you well… do you intend to see us all dead, after all? Crossbill! You keep your mouth shut! And stop gnawing the helm! Ros! You stop it, too!”







“No need to worry just yet,” I shook my head, watching the enormous bulk of the Cyclopean Trenchmaw slow down as it rose out of the water tail first. “I’ll explain later.”







“Sure! But please keep us informed!”







“Roger that.”







“Boss,” Bom was whispering into my ear suddenly. “Why the hell should we keep them informed? They’re making a fortune from your fantasies! Enough already! If you imagine something, whisper it to me first. We’ll have first dibs on the best stuff you come up with in your hallucinations. Just imagine the profits we could reap! All right? Eh? Stop just giving those precious figments of your sick imagination away! What they’re doing is shameless profiteering! Say, I have an idea—how about we lock you in a safe place, keeping you out of harm’s way and securing a major source of income for our clan at the same time?”







“A safe place?” I squinted suspiciously. “Would that amount to a soft cell, by any chance?”







“Oh, by no means! Perish the thought! Although now that you mention it…”







“Hey!”







“What are you two whispering about again?” A voice asked from the ceiling.







We both flinched and looked at the ceiling.







“Now this is how folks begin to hallucinate in the first place,” our clan treasurer said in a sententious voice. “Ah! There it is!”







“Yeah. It just kept going forward as predicted,” I nodded.







The shark was now standing upside down vertically. It had dragged its head across the jagged rocks at the bottom and subsequently got stopped by the rocky range that we had crossed via the Six Ways gorge earlier. Its enormous bulk remained standing upright for a few seconds as an enormous white pillar above the ocean surface, and then started falling on its back.







“Ti-i-i-i-i-i-i-imber!” Crossbill shrieked hysterically.







Magic screens started to flash up on the stern-side screens one by one as an enormous bundle of barrels and crates crashed down onto the deck.







“Detonate charges at my command!” BB said.







“Aye aye!” Crossbill’s voice became detached and emotionless.







I bit my lip and clenched my fists inadvertently.







The shark’s body kept going lower… lower… and lower still.







Then, finally…







The splashdown itself was noiseless, and so were the colossal fountains of water that shot up into the air. The circular wave ripple swelled up and started expanding just as soundlessly.







Only then did we hear the very first sound. A plate that was lying on the floor started to vibrate, making a shrill and extremely unpleasant noise. Everybody stared at the jingling glass circle. It seemed to have enjoyed everybody’s attention as it grew still and then cracked in two.







“I-i-i-i-i-interesting,” I drawled musingly.







Another jingling sound was heard, just as unpleasant, and it was coming from the Black Queen’s hull this time. The blackness behind us deepened, punctuated only by the flashes of bursting magic shields. Yet as they burst, they neutralized some of the force of the enormous wave.







“Detonation!” Baroness ordered.







“Aye aye!”







A dazzling explosion flashed behind us, to be instantly extinguished by the engulfing darkness.







“Everybody prepare for maneuvering!” Baroness ordered. “Bring her hard over to starboard!”







The Black Queen pitched to her side, teetering on the edge, as though poised to recline upon the bosom of the sea herself as she mowed off a couple of acres of the algae forest before concealing itself behind an enormous rock, hugging its slope closely. Judging by its shape, it was the base of some islet.







“Defense screens on!”







“Hush!” Crossbill’s voice came from the ceiling. “Hush!”







The hull started reverberating again as it echoed,







“Hush… hush… hush…”







The darkness rushed past us, covering us with an enormous black blanket of mud, sand, and debris.







“Hush… hush… hush…”







The Black Queen was suspended in relatively calm waters like a giant motionless boulder. Magical screens flashed around us, deflecting stray pieces of rubble.







It was dark above us as well. All of our gazes were cast skyward—rubble kept raining upon us from above, most of it deflected by the magic screens, but some of it managing to pass through. The tsunami rolled over the islet without so much as noticing it, and we got caught by the tail end of the relentless wave.







“Yikes…” was the only thing I could say when a striped beacon passed through the magic screen and landed heavily on the flagship’s deck, its yellow light still shining.







I hoped that whoever had been manning it managed to get to safety.







“Slow ahead!” The speaker came alive again.







The Black Queen, still enshrouded in magical fields, started moving forward and entered the churning murk that had become our most trusted ally, hiding us well from anyone’s prying eyes.







“Follow the tail of the tsunami,” Baroness added. “Let it provide cover for a few dozen miles more. Ros! I’m expecting the coordinates of our next destination from you and your team. Also, take into account the fact that the Queen needs at least twenty-four hours to finish loading and address our most pressing issues.







“We don’t have that much time,” I replied. “To be precise, we have about seventeen hours left. The journey to our destination will take more than half that.”







“The reason being?”







“We need to find a special passage,” I explained. “A secret passage. And it isn’t open all year long, if you catch my drift.”







“I see. Damn!”







“Damn!” Crossbill echoed. “Damn and blast!”







“In that case, I’ll need the coordinates of the place where we can spend at least eight hours, and I need them on the double. The shipwrights must wait for us there with all the equipment they’ll need for fixing the damages.”







“Got it. You’ll have everything in ten minutes.”







“Acknowledged.”







The Black Queen, having just escaped a formidable enemy, kept on moving through the turbid mix of mud and water that hovered above the ocean floor, which was perfect for hiding her from any curious onlooker. The flagship proceeded evenly. We occasionally overheard stray rocks make a muffled sound as they hit the hull. The distance between us and the Cyclopean Trenchmaw kept growing with every second.







I plopped down into my armchair and gently pulled one of the screens displaying news that were hovering around in the hall towards me. I browsed through a few pages with blaring headlines, barely managing to contain my impatience before I received a reply from Orbit confirming that he had sent the coordinates to Baroness. My work there was done. I pushed the excessively bright screen away, threw my head back against the headrest, and shut my eyes. I desperately needed a few hours of sleep—I still felt oddly drowsy; so much so that I decided against conducting the next stage of testing my “hallucinations” just yet. I would get to it later—once my leaden head would start feeling just a little bit lighter.







Sleep, I really needed sleep…







Waldyra wishes you goodnight and sweet dreams. We wish you to rest well before you return to your adventuring. Sleep tight!







* * *







Something made me open my eyes.







I couldn’t see anything.







I was flying through the air…







Not quite… I was hovering in darkness, motionless.







How did I know that? I had no sensation of my feet, my back, my chest, or my either side resting against anything that would make me feel like I was standing or lying on my back, chest, or side. There was nothing—no purchase at all. My limbs dangled freely, and my head was hanging on my chest.







It was dark. I was suspended in a cool and silent darkness.







I wondered whether I could move at all. Perhaps. I didn’t try. Why would I? I knew it for certain that I was asleep in Waldyra—doing it to give my overloaded brain some rest. This was why I just kept smiling at the impenetrable darkness that surrounded me, drowsily and thankfully. The alarm would wake me up soon—too soon for my liking—and I would get back to my work and adventuring routine in the exciting digital world of Waldyra with all its bright colors. In the meantime, black and dim shades of gray suited me just fine.







I shut my eyes, my only emotion being slight surprise. Nothing like this had ever happened to me before—I had never had such complete awareness of dreaming while asleep.







What could I call it? Lucid dreaming? Digital dreams? I was sure I was asleep, but I wasn’t watching the usual random kaleidoscope of images projected by my mind this time. My digital body was shut off, with limbs hanging limply, and there was nothing around me but cool blackness. Is this what Waldyra’s digital dreams looked like? I was fine with that.







Still, what had made me open my eyes?







Waldyra seemed to have come to its senses as it sighed admonishingly and started to pull me to a deeper level. I started falling asleep again, slowly and inexorably.







And yet… I was still plagued by the same question… was it that had made me open my eyes?







“Rosgard…”







I twitched, opening my eyes, then I twitched again and tried to clench my fists. But my body couldn’t so much as move a finger. I wondered if I could move my eyes. I thought I could, but there was no point in it—I was still surrounded by darkness.







I wondered if I could say anything.







I didn’t know, but I felt extremely reluctant to try, for some inexplicable reason.







Did I just imagine it, or did I really hear a chilling voice pronounce my name with an incredibly disturbing and eldritch intonation that made my hair stand on end?







“Where are you, Rosgard?”







Something flickered somewhere in the distance. Something glowing passed through my field of vision slowly and disappeared.







“Rosgard… I can feel you… I can smell your soul… You’re somewhere near… and you can hear me…”







I had never heard anything as terrifying as this voice—the very cadence of it made me shiver.







“You can keep your silence, Rosgard. Listen to me well, Rosgard. Listen…”







The spark appeared from another side. Was it circling around me? Trying to find me in the darkness? It looked like it was closer now. It was bigger.







“You’ve overreached yourself, Rosgard. Do you imagine you’re invincible now? Omnipotent? You are not, and you should know it. You have crossed my path at your own peril. What awaits you at the end of this path is a raging all-consuming fire that will devour your body and soul! Fire! A blazing inferno awaits you, Rosgard! And I am this fire!”







The spark disappeared—but before it did, it grew bigger and became elongated, assuming a shape that was vaguely familiar. I wished for a closer look… then again, perhaps I didn’t. This was scary enough. What was this nightmare? Was any of this normal at all?”







“You… Strangers coming into our world…” The spark hissed as it passed behind my back. “All of you think you’re special. All of you reach for the stars. Mostly, you’re useful—like the mulch that makes fallow soil fertile again… Like the earthworms that make it loamy… But some are vermin that cause nothing but harm—you and your like, Rosgard…”







“Holy crap,”
 I thought to myself.







The spark reappeared. It was a murky red with gold and white speckles, and it kept getting larger. Closer to me. And yet I felt that it was still a long way away from me. This clearly wasn’t a firefly or some other insect with a glowing butt. This was different. This was something large. And I couldn’t shake off the feeling that the creature in question was a predator.







A sentient predator.







Definitely not a shark.







And judging by the occasional flare-ups in the central part of the elongated spark… I thought I had an inkling of what—or, rather, who—was swimming around me.







Nope. Another mistake. It wasn’t swimming. It was flying, beating its wings lazily.







“But even vermin has the right to exist,” the spark’s voice rumbled. “It does. Up until the moment it starts to threaten me. ME!!!”







With this yell, the spark suddenly became much bigger, and I could suddenly see the clear shape of an enormous dragon with a flaming crown own its head. A bona fide textbook dragon with a long neck and tail, a powerful body, and giant wings—all engulfed in a flaming aura.







Although it wasn’t quite an aura. The dragon itself looked like an incandescent bar of iron. Waves of red ran over its body, the fiery aura blazed, and long hissing flames of light blue came out of its half-open mouth.







“You… Rosgard… You’ve had the audacity to interfere in my plans! You have brought the one I had drowned back from oblivion. You have been threatening my envoys. Robbing them, even! Who do you think you are? Your bravery is a sham! You’re immortal in this world, aren’t you? If someone squashes you like the irritating pesky bug you are, you’ll resurrect at once. Is that why you’re so brave, Rosgard? Oh, I can feel you… You’re close… So very close…” The blazing dragon looked around, waved its wings, and disappeared from my sight again.







“What the…”







A whole squad of ice cubes started to march down my spine, dragging a few feet of frozen barbed wire behind them.







This was beyond eerie. This was outright scary!







“It’s easier for you immortals to be brave warriors and not cowards in our world. It’s easier for you to be strong. You can afford not to remain weak forever. Our blessed world gives you strength. It makes you immortal. Even the most despicable good-for-nothing outlander fears nothing and no one under these conditions. Only personal advantage will make one of you bow in feigned respect—I have witnessed it time and again; I’m seeing this everywhere! Proper fear doesn’t come easy to one of you when you’re immortal and you know that someday—not now, perhaps, but someday—you’ll be able to get your revenge on whoever had wronged you once. Do you think you could still threaten me, Rosgard, if you knew I could kill you? Do you? If I could kill you for good? Kill you properly? Kill you so that you’d never come back to life? Would you still threaten me, knowing I could incinerate your entire family any moment? Judging by my experience, I can be reasonably certain that you wouldn’t. If you knew you only had one life, you’d think it over a hundred times before getting involved in yet another harebrained stunt!”







“That’s where you’re wrong,”
 I grumbled inwardly, barely managing to refrain from speaking out loud.
 “Thinking anything over a hundred times just isn’t my style.”







The dragon spark’s glow was so bright the next time it circled me that it almost reached me. Yet I remained hovering in darkness, and the dragon kept circling around me, growing ever bigger every time. I could already tell the creature was enormous—at least three times bigger than any of its kin that I had seen before. And its head was disproportionately big, making it resemble a bull—especially with that flaming crown.







“Abandon your plan, Rosgard,” the dragon exhaled burning air. “Stop. Do not dare to approach me or my domain, or else you will suffer the same fate as everyone who’s ever threatened me before—I’ll incinerate you, Rosgard! I’ll burn out your immortal soul! I’ll make you and your loved ones choke on incandescent flames in both worlds!”







The dragon moved its head, and the light from its eyes shone over me. Its jaws opened wider, and the acetylene torch of its breath burned through the darkness around me. The monster’s body twisted as it flapped its wings. Suddenly, it was a great deal closer.







“I can see you, Rosgard… There you are… A pesky pathetic mosquito… Your wings are so easy to singe… Why aren’t you answering?”







A screenshot.







I had to take a screenshot.







But I couldn’t move or call up the virtual menu. I could only see something flicker and disappear, as if the system didn’t know how to react to the mental efforts of a player who was supposed to be sleeping, and whether it should follow my instructions or block my attempts to reach the controls—after all, I was supposed to be sleeping.







“So stay silent, if you will,” the dragon said with a chuckle.







I could have sward it was chuckling.







The beast waved its wings once again, opening its jaws wider. I was suspended in front of it motionless—like a bug held in place by an invisible pin.







“Back off, Rosgard. Or I’ll burn your immortal soul to cinders. To nothing. Back off—or die,” the dragon hissed as it darted forward and shut its jaws, filled with howling flames, and swallowing me like a fly.







The flames crackled as they engulfed me, rushing into my face eagerly. A smell of smoke filled my nostrils.







“Hell’s bells!” My yell resonated through the twilit hall. “Crap! Crap!”







I jumped up and started to pat myself on the head and on the face, trying to beat off the nonexistent flames.







I stopped and froze, still covering my face with my hands.







“What was it?” I muttered. “What the hell was it just now?”







“Boss?” The half-orc rushed to my side, wiping his green mug. “Up already? Are you okay? Why the sudden dance? Are you trying to dance a jig while you’re looking for your coffee mug?”







“Back off, or I’ll burn your immortal soul to cinders,” I muttered, going through the memories that were still way too vivid for comfort. “‘Back off—or die,’ he said… Crap! Holy freaking crap!”







My emotions kept spinning out of control. I started choking.







Why was I so scared? Why did a nightmare make such a profound impression on me?







I cursed inwardly again.








Attention!







The gaming cocoon has registered your extreme mental and biological agitation! Emergency logout procedure initiated! Logging out in 0:5… 0:4…









“Damnation!” I roared as I reached for the menu icons.







The system reacted instantly this time. I went through commands and found the flashing tab, jabbing the Cancel button frenziedly.







Cancel…







0:2







Cancel!







0:1…








Emergency logout procedure paused for:







0:5… 0:4…









I focused on breathing in and out evenly, trying to let go of my emotions. I stared at the ceiling. Bad choice… too dark. It would be better to look at…







I stared at Roskie and Kyre, who were sleeping in the same armchair. Tyrant was snoozing at their feet as usual. Looking at them was nothing if not relaxing.







“Abandon your plan, Rosgard! Stop! Do not dare to approach me or my domain, or else you will suffer the same fate as everyone who’s ever threatened me before—I’ll incinerate you, Rosgard! I’ll burn out your immortal soul! I’ll make you and your loved ones choke on incandescent flames in both worlds!”







I needed to relax.







Relax…







The emergency logout procedure has been canceled. Please excuse our interference in your gaming process. Safety must come first. May your adventuring be calm and smooth, Rosgard!







“This is better,” I muttered in exhaustion, slumping into an armchair. “That sure was some dream… You mention coffee and a jig, didn’t you, Bomster? Bomster…?”







I turned around to face an armored mountain. I looked further up at the fanged mug that looked pale. Bom was hanging over me like a cliff, completely motionless, his glassy eyes riveted to me. As for his complexion… if we were in a Victorian novel, the author would describe it along the lines of “the lively hues that had once danced upon his visage retreated, leaving naught but a pallor as stark as the untouched snow.”







“Did I scare you?” I grunted, feeling more like myself. “Sit down, don’t just stand there like a pillar of salt.”







Bom slowly surrendered his frame to the comforting embrace of the nearby armchair. He seemed to have reacted automatically—the way an AI that had started pondering world domination would answer its creator’s stupid questions to the effect of what the sum of two and two was while it was still busy working out a feasible plan of how to commence the total extermination of the human race.







His face, though… he looked way too serious.







“Bom. Relax,” I laughed.







“Did you see a flaming dragon flying though darkness wearing a crown?” The question was asked in a raspy voice that could have come from a zombie. “Did you?”







“Funny you should say that,” I said with some surprise. “You’re right. I actually did. flaming dragon in a crown, beating its wings in the dark. It was sentient and terrifying, and it threatened to burn me. Anyway, why so pale? It was just a nightmare. One of Waldyra’s nightmares. It wasn’t even unique, as far as I can see. Someone has already seen it. It happens. It was nothing but a nightmare. I need to take breaks from Waldyra more often. And get more sleep.”







“Nothing but a nightmare, eh? That’s where you’re wrong, Ros. Mortally wrong.”







“Are you trying to scare me?” I smiled wanly as I sprawled in the armchair, drained of energy. “All right, get on with it. Another formidable enemy that only appears in front of a handful of chosen heroes?”







“You guessed right,” Bom rose energetically. “It seems like it’s time for that long one-on-one conversation, Ros. I’ll find out a few things and ask permission. Then I’ll be back. In the meantime, as your treasurer I advise you to rob the dormant bald elf. I have seen him hide a whole bag of strong ground coffee in his pants.”







“Ask permission?” I was confused.







“Yeah. My big brother’s. It won’t take long.”







“Sure, go for it,” I shook my head in surprise again.







What a weird day. I kept getting surprised and bewildered all the time. And there was more important business to take care of, by the look of it. No rest for the wicked.







I deliberately stretched my mouth in a grin. I tried to laugh, but the attempt failed miserably. I looked at my family, still sleeping peacefully.







“Abandon your plan, Rosgard! Stop! Do not dare to approach me or my domain, or else you will suffer the same fate as everyone who’s ever threatened me before—I’ll incinerate you, Rosgard! I’ll burn out your immortal soul! I’ll make you and your loved ones choke on incandescent flames in both worlds!”







I thought it was time for me to give the bald elf a kick and get some ground coffee… That was what I needed to feel perkier—a mug of strong coffee and someone’s bewildered cries.















 
Chapter Four








News, Reports, and the Grand Coffee Robbery































NB: This is the first time that a notable periodical such as Waldyra’s Herald is published in such haste and also the first time ever that it features a piece written in such a disjointed and chaotic manner…







NB #2: This is also the first time when an entire issue has been prepared for publication by junior staff, since all the editors and all the senior writers have departed to take a closer look at the site of the vanished Northern Desert.







NB #3: There used to be long periods of calm after major upheavals before. Don’t you miss those halcyon days?







An Article About Everything in General and Nothing in Particular…







The Editorial Staff Is Baffled!







Someone insert a decent headline here!







Has anybody seen the editor?







We need more headline versions!







Blame It All on Rosgard!







The Sleepless Ones Roused Death Itself!







The Cyclopean Trenchmaw In Pursuit of the Black Queen’s Stern.







A New Maritime Cataclysm!







Insert a large and gruesome-looking snapshot of shark jaws here!







A BREAKING NEWS edition of Waldyra’s Herald!







What the flipping hell is this, anyway?







THE EDITING BOARD
 of Waldyra’s Herald realizes that this might be one of the worst headlines ever, but, really, we didn’t have any better options—and we have gone through quite a few!







Horror From the Depths!







The Ancient Giant Awakens!







That Hideous Thing







The Underwater Beast Attacks







The Return of the Cyclopean Trenchmaw







And yet we feel that none of those headlines are remotely acceptable or pertinent.







Waldyra’s Herald would like to admit it earnestly that we have no idea of what had just happened in the shallow region of the ocean known as the Titan Sinners plateau.







However, something truly outlandish has happened!







According to the eyewitnesses, who are still buffeted by a maelstrom of emotions including fear, extreme agitation, and delight… Once again, Waldyra’s Herald concedes that eyewitness reports don’t seem to add up to much, even though there is no shortage of firsthand accounts.







Therefore, we shall dispense with vivid metaphor and leave nothing but facts so dry they would scratch the throat of any journalist, without the slightest attempt at embellishing the accounts. What made an appearance at the Sinful Titans plateau was a monster from long-forgotten legends—the Cyclopean Trenchmaw, a colossal ancient shark.







To report nothing but bare facts, the shark is no less than eight—yes, you’ve read that right, eight!—nautical miles long, which makes it one of the largest known living creatures in the world of Waldyra.







The Cyclopean Trenchmaw came into existence completely suddenly. The first reports of its sighting were fragmented and vague. The editing board of Waldyra’s Herald started to receive information that something quite incredible was sighted in the ocean depths—so large you couldn’t see it in its entirety even from a substantial distance.







The reports that followed were just as bizarre, for something else had been sighted in the very same part of the ocean—namely, the Black Queen, the legendary rock-hulled dreadnought and the flagship of the Sleepless Ones that had been considered sunk. We realize that the readers’ minds have been barraged by an excess of completely fantastic news lately, making it hard to keep track of everything, so we would like to remind them that the Black Queen had been sunk during an epic sea battle that took place during the final part of the Great Expedition towards the Lost Continent.







The stand-in editor-in-chief has pulled out nearly all the hair on his head and chest for the umpteenth time over the last two hours, for we have to admit that we didn’t believe it here at Waldyra’s Herald.







We were wrong.







We got visual proof very shortly—lots of pictures. We couldn’t believe our eyes, for they showed the allegedly defunct dreadnought navigate the ocean depths confidently. That’s right, dear readers! The depths, not the surface! The Black Queen became a submarine, rising from the bottom where it was presumed to have been left for dead, covered an enormous distance, and approached the Old Continent, immediately getting embroiled in yet another dangerous adventure. Judging by the photographs we’ve received, the giant ship is a lot worse for the wear. The marks of the battle that had taken it out of commission for so long are still visible on its sides. Some of the holes in the hull are big enough for six or seven average frigates to sail through!







Once again, we found ourselves at a loss for a proper headline!







The Queen Is Back!







The Queen Is Alive! Long Live the Queen!







The Chess Game Continues—The Black Queen Is Back in Action!







The Dreadnought Rises From the Dead!







When exactly did the Black Queen come back to life and set into motion?







The exact date is unknown to us—yet another gap in our knowledge that we confess to. However, we have found out that the new continent, which had suddenly started moving forward, mowed over the place where the battle had been fought on that fateful day. The speed of the dreadnought that we have observed as well as its ability to move underwater lead us to the reasonable conclusion that the Black Queen has been back in action for quite some time now, crawling home slowly but steadily all the while. And it has all been conducted in such secrecy that no one had been the wiser up until very recently—this is textbook Sleepless Ones! The firm and decisive hand of the Black Baroness is clearly behind this all, since a stunt like that could only be planned by an ice-cold and razor-sharp mind like hers!







So, to sum up—two major legends came back to life on the same day and virtually the same hour. And by major we also mean enormous!







What’s more, one of the legends seemed to be chasing the other.







Another amazing detail is that we had possessed no information whatsoever on the ancient creature known as the Cyclopean Trenchmaw until very recently. Once again we have to concede our ignorance. Right now our staff is conducting frenzied research, perusing every pertinent document we can find and ordering old books from all across Waldyra.







We’ve already managed to find out something!







However, we cannot really take any credit for it, since the “something” in question has already announced itself loud and clear as the Heroes of the Final Frontier and the clan’s leader Rosgard!







That’s right! None other but the former Great Navigator and the current leader of the rapidly-expanding clan known as the Heroes of the Final Frontier.







Most fascinatingly, Rosgard and the HFF always appear in the headlines! Something always happens to them. They’re always in the thick of it!







And here’s more proof to the fact that Rosgard and his clan get away with disregarding statistics most brazenly—after all, it’s common knowledge that all the really famous and popular clans in Waldyra have names containing two words maximum—the Sleepless Ones, the Architects, the Crimson Cross, the Chaos Lemmings, the Diamond Hammer… The list goes on.







Three words in a name are almost a jinx, even though there are always exceptions (the Wepicksos come to mind, for one.) However…







Hey, this is no longer a newspaper article on a specific topic! It’s a crying shame! It’s a sorry mess wrapped in paper soggy from all the tears all our editorial staff has cried over this issue! But we swear everything we mention is pertinent in one way or another.







The Cyclopean Trenchmaw! The Black Queen! The Sleepless Ones! Rosgard! The Heroes of the Final Frontier!







It’s just that we can’t prove anything yet…







So, what do we know by now?







Well, a brief blow-by-blow account would be roughly like this…







After a very loud recent skirmish in the Northern Desert Rosgard disappeared in the skies of Waldyra without a trace—but not for long. In less than twelve hours he reappeared, making a very bold statement to announce the sudden appearance of the Cyclopean Trenchmaw from aboard the presumably shipwrecked dreadnought of the Sleepless Ones that was firing all its weapons at the enormous shark pursuing her.







Anyone who’s heard Rosgard’s announcement to Waldyra felt fully immersed into the atmosphere of the Great Expedition again—brief commands given by the Black Baroness from her bridge, Ros peering into the horizon looking stern and concentrated, the vessel shaking from projectile impacts, roaring monsters tearing through the waves, enemy ships approaching on collision course… A-a-a-a-argh!







A level-headed professional’s remark: the weeping journalist had the inkwell and the quill pried from his shaking hands gently, but firmly, and given some tea with sedative properties. He was replaced by another valiant knight of the quill ready to take on the story!







The Great Nautical Expedition… Roaring waves, wailing winds, raging storms lashing the entire expanse of the ocean furiously, and blackened ships with tattered sails inching their way forward through the elements… The epitome of sea romance!







A level-headed professional’s remark: Another one gone off the deep end. This writer also needed to be wrenched off the sacrosanct pages of Waldyra’s Herald, a publication with a reputation for objectivity and neutrality!







And yet the scars on the soul of the old salty dog run too deep, and a sea vagabond’s soul does not take well to fetters as his trained eyes still search for enemy sails on the horizon…







A level-headed professional’s remark: get this gushing rhapsodist away from the quill, too! And yet, as the old rime goes, “I must go down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky, and all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by…”







A level-headed professional’s remark: This one is out, too.







They’ll fire us all.







Each and every one of us…







Now, where were we…







Oh, right.







Just about an hour ago Rosgard, clan leader of the Heroes of the Final Frontier, made a bold statement, calling upon all of Waldyra’s warriors and mages to partake in a grand new battle. The enemy this time was a giant ancient beast known as the Cyclopean Trenchmaw, a creature that had once reigned the oceans, terrorized coastal areas, and even swallowed whole inhabited islands.







Rosgard’s call has been answered by thousands of players!







We have sent some of our junior staff to Heroes’ Square in the town of Tranqueville so that they would give us a firsthand account from the site of the statue of Jiminy, a cricket perished tragically during the recent upheaval reported to have managed to save a beautiful young maiden before dying in his prime. According to an unconfirmed report, the maiden in question has vowed to become a priestess and collect enough donations to build a temple of Jiminy and devote her life to glorifying the valiant insect’s great deeds. There are rumors of a budding Jiminy cult whose members are reported to be fanatical and radically-inclined in their claims that the insect had been sent by the holy union of three deities at once. There may be something to those claims, since right now the statue buffs the players who touch it—and, according to Rosgard, the buffs in question are very useful to those about to fight the Cyclopean Trenchmaw.







So who is the mysterious Jiminy Cricket?







Why did the Heroes of the Final Frontier erect a statue in his honor?







Why is the Great Northern Desert rapidly transforming into a verdant green plain? And eyewitnesses report that a long rain poured over the Heroes’ Square and Jiminy’s statue as recently as yesterday!







Could these events be connected in some way?







We’ll get the boot…







All of us…







We shall refrain from any guesswork concerning the transformation of the Northern Desert—our seniors and mentors will cover that very shortly. In the meantime, let’s get back to the Cyclopean Trenchmaw!







Everyone must have already seen the epic video featuring the beast or is watching it right now—the one where a scarred white mountain emerges from the water and reaches for the sky in a terrifying leap as its tremendous tail breaks free from the roaring whirlpools, slices through the air, and then speeds upwards so fast that one cannot help thinking it will reach one of the suns before too long! The furious ocean raises a ripple that’s nothing short of a minor tsunami… while the ancient shark’s reared body begins to tumble.







At that very moment our entire world thought the end was nigh, for the monstrous impact would surely shatter the planet’s crust and bring about the Apocalypse of Waldyra. Our cherished world would come to an end, our shattered suns would crawl behind dust clouds and expire in millennial agony, plunging everything into darkness. Hordes of the dreaded dark dwarfs would descend upon us from the north, and their bloodied icy scimitars would herald the new world order…







Who do we hold responsible?







Who brought this hideous creature back to life? Who has brought ruin upon us all? Who has deprived us of the sun’s nurturing warmth and doomed us to eke out a miserable existence in a handful of miraculously-surviving magically-protected bunkers, watching our numbers dwindle even further due to hunger, diseases, cold, and creatures of the dark, cursing the Blightbringer with our last breath as we die in agony…







Who is the Blightbringer? Who is he?!







Rosgard…







What have we done to deserve this? Why did you destroy our flourishing world? The chilling hearts of the deceased and their souls aflame with grief call upon you, swarming over the charred bones as gray snow falls over the lifeless land…







Rosgard!







A level-headed professional’s remark: this one goes, too. Hasn’t the issue suffered enough, for Pete’s sake?







Internal memo: Are you guys nuts?! You cannot just hurl unfounded accusations like that! And the world hasn’t been destroyed yet! PS: I really enjoyed that bit about the magically-protected bunkers. There’s some real oomph in there…







A level-headed professional’s remark: I hope you all understand by this point that our employment here will invariably be terminated.







And when the Cyclopean Trenchmaw fell…







A miracle happened right when everyone had thought we were done for. Or, perhaps, it was the giant beast’s survival instinct at play. The Cyclopean Trenchmaw slowed down its fall, arching its back even more in a deafening crack, and fell onto the ocean floor almost softly, simultaneously bringing its hideous shark snout with tentacles twisting frenziedly sticking out of its jaws out of the water. The shark formed a ringlike shape with its body, rolling across the bottom of the sea like a wheel, then uncoiled and froze, its snout slicing blindly through the cloud of murk that had concealed the Black Queen perfectly. The back of the enormous creature beached in the shallows jutted out of the water like some ominous island, which instantly became the target of hundreds of players coming to fight this ancient horror that had come back from Waldyra’s past to haunt us in the present—the hideous Cyclopean Trenchmaw.







The players were motivated by the thrill of the hunt to some extent—taking on an opponent as formidable as this is obviously an attractive prospect for many players, but one has to admit that the greatest impact on the gaming community was most likely made by Rosgard’s words about the mind-boggling treasure hoard concealed inside the ancient monster…







* * *







“Waldyra’s saints and guardian angels!” I wheezed, closing the window with the page from the just-published breaking news edition of Waldyra’s Herald. “The lot of you will get fired for sure!”







The editors of Waldyra’s Herald had made a major blunder—somehow, an unedited version of their most recent breaking news edition written by inexperienced junior staff, who were the only ones left in the office, had gotten published. Their gurus and mentors were all away on assignments in the lands that had formerly been known as the Great Northern Desert or places of equal import. Oh well… I surely didn’t remember ever reading a newspaper like this. And I wanted to have a hard digital copy of this issue to hang it on the wall of my private room in Waldyra.







I took a mug filled with steaming black coffee and took a large sip of the scalding brew.







It sure felt good.







I threw a sideways glance at Orbit.







As it turned out, he was stashing a huge bag of coffee in the pocket of darned old harem trousers—and a huge one at that, weighing around twenty pounds (although, come to think of it, “huge” would be a carryover from the real world in this case—by Waldyra’s standards, the weight was negligible. And yet, fancy carrying something like that around in your pocket! How did one do it, I wondered? It must have taken a special kind of magic or some other gimmick. I noticed a tiny bottle whose neck was tied to the lower left corner of the bag with a thin horsehair wire. Inside the bottle was some strange creature that resembled a twig come to life, sleeping soundly with its arms behind its back.







I always maintained it was the little things that really set the mood. Your loved one’s smile in the morning. A mug of coffee brewed right. Someone’s promise to incinerate me and my family in both worlds. The surprised visage of the awakened elf who had just realized someone had pulled an enormous bag of coffee out of his pocket.







“Did you sleep well?” I asked. “I’ve swiped your coffee. Incidentally, who’s sleeping in the bottle?”







Orbit shrugged, spread his arms, and then had a good stretch, approaching it as seriously as though it was his real-world body. I didn’t get in his way, sipping my coffee melancholically, throwing glances at the rearward screen and waiting for my friend to get into the state where he would be capable of participating in a productive dialog.







Finally, the moment came.







The elf got his mug of coffee and placed the bag with the bottle tied to it back in his pocket. He had gotten completely bonkers about coffee, and I could chalk it up to Mistress Mythrell’s influence.







Having noticed his interrogative glance, I grunted, twiddled my earlobe thoughtfully, and then started to relate everything to Orbit in a very soft whisper: my unnaturally vivid dream in Waldyra, the fiery dragon, its terrifying promise, and the extremely weird reaction from our treasurer Bom. I wrote down most of the more important facts and sent them over as messages, being reluctant to say them out loud. We were inside another clan’s dreadnought, after all.







Having finished my account, I went over the dream in my mind once again, recollecting a few more details. Then I waited for a minute and asked the main question,







“How serious do you think this is?”







Orbit raised his head, leaned closer to me, and said in a perfectly clear voice,







“This is as serious as it gets. Someone wants to kill you.”







“Right…” I said with a cautious nod.







Having uttered his verdict, Orbit started smiling again as he sat down and started pulling all sorts of things one uses for making coffee from his trouser pockets and his tattered bag. First he pulled out a large dish out of the latter, which had fire burning in it already. He placed an empty pot on it, filled it with water in a casual gesture, and started turning the handle of a beat-up brass grinder expertly.







I did not interfere with the ritual. Nor did I need to—judging by the glum frown on his brow, the bald elf was intensely mulling over the situation. That was just as well. I had some pondering of my own to do. After all, I was treating everything seriously as well due to how vivid the dream has been and how my friends have reacted to my account.







So I did what had to be done, namely, open the communications menu, find the contact I needed, and send a brief and straightforward message to the effect that I had been receiving real-world threats from an unknown party, and that competent associates of mine had convinced me to take this matter seriously. I was therefore asking him to be extra vigilant. I obviously omitted the fact that the threats had been received in my sleep and that they had come from an enormous dragon engulfed in flames. Had I mentioned that, instead of extra vigilance I’d get extra smiles, care, and attention from the medical staff sent operatively to my address from the nearest mental institution.







I thought a little, and added the mention that the threat mentioned burning as the method that would allegedly be used by the potential malefactor. Someone had promised to burn down yours truly as well as those around me—and I found the thought of the burning apartment truly disconcerting. Given our indoors lifestyle, that was bound to be the most obvious way anyone would use to get to us.







In the meantime, Orb had finished his ritual, took my empty mug, and refilled it with his version of the fragrant brew. I took a sip and gave a whistle—it was delicious. It seemed that the old adage about talented people being talented in everything held true after all.







The Black Queen listed slightly. I didn’t react, since everything was proceeding according to the plan. We were currently submerging in a shallow zone next to a tiny nameless islet that was currently packed with shipwrights and ship repair materials.







One of the screens went out for a while. When it lit up again, it no longer showed us the underwater world, but instead frothy waves, an island’s precipitous coast, and dozens of boats rushing forward to meet us. We had arrived, but we wouldn’t stay for long. All we needed to do was get some passengers and some cargo on board. I was happy I’d be joined by fellow clan members shortly. Sixty HFF clan members, or ten multipurpose fighting groups altogether. It may have sounded like a lot, but all of them were green. The groups varied in levels—and sometimes altogether lacked coordination. Whipping them into shape would be a task for Kyre, aided by Bom. One of their main tasks would be making our groups more coordinated. I had already ordered for every party to include a single Dead Sands Clan member, which would strengthen them substantially. But what they all needed to do first was to learn how to fight together. There was more than enough space to practice maneuvering inside the dreadnought’s massive bulk—you could hold a whole military parade there.







The Dead Sands Clan warriors would only fight as members of HFF groups. I wouldn’t let the Sleepless Ones have any of the former desert assassins—they did have an elite killer as their clan leader, after all. She could take care of her own.







The biggest mixed group was to be led by Kyre, and that group’s main responsibility would be Roskie’s safety. Alishihara Lih Duoros, a young woman whose twisted fate had not been kind to her, would therefore be part of this group as well—the betrayer and the savior of her clan, the scourge of the elders; the loving wife and doting mother—who had become a widow and lost her child.







Bom, whose face was beginning to look a little less glum, plopped down in front of us, crossed his legs, placed his hands on his knees and leaned forward.







“So, shall we talk?”







Orbit nodded in my stead, handing Bom a tiny cup of coffee. Our green-faced treasurer glanced at it sideways—the cup was smaller than the tip of his little finger—and said gruffly,







“This is how baldies like you lose their friends. It’s practical jokes like this one. I just fail to see how it’s funny!”







The wide grin on the elf’s face testified to the opposite—he was finding the situation extremely funny, and it looked as if he’d also taken a few screenshots of the enormous half-orc staring at the coffee cup with suspicion.







Orbit made an insistent gesture with his hand, and Bom reached out his hand to take the cup, grumbling,







“Oh, the hell with it. I’m only doing it out of respect for the brain worms that live in your cranium—they must have started to cook in that noxious soup you have in there… Oops!”







“Oops indeed,” I echoed, watching Bom bend suddenly, barely managing to hold a white porcelain barrel filled with steaming black coffee from falling to the floor.







“Hey, can you do the same with a gold coin? Or a gold jug?” Our clan treasurer inquired at once, his surprise instantly giving way to practicality. “Can you, at least, make a silver tray five times larger? It doesn’t have to be permanent—just long enough for us to sell it as a “Giant silver tray with variable mood…”







“Bom,” I said admonishingly.







“If it wasn’t for those lucrative hallucinations of yours, boss, our clan would have become destitute,” Bom sighed and took a nonchalant sip of coffee from the barrel. “Hey! This is good! Fragrant, strong, and delicious! A tiny bit too much on the bitter side, but great overall. Right on, so you use about an ounce of ground coffee for a ten-gallon barrel of excellent brew, right? Listen here, baldy, here’s my business plan. We get a shabby old tent and a couple of pine logs. Then we buy a tiny packet of the best coffee available, hire some local girl with an ample bosom to serve it, put you in charge of the brewing, and…”







“Bom!” I said again.







“As I’ve said, if it wasn’t for your lucrative hallucinations…” Bom repeated with a sigh. “Right… I see Orbit’s privy to the story already?”







We both nodded. Bom nodded, too. Then he produced a strangely convoluted silver object out of his pocket, which looked like a lovingly-made miniature harp that had been given to a particularly strong and anxious psychotic and then trod on by a lame elephant. Orbit grunted, took the weird object from Bom, made a few intricate twists in it, then poured some coffee from his cup onto the floor and put the harp into the puddle. Its surface instantly started to bubble and hiss.







“I didn’t know one could do that,” Bom said with respect. “This way nobody’s gonna hear us for sure. Right on. I’ve talked to my brother—which is, in itself, quite a feat. He’s always had his quirks—brought about by a dash of noble blood, as it were—but he’s really only become rabidly antisocial after relocating to Waldyra permanently.”







“Oh,” I said. “So I reckon this is the right time for condolences. Or was the relocation also due to his personality traits?”







Permanent relocation to Waldyra from the real-world was common enough—people sold off all their possessions and paid for a prolonged or permanent immersion. They had to undergo a psychological test first in what concerned their clarity of mind and awareness of how serious a decision they intended to make and what its consequences would be. A physical checkup followed, and once you passed it, you were welcome to start living in Waldyra full-time.







A great many people found the prospect of living in a magical digital world without having to return to the gray and dreary everyday reality very attractive. The thought did visit me once or twice when I found myself in particularly dire straits, but the temptation had never been really strong, so I ended up sharing my attention between two worlds, like most people. Dream worlds were fun, but renouncing reality just seemed too extreme.







However, some people didn’t have much to renounce. The quadriplegics, first and foremost, followed by the amputees.







If all you could do in the real world was blink and be fed with semi-liquid food though a straw while the nurse massaged your throat to make it slide through your gullet, and used her other hand to massage the places where you would otherwise get bedsores, smiling at you all the while and telling you how good you looked today, as if you weren’t trapped in a body you had no control over without any prospects for ever getting better…







It wasn’t even that much of a choice. If earlier the alternative most people contemplated in this context was suicide as a means of ending the suffering for themselves and their loved ones, now they had the option of moving to Waldyra permanently. And that was a whole different kettle of fish—you could exist in a world where you were in full control of all your faculties and could even make a living.







Therefore, my first thought was of disability, and Bom confirmed my guess by a short nod, adding,







“Got it right the first time.”







“My condolences.”







Orb expressed his sympathy by touching the half-orc’s shoulder briefly, and then adding two lumps of sugar to his barrel of coffee.







“Thanks. Well, there’s nothing to be done about it.
 Shikata ga nai,
 as the Japanese say. All sorts of things happen. But we have a problem now. A huge problem. And you’re at the heart of this problem, Ros.”







For a moment, I thought that Bom wanted to accuse me of the tragedy that had befallen his big brother, which was pure paranoia brought on by my accumulating sleep debt that I really needed to take care of. However, I still felt reluctant to fall asleep in Waldyra.







“Can you tell me more about the problem?”







“Let me begin with the horrible climax. I’ll dial down the emotions—they had raged for long enough, but they couldn’t rage forever, so most of that fire has burned out by now. Well… my brother and his friends—and they were my friends too—were celebrating a heist. I’m sorry, but I can’t give you any details about its exact nature. I trust you completely, but my brother forbade me from disclosing any details that aren’t directly relevant to your situation.”







“I get it,” I nodded, feeling my arms and shoulders tense, and getting ready to hear the worst.







Everything about how Bom looked—his posture, his intonations, and the gruff notes that appeared in his voice—implied that whatever had happened to his brother and friends was extremely grave.







“A fire broke out while they were partying,” Bom continued. “It was a terrible blaze. It flared up at once, from every direction. They bolted toward the doors, but the doors had been blocked. They couldn’t break them out. So…” the half-orc rubbed the bridge of his nose and coughed. “None of them managed to get out. And I came… too late. Even though I had rushed there at breakneck speed. Anyway. Some of them died, and others received incapacitating injuries—including my brother. His noggin is fine, but the way he looks and his ability to function independently…”







“Jesus,” I started coughing. “Bomster… My deepest condolences, man. To your brother and his friends as well. I grieve with you.”







An invisible fire was raging in my head—I could hear cries of pain and terror; someone was calling for help, and I could almost smell the acrid smoke…”







“Thank you. Don’t worry, Ros. We have already processed it. We have moved on. We had the best doctors and the best hospital available. Everything was first-class. But no miracles happen in the real world. Still, some have survived. But we’re talking about you now, Ros. The thing is, my brother and his friends were keen and able players. All of them had enormous aptitude and experience, certain left-field skills, and a vast knowledge of the world of Waldyra.







I threw a sideways glance at Orbit inadvertently. Bom did the same, and gave a near-imperceptible nod.







“Not quite to that extent, but close enough. My brother and his crew took on tasks that were considered impossible. And they were always successful in what they did. They made exorbitant amounts of money, had mad fun, and loved to party in both worlds. They weren’t even a group of friends. They were family. And they were my family, too.”







“I see…”







“Ros… Shortly before the incident, two of them had dreams about a fiery dragon flying in the darkness and making horrible threats.”







I shuddered. The crackling of the invisible fire returned, accompanied by a ghostly voice saying,







“Abandon your plan, Rosgard! Stop! Do not dare to approach me or my domain, or else you will suffer the same fate as everyone who’s ever threatened me before—I’ll incinerate you, Rosgard! I’ll burn out your immortal soul! I’ll make you and your loved ones choke on incandescent flames in both worlds!”







“They just laughed about it. But they didn’t forget. And they decided to look into it immediately—my brother’s a real piece of work, as I have said, but no one has ever called him a fool. He was one of the two people who had this dream.”







“And the other one?” I blurted out for some reason.







“She’s dead.”







“I’m sorry.”







“Never mind. As I’ve said, we have processed it. But we haven’t forgiven. The dreams were similar, but not identical. And in both cases the dragon wanted them to abandon their plans and stop interfering, promising them he would burn them to ashes otherwise.”







I coughed and quoted the words I would never forget,







“Abandon your plan, Rosgard! Stop! Do not dare to approach me or my domain, or else you will suffer the same fate as everyone who’s ever threatened me before—I’ll incinerate you, Rosgard! I’ll burn out your immortal soul! I’ll make you and your loved ones choke on incandescent flames in both worlds!”







“You will suffer the same fate as everyone who’s ever threatened me before,” Bom echoed hoarsely. I realized that his words about having “processed” the events were hardly truthful, but he was dead serious about not having forgiven anything.







Bom caught my gaze and grinned crookedly.







“I was the one pulling them out of the burning building that day, Ros. My hair and my clothes were burning, I was choking, and I had their charred clothes and skin all over my hands, which were red from burns.”







“Carry on,” I said softly.







“Just a day before the blaze the dragon made an actual appearance in Waldyra—not as a dream this time. It came suddenly—they told me it had fallen from the sky like a burning meteor. The lizard was trying to burn them all, but the team found shelter in a sturdy old tower. The dragon never got to them. It circled the tower a few times and promised them a gruesome and painful end, saying it would burn their immortal souls. Then it soared into the sky and disappeared.”







“Hold on,” I laughed, although there was nothing remotely resembling mirth in my laughter. “You’re not trying to imply that…”







“That a digital dragon from Waldyra came to the real world and burned my brother and his friends to hell?” Bom interrupted me. “I damn well am!”







“Bom… Look…”







“Not literally, of course!” The half-orc barked. “Do you think I’m an imbecile? It didn’t take the police long to establish it was arson, and that whoever did it was damned competent. No one was supposed to get out of the firetrap alive. The nearby CCTV cameras recorded four guys in gloves, masks, and baseball caps jumping out of a pickup truck that had parked nearby. They were carrying parcels and canisters. So it was arson, and there were flesh-and-blood people behind it. Judging by how well-organized they were and how they managed to leave no traces that would allow us to identify them, as well as their sheer ruthlessness, they were mercenaries. Paid assassins. Someone had paid them for setting the place on fire. So they were the ones responsible—not any mythical dragon. And yet this is no coincidence. The dragon had promised that they would burn—and burn they did. Their immortal souls were incinerated. Just as promised.”







“Their immortal souls… Yeah. He has carried out his threat, hasn’t he? They never came back to Waldyra.”







“Not even the survivors,” Bom confirmed. “Their cocoons did not recognize them… they had changed too much, psychologically as well as physically. The dragon’s threat was carried out.”







“Who is he?” I asked directly. “Who’s the bastard who controls the dragon? How could the Immos have allowed for something like that to happen? I’m not even talking about the arson—I’m talking about the threat! How did the dragon get into my dream?”







“The Immos?” Bom asked. “Who said they know anything about it, Ros? They are still blissfully ignorant about everything, just as they had been before you had your digital nightmare.”







“Who is this dragon? Does anybody know? You? Your brother? Anyone at all?”







“There’s a strong suspicion. A very strong one.”







“A specific person?”







“A specific mind that’s behind it all, yes.”







“Right. Well, this is something. One of their employees? Former employees? Sorry, Orb,” I glanced at the elf, who was listening to Bom’s account most attentively. He just waved me off. “Who else could have visited my dream as a dragon? They’d need access to specific levers and buttons. Do we have a name?”







“I didn’t say we suspected a person, Ros,” Bom said softly. “I said we suspected a mind that was behind it. Mark the difference. It’s a
 mind
 .”







I laughed. It was a fine joke, if I got Bom right.







The half-orc remained completely serious. Just like Orbit.







“Oh, stop pulling my leg…”







“Ros… I’m not joking.”







“You…” I leaned forward. “You really suspect that whoever had ordered the hit on your brother and ordered for him and his friends to be burned alive was a digital personality? An AI? And a game AI to boot? It’s just… rubbish! It’s against all their laws and regulations!”







“Which ones? Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics?”







“Precisely. A robot… Well, this isn’t quite a robot, but still—an artificial intelligence may not injure…”







“Ros. They’re not guided by those laws. And they don’t live in our world. They live in Waldyra. And there’s a whole bunch of digital personalities around us that live by a completely different code—if a player strikes you on the left cheek, burn the bastard to cinders! Which laws are you talking about?! AIs waste hundreds of players every day! And they get creative about it! They eat folks up, burn them, chop them to pieces, tear them to shreds, and dunk them in acid!”







“That’s true,” I conceded. “But it still sounds bonkers.”







“Wouldn’t you like to know the name already?”







“I would.”







“It’s guaranteed to put a damper on your mood,” Bom warned me.







“Out with it already.”







“Vitalis.”







“Hell’s bells…”







“No longer feel like laughing, do you?”







“Really? Vitalis? Vitalis the Wise? The Supreme High Priest of Wyllowe’s cult?”







“The very one. And you’ve already crossed his path most egregiously by doing a number on Wyllowe’s prestige after the Tranqueville massacre.”







“And I also demanded that the local temple should hand over all their treasure,” I recollected, shuddering once again.







What was it the dragon had said?







I was trying to recall the exact wording…







Oh, yes!







“You… Rosgard… You’ve had the audacity to interfere in my plans! You have brought the one I had drowned back from oblivion. You have been threatening my envoys. Robbing them, even! Who do you think you are?”







Those were his words verbatim. It turned out, though, that I had just blurted all of it out loud without even being aware. My friends listened closely. I continued.







“By bringing the one he had drowned back from oblivion he most likely refers to the role I played in pulling Twigg, Wyllowe’s son, out of a swamp. That’s the only such incident that comes to mind that’s associated with Wyllowe. But why would he be against it? Or could it be Anrull? He had also been drowned. The God of Death versus the Goddess of Life… so that may be a reference to this ancient evil presence that I had brought back into the world… Or could it be Twigg after all? Crap, I’m stumped!”







“It’s definitely Twigg,” Bom said.







“And I’ve also ordered for the temple to be sacked completely.”







“We got absolutely everything,” Bom sighed with a look of vindictive pleasure on his face. “I even took the toilet paper!”







“No way… That Vitalis?”







“The very one.”







“And he’s also the flaming dragon?”







“That’s right. We don’t know for sure, but it’s most likely his true form.”







“But who the hell is he?”







“Who?” The half-orc glanced at me. “A god. Most likely.”







“But he’s a priest of Wyllowe.”







“Apparently, it’s the other way round,” our clan treasurer chuckled. “It’s more a case of Wyllowe being his minion. Vitalis rules his cult with an iron hand. He’s the head honcho.”







“I’ll just ask you once again,” I raised my hands. “Just to make sure I’m not just hearing things because I’m too tired. The flaming dragon that had promised to kill me and has the ability to burn me in the real world is actually Vitalis?”







“Yup. Vitalis. The very one.”







“Uh-huh,” I nodded. “Got anything stronger than coffee? Dwarfish moonshine, perhaps?”







“Even dwarfish moonshine won’t help you here. But it’s real, Ros. Too many facts fall into a pattern. The dragon appeared in their dream after they had completed a delicate but rather malodorous assignment involving a practical joke played at Wyllowe’s main temple. The joke was a resounding success, and the priests’ solemn procession did not take place. Incidentally, something similar happened recently—could we be involved in any way?” Bom looked at me inquisitively.







“My hands are clean,” I shook my head. “Most likely. What was it, anyway?”







“Someone threw a rotten egg at a procession… which caused a major stink and a commotion. Another official event got canceled as a result.”







“Was Wyllowe also involved?”







“No. It just came to my mind since it followed a similar pattern. By the way, they never caught the joker, whoever he or she was. Anyway, the dragon nightmare happened shortly after that joke. That gave us the first clue—a general direction of our search. The rapidly-expanding cult of Wyllowe. Sorry my account is so disjointed. My thoughts keep jumping from one subject to another like fleas on a mangy dog.”







“I get you,” I reassured him.







“They open two temples every week,” Bom said gruffly. “Two a week, no less! Many cities have two, three, or even four temples dedicated to Wyllowe, and all of them are full of the faithful. There are followers of the cult everywhere, they pray devoutly, and donate generously. Vitalis takes the image of Wyllowe’s cult very seriously, and he pays a lot of attention to maintaining it. Another major concern of his is the amount of money the temples receive as donations. The event that had gotten canceled as a result of my brother’s and his team’s interference lost him a lot of money.







“So that was the sole reason why Vitalis got so pissed off he turned into a dragon and promised to kill everyone involved? Uh…”







“Well…” The half-orc looked uncomfortable for a moment. “Something was purloined from the temple. It was unplanned. Something important. Sorry, I really can’t talk about it.”







“Never mind… Dang, I still can’t wrap my mind around it all…”







“There’s something else—this information is vague and of questionable provenance, but there are reasons to believe is may be true. According to the data we have, Vitalis is a digital clone of a real person—someone who had achieved a lot in the real world and transferred his mentality, charisma, goals, and ruthlessness to Vitalis. You could say Vitalis is the embodiment of this man’s soul. And this man is now dead. I know it sounds even weirder now,” Bom took a large gulp from his coffee barrel. “But that’s the data I have, and you’re free to make what you will of it. I’ve never heard of such things being possible.”







“I have, once,” I said pensively in a soft voice. It cost me a great effort to refrain from glancing at Orbit.







“Really? Where?”







“Oh, somewhere. You know how it goes.”







“I get it. Protecting your source. But is your source reliable? Do you believe it?”







“Yes,” I replied briefly. “Absolutely reliable.”







“What else do you know about it?”







“I need to consult with my source,” I spread my hands. “It’s not my secret. I’m merely safeguarding it. As soon as I’m told how wide I can open my mouth, I’ll be able to tell you more.”







“Accepted. But it’s important, Ros, don’t forget about it. And it’s important to me, too.”







“Personally, you mean?”







“Yes,” Bom said directly. “This is as personal as it gets.”







“All right. Consider my source already informed,” I told him absolutely truthfully.







Orbit was right next to me, and he could hear everything. If he nodded or gave any other sign of acquiescence, I would instantly tell Bom everything I knew. However, I couldn’t say anything at that moment, since it was someone else’s family secret—and that family of three wasn’t going through the best of times.







I cursed inwardly.







I had something to do Orbit’s family troubles—and my role wasn’t all that indirect. I had given their family tree a good shake, inadvertently breaking the cycle of how things were being done there. Their lifestyle may have been dysfunctional, but it had formed over a long period, and it had never been any business of mine to begin with. And I was, for some reason, fairly certain Orbit would be disinclined to discuss family affairs with a stranger, since the person in question was none other but his mother. I had once been trusted with this information as a close friend, and I would never be able to break this trust.”







“Thanks,” Bom nodded, and asked, checking the sharpness of his lower left fang, “I hope I don’t have to tell you about danger and vigilance and the necessity of having a secure hideout, reliable friends, and a loyal security detail?”







I caught his drift and shook my head.







“You don’t.”







“You’re not the only party involved. The Fiend—and I suggest we call him henceforth, okay?”







“Wow,” I chuckled. “Isn’t that going a little bit too far? Like one of those old fantasy novels when the name of the main antagonist was never supposed to be said aloud, so everyone used aliases such as ‘He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.’ Are you sure we really need to scare ourselves that way?”







“Ros… This is just the scenario we’re in right now! We do have a main antagonist whose name is best left unsaid! The Fiend has long limbs, keen sight and hearing. He breathes fire, has an elephant memory and bears long grudges, he’s maliciously vindictive, very well-connected in both worlds, and his business acumen and intellect are legendary. According to one of the stories—and the person I heard it from swore it was the truth—he had once appeared on the screen of a television installed in a conference room of a major real-world company and given the folks assembled there some advice, all of which was heeded. The company subsequently managed to come out of a long financial slump, narrowly avoiding bankruptcy, and then skyrocketed to financial heaven, stock and all! Prior to that, the Fiend had reportedly studied some of the ailing company’s documents, watched about a dozen of recorded meetings, and made himself familiar with reports of the company’s regional department heads. And then, when he was addressing the company board, he told them which of them needed to be fired. How does a story like that strike you?”







“Sounds like baloney,” I confessed. “How could he have gotten there in the first place? I mean, I understand presence via TV link, but in a conference hall with the board of directors of a large real-world company? Doesn’t seem too likely, to tell you the truth!”







“Are you kidding me?” Bom chortled. “You don’t rub shoulders with that kind of people, do you?”







“Not even close,” I admitted.







“These days many CEOs and major experts are only present at meetings via TV link. Old guys in elegant expensive suits sitting down at a polished table the size of a limo are on the way out, and fast. The CEOs get younger, and they often dress in shorts and T-shirts—not even necessarily neat shorts and tee, mind you. A charismatic guy in white robes on a TV screen who speaks business… Trust me, no one will care who he is or where he’s from if he comes with the right kind of recommendations. His attire is of no relevance to anyone whatsoever. And as for the recommendation, it came from a major shareholder who made sure everyone lent an ear to the expert he had hired. The fact that instead of a wall with diplomas and certificates he had a green meadow with nubile maidens in diaphanous clothes frolicking across it in the background is the last thing anyone will care about. Just to give you an idea…”







“I see.”







“You’ve heard the Fiend make a public speech, haven’t you?”







“I sure have.”







“Well, you know what I’m talking about, then. If he manages to get a few dozen words in, everybody will get hooked and will want to hear everything he has to say, and they’ll sit there and listen raptly, with their mouths and their wallets wide open.”







“I hear a note of envy in your voice.”







“Ha! Would you really like to know my feelings about the guy?”







“Sure…”







“It’s a wild mixture of hatred and envy! He’s got many qualities and talents I wouldn’t mind having myself. He doesn’t even exist! He’s a myth! A phantom! Whereas I’m a real flesh-and-blood person. But I’m way behind him. Not just a few steps; a few laps. Let me tell you once again—the guy you are to meet in the ring isn’t a priest wearing boxers over his white robes! You’re about to face a very intelligent guy, and a draw is not an option!”







“Guy…” I chuckled.







“Slip of the tongue. Anyway,” Bom waved, “It gets harder and harder to tell who’s more real—folks like us who all but live in Waldyra, or digital characters that consider themselves more intelligent than others. I heard about this guy yesterday who’d divorced his real-world wife to spend all his time with his game wife, saying he saw the latter ten times more often than the former, and that he had a lot more fun with her, too. Say…”







“Yeah…” I noticed the same message as he. The game system had finally linked us securely to the Black Queen that had just gotten moored, and every passenger and crew member aboard had been marked as such. We could therefore log out without worrying about failing to return to the flagship later.







We were actually planning to log out later, but Baroness had corrected the schedule and stationed the flagship there for as substantial an overhaul as was feasible under the circumstances, so we would use the extra time for rest.







“Let’s log off,” I glanced at Orbit. “I’ll kick Kyrea offline in a moment, too. There’ll be a huge omelet for dinner.”







The elf nodded, stretched, and froze in this weird pose with his eyes bulging and his arms bent backwards, which was just like him.







“Huge omelet for dinner?” The half-orc looked at me interrogatively.







“It’s a complicated living arrangement,” I sighed. “Thanks, Bom. And don’t you worry—I can take care of me and mine.”







“Right… Hold on!”







“Holding on.”







“Make sure you do.”







“What is it?”







“If I understood everything I’ve overheard over the last week from your banter, you, Kyrea, and Orbit are all under the same roof, right?”







“Quite so,” I nodded.







“Great. Is it a secret place?”







“Well, probably not anymore. BB and her helpers visited me once. Do you remember the story about the contract that had made me a millionaire?”







“Sure. The contract that made you a chump of a millionaire and demonstrated to everyone that the Black Baroness had lost none of her famous business acumen,” the half-orc said.







“Hey…”







“What I’m getting at is whether you happen to have a spare bunk in your submarine as it travels the digital oceans without coming up for air.”







“Come again?”







“This time I won’t be late if anything untoward happens,” the half-orc said firmly. His usual sly sparkle was gone from his darkened eyes completely. “Is it an apartment block? Do you have a whole floor to yourselves? Or is it a detached house? I just need a place for my cocoon and a place to plug it in. I’ll arrive secretly, like a ninja.”







“I can take care of security,” I said again, and then instantly added, “You are, of course, most welcome to come over, and I’d love to get to know you IRL. But come as a friend, not as a guard.”







“Do you want a perfectly frank confession?”







“Sure, unless you’re about to profess your undying love for me.”







“If anyone comes after you, I want to be the first one to grab the guy with the canister of gasoline in his hand and the first one to make him drink it all. And then I’ll light a match and throw it into his howling bubbling cakehole!”







“They’ll lock you up,” I said after a brief pause.







“They will,” Bom agreed. “But if they deport me to my country and I get to do time in one of our prisons, well, they allow personal cocoon in cells over there, so we won’t even stop seeing each other.”







“Come on over,” I said. “I’ll give you my personal email address. Drop me a line as soon as you have a ticket to the nearest metropolis. I’ll make arrangements for you to be picked up and delivered.”







“Thanks!”







“Say… What about the rest of your friends who had survived? Don’t they need guarding, too? You said your brother was at the Embassy of Waldyra, but where’s everybody else?”







“Same place. And the rest are at the cemetery. I’ve no one to guard. I’ve been living on my own for a while now. Actually, I’ve been meaning to fish for an invitation for a long time, but I was afraid I might attract the Fiend’s attention, so I didn’t want you to get caught in the fallout. And there you’ve gone and drawn his ire all on your own. So my hands are clean, and in case of your untimely demise I will at least not feel that it’s my fault.”







“My, don’t you sound reassuring. All right, get packed and get going. I have to tell you at once that I’ll need to discuss the situation with a couple of people who have to know what to expect, and I can’t just tell them to look out for four guys in balaclavas with canisters of gas planning to burn us alive, just in case…”







“I get it.”







“If you arrive quickly enough, you can participate in the discussion.”







“I’ll hurry up, then.”







“I have another question. Why are you so sure that if someone comes to get us, it will necessarily be those four guys with matches?”







“He’s a dragon,” Bom answered without skipping a beat. “His very essence and his brain are those of a dragon. He’s a chimera—a creature with a dragon’s heart and a human mind. According to what records we’d managed to salvage, the guy who had transferred his mindset and his talents to a digital personality insisted it to inhabit the body of a mighty fire-breathing dragon rather than a human. That was how the Fiend came to life. And he loves to use fire for solving all his problems. How did Al Capone put it? ‘You can get much further with a kind word and a gun than you can with a kind word alone?’ So, this Vitalis…”







“Oh, so you did utter his name, after all.”







“Yeah. I hate self-censorship, anyway,” Bom grunted as he made himself comfortable. In Vitalis’s case, it would ring as ‘kind word and a barrel of napalm.’ I sincerely hope no killers come after you. But if they do, and if I’m there to greet them, I’d really want them to be those four ghouls with matches and gasoline. A guy can dream, right? I don’t need much—a quiet corner in your apartment, a box of matches, a sharp machete, a hope to meat ruthless killers, and long chats with friends over copious amounts of fine wine peppered with first-class joke!”







“Just the roommate I’ve always dreamed of!” I said with genuine emotion.







“Dreams tend to come true, you know! Right, so it’s decided, then—I’m packing my stuff! Would you like to ask anything else?”







“Yeah. One last thing. Are they—you get who I’m talking about, right? Are they also looking for ghouls with the gasoline?”







Bom grunted angrily and waved his hand.







“They think those guys are nothing but hired muscle. Mercenaries. Not worthy of hunting down. They blame the Fiend—that goddamned Vitalis—for absolutely everything. As for me, I believe that everybody should be held responsible for their actions. You could pay me a billion or two, but I’ll never burn people alive for money! And I’ll never treat anyone who does as someone who’s simply doing their job. I’m sure they all would like to get their revenge, too, to a greater or a lesser extent. It’s natural to want to punish someone who’d caused you so much pain, whether or not they were merely hired muscle. But those guys are civilized, and they feel embarrassed of being seen as bloodthirsty. And I don’t. But don’t you worry—I won’t get any blood or gasoline on your carpets. I’ll do everything outside.”







“I’ve always known you for a considerate guy.”







“That’s me all right, boss! All right, see you in five hours.”







“See you! Get some sleep!”







The half-orc froze and then faded slowly. I sat there for a while, gazing at one of the numerous screens, then rose and went towards Kyre. It was time for her to log off, too, and time for me to join her as well. Food and sleep were what we needed first. And then it would be time for a none-too-pleasant conversation.







I had to walk past more screens, and each of them showed a picture of frenzied activity. The shipwrights were patching up the enormous flagship as fast as they could move, attempting to do the impossible and prepare the ship for a long and dangerous expedition over a very limited period of time. The Black Baroness knew their limits well enough, which was why most of the screens showed endless rows of heavily-loaded boats as well as block-and-tackle systems loading cargo. Baroness was stuffing the holds chock full of construction materials and ammo. We’d carry on conducting repairs on our way.







Once again I wondered whether we’d have enough time for everything. After the next brief leg of our journey we’d enter the uncharted waters of a subterranean sea, and no one knew what to expect there.







Gluggarius, the achylote player, was the one with the most information on that part of the way. An ambitious, knowledgeable, and capable player.







I suddenly wondered whether he, too, might dream of fiery dragons flying through darkness and threatening to kill him.







Could he have managed to step on the Fiend’s dragon tail that was barely visible underneath his white robes of a priest, too, and attracted his malicious attention?







And would he answer me if asked directly? How does one ask something like that, anyway?







“Have you had any dreams involving dragons, pal?”







“Did any dragons threaten to burn your immortal soul lately?”







I would have to approach this matter very delicately…















 
Chapter Five
































AS I WAS PREPARING
 to tell my girlfriend that someone was planning to kill us, I expected stress, panic, tears, and a bunch of other reactions normally associated with learning of a death threat. I was about ninety percent wrong in my initial estimate.







I started to blurt everything out as soon as I crawled out of the bathroom, still drying my hair, and continued while I was hastily making a pile of sandwiches. No matter how hard I tried, the pile kept shrinking faster than I could replenish it. Instead of a majestic mayo-topped peak I just managed a tiny hill of bread, cheese, bologna, and gherkins, which also disappeared in a few bats of an eyelid, to be replaced by the rapidly-evaporating lake of hot and spicy chicken stock. I was struggling to cook enough for two more eaters—and we would soon be joined by a third!







“So this is the long and the short of it,” I concluded, nimbly beating Orbit, who had gotten distracted for a split second, to the last sandwich. Then I looked at his gloomy visage, drew a heavy sigh, and gave him the sandwich. He lifted his eyes to meet Kyre’s intent gaze, sighed just as heavily, and sliced the sandwich in two. It was a dog-eat-dog (well, all right, in our case, a human-eat-sandwich world), and whoever had the most reproachful stare won. As for myself, not only did I fail to paint a pleading enough expression on my mug, I was the chump actually serving up the food. This katana has sure gone rusty.







“Well?” The pregnant silence hanging in the room was getting on my nerves.







“We have to barricade ourselves here,” Kyre shrugged, but I noticed that she was hiding a shudder. I couldn’t blame her—recalling how someone had gotten her full of dope and crashed their car into hers not that long ago. That was bound to be a traumatic experience, and it would take a while to get over it.







“OK to barricades,” I agreed just to keep the conversation going.







I heard a message notification. I read the message, got up, and started towards the door as I informed the others,







“It’s the head of our security detail. Dang, I’ll have to tell the whole story to him once again.”







I checked the security camera to make sure that the visitor was indeed Mr. Pavlovsky, opened the door, and shook his hand, withstanding a hard scrutiny of his alert gray eyes from behind the lenses of a simple pair of spectacles. The head of our security detail remained as nondescript as ever—he was the kind of person no one would ever look at twice in the street.







“What happened?” He got to business at once, pushing me towards the living room. “I’ll shut the door. By the way, you forgot to lock it the previous time. Gotten careless, have you?”







“Guilty as charged,” I replied honestly. “The main objective has been reached, so I thought no one would bother about me now. But I’m fully alert now, and I mean it. I’ve had a nightmare… I have to warn you what I’m about to tell you is going to sound stupid.”







“Just tell me everything,” Mr. Pavlovsky said. “And I’ll decide whether it’s dangerous or stupid for myself.”







“Would you like a sandwich?”







“I’ve had a snack. I wouldn’t mind some strong tea. As made by Grokhotov pre.”







“Ugh,” I grimaced.







The sickeningly sweet and relentlessly strong brew in question did perk you up, but it also blackened your teeth and burned holes in your stomach. But a guest’s wish was law, so I made it as strong as it could get while still being a liquid and served it, pouring myself some as well, unexpectedly even for myself. Having taken a few sips, I realized that my old man’s swill that I had always despised didn’t actually taste as horrible as I remembered it.







Holy cannoli.







Could it be that some of my father’s genes activated after a certain delay?







While I was pondering such personal issues and telling my bizarre and convoluted story, I realized I could now structure my narrative a lot better than before. I also recollected a few minor details mentioned by Bom that I had omitted the first time. My mug got empty. I got up to get more and saw Kyre and Mr. Pavlovsky huddled together over an open notebook, writing down everything I was saying. Orb was meditating with his eyes half closed, rocking back and forth on his chair. However, he didn’t forget to hand me an empty mug as he glanced meaningfully at the teapot. So he wanted some of the same, did he? I wondered if our navy recipe might be a little too much for the uninitiated, but complied with his request all the same.







The first sip made Orbit’s eyes bulge out. He pushed the mug away and glanced at it with suspicion. But then his face was suddenly aglow with bliss.







I was a little disappointed—I had been nursing a shadow of a hope that he’d start rolling on the floor bleating hoarsely.







I took another sip and continued with my account. Orbit joined in, and he was speaking clearly and quickly, without his usual drawl. The tea brewed according to my father’s “ultra-secret recipe” (which involved dumping a two-ounce packet of tea and a two-pound packet of sugar into a teapot and topping it up with boiling water) must have made something click in his mind. We wrapped up the account soon enough between the two of us, and went silent with relief.







“I see,” Mr. Pavlovsky nodded, adjusting his glasses. “So your friend Bom is arriving in five hours. Or, rather, three and a half now. And he’ll be staying here with you.”







“Well…” I thought. “Not really.”







“‘Not really’ implying that you don’t trust him enough?”







“Oh, no, not that. I trust him completely. But there are enough guys here as it is. I don’t think we need more,” I said. “I’m not jealous or anything. But Kyre will not be too comfortable with so many men cluttering up her living space.”







“And as for what Auntie Lena will say,” Kyre lifted her face from her coffee mug, “I know perfectly well what that will be, and it won’t be to anyone’s liking.”







“So he stays with us in the security detail apartment?” Mr. Pavlovsky inquired.







“That wouldn’t be comfortable for anyone involved, either,” I shook my head. “We need a third option.”







“A third apartment, you mean?”







“I mean two more apartments in this wing of the block. Ideally, with the option of blocking the corridor to make sure no unauthorized visitors turn up on our doorstep. The fourth can be used as a guest bedroom and for storage. The third will be Bom’s. And the security detail could also maintain a presence in the corridor… on the other hand, that would only attract unwanted attention. Actually, what we need is to do is move. To some detached building with a police station and a fire brigade close nearby. If anybody thinks I’m being facetious, perish the thought.” I swept everyone present with a long look. “I don’t know why, but even without Bom’s story that digital nightmare with the fiery dragon made me feel extremely uneasy—as if I’d accidentally brushed shoulders with a completely unhinged and brutal homicidal maniac. I think this apartment has outlived its usefulness. There’s not that much space, and we cannot control the entire building. Mr. Pavlovsky… Would you mind if I made a personal offer?”







“Shoot.”







“Would it be possible to hire you permanently?” I asked directly. “Not for a year or two. For an indeterminate amount of time.”







“I thought you’d never ask.”







“What do you say? Or do you need to think it over?”







“Take a look,” Mr. Pavlovsky produced a neatly-folded sheet of paper out of his shirt pocket. “Does this seem reasonable to you? If it does, I agree.”







I took a look. There were two lines on the sheet. The first one was nothing but digits. Most of them zeroes. It took me a while to realize they represented a sum. Well… Mr. Pavlovsky was worth it. The second line made me snigger with glee inwardly. It said in a very clear handwriting,







“No orders from Grokhotov pre.”







I barely managed to keep a straight face as I folded the paper just as neatly and returned it to Mr. Pavlovsky with a nod.







“I’m fine with everything on your list.”







“Perfect, then,” the now-permanent head of my security detail said, nodding. There wasn’t a hint of emotion in his voice. I wondered whether I should call him Chief Security Officer. It sure had that ring to it…







Mr. Pavlovsky continued.







“We do have a spare apartment already—your father was lodging there during his visit. The apartment next to that is currently occupied, but I’ll visit the tenants right away. Talk to them like one good neighbor to another and ask them to vacate it. They’ve only just moved in, and they haven’t really gotten properly settled yet. We’ll help them move. There are lots of vacant apartments in the building for them to choose from.”







“What if they raise objections?” I inquired.







Mr. Pavlovsky flashed his eyes and smiled tenuously.







“Why do you have to expect the worst, Rostislav? People are cooperative by nature. Cooperation is the glue that holds humanity together. You just need to begin and end your conversation right.”







“I see…”







Orbit mimed his understanding of Mr. Pavlovsky’s intent of “beginning and ending his conversation right,” which looked suspiciously like strangulation in his rendition.







I didn’t think it would come to that, though.







“We’ll give your guest a proper welcome and provide him with accommodation for the initial period while I start looking for a fitting building. But Rostislav… I hope you realize I will conduct my search well beyond this city.”







His spectacles flashed again, and there was an unpleasant chill in that flash.







“Uh… I think I…”







“You’ve heard me right,” Mr. Pavlovsky nodded his head like a bobblehead toy, sipping on his toxic waste grade “tea.” “Think for yourself. What’s the point of moving from one apartment to another and stay in the same city like a rat in a cage? We are no rats, after all. We can just take off like cranes and fly away. I’ve done some preliminary research and I know of a few places where all our needs will be taken of.”







“Our needs being?”







“A decent broadband connection with a backup. Food and drink. Sleeping accommodations. Hygiene accommodations. Obviously a viable backup power supply strategy.”







“Obviously,” I nodded automatically, hypnotized by his even rhythm of speech. “Hold on a moment… Seriously? A place in the country?”







“More like somewhere
 on the other end
 of the country,” Mr. Pavlovsky shook his head. “A place where a group of three is already suspicious and considered a crowd. Where you can count all the approaches and exits on the fingers of a three-fingered man’s hand, leaving one finger free. And the terrain around it has got to be absolutely insurmountable. If anyone tries to get through cross-country, they are to meet a guaranteed sticky end in some marsh.”







As Mr. Pavlovsky carried on describing our future hideout, I was becoming more and more aware of a knot in my stomach. Previously, I had only come across this idiom in books. Right now, I felt like there was a literal knot right in my stomach, large as life and twice as uncomfortable.







Kyre was finishing her coffee with a thoughtful look on her face. Orbit’s smile kept growing ever wider, until he finally couldn’t hold it in anymore,







“Untamed wilderness! With broadband! Yay!”







Well, at least one of us was looking forward to the prospect.







In the meantime, Mr. Pavlovsky kept on talking.







“There has to be just a single authority in the area of a few thousand square miles. Someone intelligent and alert. Someone who looks out for number one, obviously, but doesn’t accept money from just anyone. Someone who’s always ready to stick up for one of their own, and suspicious enough of strangers to tell anyone who comes looking to get stuffed right away, and then call you, report that someone suspicious was asking the wrong kind of questions, and inquire whether or not you wanted them shot at once or given a day or two to get properly lost in the woods.”







“Mr. Pavlovsky, that just sounds too extreme. To abandon civilization completely…”







“What civilization?” He parried all too easily. “There’s an enormous park right outside with no shortage of benches, flowers, paths, or shady trees. There’s a huge mall with one of the best cinemas in town within walking distance. No shortage of nightclubs of every sort. So? How often do you take advantage of any of that? Or your girlfriend? Or your friend? Well… I came to a certain realization about your friend when I saw him having unraveled a portion of the carpet into parallel and perpendicular threads, and enthusiastically weaving them together in a different pattern. Someone of his sort has no need for cinemas or nightclubs—what goes on in their mind is loud enough already.







I threw a cautious glance at Orbit, but he just kept on nodding like another bobblehead toy as he sipped his tea.







I had to make the admission,







“Well, yes, we haven’t been out much recently.”







“Please define ‘recently’.”







“Well…” I coughed. “Yeah, I get it. Civilization has nothing to offer us since we never actually use anything of what it has to offer. You don’t have to drive the point home too hard.”







“Well, there you have it. You live in Waldyra. It’s a rare occasion for me to see you outside your cocoons.”







“All those aspects of modern life, you know…”







“I get it, you don’t have to explain. So, do you understand? We need a location so remote and so secure that no one is actually accepted there as a local unless they’re vetted by a bunch of other locals. The task of keeping you safe here would be something quite different… You do realize that those unfortunate folks got burned alive by real professionals—folks who knew just what they were doing, right? It wasn’t some drunk villager with a grudge who splashes gasoline over your house at night and throws a match, and then comes to the nearest police station hungover and in tears the next morning to give himself up. These guys were pros. Arsonists. Assassins.”







“But the one who had ordered the hit isn’t even human!”







“You can stretch the notion of ‘human’ pretty far these days,” Mr. Pavlovsky gave me a shrewd look. “There’s nothing here to be surprised about, Rostislav. Everyone who orders a hit these days does it online. No one cares about your name or affiliation. All you need is to know the right kind of specialists. The rest is just a matter of money and technical ability. If you’re the client, all you need is to pay and to specify your wishes. The guys who carry out the hit don’t give a damn about who their client is. They won’t even think about it. If you work in a shop and someone calls you and requests a carton of eggs to be delivered to a given address, fully prepaid, will you ask anything but the address?”







“I won’t.”







“Of course you won’t! And you certainly won’t ask them if they’re human or an AI. No one cares how real you are as long as your money is real. Or, rather, you could say no one cares how real you are as long as you’re paying.”







“Waldyra’s AIs have no access to the World Wide Web! That much is absolutely certain,” Kyre joined the conversation.







“Oh, really?” Mr. Pavlovsky squinted. “I’ve seen a few videos recently, you know. The players were exchanging live video streams—from the real world to Waldyra. It was like opening a window to the real world. They laughed and called it ‘a portal between worlds.’ Are you sure no one could open such a ‘portal’ for Vitalis? Voice controls work marvelously these days. All he needs to know is his credit card number. And something’s telling me your Vitalis has a lot of real-world money.”







“Well, that would be a bit far-fetched to assume…” I said, instantly doubting my sentence.







Actually, the assumption was perfectly logical. Vitalis was aware of our world, and he had an excellent understanding of economics.







“All right,” I gestured compliantly. “I get it. But we need to work out a few things first. Orb! Are you coming along? Judging by what Mr. Pavlovsky’s saying, we’ll travel a long distance north… and east… and it will be really cold there.”







“Sure!” Orbit saluted with his empty mug. “Absolutely! Ready to go right away!”







“You’re insufferable,” I winced and looked at Kyre.







She didn’t wait for my question and said at once,







“I go where you go.”







“What will your parents say? And Auntie Lena?”







“I’ll take care of that.”







“All right, then.”







“So, it’s decided, then?” Mr. Pavlovsky scrutinized us all intently. “A day or two, and off we go.”







“So quickly?”







“What’s for us here other than squirming in the heat and wiping the sweat off the targets drawn on our foreheads?”







“It’s decided, then,” I said. “But I have a condition about our conditions!”







“Meaning what exactly?”







“We’ll need a comfortable place. And enough rooms to spare.”







“I’ve taken all your requests into account, Rostislav. I’ll write up a plan and send it to you for approval. A list of items and a budget.”







“Fine.”







Mr. Pavlovsky sprang up energetically.







“I advise you to get some proper rest. I’ll let the guys know and make a few phone calls to test the waters. It’s been a while, and the places there are wild. Maybe I’m no longer considered one of the locals there, either, you never know… I’ll be back in a few hours, and we’ll meet this Bom of yours together.”







“Fine.”







“And I’ll leave this recording device here,” Mr. Pavlovsky placed a tiny contraption on the table and inserted an even tinier earbud into his ear. “Well, the device has a bunch of options. We’re living in the future already, aren’t we? So you guys keep talking, and I’ll take care of business.”







“But why?” I pointed at the device.







“To stay informed,” Mr. Pavlovsky’s reply came already from the lobby. “You’re bound to keep pondering and discussing this. And I’d like to be in the loop. Anything else, Rostislav?”







“Yes! Please keep everything confidential,” I asked him. “Many of those secrets aren’t even ours.”







“Sure thing. Anyway, who would believe it? A rogue AI ordering hits on people in the real world and having them burned alive… The recordings won’t go anywhere, either. Even if I lost the device, no one will be able to get any access to any functions without my voice command and fingerprint—all they’ll here is me telling them to put the thing back where they had found it before I come to get it myself in a manner somewhat less than civil.”







“Uh… Thanks.”







The door shut softly. I looked at the recording device, transmitter, and whatever else it was, glanced at Orbit, and then at Kyre. Then I got back to the topic that interested me—or, rather, several topics.







I started with the most important one.







“And this malignant artificial intelligence… damn, that’s too long… the malevolent AI… intelligent malware wraith… a piece of wraithware… malwraith… oh, hell’s bells! I’m afraid I’ve accidentally come up with a new term that’s gotten stuck in my mind and won’t leave,” I said with some embarrassment. “We’re up against a Malwraith. A malware wraith. A spectral ruler of hordes of soldiers and mages. What do you think? Although, on the other hand, I dunno. Is it cool to say that we’re “up against a Malwraith? I’m not so sure…”







“It’s super cool!” Kyre disagreed enthusiastically. “Vitalis the Malwraith, our mighty and insidious foe! A malignant undead mage! What do you think? Orbit digs it, too! Look, he’s having a fit!”







Orbit was so overcome with emotion he was rolling on the floor. That was actually how I expected him to react to my father’s tea. Or could that have been it? Perhaps his genes had a slower reaction to such doses of glucose, caffeine, and tannins. I didn’t think the term I had come up with was all that impressive. More like silly enough to cause a laughing fit, which he was trying to hide out of politeness…







“Well, technically, he hasn’t died yet, so he doesn’t classify as ‘undead,’” I reminded her.







“Technically, he never was born, either,” Trouble parried. “Accepted! A new classification: a creature that’s dangerous even in the real world—a Malware Wraith! An adversary that’s active in two worlds at once—the virtual and the real. So, yeah, Malwraith sounds like an official term.”







“Oh, come on,” I waved my hand. “You’re taking it a little too far.”







“What about it? We need to designate its status officially, anyway. No such thing has ever existed before. The Malware Wraith is extremely dangerous and capable of acting freely in both worlds. It is incredibly powerful, absolutely ruthless, and very pragmatic. Akin to the creatures you find in the Insanely Dangerous section of the Bestiary. With a short inscription in blood underneath: ‘Do not cross this creature if you value your life!’”







“That’s not exactly what I’d call short.”







“In that case, ‘Don’t cross the Malwraith!’” Kyre said. Then she added in a solemn voice, clearly unable to help herself, “If you value your life and sanity!”







Orbit gurgled, his leg twitched, and he passed out. I took a look at him, made sure that BB’s relative entrusted into our care was still breathing, and concurred,







“All right. Feel free to write it in like that. Malware Wraith. Can strike at you directly from the computer monitor. First you get an array of green Matrix-like characters racing across the screen, and then an ominous figure in a black cape steps through the characters, its eyes ablaze with fire under its hood, and it reaches for you with a hand engulfed in crimson flames… Damn! Now I’m doing it, too!”







Orbit didn’t even seem to breathe anymore, and I started to worry about my friend’s well-being.







“But that’s how it is, Ross,” Kyre twitched her shoulder. “If all of the above is true, Vitalis is a ghost from the machine.”







“No,” Orb spoke up suddenly, sitting up gingerly and adjusting his baseball cap, which had slid off. “He’s an a-a-a-alien… from a parallel wo-o-o-o-orld!”







“There!” I pointed at poor innocent Orbit furiously. “There we go again. See? We are humanizing the bastard. Damn, I wonder how much influence he really wields. He’s just a piece of software. An AI. That’s all. How could he affect the minds of live players to such an extent? After all, he would require their assistance to “manifest” in the real world—send a message to someone, make someone order a hit, open a bank account, and give someone access to the funds! Can you imagine that? A group of living flesh-and-blood people catering to a digital entity’s gruesome whims? Even a shot in the head isn’t as cruel as burning someone alive—and yet Vitalis’s assistants, whoever they are, didn’t balk at doing it!”







“When did you last watch the news?” Kyre asked me.







The “recording device” on the table chimed in unexpectedly. Mr. Pavlovsky’s voice made us all shudder.







“I think Kyre has a point. You need to keep track of the news—at least the news pertaining to your beloved Waldyra. I have a hunch about what she intends to tell you, and I concur completely in advance. Oh…” The voice coughed and sounded software. “Good evening. I’m your neighbor, you see, and there’s something I’d like to discuss, if you don’t mind…”







The device went silent. We looked at each other and started guffawing inadvertently. Mr. Pavlovsky decided to go through with the eviction of our neighbors just in case. We could do with the extra space and privacy, and they shouldn’t be risking their lives because of people they didn’t even know.”







“What news?”







“There’s a lot of news,” Kyre spread her palms. “More and more players are becoming completely convinced that Waldyra is real—that it’s another world just as material as ours with a nature and a populace of its own. Some players believe Snessa, for example, a perfectly real digital entity and treat her as such. Some are completely wild about Lysanne the Magnificent and would gladly part with all their savings for an opportunity to see her and exchange a few words. The same concerns other digital beauties—and it stands to reason, too! They were made by designers rather than nature.”







Kyre glanced at me sideways, and I hastened to assure her,







“You’re more beautiful than any of them, anyway!”







She responded with a grateful smile and continued,







“You mentioned a group of players following the orders of Vitalis the Malwraith. Duh! Ros, a single fanatic would suffice—someone with serious issues, but at the same time concentrated, methodical, and driven. A servant like that would be more than enough for Vitalis—for starters, at least!”







“Just one?” I asked pensively, trying to imagine what it would look like.







“Yeah. Just someone with the right amount of pull and money. For example, if I tried to organize a hit in such an exotic fashion, I wouldn’t know where to start looking. And even if I tried to find an answer online…”







“You’d soon have some federal agency or another knocking on your door asking you polite but poignant question to the effect of the reason why you’d be interested in something like that and whether you might be planning anything illegal,” I said, nodding.







“That’s right. However, according to my old man, there are two factors that decide everything—time and intelligence. Money and connections come third. If you’re intelligent, cautious, and have time to spare, you can stumble upon a lot. The dark web is vast and very deep. Also, bear in mind that money has never been an issue for Vitalis.”







“I know,” I nodded again. “Of course! He’s the supreme high priest, after all, and most likely has access to the temple’s main treasury. And he can most likely take anything he likes from their vaults in the name of the Light. What well-heeled player would say no to something like an elite charmed suit of armor blessed by Wyllowe herself, for instance? They’d pay, and they’d pay dearly. And they’d want more eventually—the complete set of equipment, for example.”







“And a sword and shield, too,” Kyre jumped in.







“Quite so… Of course, Vitalis wouldn’t sell anything personally—he’d use a middleman. That very fanatical and thoughtful idiot savant fanatically devoted to the Malwraith. What’s the real-world price of… oh, just off the top of my mind… an elite Dwarf-worked mithril cuirass with the maximum allowed number of highest-level boosting gems, covered in runes, charmed for durability and elemental resistance… and generously blessed by Wyllowe, who would have gone all-out in such a case? Do you have a rough estimate of the sum?”







“What level?” Kyre asked in a businesslike voice, but immediately made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Goes without saying, a thing like that costs a mint and then some. Even someone who’d be considered wealthy by normal standards might not be able to afford it. People play for years, spend whole days farming, and save every penny, also receiving a salary from the clan, and still find themselves short of the sum they need for something they really desire. We can be quite sure that Vitalis has ample funds in both worlds.”







We went silent for a while, each lost in their own thoughts. Then Kyre jerked up suddenly, breaking the silence.







“Another thing about influence—you don’t even need to be nuts to rely on someone like the Malwraith. Let me give you a real-world example. Friends of our family have two children of a similar age, and they’ve entered the age when they protest against any authority, be it teachers or parents. They tried everything. Psychologists couldn’t help; restricting their access to gaming consoles and the like also failed to produce any results. Nothing worked. So, after yet another row with his wife over which would be more effective potentially, strictness or complacency, the head of the family decided to retreat into the only place where none of his family members could reach him for a while. Are you listening?”







“We sure are,” I said as I made more tea for everyone.







Oddly, no one was feeling sleepy anymore. We had stumbled out of our cocoons weary and ravenous. One could have thought we’d care nothing about fiery dragons—all we had wished for initially were a slice of bread, a glass of water, and a place to crash. And there we were talking, looking animated, and spinning yarns with a twinkle in our eyes.







“So there he is sitting in some tavern and talking to his mentor. And do you know what the father’s specialization is?”







“What?” I asked compliantly, sitting down again.







“I’m not exactly sure, but he has some dark magic class and plays as a PK. The kind that likes to blow off steam by killing other players in the game.”







“Right. So?”







“So he’s chatting with his mentor, and the two of them are on really good terms. All warm and chummy, like. The AI, or the Malwraith, sees his predicament…”







“You mean there’s another AI that has already ventured into the real world?”







“Yup. So the mentor sees that his disciple is in such a foul mood he doesn’t even feel like killing anyone or causing any destruction. He’s all distraught and bitter. So the mentor asks him what happened, saying that he was like a son to him and urging him to share. So share he did. The Malwraith is like, ‘Oh, I’d really love to chat with your kids. I’m put them to rights and teach them to listen. The father laughs so hard he almost starts slapping his knees, but does it inwardly, trying not to let his skepticism show. And the guy is absolutely serious that he can make them obedient and diligent. A dark mage from Waldyra. Make real-world kids obedient and diligent. Are you following me?”







“Sure am! It’s getting pretty fascinating.”







“There’s that. So the father grunts a few times and then starts arguing, saying that the guy wouldn’t achieve zilch, for many have tried, but none have prevailed over that pair of brats. All he needed to do was keep from blowing his top, grind his teeth almost to the gums, and exercise patience, waiting for the troubles of adolescence to pass someday. And his mentor counters that he’s likely to lose them due to inaction and drive them to self-sabotaging behavior. I’m leaving out the frills—I heard the story in all its gory detail, and even saw a few videos. Fascinating stuff! There’s this white-bearded ancient mage with a gnarled staff held in just as gnarled a hand, eyes glowing crimson, dressed in a black cloak, and a dent from a paladin’s club in his forehead. The paladin of the light and his club are melded into the wall right behind the mage. There’s a black rock that serves as an altar, with a red-boned skeleton upon it with its mouth open in its last silent cry. Everything looks like a scene from some Hollywood horror flick where some dark ritual or sacrifice is about to take place. You expect his minions to drag in a screaming virgin in a white wedding dress any minute now, tear the festive attire on her ample bosom, throw her onto the rock, and start to…”







“Start to do what exactly?” I asked timidly.







Orbit, who had risen a little by that point, was nodding enthusiastically and sipping his tea without even realizing the brew was boiling hot.







“A bloody ritual, what else! Extraction of the soul without dealing any damage the skin! And what did you think of?”







“Oh, that very thing. Of course they would be extracting the soul without dealing any damage to the skin, what else could they be possibly doing? I don’t quite get the necessity for tearing the festive attire on somebody’s, uh, ample whatever, or why the ritual is supposed to be bloody…”







“Oh, that’s unimportant! We’re talking about child-rearing here!”







“Oh, but of course…”







“So the hapless father didn’t manage to convince his mentor that the upbringing of troublesome offspring was a lot harder than fighting those accursed paladins of the Light who constantly came to storm the dark citadel. A knight can easily be beheaded by the dark version of the String of Doom spell, helmet and all, or by the strike of a dark blade made of water from a cursed spring collected on a full moon and mixed with chuvver and bladefish blood. You can’t do the same with children, after all, even if you’d really like to. However, the old mage was persistent. So the father decided to let him see things for himself and promised the stubborn bastard to set up a cross-world TV link. And he kept his promise. One evening he invited his kids, who had once again refused to go to bed, into his study, made them sit down on the carpet, and climbed into his cocoon. A few minutes later, a large TV screen came to life on the wall of the study, glowing blood red, with all the dark lair paraphernalia present—skeletons, cages, torture implements… The guy’s minions brought yet another screaming maiden in at that point, but he waved them away so that they would take her behind the corner and proceed to…”







“Proceed to do what exactly?”







“What exa-a-a-actly?” Orbit’s face displayed frenetic curiosity.







“What they’re supposed to do! Chain her to the wall and apply a magic gag to prevent her from screaming. Have you never saved any captive maidens from dark towers?”







“Well…” I coughed and decided not to mention the episode from my Khrushchot days when I came upon a poor girl chained to the wall and a zombie guard nearby. I missed that time, and instead of the zombie’s head I hit… well, damn, I should have known that my skill would be insufficient and that the arrow would hit anything but the intended target…







“So the kids are having the time of their life in their dad’s study—they’ve already found some important papers of his and are having fun tearing them to strips slowly, as if they were reenacting the scene from that movie based on a Stephen King book, grinning just as wildly as those two underage maniacs. And that’s when an old man’s unctuous voice starts talking to them from the TV screen, saying, ‘That’s not how you practice the dark arts, kids. You’re doing it like amateurs. And it isn’t your own old folks you should be targeting, but other people’s. That’s where you can really go wild, up to beheading them or hitting them in the back with a poisoned arrow.’ The kids perked up and looked at the screen, and there was this guy with a staff in his hand smiling at them kindly with his eyes glowing red… I won’t go into detail, but they’ve been talking to gramps for three years now. As a result, they have become a lot more obedient, made the top five best students at their school, and got into sports and arts like mad. Denying them access to their digital grandpa is the absolute worst punishment. And grandpa’s influence is immense. The kids have grown a little, and regularly converse with him at length about life, cruelty, control over one’s emotions, cunning, the ability to wait for the right moment, and patience. Their mother had really hated this whole idea initially. She and her husband quarreled so hard they nearly divorced. However, the kids said they would stay with their father—and gramps! They told her openly that if she wanted to leave, it was her right and her choice. The baffled mother preferred to stay with her family. Eventually, she joined the Malwraith sessions in the study. As a result, she lost around thirty pounds, getting herself into better shape than she’d ever been in, started jogging, meditating, and took up aikido. She also started writing songs for popular singers—and selling them successfully. And recently, she bought a game cocoon for herself. And this is something my whole family has witnessed to happen personally. As I’ve said, this has been going on for years, and the kids dream of the moment they’re old enough to explore Waldyra on their own—the world where their favorite grandpa lives. And, trust me, these kids will not become paladins of the Light. But nor will they just join the forces of the Dark as mere grunts. Most likely, they will be on the side of the Light officially… but only officially. Here we have an example of gradual expansion of a digital mind’s influence over four real-world family members that began with the father, and the influence has been enormous. We have known the family for a long time, and the way he and his wife behaved and communicated before and after being exposed to his influence are worlds apart. So if you ask me whether I think it is plausible that Vitalis could do a number like that on players who were having a party in the real world, the answer is yes. And it is also very plausible that there is at least one real-world fanatic ready to carry out the Malwraith’s orders promptly and unquestioningly. This is all very real. As for Vitalis’s convictions… Ros… He doesn’t see any difference between us and the locals. The game mechanics of Waldyra are based on the fact that players are vulnerable and can be killed. It was just implied that they were to be killed in Waldyra and not in the real world.”







“This is great,” I chuckled mirthlessly. “So we don’t have a digital mind that has gone bonkers on our hands, but rather one that has exceeded everybody’s expectations. Vitalis isn’t a psychopath whose silicon brains have suffered an unfortunate malfunction. He’s a genius. Someone who’s found the final solution to the problem of pesky immortal players infesting everything they can reach like so many cockroaches.”







“This might sound crazy, but that’s what it is,” Kyre sighed, stroking her belly with both her palms thoughtfully. “We need to get away from here, and the further, the better.”







“The last thing we need to do is panic,” I winced. “Before you can sic those gasoline guys onto us, you need to know our identity and address first. What does Vitalis know about me other than my nickname Rosgard? He’s got a whole planet of people to choose from, and no links that could lead to us.”







“Bom,” Orb said in a clear and sonorous voice that rang out like the distressing toll of a fire alarm bell.







“What about Bom?” I asked automatically, even though I was already beginning to understand what he was getting at.







“A link,” Kyre smashed her fist into her palm and gave me a wide-eyed look. “That’s right! Bom is a close friend and relative of the victims, right? And he’s on his way here. The dragon is sly enough to have found out about the fate of those he had tried to execute. He definitely knows some of them are still alive!”







“Damn,” I winced. “That’s right. Bom said that he didn’t want to attract the Fiend’s attention to us. He refers to him as the Fiend, you see. And Bom said that everyone who has survived the roasting… uh, damn, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to put it that way—the survivors of the blaze became disabled and decided to move to Waldyra permanently, using the Embassy service. And Vitalis is unlikely to have access to the Embassies. But he could have tracked Bom… hold on a second! How would he know that the brother and a half-orc mule from our clan are the same person? He might know that he’s a friend and a relative of the victims, and that he’s a player. But how would he know which character he is?”







“We are winding ourselves up into a panic spiral,” Kyre agreed. “Besides, I don’t think Bom announced his departure. And he clearly didn’t buy any airplane tickets.”







“What makes you say that?” I was surprised.







“He’s bound to take a private jet,” Kyre said with the certainty of the scion of a very wealthy family. “That’s the only option, considering the five-hour time frame he gave you. You could even guesstimate his approximate point of departure. Let’s say it takes an hour or an hour and a half to get ready and get to the jet. All you need is a bag with personal effects and a cocoon. The pilots are given due warning, the plane is ready, and takes off at once without any check-ups or instructions to passengers. Three or four hours to the airport. But that’s unimportant. What is important is that Bom will have disappeared without a trace. Even if someone had been tailing him, they would have lost him at the airport. They would have no way of knowing where the jet would head off to.”







“Bugs…” Orb chimed in again as he finished his tea with victorious slurping.







“Electronic bugs, you mean?” I said. “I’d say you’re going too far. That’s just paranoid.”







“Anyway, better safe than sorry,” the device on the table said. “I’m sure glad I left my little contraption with you. “We’ll give your guest a full inspection for certain.”







“Right,” I said. “Mr. Pavlovsky, but we’re really just winding ourselves up.”







“Of course you are. You’re absolute dilettantes, and you think like dilettantes. No offense. You wind yourselves up and invent stuff, which makes you jittery. But pray continue. An old man like me finds it entertaining. Besides, dilettantes occasionally surprise professionals—and such surprises can turn out to be unbelievably painful. So carry on talking, and I’ll keep listening.”







“The Sleepless Ones.” It was Orbit again.







I opened my mouth in anger, and then closed it once again. The clan of the Sleepless Ones had all my real-world details. BB and her inner circle even knew my current address. If Vitalis had a sufficiently high-placed mole in the command structure of the Sleepless Ones, he wouldn’t even have to track anyone. He would already know everything he’d need to know.







“I must say that
 is
 valid argumentation,” I conceded. “Mr. Pavlovsky…”







“Yes?”







“We need to move. Too many people know our address.”







“That’s what I’ve been telling you.”







“Whew,” I ran my hand over my face in a futile attempt to get rid of my worried expression, and asked the main question that had been eating at me for a while,







“Why can’t we have him turned off? If we can prove our point? We could inform the administration that while they are busy picking their noses, their dragons rampage in the real world and kill real people. Surely they have ways and means of tracking and checking stuff.”







“Didn’t you say yourself that we’d have to have proof first?” Kyre observed. “Lest they take you for a crackpot. They have hordes of visitors come to their main office. Representatives of every major religion visit them on a regular basis, for one, and all of them are accusing them of having brought Satan into our world to enslave the souls of people by burying them in plastic coffins alive. Parents protest outside their offices regularly with huge signs saying “We Want Our Kids Back!” How do you think they’ll react to us when we barge in and tell them their dragon had incinerated our friends in the real world and was now hunting us, and could they please stop him? Duh! They’ll call the nearest loony bin and ask them to send a team of seven-foot-tall nurses to take us away pronto. Just for a routine checkup first, mind you.”







“Still, it’s a piece of software,” I objected. “There are bound to be logs of some sort. Records of Vitalis’s conversations.”







“You mean, stored somewhere?” Kyre shook her head, looking highly skeptical. “They’d cover the last couple of days at the most. A week tops. Do you even imagine the sheer volume of data involved, Ros? They can’t read Vitalis’s mind, after all. You can’t tinker with the inside of an artificial neural network’s mind.”







“Science advances in leaps and bounds,” I said gruffly.







“But think of the incredible magic world that we have as a result!” Trouble laughed. “Waldyra’s just so cool, isn’t it? Say it isn’t so, eh, Rostie? There you go! The most interesting man in the world agrees!”







“Aren’t you a bit young to remember that ad campaign?” I snorted.







“Aren’t you?”







“Anyway… Let’s assume they find solid evidence tomorrow. Don’t argue or laugh! Just let us assume that tomorrow they find concrete evidence proving Vitalis’s guilt unequivocally. Such as a video where the Malwraith gives orders to destroy those pesky humans. A recording or any other piece of actual evidence like that gives you every right to make an appearance at Waldyra’s main office that they won’t be able to ignore. You state your claim, demand an enormous compensation, of course, as well as the right to press the delete button erasing every trace of Vitalis’s existence, cackling maliciously all the while, flipping him the bird, and yelling, ‘Die, Vitalis, die, you bastard, die and never come back!’”







Orbit started clapping without saying a word. However, he was shaking his head at the same time.







Kyre kept a thoughtful silence.







“Well?” I was beginning to get impatient. “Stop playing wise guys already! Waldyra only tolerates idiots and geniuses! Wise guys get chased out by the Fading!”







“Did you just come up with that?”







“I did,” I confessed. “My mind keeps generating all kinds of random stuff today. Must be the nerves and the sleep deprivation. Hey, Kyre, how about getting some sleep? I don’t want to insist—you’re a grown girl, after all, and wiser than me in many ways. Still, though…”







“Oh, I’d love to,” Trouble said. “But do you really think I could fall asleep without knocking myself out with some heavy sedatives? I’m jittery as hell… and also curious.”







“So let’s continue, then. Why can’t he be eradicated with a direct command? Because there is no solid proof of his guilt? But he’s just an in-game AI. A piece of software. He has no citizen’s rights. A single suspicion should be enough to erase him from every hard drive out there. Why is Vitalis the Wise still alive?”







“Because no one will ever delete him,” Orb said loudly and clearly. “Even if they do prove his guilt.”







That was unexpected.







I had no reason to doubt his words—he had proven his phenomenal knowledge and remarkable intellectual capacity time and again. Besides, his father used to be a very influential member of Waldyra’s administration.







“Would you explain that in a way that I’ll understand?” I asked. “Why is the murderous dragon Vitalis the Wise still alive, and why is he likely to keep on living?”







First, though, I made more tea and brought more cookies. Orbit started with his explanations to the loud sound of crunching, pointing at the peak of his strange baseball cap all the time and gently touching the knotted tangled threads that hung from it.







Waldyra was an enormous world—a game based on the most advanced technology known to humanity with full immersion. Players found it attractive for many reasons—there was a wide variety of character classes with hundreds of development strategies, as well as spells and combat skills. The range of equipment you could choose from was mind-boggling, and there were so many locations you could explore. And those locations did not wait for players passively—each of them was a sustainable environment, complete with a food chain and a myriad of details and nuances. There were lots of fascinating creatures, stunning landscapes, and boundless oceans. You could spend your whole life traveling across Waldyra and yet never see it all. Besides, the world kept expanding.







However, none of those wonders would suffice if the locals behaved like mindless automatons.







If a peasant or a guard looked just like a real person but could only utter a handful of preset phrases and couldn’t maintain a conversation, a player’s impression of the game world would immediately be ruined.







And what if all the characters were like that? Who would want to spend hours and days on end in Waldyra? People would only pop in for short gaming sessions at best, and get bored easily.







A full immersion had to be just that—a complete, absolute, bona fide immersion.







The developers had initially tried to use live actors to animate the most important locals, signing contracts with famed stars of the silver screen. Then someone came up with a method of digitizing the emotions and reactions of a live actor and subsequently passing them on to an AI (based on a vague set of concepts and never fully implemented,) but that, too, was abandoned after a breakthrough that had turned Waldyra into what it was today. Furthermore, coupled with the introduction of new technologies, the breakthrough in question resulted in Waldyra becoming more and more alive and nuanced with every new day. That concerned everything—even creatures as simple as Level 3 bunnies browsing fresh clover in a meadow. With every respawn they behaved more naturally and more like their flesh-and-blood counterparts.







Why was that?







The reason was that Waldyra had transformed from a disjointed archipelago of a thousand individual software islets into a cohesive world. That happened on the day when the neural networks developed and optimized specifically for Waldyra and responsible for a variety of local and global phenomena such as weather, major and minor events, and the behavior of all characters, were allowed to interact with each other freely and independently, without requesting any external confirmation or meddling from the part of the programmers or the administration. There was just a primordial code of laws they obeyed absolutely, and that was that.







The button was pressed.







The effects were immediate. The day in question subsequently became known as the Creation date. Similar to the Biblical Genesis.







In the beginning there was the word. Or the system command. And only then did the light of life appear.







For starters, a plethora of minor irritating bugs disappeared forever. Locations stopped “glitching,” and characters and monsters stopped “freezing up.” Conversational diversity took a steep upward turn, making dialogues livelier and more profound. Locals started giving out small quests—peasants who found themselves unable to perform the necessary household tasks could now ask passersby to help them and offer a small remuneration.







Waldyra had come alive, and became able to run checks on itself and fix whatever errors it found. That’s when the unexpected started to happen.







For instance, the programmers had made a mistake when they designed a character who was a count. They had given him a wife who was a countess and lived in the castle with him. But the programmers from another department had given the count another wife—a beautiful commoner. Both of them were ascribed a wife’s status. So what happened as a result? The commoner simply disappeared one day when she went mushrooming in the woods. And the locals started to refer to her ironically in their dialogues, making comments to the effect that she had never been the count’s actual wife and that he had just been paying her visits, since she was a beautiful woman. The discrepancy was gone—and it was Waldyra itself that had eliminated it.







There were still glitches. Locals occasionally acted weird, started swaying during conversation, or behave as if they were drunk or delirious. But they would soon come to their senses, and would subsequently either terminate the conversation, or give you a new quest.







How did that happen?







The answer was simple—there were millions of internal connections between the neural networks, and their number kept growing constantly. Waldyra kept becoming more and more alive, and the process was irreversible. You could only watch it—and reap enormous profits from the most incredible and nuanced game in the world. The players soon appreciated the magic of the metamorphosis, which gave many of them the idea of relocating permanently. That was how the Embassies of Waldyra came into existence. It was a simple matter of supply and demand.







That complicated the situation even further.







The fact that there were living people living in the game permanently made it altogether impossible to interfere with the processes going on inside Waldyra, since no one could predict what effects such interference would have. What if such clumsy tinkering resulted in the disappearance or the insanity of someone’s local spouse, for instance? Such as the digital wife of a player who had relocated to Waldyra after suffering a personal tragedy and found his happiness there. And something like this would be very likely if, for instance, the wife in question was a devout follower of Wyllowe’s cult and fanatically adored its supreme high priest Vitalis the Wise.







The more powerful and famous a character was, the more events, phenomena, and other characters they were connected to. You couldn’t just delete Vitalis—that would cause an avalanche of completely unpredictable errors all across Waldyra. If you terminated some hobo in such a manner, the errors would be limited to a relatively small sudden absence in a cloud of neural networks guaranteed to make two or three other hobos acquainted with the one that had vanished behave weirdly for a while. Then Waldyra would take care of those irregularities, too—the characters in question would disappear in the woods or be killed by bandits.







Terminating Vitalis would trigger a cascade of glitches and faults. Vitalis played an important part in the lives of many kings and kingdoms, as well as the priests of other cults, thousands of commoners, and lots of other characters. The Dark hated him, the Light extolled him, and his neural core was linked to every corner of Waldyra by thousands of glowing digital threads.







Therefore, even if Vitalis was found guilty beyond reasonable doubt, he would still not get deleted. They’d get rid of him in a more conventional way.







What would that be?







Anything allowed by the game’s laws. It could be an exceptionally talented assassin, or they could wage a whole war against him. But he’d get killed, one way or another.







That would make Vitalis the Wise disappear from Waldyra’s surface and fall to its bottom. As a character of some standing, he was bound to end up in Angora—a city closed for players.







Out of sight, and out of mind.







The subsequent dialogue between the Waldyra Corporation legal team and the claimants was easy enough to imagine. They’d say something along the lines of, “We’ve done it! Vitalis is no more! He’s ceased to be! He has expired! We offer you our profoundest apologies, but we’ll keep on denying everything. Nothing of the sort ever happened, and Waldyra is in no way responsible for any real-life deaths. Don’t push us to start a smear campaign against you in the media, here’s a lump sum of money and lifelong free Waldyra access. Enjoy! Goodbye!”







Waldyra was a world of magic, but shareholder value was sacrosanct. No one needed bad publicity… even though if someone started shouting that Waldyra killed its players on every corner, it would just get people more interested due to an increased adrenaline rush.







At any rate. Vitalis would end up in Angora without causing any errors—everything would be perfectly logical. The Supreme High Priest was dead, much to the chagrin of his extensive fan club. He’d get a lavish funeral attended by all the movers and shakers of the world expressing their condolences, and that would be it. A new cult leader would be elected, ushering in a new era of political machinations and religious maneuvering.







However, Vitalis the Malwraith would still remain alive. He was immortal.







The team of avengers that had contacted us was definitely aware of said fact and had laid out a plan for what to do next.







That was when I came out of my reverie and asked with unfeigned interest,







“A plan? Could you elaborate on that?”







Orbit nodded and started counting on his fingers.







They definitely had a complex multistage plan.







Stage one involved extensive preparations followed by decisive action. The Supreme High Priest Vitalis gets snuffed. His soul falls all the way to Angora. This concludes the first stage.







The second stage involves a downward journey—to the very bottom, where all the Ts will be crossed once and for all.







“Hold on,” I interrupted. “So they want to plant him in the daisy garden once again, but this time in Angora?”







“No-o-o-o-o…”







“And where the hell then?”







“Angora isn’t the ve-e-e-e-ery bo-o-o-o-ottom…”







“Tantariall!” Kyre leaned forward. “That’s what lies deeper than Angora, right?”







“They mean to go deeper sti-i-i-i-ill,” Orbit said with a sigh.







“Deeper still?” I was surprised. “What could be deeper than Tantariall? Is there anything there at all?”







“There i-i-i-i-is…” The smile stretched even wider this time. “They don’t need the City of the De-e-e-e-ead. And they don’t nee-ee-eed Tantaria-a-a-a-all…”







“So what is it that they’re after? What is there?”







“I don’t know for su-u-u-ure… But it’s supposed to be my father’s greatest jo-o-o-o-oke…”







“Can you be more specific?”







“I just don’t know. But I’d like to find out!”







“And how do we get there?”







“Angora, Tantariall, and onward.”







“Let me just make sure I get everything right,” I raised my palms. “In order to get to their final destination, they will first have to get to Angora, then open the doors of the divine inferno, pass through it and the army of insane gods that reside there, and the guardians mentioned in the Odes. And only then will they get where they intend to go.”







“Ye-e-e-e-es… And they wanted to follow the way described in the Odes of Tantariall…”







“Wow.” That was the only thing I could say as I took a large gulp of tea. “And there I was thinking we had ambitious plans…”







“Yeah, I’m impressed,” Kyre concurred as she was about to close the laptop’s cover. I stopped her.







“Don’t. Just open Waldyra’s main news portal on the screen and turn it towards us so that we could see it.”







“What for?”







“Don’t you get it yet?” I smiled. “We’re heading directly to Angora. Not through the Odes. And if Bom’s so interested in our expedition, our good treasurer will most likely introduce us to a couple of fascinating characters once we return to Waldyra and our flagship. That very team of avengers. And that can only have one implication.”







“Which one?” The paladin maiden got curious. “Come on, spill the beans! What will it imply?”







Orbit smiled widely.







“That Vitalis is already dead,” I replied. “There would be no point in joining us on our way to inferno if the one they’re planning to drown in some hellish puddle around the corner of Tantariall isn’t there already. We’re setting off in two hours, and that marks the point of no return—the Hell Express will not be able to take on any new passengers afterwards. In which case…”







“They have two hours for snuffing Vitalis the Wise,” Kyre’s eyes opened wide. “Oh my god…”







“So let’s keep on enjoying our tea while we watch the news,” I chuckled. “Tea, cookies, and pleasant conversation while we’re waiting for news of the dragon’s demise—or, perhaps, an unsuccessful attempt on his life…”







Orb nodded without saying anything. Kyre shook her head,







“This feels like knowing of someone preparing an attempt on a president’s life. You can’t help feeling the itch to tell someone, can you?”







“It might be hard, but we’ll just stay here and nibble on our cookies,” I replied.







“Your life sure isn’t easy,” the recording device came to life. “I would say it’s full of wonders…”







“You don’t know the half of it, Mr. Pavlovsky,” I shook my head, still gazing at the screen with news tickers crawling across it slowly. “You don’t know the half of it…”







“If he gets snuffed… will the threat no longer be valid?”







“Huh, I wish I knew,” I said.







“Angora won’t ho-o-o-old him,” Orbit replied in my stead. “At least, not for lo-o-o-o-ong…”















 
Chapter Six
































WHAT WE WERE EXPECTING
 had never come to pass.







I waited patiently on my own. Kyre had passed out on the sofa—even though she had been going on about caffeine and how nervous she was, she was the first one to fall asleep after a long series of yawns interspersed with attempts to stay awake. Orbit zonked out in the chair, doing it so abruptly you could have thought someone had shot him in the head. He just lolled his head back mid-phrase and went still. The multicolored threads on the baseball cap’s bill concealed his face almost completely.







I sat there waiting. I was feeling a strange elation, for some reason, and my mind was fresh and alert. I felt like I could move mountains. And I wouldn’t credit the tea brewed to my old man’s recipe just yet, since the others had also been drinking it, and were nonetheless sleeping like babies now. Something was abuzz with tension inside my head, which should have been tired and in need of rest, the way high-tension electric lines buzzed. And it wasn’t the kind of buzzing an overloaded circuit emits before burning out—nothing remotely like it.







I was being gnawed by impatience and anger. It took me some effort to get to the root of why I was feeling this way. Everything that had just transpired meant I had to be fully vigilant once again. And there I was thinking I was through with all the major mysteries and could now concentrate on minor riddles without having to look out for someone who might be out to get me at any moment, for the Great Expedition had ended and no one could do anything about it.







It turned out that my feeling of relief was premature.







Suddenly, the world of Waldyra—or some unknown party living in it—had started to materialize my nightmarish inventions and make them into real dangers, such as the hideous squid cousins and the colossal shark. Who exactly was responsible for that? Even though I was doing everything to put a brave face on things, the conundrum abraded my soul like a rusty grinder soaked in the spittle of a pox-ridden basilisk.







At least I knew it wasn’t Vitalis. The monsters and the dragon converged on me from every direction, and I was finding the combination a little overwhelming. Monsters behind us and monsters in my dreams… really, were there any quiet corners left in this world, or did I need to log out to get a breather? If I heard a rustle from one of the unused rooms or from underneath the bed, I’d start screaming like a schoolgirl.







What did I do to run into another affliction? I couldn’t even start guessing, although I had a vague hunch it could be something to do with the enormous starfish pinned down by the new continent. After all, that entire land mass had just covered half the distance between its former location and the Old Continent. Monsters no one had ever seen before would be just like something one should expect from this enormous ancient guardian. After all, similar freaks—of smaller size, perhaps, but just as vicious—came out of rocks guided by red lines in the sky.







Why me? Was it because my actions had resulted in me freeing the creature inadvertently? Was there anything that connected us?







Could it be… teleportation?







I thought I still had a few Zar’Graad jumps left. If my nightmares were brought to life by the magic of the ancient guardian that kept getting closer, could the thing be afraid of me coming armed with some powerful weapon that I would then proceed to drive into its rear with extreme prejudice? Was it trying to destroy me as the main threat to its life and well-being?







It seemed logical enough.







What if the Old Continent mages whipped up something in the vein of an incredibly powerful nuclear head capable of seriously injuring the colossus, if not killing it outright? The thing could defend itself and would be capable of keeping airborne and aquatic enemies at bay, but it would not be able to counter my ability to teleport.







I could step out of a portal, deliver the warhead, and jump back like an intercontinental flea. A loud bang, and half the Guardian’s body would be gone.







But that made no sense. The Old Continent was in such panic right now for the very reason that they had no weapon powerful enough for them to take on the enormous enemy.







Still, I could use it as a working theory.







I winced and massaged my temples. My head was beginning to hurt from all the complex concepts I’d been filling it with lately, and I seemed to be getting a mental indigestion of sorts.







So, yeah, I’d stick to my theory for the time being, for the Guardian possessed incredible power and could definitely materialize a monster like the Cyclopean Trenchmaw. What I didn’t understand was the reason to create a back story for the creature, ancient manuscripts and all. This bit was at odds with the general concept, but I decided to keep from elaborating on my theory without receiving any further concrete evidence and move on.







What was the point in materializing a creature as terrifying as an archipelago-sized sharks? It could leap out of the ocean high enough to scare the Immos and snap at their heels.







That was it! The angels didn’t seem to mind! Even though a bunch of terrifying monsters had appeared in Waldyra all of a sudden, the angels didn’t do anything about them. I remembered how an angel fell from the skies once to swat the graver that had infiltrated Algora’s Crche with a nuclear ax like a fly. A single dark monster in the wrong place sufficed for drawing the angelic ire.







And here we had fuzzywhumps and the Cyclopean Trenchmaw tearing the entire ocean apart with not even the edge of a single golden halo to be seen from behind the clouds.







Therefore, the events that transpired were congruent with global developments of some sort. It sure took me a while to arrive at this simple realization. I should have interpreted the fact that the Immortal Ones remained very conspicuously uninvolved as proof that everything was proceeding according to some plan from the word go. We were supposed to gird our loins and tackle new problems while we tried to unravel another conundrum right before us. I was sure that other interested parties such as clan leaders had already come to the same realization as me and were currently trying to fathom the global significance of everything that was happening.







Realizing as much was a weight off my shoulders. Everything was explicable as part of somebody’s secret plot. And if I got involved, it must have concerned me in one way or another. I just needed to find out what my association was and try to terminate it. I had more than enough on my plate already.







Vitalis, for one…







Then I realized what the “buzz” I felt was—I craved immediate closure. I was still scared (unsurprisingly so, given how worked up we had gotten ourselves), but I longed for a showdown, right here, right now. I wanted to see the door kicked in by a bunch of thugs armed with baseball bats and canisters of gasoline. I’d give them a proper welcome and kick them back outside. That was what I wanted. A direct confrontation—something I knew how to handle. I grew up fighting—but fighting opponents I could see. Waiting for someone to come after me while I was hiding behind four walls made all my hackles rise. I was used to going all-out and giving as much as I took. Even if you were outnumbered and had to rely on tactics rather than brute force, it was still better than this suspense.







I was the kind of person who would yank off a Band-Aid all at once, preferring the momentary sting to the drawn-out discomfort of doing it slowly, grinding your teeth and moaning pathetically.







I almost wished for the enemy to appear right now. Ideally, I wanted to hear someone knock on my door confidently and say in just as confident a voice, “Rostislav? Vitalis here. We need to talk. Come out for a few minutes.” I would come out at once! Even though this sounds insane. As if I were a Chihuahua taking on a large and confident Great Dane.







A Great Dane, my foot. A dragon, no less.







I leaned towards the laptop screen, opened the Waldyra Messenger app, and said in a small voice,







“Vitali-i-i-is… Come out and play, you bastard…”







Then I laughed soundlessly, covering my mouth with my hands.







I was behaving like an idiot.







Or could it be the kind of Fading that affects you if you spend too long in the real world? It was time to go back to Waldyra. No one answered me from my laptop, as I had feared secretly. I looked at the clock and was surprised to learn I had spent an hour and a half waiting. We needed to log in in half an hour, and in another half hour the enormous flagship was supposed to start moving full speed in the direction of the specified coordinates.







So where was Bom?







There wasn’t so much as a squeak from my overseas guest.







I dialed a number. Mr. Pavlovsky answered after the second beep.







“Problems?”







“Everything’s fine,” I reassured him. “It’s just that there haven’t been any calls or messages from our guest yet.







“I see. I’ve sent the welcoming committee to the airport. According to my news, three incoming flights are delayed—from Rome, Prague, and Bratislava. He’ll get here eventually.”







“We need to log on in half an hour. I’ll leave the phone on the table.”







“Reading you loud and clear. Don’t worry, we’ll meet your guest and deliver him safe and sound.”







“Is the apartment ready?”







“Sure is. We have two spare apartments. One will be occupied by your friend, and three more of my guys will move into the second tomorrow.”







“You sure move fast. Have our neighbors moved out already?”







“Yup. We’ve helped them move their furniture and house plants. Two floors down and further right down the corridor. Don’t worry, everybody’s happy about the arrangements.”







“Thank you,” I said sincerely. “I’ll be waiting for updates, then.”







“Don’t worry,” Mr. Pavlovsky said, and hung up.







Bom’s absence was another unexpected factor. When would he make an appearance? Most importantly, I wondered where he would find himself upon logging on—aboard the flagship or elsewhere?







That was something I would have preferred not to worry about.







I also wondered about his mystery friends and what had befallen them. And, most importantly, I longed to know what was up with Vitalis.







I refreshed the page with all the game’s breaking news needlessly and scanned the top ten headlines quickly. A lot of interesting stuff was going on, and a lot of it concerned me directly. However, there wasn’t a single word about Vitalis.







There were two options. Or, rather, three options.







Vitalis had already been killed without it having become public knowledge yet—after all, it could have happened quietly. His soul would thus be en route to hell.







Or, alternatively, Vitalis could have dispatched the avengers quietly. Possibly, a couple of times in a row.







Or there was some important reason why nothing had happened yet, and they would strike any moment now.







What could have caused the delay? Bom being late? Was he supposed to have logged into Waldyra and given them the go-ahead?







I had no way of knowing, so I decided to stop wondering, and read some news to calm down instead.







“Shocking! The incredible beast still lays waste to the underwater world!”







“The Black Queen is alive! The famous flagship of the Sleepless Ones was spotted close to shore!”







“The Cyclopean Trenchmaw and the Black Queen—which one of them had woken up the other?”







I got curious, clicked on the link, and started reading. I smiled widely, feeling the weight of perceived responsibility and guilt for having summoned the Cyclopean Trenchmaw into the world leave my shoulders at last. I imagined the Black Baroness at that very moment—she was probably grinding her teeth in impotent fury as the sheer mass of the guilt she was beginning to feel made her shoulder bones crackle.







The author of the article was adept at citing facts and mixing them up with conjecture. By the end of the article, he had concocted a cocktail that had just the right taste and look and was called Blame Everything on the Sleepless Ones—a bit long for a cocktail, perhaps, but encapsulating the gist perfectly.







The facts and conjectures were simple, and therefore very plausible.







The Black Queen and the Cyclopean Trenchmaw both appeared suddenly and seemed to have come out of thin air. Or, rather, uncharted waters. And the Cyclopean Trenchmaw must have had a reason for chasing the flagship of the Sleepless Ones. Judging by how the flagship looked, it hadn’t even been given the opportunity to get patched up properly. It appeared out of the deep like a wounded sperm whale chased by harpooners. Therefore, the ruckus must have started at some considerable distance from the Old Continent.







It was common knowledge that the Black Queen had been sunk. Outgunned by the enemy fleet, the flagship had met its watery demise, plunging into the chilling abyss where no one had gone before, and only the Sleepless Ones were privy to the secrets harbored in the Queen's final resting place. Could the flagship have landed right on the head of the Cyclopean Trenchmaw, which had until then remained submerged in the deep waters of sleep? That seemed very likely!







And yet could one assume that being hit by the weight of the sunken flagship would have sufficed to awaken the Cyclopean Trenchmaw? The answer was no—for the simple reason that otherwise the Cyclopean Trenchmaw would have surfaced and caused a total massacre, laying waste to all the players’ fleets it could reach. But that never happened—no one had even heard of the monster until this day.







However, there was a possible explanation that seemed logical and didn’t require any major leaps of faith.







It was sufficient to make the logical assumption that not all the Black Queen’s crew members had abandoned the sinking flagship and that some of them had gone down with their ship. And while they were busy that far down at the bottom of the ocean, whether trying to repair the flagship or save valuable cargo, they







‘d noticed a mountain with an enormous petrified eye set in one of the slopes… they got curious, started poking at it with sharp objects, and brought an ancient evil back to life as a result. Then they realized they wouldn’t be able to control the monster and decided to make tracks on their partially-repaired flagship, heading straight for the Old Continent.







I wondered who could have paid the journalist enough to pen something like that. Was this person insanely brave—or drunk out of their mind? I could see no other explanation for someone attacking the Sleepless Ones like that. Or, perhaps, the journalist was some greenhorn innocent. But they should have realized that the Black Baroness would never let something like that slide.







My gaze slid lower lazily and found the headline of another article, that was getting viewed by an incredible amount of people in real time and was rising to the top at the speed of a rocket.







Wyllowe Is Killing Us!







That sure was something bound to grab one’s attention—that was an unexpected angle. Then I saw the author’s name—Honest Orca, the same who’d written the article about the Black Queen and the Cyclopean Trenchmaw. So now they were delivering more shock content.







“Bro… or sis… are you suicidal?”
 I said to myself. First they attacked Baroness, who never forgave slights. And now, judging by the headline, they were taking on Wyllowe.







Or was I wrong?







As soon as I opened the article and read the first paragraph, my lips stretched out in a bewildered grin. I was right. Honest Orca was using a quill to sign their own death sentence with great flourish.







In their new article the journalist broached the supposition that the Cyclopean Trenchmaw had until recently been pinned to the ocean floor by the enormous weight of the Ring of Peace and the Wings of War. Wyllowe had made those islands rise into the sky. A major burst of magical energy had taken place at the very same time, which had also contributed to the fast rousing of the Cyclopean Trenchmaw. When the ancient shark finally shook off its sleep, it managed to see the flagship of the Sleepless Ones through the murk raised by the islands that had flown away, and decided to give chase—it must have woken up from its millennial slumber ravenous, after all.







Therefore, the Sleepless Ones most likely had nothing to do with the Cyclopean Trenchmaw’s awakening, but rather happened to be its victims. Innocent victims who led the monster to uninhabited waters yelling for help as hard as they could. The Sleepless Ones were most likely heroes if you took everything into account…







I chuckled, imagining the scared Orca pressed against the wall with a sharp dagger blade at his throat and a delicate female hand with a steel grip, clad in black leather, is winding the journo’s goolies around its wrist, calmly dictating what he should write in the next article. Honest Orca bleeds from every orifice and hastens to scribble another article, having just been exposed to a variety of sensations he had never even dreamed possible before…







I could vividly imagine how furiously the Black Baroness would hiss after reading the first article. She had always been very serious about the image of the Sleepless Ones, and the implication that they had woken up the monster but ended up unable to control it and eventually had to run away disgracefully would make said image plummet. After all, many readers would believe every word of what they’d read.







However, it was unlikely that Baroness had dictated the second article. She may have had a reason to correct the misapprehension brought about by Orca’s article, but she would gain nothing from shifting the blame to Wyllowe. The journalist, however, smeared Wyllowe and her cult thoroughly, indirectly accusing her of awakening the Cyclopean Trenchmaw.







What would Wyllowe do? Splash her hands in dismay, then make a dismissive gesture and suggest that the journo be forgiven? Possibly. But I knew someone from her inner circle who would never let a slight like that slide. If the writer was a local, he could expect the visit of an irate dragon or a squad of assassins. If it was a player… well, you never knew who might be waiting around the corner with a canister of gasoline.







What else was in the news?







I read on, throwing nervous glances at the door and at the phone that was lying on the table. Both remained silent. Where was Bom?







I was beginning to get concerned. Could something have happened? Could the gasoline guys have intercepted him on the way to the airport? Could he have been stopped by the border authorities? Could he have cracked and started to transfer the contents of the nearest dumpster into his backpack, so they were taking him to the nearest lunatic asylum pumped full of tranquilizers? Where was he?







I cursed. I should have asked Mr. Pavlovsky about which of the delayed flights was a small private jet. Kyre was right, Bom wouldn’t have gotten on a regular airline flight.







I decided to distract myself by reading some news.







There were lots of articles about the multiple-eyed giant squid summoned by yours truly.







The Ridges of Minos, an underwater clan, managed to separate one of the fuzzywhumps from a squad, encircle it, and slice off some of its tentacles. Then the Ridges used a tremendously powerful teleport and disappeared without a trace together with the fuzzywhump. No one had any inkling of where they may have gone.







The underwater clan Golden Fortune managed to lure one of the fuzzywhumps close and surround it completely, losing a sperm whale and a shark every second, but nevertheless managing to hold it still long enough for teleportation. No one knows for sure where they had teleported to,







The Royal Mint, another underwater clan, had cornered one more of these giant mutant squids and teleported it to some unknown destination. A quarter of an hour later the clan’s warriors returned, a lot the worse for wear and with most creatures that had accompanied them missing. They regrouped, called in reinforcements, and joined the fray again, soon managing to get one of the fuzzywhumps away from the rest and teleport it to some unknown location. However, either as a result of some freak accident or someone paying homage to Douglas Adams, a rain of small and medium-sized underwater creatures fell in the south of the Old Continent, followed by an enormous sperm whale that made a huge splat as it landed. May it rest in peace, I thought to myself. The trail marked by the bodies of sea creatures stretched for about a mile and ended near the citadel of the Eternal Battle clan (and, as the author had put it, “we all know what their clan citadel looks like.”)







I had no idea such a clan had even existed, let alone what their citadel could look like, but the article came with illustrations that explained everything well enough.







It was most certainly a landlubber clan. However, their citadel was an armored cone standing on an island located in the middle of a very wide and abysmally deep chasm filled with water—something akin to a substantial lake with steep and excessively high banks. The trail of oceanic fauna led all the way to Lake Slorrium—this very place; the location of Eternal Battle’s citadel.







So it looked as though the Royal Mint clan had taken away the first fuzzywhump, teleported it to the surface, and dropped it right into Lake Slorrium. Was that a way to take revenge on Eternal Battle—or a delivery service paid for by the latter, keen on introducing a powerful creature like that into the lake as a guardian?







Things were getting more and more fascinating with the minute, yet as those minutes kept ebbing away, I was becoming more and more concerned. I decided to do something useful while I waited, so I rose, stretched with gusto, and ambled towards the kitchenette. We had egg powder and dry milk. There was a packet of rusks in the pantry, and some garlic powder. I decided to make a garlicky version of savory French toast, using the mixture of egg powder and dry milk for batter. I’d use butter for frying, of course.







We had a little over ten minutes at our disposal. The moment the first slices of toast started sizzling in the frying pan a mouth-watering aroma filled the air. Kyre was the first to react, moaning slightly in her sleep as her fingers and then her toes started wriggling—she was clearly headed somewhere in her sleep. I wondered if it was the dining table, heaved a sigh, and went to wake my companions. They’d lose five minutes of sleep, but at least they’d get a good stretch in before a hearty breakfast. We had a long gaming day ahead of us…







* * *







“We need two more hours!” There was hardly more than an inch between my face and BB’s. I caught a whiff of an exotic floral aroma mixed with the scent of sharp and well-oiled steel.







Honest Orca must have experienced Baroness at a similar proximity. I could visualize the journo bubbling, flapping his fins listlessly, and nodding in enthusiastic acquiescence.







We needed to set off immediately. Yet I said something different out loud.







“Fifteen minutes.”







“An hour!” BB moved even closer. Her breath felt hot on my face.







“Fifteen minutes. Twenty’s as far as it can be stretched.”







“Crap!” BB grabbed the shimmering sphere of the communications artifact and spat out fiercely, “We have twenty minutes. Let’s get moving! Priority tasks: fixing what holes we can still fix and filling up the holds!”







Only then did I notice how weary she looked. I shook my head and asked,







“Did you manage to get any sleep at all?”







“The hell I did! So, about that extra time, Ros. Come on! You were the Nav, after all! You realize how important it is for a ship to be shipshape! We have a long voyage in front of us, right?”







“Right,” I conceded, and tried to spread my hands helplessly, but we were standing too close to each other for that. “We don’t have that hour, BB. As simple as that. We need to get through a passage—which only opens occasionally. If we’re late, this whole adventure will be over before it gets a chance to start.”







“I hate to be kept in the dark, though,” the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones cooed. “What kind of passage would that be?”







“I told you once already. The passage leads to the underground sea of Xokrall.”







“And I’m telling you again, it’s a myth!” BB stomped her boot angrily. “A myth! A passage to Xokrall and the beast that’s supposed to live there, wide enough for an island-sized ship to go through? Ros! A passage like that would have been impossible to conceal! Although… It’s in some uncharted waters, right?” Her tenacious little claws dug into my collar. “Because if you say it’s in some well-known and oft-traveled location, that would cause a wave of suicides among vast numbers of clan scouts and analysts, if you catch my drift…”







“Hey, I’m not to blame for anything,” I smiled and tried to move away from her a little—unsuccessfully.”







“Oh, pray tell why?”







“I see you’re irritated,” I tried to smile even more radiantly. “How about a coffee?”







Baroness moved away reluctantly, releasing her grip on my collar. She scrutinized me briefly, then grumbled,







“I’ll treat you to some first-class coffee. But I want you to spill the beans, Ros. We’re friends, after all, and we’ve been through a lot together. And yet right now I feel like a schoolgirl invited by a friend of hers to watch some videos at his place. See what I’m getting at?”







“I do,” I grunted, opening the game’s interface to check the time. Seconds whooshed by in a blur, barely leaving an impression. Minutes trudged along at only a slightly slower pace. All the while, Bom remained completely incommunicado. I swore I would kill the green bastard.







Kyre and Orb had been warned, so they waited on the upper deck, also keeping an eye on Roskie, who was riding all over the place on her wolf and talking to the former desert-dwellers. If they saw the half-orc approach, I would be informed at once. I didn’t share my worries about the late joiners with Baroness—she was just a little too nosy for my liking as it was, and I preferred not to divulge too much.







“Is it okay to talk here?” I inquired, just in case.







We were in an enormous cabin filled with furniture in the most random fashion—I got the impression that the cabinets, chairs, and ottomans had just been dumped here through the windows with no thought whatsoever given to where they’d end up. I looked at a coffee table with thin legs creaking under the weight of an enormous wooden trunk with some pity.







“You can speak openly, everything’s safe.”







“Glug’s the guy who has all the details concerning the passage.”







“Who the hell is he, anyway?” BB roared again, looking at me with what was dangerously close to hostility, which eventually abated. “I’ve heard of him, and you know what? I have an observation to make about this new epoch.”







“New epoch, you say? Sure sound grand.”







“I’m referring to the period between the last month before the Great Expedition and now.”







“Right, but an ‘epoch?’”







“Yeah, and one of its signs is players no one has ever heard about coming out of the woodwork and making an enormous splash. They pop up like young mushrooms with smiles on their innocent faces, and then they start doing stuff that makes your jaw drop. You’re a prime example yourself. Never mind that you’ve managed to stumble on a unique spell—you didn’t stop there, did you? You have also managed to draw a whole bundle of really incredible people into your field of influence and have more adventures than most players even think possible. What seems to be routine in your case is stuff folks spend years dreaming of—getting nothing despite all their effort. And you manage to do it casually—and repeatedly! And look at us now! A character who’s existed for less than a year is dragging me into the aquatic Netherworld—a near-mythical destination everyone has been dying to visit for ages! The weirdest thing is that if some well-established and respectable player like the head of the Architects would invite me on such an adventure, I’d have laughed right into the upstart’s face and be convinced he was just trying to pull a fast one on me and lying through his teeth. But in your case, no matter how outlandish you claim the destination to be, I just nod and tag along, simply because I know that you’re not lying and it will be interesting as well as lucrative. How the hell does that happen?”







“It’s just that I don’t dream of things to happen. I walk right into them, to be sure, but then again, I always keep walking,” I shrugged, accepting a mug of coffee from her gratefully.







BB seemed to need to get something off her chest, and I could sure spare a few minutes while I wait.







“And this Gluggarius guy! Another newborn! And he’s already achieved so much! We’re running a background check on him right now, and we don’t find any connections to the established old-timer clans that rule the underwater territories between them. But the number of trade connections he has is just through the roof! And what about that knowledgeable dwarf in the boondocks? And the dark track left by some capable sneak underneath Algora? And the strange political agitation that has engulfed a certain island in the tropics all of a sudden? All you newcomers are scary! I’m preparing for the day you guys will start to send us tumbling from our perch. Casually, like, without even trying too hard. Oh well. So what about the passage? Will the Black Queen get through for sure?”







“From what I got from his explanation, it will be able to fit in a ship of any size,” I started talking obediently, realizing that nothing would calm Baroness down better than a good portion of the good old dry facts that she was so fond of. “Don’t ask me about the principle this whole thing is based on—Gluggarius has taken care of that entire part of the affair. He was also the one who had raised the flagship, helped to move it here, found the secret passage and the means of getting in, and contacted me with a proposition.”







“An interesting character, this Gluggarius. Very driven indeed.”







“He is. Driven, intelligent, and rich.”







“What is he after down there?” Once again, that cold scrutinizing look of hers.







“I’ve never asked,” I answered honestly, meeting her gaze, and then repeated with some irritation as she still kept staring, “I’m telling you the truth. I’m not particularly nosy.”







“I see. And what are you after?”







“Why I want to get to the subterranean sea?”







“That, too. But what do you intend to find in Angora, Ros?”







“I’m sorry, that’s clan business,” I smiled, glancing at the clock. “It’s time. Give your orders.”







Damnation…







Not a single squeak from Bom.







“Ros, how are we doing?”
 The message from Gluggarius could not have come at a better time.







“We’re setting off.”







“OK. I’ll be waiting for you by the entrance. You’ve got the coordinates. Proceed according to the plan.”







“Roger.”







“It’s time,” I repeated.







BB cursed and barked into the artifact.







“Crossbill!”







“Aye aye, boss!”







“Weigh anchor!”







“But… boss… you said you’d wheedle Ros into giving us two more hours while you distract him in a cozy private atmosphere while we’re swinging our hammers here, as it were…”







“What the hell do you think you’re saying, Crossbill?”







“For the greater good of the clan and so on…”







“Snap to it!”







“Aye aye, boss! Duh… So we’ll have to set off like that with a hole in our belly… Hey, you! Yes, you! Grab all these crates and stuff them into Hold 36, pronto! You three, grab the logs and the sailcloth! Shake a leg! Chop-chop! This shipwright brigade is coming along with us… What do you mean, they refuse? Talk to them! Frozen crocodiles go into the bottom cargo holds. This goes on the top deck…”







“Coordinates?”







That one was easy.







“Set course for Mudshallows. Just make sure you don’t announce it over the speakers.”







“Right on.”







BB tapped her knee with her fingers and sent a message. Then she must have checked the map, for she gave a surprised and suspicious look.







“Mudshallows as in this really tiny underwater village?”







“The very one.”







“Ros…”







“The passage is there,” I said as I rose and returned her the mug. “But it’s concealed. Glug will meet us at the entrance—in fact, he’ll open the entrance before coming aboard. All we need to do is get the flagship to the entrance. No extra maneuvering of any sort will be needed. We don’t expect to get involved in any fighting, either.”







The flagship shuddered heavily. The bulkheads creaked, and the floor shook under our feet. However, there were substantially fewer sounds of things cracking and shattering coming from afar. The repair teams had managed to do the impossible and repair a lot of the damage that the flagship had suffered in record time.







The living island gave a list and started moving. Another minute, and we would slide into the brine, and I could feel the acceleration.







The Black Queen set course for Mudshallows, and I still haven’t heard from Bom. I cursed inwardly and decided to check on everyone who
 was
 on board—there were many of my fellow clan members among the crew, and I wanted to check on their readiness and their morale. On the other hand, their morale probably didn’t need checking—they were heading towards adventure on a powerful underwater battleship, after all. I’d be surprised if they were anything but hyped and looking forward to whatever lay ahead.







Orbit wanted to talk to me about something, too. He didn’t say anything concrete, but mentioned it concerned my player class, adding that if I chose this path, I would have to make some sacrifices. So I decided to go find him.







Locating Orbit wasn’t hard, but he was busy playing some strange variation of the staring game with Roskie. There was a chestfish flopping weakly between them—a rare one, judging by the coloring. The hands of the players who were looking at each other were forming a complicated series of gestures while a thin silver chain slipped between their fingers. It looked familiar and incomprehensible at the same time. Elves were fond of such games with chains, saplings, and strings, and they invented extremely complex sets of rules for them. However, they never used barely-alive fish for the purpose.







I had to wait for about ten minutes. Roskie was the first to lose concentration—she lost the rhythm, and the chain became entangled.







“A torn topsail for me shroud!” My daughter grunted in admission of her defeat. She rose and went towards Kyre, who was talking to Alishana. Orbit tried to slouch off somewhere, too, but I didn’t let him. He clearly wished to be rid of my company under the circumstances—player classes were such a boring matter, after all. It was not that he minded sharing the information—it was explaining stuff to folks less bright than him that he found irksome.







“Hold it right there!” I barked, seeing him fail to react to my grimacing and gesturing. “We need to talk!”







“Bo-o-o-o-oring…”







“Would a bunch of hot blintzes IRL make it more interesting, eh? With all kinds of yummy stuff wrapped inside them? Eh?”







“Ye-e-e-e-e-eah…”







So much better for me. I was becoming a true dyed-in-the-wool clan leader.







“Let’s get going!”







I dragged him into a corner and looked at him inquisitively. The elf just looked at me with the same bewildered expression.







“You must be kidding me! Out with it!”







“We’re in for a new loca-a-a-a-ation…”







“Yeah, the subterranean sea,” I nodded, moving closer.







“Its gua-a-a-a-ardian…”







“Yeah, the big shot. What’s its name… Nugrassa?”







He nodded silently.







“So we reach the sea and find the monster. What do we do next?”







The elf slashed his throat with the tip of his little finger in a theatrical display.







“Right on.” The news dampened my mood somewhat. Our plan did not involve a battle between a barely-repaired flagship and a monster in its prime. “Any chance of skipping that part? The boss will most likely squash us like cockroaches.”







Orbit shook his head.







“What do you mean by shaking your head like that? That we’ll have to snuff him one way or another? Or you mean the monster won’t squash us.”







“We won’t pa-a-a-ass without a fi-i-i-ight…”







“What do you know?” I grew wary at once. He gave me a crumpled piece of parchment that looked ancient, complete with singed sides and the marks of some creature’s very densely-clustered fang marks—it was as if some toad with needle-like teeth had punched through it. There were also yellow slime marks of unknown provenance. However, the drawing in the center and the inscription underneath were perfectly discernible.







All I could say about the drawing was that I would have managed just as well if not better. An art critic would probably describe it roughly as follows: “The artist's stroke of genius, skillfully shrouded in an impenetrable abyss of blackness, invites us to embark on a delightful journey of deciphering the indiscernible. Like mischievous black creatures stealthily pilfering coal in the dead of night, the painting playfully masks its true subject, leaving us to marvel at the marvelously elusive.”







And to actually describe it… Well, there was a blotch of an uncertain shape accompanied by a few spots of white light. You could neither discern the size, nor the type of the creature depicted here. Even the other objects on the drawing didn’t provide much in the way of context—they could be pebbles on the ocean floor, or rocks to the side of the creature. Having wasted enough time gazing at the drawing, I took a look at the inscription, expecting it to say something like “Murky Smudges by Murkwell Smudge.” However, I was wrong. The text underneath was perfectly clear and bode us no good.







“Nugrassa, the fearsome and vigilant guardian.”







A guardian—not a “master” or a “boss.” And a vigilant one, too. The “fearsome” part was unimportant, but a vigilant guardian was bad news in any scenario.







“I’ll send a scan to BB,” I told the elf. He replied with another wordless nod and a slightly sardonic smile.







He was obviously aware that more bad news was the last thing his sister wanted to hear at that moment.







“Here’s a little something from Orbit,” I wrote underneath the screenshot I took of the page. I didn’t wait for her reply and got right back to pestering the bald elf.







“Are you sure snuffing the bastard is necessary? We may not be able to sneak past, but running away while fending off its attacks should be an option.”







His nod pleased me. However, his wry grin did not.







“So we can run away,” I continued. “But it will be pointless for me, because you need to make the critter the star of a morbid comedy routine with a gruesome end to be able to change your character class.”







The elf shook his head.







“What did I get wrong?”







“Not to cha-a-a-a-ange. To ca-a-a-a-ancel…”







I wanted to start drawling, too, out of sheer frustration, but I managed to restrain myself as I spread my hands helplessly.







“Changing it would be good enough for me. But not at such a price. I’d be exposing everybody else to a huge risk just for my own sake. In fact, I’d be jeopardizing the whole expedition. I might be difficult to deal with at times, but I’m not a douche. Hey, look, and what if this creature spots us and comes after us, while we run away. Suppose it catches up with us and forces a battle on us. We give it a good thrashing with glorious reluctance, and just as we’re about to finish it off, I pull a fast one on the sly… Why are you shaking your head again? It’s a sound plan!”







The elf’s grimace conveyed the extent of his scorn for the alleged soundness of my plan.







“Oh, all right, what’s wrong this time?” I gave up.







“You must challenge the creature to a fair fight!” Orbit announced in a thespian voice, all of a sudden.







“I see,” I grunted in a defeated tone. “We cancel the heist.”







“There's a solid ni-i-i-ine out of te-e-e-e-en odds we'll fi-i-i-i-ight…”







“There’s still a one-out-of-ten chance that we’ll slip through without fighting, and even a higher chance of losing the guardian during the fight. Orb… There’s too much riding on it. I can’t cancel my own unfortunate choice at such a price. Please find another way if you can.”







After a brief pause, the elf nodded reluctantly. I clapped him on the shoulder gratefully and proceeded towards the top deck—one of the most accessible and least flooded ones, obviously. Some of the parts I was passing could only be described as charred ruins. The damage to the flagship was horrendous. If you imagined it as a giant walnut, it would have had numerous holes in its shell, each of which had had a blender plunged into it that had pulverized everything within its reach. I was plodding through the debris slowly, no longer surprised to find a staircase leading into a wall at the end of a corridor, or a solid wall behind a door I would open. Or rubble. And there were enormous charred patches everywhere, and even cracks with acrid smoke coming out of them. It was an enormous island, after all, stretching out for hundreds of feet, and there were just too few specialists scattered across that area. In the meantime, it was held together by the Sleepless Ones’ elbow grease and the steel will of the Black Baroness.







I managed to get through eventually, bumping into other crew members and fighters about a hundred times. It sure was getting crowded! BB had stuffed the flagship chock full of everything she had at her immediate disposal, starting with cargo and ammunition and ending with all manner of players and locals. I had a strong Great Nautical Expedition dj vu. Having reached the uppermost available deck, I got to its middle and stopped there. It was a nice place with large panoramic potholes of all shapes and sizes. There were a few holes here that had been patched with glass instead of rock, and I liked the result. The potholes themselves were a work of art you could admire now. However, I had other reasons to be here than admire the views. There was just a single reason for me to be here—there were enormous steel doors of a hatch looming right above my head, with about a hundred feet of salty ocean water above it, teeming with tons of fish intermingled with seaweed. There was nothing but the sky above the surface of the water, and that was where I had been expecting a certain tight-fisted half-orc lout to make an appearance from any moment now.







I opened my inbox for what must have been the fifteenth time in as many minutes, and yelled excitedly—Bom was online.







“Where are you?!”
 I was brief and direct.







The answer came at once.







“Boss! Please wait a little! Coming!”







“I can’t wait! We’ve raised anchor already. Bom, you have five minutes left! Five! Then we submerge!”







“How deep?”







“About a mile. But it won’t make any difference—there are relentless currents and the Wall of Death! You have FOUR minutes left!”







“Hold on! I’m sitting on a powder keg, and the fuse is burning! Send me your coordinates!”







That was easy—I raised my head and asked the ceiling. The ceiling answered in Crossbill’s voice and inquired testily why exactly I wanted to know the coordinates of an object of such an enormous strategic importance as the glorious flagship of the Sleepless Ones, proceeding to tell me the coordinates in question—an actual sequence of numbers. I asked them as a private text message, and instantly forwarded them to Bom, adding,







“Two minutes! Bom! To hell with all the unimportant stuff! Two minutes!”







The response surprised me in no small way.







“Takeoff!”







Takeoff?







Bom actually had a little over four minutes left. Almost five. I was deliberately hurrying him up. I still had no idea of his whereabouts, and four minutes was a negligible amount of time inasmuch as long-distance travel was concerned. We weren’t that far away from the Old Continent by nautical standards, but not even the fastest dragon could get them here in a few hundred seconds. And the area was closed for teleportation.







“Crossbill!”







“Aye?”







“Stay alert for the next three minutes. Surface if I say so. I don’t have all everyone aboard yet.”







“Are you nuts?!”







“I have no choice.”







“Ros! We’ll burn a hell of a lot of mana maneuvering like that! There’s a current that’s forming here, and it’s pulling us under! Are you even aware of what this current is?!”







“I am,” I replied curtly.







“We’ll have to veer aside not to get caught in it!”







“No!”







“Come again?!”







“We have to keep going straight until we get to the coordinates you’ve been given. Without turning or maneuvering. On maximum speed. The current will get us to the bottom and deliver us where we need to go. Don’t fight it.”







“There are rocks down there! As jagged as my mama’s set of kitchen knives! Enormous ones, too! And we’re not some dainty ballerina, my man, we’re a freaking island! I’ll have to maneuver, one way or another! And you don’t get much wiggle room inside a current. I’m setting another course! We’ll approach our destination from a different direction!”







“No! Crossbill! Do as you’re told! Have you forgotten our agreement?”







“And smash our ship to bits?”







“Do as you’re told, Crossbill!” BB interfered. “Ros… Just tell me you’re sure of what you’re doing.”







“I’m as much of a passenger as everybody else now. But Glugg is sure.”







“And are you sure of him?”







“I am.”







“All right, I heard you. We stay on course. As for surfacing—in two minutes it will be impossible.”







“I know.”







I rubbed my face with my palms fiercely and glanced at the timer. A minute and a half left. What was I hoping for? From ninety seconds to eighty-five… the further we entered the current that began here, the less capable of maneuvering we became. The current was supposed to deliver us right where we needed to be, and this current, which was almost undetectable so far, would very soon stop caring about our size and mass. That roaring mass of water didn’t distinguish between twigs and objects as huge as the Black Queen.







Seventy seconds left.







A minute







The flagship shuddered. The decks vibrated, and we gave a list.







“It’s beginning to pull us under. Ros, what about the rudders? Do we surface?”







“Yes! Up we go!”







“Your guys are here at last?”







“They are!” I said confidently, lying through my teeth. “And then open the hatch at once! I’m in the Swiss cheese pilothouse!







The place was given that moniker due to the sheer number of holes it had, currently plugged with sturdy magic glass.







“Surface the ship!”







That was when the floating island started to groan for real. The current was only beginning to form here, and we had barely touched it with our keel, but it had still managed to grab us and was now reluctant to let go of its prey.







“Sixty feet…”







Forty-five seconds…







“Twenty feet… Zero!”







The hatch opened outwards with me already hanging tight, my grip firm on the rung of the ladder. A torrent of saltwater poured over me, and fish started flopping widely on the grill underneath. Some oceanic monster looking like a tangle of seaweed and tentacles attacked one of the players below, only to be skewered by a long dagger. I only noticed it out of the corner of my eye. My gaze was riveted to the sky—but I didn’t notice a single black dot in that vast cerulean expanse with rare fluffy clouds floating across it languidly.







Twenty seconds…







“Ros?”







“Submerge in fifteen seconds! And close the hatch!”







“Roger. You see your guys already?”







“They’re on their way.”







“All right.”







“Bom!”







Total radio silence…







“Bom!”







“Jesus Christ!” The player who had just finished fighting the monster gasped. “Hey! Everyone! Have you seen the news?!”







“What’s in it?”







“This is just completely… Hey! Guys! Turn on the news! You won’t believe what’s just happened!”







Five seconds…







Four…







The island shuddered again and began to submerge. The hatch started closing slowly. I was hanging on the inside, holding on tight and staring at the sky. The hatch was pulling me inside, bringing the sound of the players’ voices closer. They sounded surprised and agitated.







Three…







And then it came.







The large cloud that had been floating above us so ponderously exploded all of a sudden, scattered into tiny wisps that started circling in the air listlessly. I leaned back a little, holding on to the sticky vine, and staring upwards with a broad grin. Now I could see a black dot, and it was rapidly approaching. A little too rapidly…







Two…







“Timber!” A familiar voice barked, and Bom’s steel-toed boots hit me right in the chest.







I barely managed to bleat “One!” when he crushed the air out of my ribcage.







Someone else fell on top of me, and we plummeted to the still-wet grill below us, with me at the very bottom. The hatch closed slowly.







I tried moving and realized I couldn’t—I was buried under too heavy a load. I had also lost some of my HP, and my system was asking me whether I had just been exposed to an act of aggression. Was the kick in the chest and the forehead a hostile action on the part of the clan’s treasurer? Or was it a friendly act?







A friendly act, sure enough.







And how about…







Also a friendly act! Everyone who had just walked all over my head was a friend of mine, including the one that had landed squarely on my head! Who the hell was he, anyway?







“Boss! Are you alive?” Bom yelled. He swiftly removed a couple of moaning bodies I had been buried under. For some reason, none of them could move.







“I’m alive,” I wheezed. “Just stunned and bewildered in general.”







“Did you just call him boss?” A voice that sounded as languid as it was regal echoed through the Swiss cheese pilothouse and seemed to have penetrated much further, startling the fish in the ocean around us.







“So what if I did?”







“Ahem…”







“Keep your royal mug out of this, brother! Hey! Crow! What are you lounging about here for? Need a kick? You… What was your name again? Myth? Amu?”







“We’ve been slapped with a heavy debuff, all of us,” someone said mournfully from behind me, and then inquired enthusiastically, “Hey, Croachie! Sensei! Are you all right? Laurie?”







“Laurie!” The girl pinned to the floor by a guy with an enormous black crossbow behind his back called out, too.







“Did we take the pet spheres along? Croachie! Why aren’t you answering?”







“I’m fine… Got muted for a while… Getting up in a second. Who’s on top of me?”







“Laurie… and a bunch of others…”







As Bom pulled me out, I was surprised to see more than a dozen intertwined bodies on the grill. I couldn’t immediately tell how many players had arrived—it sure was a huge pile! On its very top lay the huge hunk of a half-orc with eyes glowing a bright blue. The half-orc was wearing a bona fide golden crown. His red cape had covered half the moaning pile, hiding most of the players’ faces from sight.







“Who are all these people?” I asked Bom in a whisper.







“Everyone!” He grinned gleefully. “Every single person involved!”







“Involved in what? Bom! You only mentioned a handful of friends!”







“That’s how I’d planned it! But who could have thought these neanderthals would make so many loyal friends and comrades-in-arms? How am I to blame for any of that, boss? Hey, Luce… What gives? Why are you lounging there like a king? Damn, shouldn’t have said that…”







“Because I am a king!” The half-orc addressed as Luce rumbled sonorously. “And address me properly when we’re in public—bend a knee, bow your head, and use simple, but respectful words, “O great and beloved king Lucerius the Resplendent…”







“Get your royal ass up!” Bom yelled, clenching his fists. “You’ll squash Crow with that bulk of yours, and he’s paralyzed!”







“What do they serve for breakfast in this hovel?” The king inquired, ignoring Bom completely.







I grunted thoughtfully and moved away, resting my back against the wall while paying close attention to what was going on—things surely were i-i-i-i-interesting. A silent shadow flickered in the dark, and I was joined by the Black Baroness with her arms crossed.







“Your guys?”







“Well…” I said with a doubtful intonation. “There seem to be an awful lot of them…”







“Right!” Lucerius the Resplendent looked around himself without even pretending to move from the top of the pile. “Where’s my Nubian kitty? Tefnut! Where are you? Answer your king!”







“I’m gonna kill you…” Someone very angry hissed from the bottom of the pile. “As soon as I can move again and get out…”







“Laurie! Sister! Why aren’t you saying anything?”







“Hrmph! Urghmph!”







“Oops… Crow! You’ve put your boot on Laurie’s face! Remove it at once! She won’t like it one bit!”







“I didn’t put anything anywhere! This is how I fell!”







“Crow…” BB said in a pensive voice. “This is interesting… I wonder if he might be a dwarf…”







I didn’t answer, busy as I was counting the legs sticking out of the pile. I had hoped no one had three legs or just one, so I could get a rough estimate of how many guests had just arrived. And they kept talking in the meantime.







“I’ll stay paralyzed for three more minutes! What the hell is this effect and why does it last so long? If we had fallen somewhere in the forest, they’d have eaten us alive! Crow! Bom!”







“You had to move faster!” Our treasurer roared back as he started to climb the pile of bodies—or, to be more precise, paralyzed players, stepping on their backs and shoulders, and clearly heading towards the king. The latter noticed Bom’s approach and cocked his leg, preparing to give him a good kick, as he smiled broadly and said,







“To think I’d see you walk all over other people’s heads… There are a few drops of royal blood in you, after all.”







“I told you, get the hell off of there!”







Bom dodged the boot easily, grabbed Lucerius by the feet, and started dragging him down as the self-proclaimed king screamed in indignation. It instantly became clear which one of them invested more points in their Strength stat. Lucerius didn’t strike me as a melee fighter. Nor did he have any visible weapons on him. As for the clothes, they were nothing but royal finery of the most expensive sort.







There were also tightly-filled sacks as well as glowing golden spheres and cubes. Personal effects as well as what players called “tinned beasts” or “Pokballs.” They were prohibitively expensive containers you could use to store your pets in with the aid of a special spell. If anyone asked you what you had in your luggage, you could truthfully tell them it was canned hippopotamus.







The flagship gave a lurch. Crossbill’s voice brought me back to reality.







“We’re at two thousand feet and submerging fast! We’re accelerating! We are entering the Styx!”







“I must see to a few things,” BB said.







“I’ll tag along!” I reacted at once. “Will you give me a lift?”







“Since when am I a taxicab?”







“You’re a strong woman in every sense of the word! And do you have any local teleport to move this lot to someplace with a bit more privacy?”







“Crossbill!”







“Aye aye, cap’n!”







“Beam everybody who’s on the grill in the Swiss cheese pilothouse to Hall 12. The one next to the marines’ cabins on top deck.”







“On it! Boss! Get over here! This is scary stuff! We’re at three thousand feet! The Styx has caught us, and it’s not gonna let us go anymore!”







“We’re off!”







A firm female hand dragged me along a maze of twisted corridors. The last thing I saw as we left was the red glow of a local teleport engulf the pile of players. Now they could get to their senses undisturbed, away from prying eyes and persistent questions.







“What’s in the news?” I asked, having only just discovered that BB carried me the way an enthusiastic groom would carry a bride.







“You mean you didn’t know? I thought you did!”







“About what?” I was genuinely surprised.







“I’ll smash you into one of the walls at full speed!”







“Please don’t! What didn’t I know?”







“A few minutes ago, an attempt was made on the life of Vitalis the Wise, Supreme High Priest of Wyllowe’s cult. It was of an unprecedented scale and power. They’re still finding stuff out. The news gets updated every second. In about a minute two strikes of equal magnitude were made at the sky, and two of the threads reaching from Zar’Graad got severed. The roaming continent rapidly slowed down, and fewer monsters started falling from the sky. That was the news so far…”







“Knock me sideways! Hold on… an attempt on his life, you say?”







“You knew all about it, didn’t you? And you didn’t even think of sharing it with your faithful comrade-in-arms… I would very much like to smash you into a wall right now, to tell you the truth…”







“Yeah, you’ve already said as much! So what about Vitalis?”







“He’s survived it, which is very odd, given the sheer power of the double hit he had received. Not even a deity would survive it! It was huge! I’ve seen a video—there was a deep vitrified cross left in the ground with Vitalis at the center!”







“And yet he has survived…” I uttered slowly.







“We’ve arrived…”







There was a whack as I crashed into the door of the bridge and opened it with my weight, tumbling inside, followed by BB, who entered a lot more gracefully. Crossbill turned his head from the array of displays flickering ominously and grabbed me by the shoulders.







“I’m so glad you’re here! Rosgard, you monster, what did you embroil my ship into this time? You devil! Did you only save us from the ocean depths to drown us in the dark waters of the Styx?”







“I didn’t save you,” I noted, slipping out of his grip.







No one was watching us, although it wasn’t for any lack of people. There were at least thirty players here, and they were all busy. Some were talking over communications artifacts and throwing worried glances at their maps and screens; others passed tools through holes in halls and were furiously fixing something, and all of them were drinking coffee. The place reeked of coffee—an atmosphere typical for any warship’s bridge where caffeine addicts gather en masse, eager for their chance to have a go at the red buttons.







“Ros. Would you outline the rest of our expedition?” BB asked, reclining in a large comfortable armchair standing in an elevated part of the bridge. She sure knew how to command a presence and set things up to that effect.







“We follow the Styx to the very end without providing any resistance. This is it.”







“What?!” Crossbill yelped, digging his claws into my shoulders once again. “You must be kidding me! We’ll crash into the Wall of Death! That’s all there is there!”







“We follow the current to the end,” I repeated.







“Crossbill! Sit down and have some digital coffee already! The coffee-flavored bits and bytes should help you put your troubled mind at ease.”







“Aye aye, boss… I might as well do that before we all die…”







“No one plans on dying,” I said with as much confidence I could put into my voice. “If Glugg pulls everything off successfully…”







“Will you elaborate on that?”







As I was watching the screens darken, I shrugged and said matter-of-factly,







“Glugg has initiated the gate activation ritual. If he succeeds, we’ll pick up him and his friends while we go and pass through the gates leading to the underground sea—and all of this will happen at breakneck speed. If anything goes wrong, we’ll crash right into one of the mountains of the Ridge of Broken Hopes aka the Wall of Death.”







“And what are our chances for success?”







“If we crash into the wall at such speed, the flagship’s as good as totaled,” Crossbill muttered from a far corner of the bridge. Judging by the bottle in his hands, he had switched from coffee to black rum.







“Stop panicking.”







“So far, everything’s proceeding according to the plan,” I confirmed. “And we’ll have a small chance to try evading if we fail to see the signs that the ritual had commenced.”







“And those signs would be?”







“We must see something that resembles a double orange and blue electric arc connecting the two rocks known as the Black Walrus Tusks located at the depth of one mile. If we fail to see it, we’ll need to leave the Styx at once, or at least evacuate some of the passengers and try to save the cargo.”







“We won’t be able to pull our bulk out,” BB nodded thoughtfully and pulled a communications artifact crystal hanging from the ceiling to her. “Sonar room!”







“Aye aye!”







“Full power to frontal observation artifacts. I need to get a clear picture of the Black Walrus Tusks as early as possible, and it has to be in full detail!”







“Roger! How about we send a few sharks with glowballs forward? It sure is dark here…”







“Affirmative! Get to it. Ros! Any other signs?”







“Nope. Just the double electric arc.”







“I see. Well, that’s something. So, what about our chances? Do you believe in success? It would be a pity to smash up the flagship…”







“An enormous pity!” Crossbill said tearfully from the corner, taking another huge swig from the bottle.







I’d have started worrying if we were in the real world, but he wouldn’t get too drunk on digital rum, anyway.







“We’re exactly one mile deep and hugging the bottom. The current is getting stronger. Oh, crap…”







“Yeah, I feel sorry for these guys,” Baroness sighed, looking at the main display with the picture of what was right in front of the flagship. “Mark it in the ship’s log: we are to compensate the damages incurred to the clan of the Ocean Floor Combers. And they are to receive an official apology from us right away. Those poor devils…”







“Aye aye, cap’n!”







Right ahead of us, between some of the numerous rocks scattered around us marking the outline of the broad current, there were enormous framework structures covered in nets. I had never heard of anything like that before, but the idea was perfectly sound—a current could bring all kinds of good stuff with it. And there was even an enormous gate at the center that was being opened hastily now, clearly designed for letting through underwater traffic. However, it clearly wasn’t designed to let through a mobile rock island.







Poor devils indeed, just like BB said. It must have cost them an enormous effort to build something like that here, given the colossal power of the current.







We didn’t even hear any cracking as we plowed through the intricate structures and went onward, leaving a mess of shattered wood and torn nets in our wake. It was beginning to rise slowly, with numerous surviving players and sea creatures floundering through it. I tried to imagine all the expletives that they must have been hurling in our direction.







“Three minutes until the Walrus Tusks, judging by the map!”







“Acknowledged. Keep observing. Sonar room! What do you have!”







“Thirty seconds until we get a clear picture! Nothing but blackness in front of us so far!”







“Make it quicker!”







“Aye aye!”







Seconds crawled past in unimaginable tension. My fists were clenched as I peered into the dark screen. If there was no electric arc, things were indeed dire for us…







“Visual confirmed! The Black Walrus Tusks are right up ahead!”







The screen lit up. Thermite fires flared up one by one in front of the camera, illuminating the sharp teeth of the rocks jutting from the bottom. The passage was a little too narrow for us… but I only had eyes for what was in front of me now.







Here they were!







The two lifeless black rocks were right ahead of us—they looked like a trident with the middle tooth missing. The rocks boasted a grace to their curves, and their jagged summits loomed ahead ominously. Not a sign of any electric arcs, though. Nothing but darkness around us.







“Ros?” BB inquired softly.







I didn’t answer, still staring at the screen in silence. The scouts were approaching the rocks inexorably. They’d fly past them in about five seconds.







Four…







Three…







Two…







There was a flash! A bright blue and orange flash that illuminated everything around us instantly, rendering the glowballs unnecessary at once. An energy corona rose above the rocks, blazing furiously.







“YE-E-E-E-EAH!” Crossbill yelled from the corner, smashing the empty rum bottle on the floor. “We did it! Ros! Come here! Let me kiss you!”







“Thanks, but no thanks,” I replied hastily, barely managing to keep from a triumphant leap.







“Excellent news!” The Black Baroness slumped into the captain’s chair, finally looking at ease. “We can relax a little.”







“The ritual has begun,” I confirmed. “So far, everything’s proceeding according to the plan. Which, in itself, is, to some extent, surprising…”







“Let’s not get too carried away with joy,” Baroness remarked. “The passage is narrowing up ahead. We’ll surely lose a few hundred feet of the hull. Crossbill! You’ve partied enough! Focus on steering! And make sure there’s not a single scratch on her!”







“Roger that!” Crossbill stood to attention. “I’ll be as gentle as I can!”







I exhaled with relief and collapsed onto the nearest chair, stretching out my feet and closing my eyes blissfully. I could feel the tension drain away completely. Bom had joined out at last, and the ritual had started. What else did we have left on our to-do list?







We had to pick up Glugg going full speed ahead and enter the open gate.







Then we’d find ourselves in the subterranean Sea of Xokrall…







I liked the way it sounded.







“Attention! Attention! Unidentified target astern!” The ceiling erupted with a loud yell. “Approaching rapidly!”







“Who are they?” Baroness barked.







“We can’t identify it. Something huge. It’s alive. The water’s boiling! There’s steam flying in every direction, and we see flames! And there’s a roar!”







“A roar?”







“Patching the audio through…”







There was a click, and we all gave a start inadvertently, shrinking away from the sound as if trying to disappear into our seats (those of us sitting) or the cracks in the floor (those of us lying down.) The irate roar that had filled the bridge was terrifying at some deep primordial level.







“What the hell is this? Has anybody got any idea? We can’t identify the creature or establish an effective strategy against it! Here’s the visual!”







What we saw on the screen was a white blotch shot through by chaotic flashes. Or, rather, it wasn’t a blotch. It was more like a sphere. A sphere of steam following us through the Styx.







“We’re passing through the Walrus Tusks! It’s a real grinder! Everybody hold fast! Attention! Everyone aboard! Hold fast!”







There was a sharp jolt. We could see parts of the hull sliced away by the rocks, but we still kept going.







“Two minutes to the Wall of Death! Any orders, cap’n?”







“Full speed ahead! Don’t interfere with the current!”







“Roger!”







The furious roaring was still thundering through the bridge. The sphere of steam was approaching rapidly, moving much faster than us.







“We see the ends of its fins and something that looks like a tail!” The observation team tried their best. “We still can’t make heads or tails of the shape, though! Is it a manta ray? Some enormous skate? But we’ve never seen them grow so big! The motion style is strange, too. Our underwater life form database has no fitting entries.”







“Ros, have you got any idea of what we might have behind us? And whether or not it’s us that it’s after?” BB inquired, although the expression on my face must have told her quite a few things already.







“Sonar room!” I raised my voice.







“We’re listening, Nav. What is it?”







“Let’s assume that he…”







“He?”







“Yes, he!”







“All right, continue.”







“Let’s assume that he’s flying, not swimming.”







“Come again?”







“Flying!” I snarled. “Drop your underwater database and use the one with airborne creatures!”







“Airborne? We’re one mile deep! There’s no air here…”







“Just do it already!” BB snapped.







“One second…”







A few seconds passed. There was a yelp of surprise. Someone said,







“This can’t be! Check again!”







“Report!” Baroness ordered.







“This… this might sound like we’re hallucinating, but Ros was right. The airborne creature database did fit. We’re being chased by a dragon! An enormous freaking dragon wrapped in flames! What the hell? A dragon flying underwater? It had evaporated the water around it and is now flying inside a bubble of steam… and its size… I’ve never heard of anything like that before!”







“Carry on observing!”







“A minute left until the Wall of Death! We see it! Fifty-five seconds until the Wall of Death!”







“Are you hallucinating again, Ros?” Baroness leaned forward, giving me a stern cold look.







This time I remained as calm as a monk in meditation. I spread my hands, smiled, and was about to declare myself completely innocent. Then I checked myself, gave the expectant BB a long look, and said something completely different.







“It’s really complicated…”







“Is the dragon out to get us?”







“It is.”







“Us specifically?”







“Not quite.”







“Those your treasurer had dragged along with him? All that tangled mass of limbs crowned by an insufferable greenskin oaf? Those guys?”







“All of us! The dragon’s pissed off, and he’s here to get us all!”







“You’re leaving out a raft of details. A whole raft!”







“Just dump them overboard!” Crossbill blurted, without raising his head from the controls.







“Ten seconds to the Wall! Nine! A flash! A flash ahead! Attention! We have guests on our left side! They’re in such a hurry you’d think we’re the last train they’re trying to catch! Achylotes! Shall I fire a volley in their general direction?”







“No, they’re allies!” I said hurriedly. “More of our guys! It’s Gluggarius!”







“Get the guests aboard!”







“Five seconds! Four! The guests are in the cargo hold!”







“The dragon’s right behind us—there’s less than a hundred feet between our stern and its snout!”







“Three seconds!”







“Two!”







“Impa-a-a-a-a-act!”







The floor rose to hit me in the face. I never even noticed how I wound up sprawled flat. The impact on our stern was so tremendously powerful that the Black Queen lurched heavily.







“There’s a flash! The portal’s right ahead of us! We’re going in!”







Pulsating orange light filled the bridge. It kept flashing. The face of Baroness, who had fallen down next to me, became distorted and started flowing like a liquid. The same was happening to the rest of us, as well as everything around us, including walls and screens.







Everything was flowing.







There was a flash—followed by darkness. And there were lines of bright text slicing the darkness apart.








YOU REALLY SHOULDN’T HAVE COME HERE!







ATTENTION!







The guardian of these parts has not been vanquished yet!







Stay vigilant!







ATTENTION!







Flora and fauna status: E. A. F. D.









CONGRATULATIONS!







You are the first heroes to have reached the sinister subterranean Sea of Xokrall!







You’ve had bad luck!







And yet, resilience and courage may help you get over all the obstacles.







You’re a trailblazer!







Being a trailblazer is always hard. Those following in your footsteps will have it easier.







Penalties:







Physical damage dealt to those populating these lands is lowered by 25%.







Magical damage dealt to those populating these lands is lowered by 25%.







Chance of getting loot from the monsters you destroy is lowered by 25%.







The chance of dealing critical physical or magical damage is lowered by 25%.







The chance of collecting resources successfully is lowered by 25%.







The physical damage dealt by monsters is up by 25%.







The magical damage dealt by monsters is up by 25%.







The cartography quality is lowered by 25%.







The speed of travel by any means is lowered by 10%.







HP and mana regeneration speed is lowered by 10%.







The penalties will be valid for: 23:59:59.







Bonuses:







Ancient artifacts: Yes…







I helped BB up, still shaking my head and feeling stunned. She had gotten hit a lot harder—I had seen her smash through two displays and bounce off a stone wall like a tennis ball…







“A flash behind us! The dragon! The dragon is here!”







The first thing I did as I made sure BB was okay was write to Bom and ask him a very simple and a very poignant question.







“How come Vitalis is alive?!”







The answer came in some five minutes—just as I managed to help Baroness ease into the captain’s armchair.







“He’s dead.”







“Look behind us!”
 I never got to send this message, though, since I received another one from our treasurer.







“He’s alive, but he’s really dead, and aware of as much. Delayed death. I’ll give you all the details later. Good luck! Hold on!”







That was just peachy.







Why couldn’t anything ever go according to the plan?







Oh well. At least, we were in the right sea!







“There’s a ball of fire astern! The dragon’s catching up with us!”















 
Chapter Seven
































“BOM! TAKE A BREAK
 from your folks and see to ours!”







I continued dashing off messages in haste.







“Kyre, we have Vitalis chasing us. He’s dead—delayed death. He was the one who had rammed us just earlier. Bom will be over to organize things shortly. Keep close to the center of the flagship! Don’t go near the upper decks!”







Bom replied:







“Couldn’t you have put it differently?”







“You shut up! Remember I was hanging on that hatch waiting for you!”







“That’s something I’ll never forget, boss. Leaving my folks and hurrying to see to ours!”







Kyre:







“I’m on it. We’re moving to the main cargo hold, just like everybody else. The Sleepless Ones are dividing the hold into sectors, and I told them we’d take our pick of what the space has to offer.”







“Well done!”







“They did get Vitalis, after all!”







“Sure did! And now he’s after us like a nuclear warhead!”







“Well, he’s under the delayed death effect, Ros! Of course he’s furious—fancy knowing you’re dead and being unable to do anything about it! PS: Roskie is worried. She senses something dire astern. She’s here waiting for you.”







“
 
Yeah, and the dude has just become our own delayed death—and a very obvious and tangible one, too!

 How the hell did they kill him without having killed him? How?! Duh… Tell Roskie I’ll get there shortly.”







“OK. Oh, our treasurer’s here… accompanied by a whole bunch of half-orcs! And one of them is a goddamned king! Anyway, we’re getting down to business here.”







Bom:







“I’m in the main cargo hold trying to strangle the Insomniac responsible for quarters assignment. They have claimed dibs on the best places as usual, and I won’t have it!”







“Happy strangulation!”
 I was only too happy to encourage our treasurer.







BB came to her senses, jerked in her armchair, stared into space with unseeing eyes for a moment, and then focused on me.







“Ros! Your treasurer’s gone bonkers! He wants us to surrender our quarters to you. Aren’t you taking it a bit too far, dear passengers?”







“Actually, you’re the passengers this time,” I reminded her politely and added, “But we’re all for peaceful coexistence. I’ll tell Bom to behave himself.”







Then I wrote to Bom.







“Squeeze their throats as tight as you can! He’s just grassed on you to the Black Baroness! And they’ve also called us passengers!”







“All right… this scumbag is not only going to surrender the best place in the hold to us. I’ll make him transfer the ownership of his real-life estate to me as well!”







“Our treasurer has promised to be more gentle,” I smiled to Baroness.







“It’s approaching! Curse this thing! It’s behaving as if it was in its element here! What the hell is this creature? This definitely isn’t Nugrassa. I need data on this dragon, right away!”







“Stop whimpering, Alphie!” BB snapped. “And stop looking at Rosgard that way!”







“But he knows… he does! And he just keeps shtum!”







“I can tell you one thing,” I looked at the ruffled analyst.







“And that is?”







“Don’t try to fight him. Flee.”







“But he won’t let us!”







“As far as I know, he’s under a delayed death effect, burning the last drops of gas in his tank.”







“Who’s your source? BB asked me instantly, appearing by my side all of a sudden.







“Impa-a-a-a-act! Hold on!”







This time I got wrapped around a pillar—just like BB, who had gotten wrapped around the same pillar a few feet above me. Screens went out one by one. The lights went out, too. Something furry fell on me with a stifled squeak of indignation, and tiny clawed feet ran across my face, using my cheek as a trampoline before disappearing. The lights went back on, and BB came crashing down over my head, with such a furious face then launched into such a scorching diatribe that if I were the dragon and could hear her, I would have made the sign of the cross three times with my paws as well as my wings.







“A quarter of my dagger’s durability’s gone without me even engaging in combat!” Baroness kept hissing as she rose slowly. “And the price of fixing it is higher than a minor clan’s monthly budget! Crap! Everybody, stash your valuable weapons and equipment in your inventory! What’s with the dragon?”







“We’ve managed to veer away,” Crossbill hissed. “He’s barely managed to reach us! This monster also tried to breathe fire! I’ve never been so happy to be underwater! Water has saved us! I love water!”







He was shaking from the weight of responsibility and nervous overload. He must have been moaning silently in his cocoon, drenched in adrenaline sweat.







“Lex!”







“Aye aye!”







“Take over the helm and let Crossbill rest a little,” BB commanded.







“Acknowledged. Passengers request a live video transmission of what’s happening out there.”







“Allowed.”







“That’s extra mana expenditure.”







“Still. Everybody has the right to stare their own death in the eye.”







“Acknowledged.”







In the meantime, I was looking pensively at Baroness while messaging my fellow clan members asking them how they were doing.







“Yes?” She returned my gaze.







“Where did the critter go?”







“Which critter?”







“The one that fell on my face and jumped somewhere off my cheek. Where is it?”







I scrutinized Baroness slowly. Her leather attire was skintight, reproducing the shape of her body faithfully. There was nowhere she could hide the animal. She had no hood and no cloak—not even any waist bag large enough for the purpose. And you couldn’t keep a pet in your inventory while it was alive and active.







“You’re seeing things, Ros,” BB purred, adjusting her hairdo.







Could she be hiding it in her hair? I nearly drilled it through with my gaze. Then I checked myself. We were being chased by a dragon, and there I was wondering where Baroness had stashed her pet!







“Are you sure you aren’t a marsupial?”







“Yup. There is no critter.”







“Yeah, right. And what about the legendary pet?”







“What pet?” Baroness looked surprised.







“Oh, have it your way,” I gave up.







“The dragon is falling behind! Wow! Hey! Wow!”







“What is it?” Baroness barked. “Well?”







“Wow! No, I mean it! Wow!”







“That’s four wows in two sentences, and they’ll cost you ten percent of your monthly bonus.”







“I was just overwhelmed…”







“Eleven percent! Report!”







“The dragon’s convulsing! That sure is a sight!”







Crossbill leaned against a wall next to me, breathing heavily, and slid to the floor. He pulled out another bottle of rum. I feared the poor guy would become a digital drunkard if he carried on like that. However, it wasn’t a boozed-up first mate I wished to behold now, but rather a convulsing dragon. I looked at the screen. The sight was indeed worth a few wows.







“My god…” Baroness whispered. “What is it?”







The bubble of incandescent air around the fiery dragon had collapsed, and the dragon’s flames had gone out almost completely. The guy who’d just lost a part of his bonus turned out to be right. The dragon was convulsing. Writhing. Spasming. Four beams of bright light shone by the flagship illuminated the overgrown reptile, and a casual observer could have thought that we were causing incredible pain to the dragon with the aid of some powerful light-based weapon. And yet we were but spectators—and astonished ones, at that, for none of us had ever seen a dragon looking quite like this.







It was indeed a dragon, but compared to your regular run-of-the-mill dragons, so abundant in Waldyra (there were even a few dozen of them aboard the Black Queen), this one was as a T-rex to a chicken.







It was enormous. Gargantuan. About six times the size of the biggest dragon I’d seen, and its wing span was bigger still. The dragon itself looked the kind that would dwell inside volcanoes and swim in pools of lava fearing nothing from its scorching habitat. Its armor didn’t resemble the usual dragon scales much, being more like massive plates capable of withstanding almost anything. There were spikes everywhere—curved, menacing-looking, and horrifyingly long. But it was the head that really drew one’s attention. It was massive, oversized even for this enormous body. And its glowing eyes were equally gigantic.







Just one look in those eyes sent shivers down my spine again—followed by a feeling of colossal relief.







It was done.







Vitalis, that menace to me and my loved ones, was no more. This vicious beast was slowly biting the dust, writhing and maybe even drowning at the same time, which, let's be honest, would be downright awesome! I was already dreaming about popping a bottle of bubbly. Sure, a tiny voice inside me piped up about forgiveness and mercy, but I shushed it down with another thought of champagne.







I bowed, grabbed a near-empty bottle of rum from Crossbill, and took a good nip, watching the dragon thrashing in the water fade into the distance.







I’d be spared the burden of moving to the land of cold and snow, and wouldn’t need to coax a pregnant lass and a troupe of eccentric friends, each one of them odd in their own unique way, on such a journey. I’d remain in the city I had already gotten nestled in. Or perhaps, a change of scenery might be in order, after all! I could have a chat with Mr. Pavlovsky and see if he could escort us to a more tropical locale, somewhere bursting with life and color. A place with balmy oceans, pristine sands, chilled cocktails, and a sea of beach umbrellas… And Kyre, bless her, could don a swimsuit and enjoy the sunshine…







Who’d have thought such sunny, vibrant dreams would bubble up at the sight of a dragon breathing its last?







I raised a bottle of rum in salute, toasting the dying Vitalis.







“What’s all this then?” asked Baroness, her brow furrowed in thought.







“Delayed death,” I sighed, offering her the bottle. “Fancy a swig?”







Baroness took a hearty gulp from the bottle before handing it back and shaking her head.







“I’ve taken my fair share of lives. Executions, slaughtering enemies by the score, even eviscerating a few in my time. But something’s not quite right here. All this dramatic convulsing might make for good theater, but it’s been going on a bit long, don’t you think? Even by Waldyra’s standards, it’s a rather dull, drawn-out spectacle. Ros…” “Yes?”







“It looks more like a desperate struggle for life than death throes to me. Are you certain it’s a delayed death effect?”







“Well, now his fire’s been snuffed out, it stands to reason his death ain’t exactly a grand display…”







There was a whoosh.







A fiery explosion illuminated the waters of the subterranean sea. A bubble of fire appeared in the water, expanding rapidly and becoming engulfed in steam. Then the reignited sphere took off and then surged toward us at breakneck speed.







I finished off the rum in a single gulp, dropped the bottle, and wheezed,







“Well, goodbye to that warm and fuzzy feeling! That freaking dragon!”







“Not sure about fuzzy, but as for the other thing, he’ll warm you up in no time at all. Don’t worry, you’ll feel anything but cold when you die!”







“That’s not what I meant! Give me a second!”







“Bom! Bom! You green bastard! Do you see what I see on your screens? Why the hell is he aflame and mobile again?!”







“I swear it, boss, I haven’t got the foggiest! I’m busy strangling my brother! I’m holding him by the throat, and I intend to squeeze out the answer out of him together with his royal tonsils, if need be!”







From Kyre:







“Ros! The dragon’s come back to life! Bom has been here just now—he had just come from the folks he had brought, and they were all crying tears of joy after having had their revenge at last as they watched the reptile die! And then it came back to life! I don’t think they feel like celebrating anymore…”







“Acknowledged, my dear. Stay strong! If we start drowning, I’ll be right with you! Keep an eye on Roskie! And on Orb! Especially on Orb!”







I could just about imagine the state of shock everyone who had come with Bom would be in right now—Lucerius, Crow, Myth, Laurie, and the rest of them. So they thought they had killed the beast and were crying tears of joy… And then, whammo!







“Prepare for impact!” Baroness announced via the communications artifact in a surprisingly calm voice. “Prepare for impact! The dragon is heading right at us… stop that! No, I didn’t mean you—you can keep on panicking! Sonar room!”







“Aye aye!”







“Where is the dragon headed?”







“Right at us!”







“The observation team has five percent of their bonus cut! Once again—where is it headed?”







“Uh…”







“That costs you another one percent. Where is the freaking dragon headed?”







“Just a second!”







“Another one percent!”







“It’s moving past us! The dragon’s on a course parallel to ours! It’s accelerating and beating its wings widely, and it keeps disgorging flames—there’s a whole tunnel of steam in front of him.”







“Excellent!”







“About those fines…”







“You’ve just lost another one percent.”







“But why this time?







“And it’s minus one percent again.”







There was a noise and a yelp, followed by the sound of broken glass.







“Moron!” Another voice from the ceiling hissed. “You couldn’t have found a better time to ask stupid questions! You’ll pay for the bowling alley the entire next month! Damn greenhorns!”







A side screen lit up about two paces away from me, and it felt as though there was no barrier between myself and the Sea of Xokrall. I was standing by a watery wall and watching an elongated fiery comet with wings pass by. With a deep, muffled roar, the dragon sliced through the water. Its wings beat powerfully, sending ripples pulsing outwards, and its serpentine tail followed, writhing like an eel.







The dragon’s massive head shuddered and turned slightly. Its enormous eye glanced at the Black Queen. I shuddered, feeling as though the dragon was looking right at me through the hull of the ship. His eye moved, and then seemed to focus right on me and on Baroness standing next to me.







“Can he see us?”







That was a perfectly reasonable question for a clan leader used to getting immediate answers to ask. I didn’t wait for her to cut my nonexistent bonus, though, so I replied,







“I have no idea. But my instincts scream, ‘Yes, yes he can see you, and you’re done for! You’re doomed!’”







“I have a similar voice screaming in my head right now, too. This dragon is giving me the creeps.”







“What if we fire our guns at it?”







“No!” I, BB, and Crossbill yelped in unison.







The fiery dragon soon disappeared in the darkness ahead, which made us feel even more uneasy. Not only did it fail to kick the bucket—now we couldn’t even see the beast at all.







I pondered this furiously. Even if I did have a chance of parting ways with Vitalis peacefully, no matter how microscopic, now this chance depended on whether or not he had seen me through the flagship’s hull.







There was a knock, followed by a bang, a crackle, and a crash. Someone yelled,







“Hey! I’m telling you, this isn’t allowed!”







The door to the bridge opened with a loud bang. Roskie stepped in, followed by an enormous black and white wolf. That was some pet! You could see him from afar. A far cry from BB’s—you couldn’t even tell where it lived!







“Aha!” My daughter exclaimed triumphantly. “So this woman in her lugubrious black clothes is with you once again!”







I looked at Baroness, who seemed to be in a state of deep shock, and uttered a funereal wheeze,







“I am your father, Roskie…”







“I know, duh! I’m not sure mom knows, though… but that’s not why I’m here! Although it partially is! Did you feel it?!”







“The dragon,” I nodded.







“It’s no mere dragon! It’s something… Something really terrifying! And really evil! He wished for all of us to die! Is he our enemy?”







“Yes,” I said, pulling my daughter towards me. “Oh, yes… This might be our number one enemy.”







“We’ll manage! And we don’t need this skinny lady in black, krakens take her!”







“Did you say skinny?” Baroness tried to reply in a sweet voice, but there was razor-sharp steel underneath.







“Uncle Orbit has told me everything about you! And your fondness for blueberry pies! And how nature has not endowed you with something important… although I didn’t quite get that bit… it was supposed to be something all women have…”







“If you will just excuse me for a moment,” I interjected, grabbing my daughter and giving Tyrant a light kick to make him stop sniffing at Crossbill, who was stretched out on the deck, with a grimace of disgust on his snout. “See you later!”







I stumbled out into the passageway, followed by the wolf. The door cut off an ominous hiss:







“I’ll kill that little…”







They couldn’t have found a better time for their circus act, could they? But I was worried about something else—worried a lot, in fact.







Where was Vitalis? Where did he set off to at such speed?







And what was the matter with the much-touted delayed death effect?







When would the dragon strike again?







And where was that accursed monster called Nugrassa that was supposed to be the local guardian? Was it planning to show itself at all?







Finally, I wondered whether I should knock Bom’s lights out with an uppercut right away or listen to his tragic explanations of this epic screw-up first?







Speak of the devil…







“Bom! Bo-o-om!”







“Boss! I’ll be in a jiffy!” The half-orc waved his paws. “I’ve gotten us the very best quarters! Glugg has made it safely—he’s in an aquarium installed in our part of the cargo hold.”







“That’s not what I wanted to discuss with you!”







“I’m completely shocked myself! Bewildered!”







“I know where you live!” I promised ominously, and Bom faltered and nearly fell.







“Hey, why me?! It’s all their fault! I only helped them a little!”







“Are you going to check on them?”







“Yeah.”







“Find out about this delayed death effect.”







“All right!”







“Stop! Or, rather, don’t—keep on running!”







“I’ll be back soon!”







“Run, Bom, Run!” Roskie added, still tugging my hand. “And we’ll give proper chase!”







I rubbed my chin, helped my daughter mount the wolf, grinned maliciously, and pointed in the direction where Bom had fled.







“Give chase. Nibble. Snap at his heels!”







“Hurra-a-a-a-ah!”







The wolf rider tore off down the still-warm trail, howling with wild glee. I swung round, heading in the opposite direction towards the newly-populated cargo hold. It was time to rally the troops and have a chat with my subordinates and friends. But first… first, there was a question gnawing at me, a riddle that needed sorting out, pronto. And to crack that nut, I found myself in need of a certain cunning bald elf once more…







I took some of the stairs in the usual manner, while others I vaulted over in a manner akin to a firefighter’s—only those guys generally stuck the landing with a bit more finesse, unlike yours truly. But elegance wasn’t exactly high on my list of priorities just then. I nodded to the odd passerby as I legged it down a couple of corridors, sidestepped the familiar furry flank of some enormous beast, tiptoed across the spine of a black rhino, darted through a service door, tumbled down a ramp, and at last, cannonballed into the hold.







Where the blazes was Orbit?







Then I took in the size of cargo hold and my jaw fell to the floor. You could fit three football fields in here! Orb should be with our group. And, according to Bom, we’d nabbed the cream of the crop when it came to location. But where was it? Although why speculate? If the clan leader passed by their own clan without noticing, they would undoubtedly be stopped and pointed in the right direction. Just as expected—somewhere around the hundredth step, a joyous cheer erupted on my left. I had reached my destination, and the HFF were here, large as life and twice as boisterous. To be honest, we looked like a band of brigands amidst all those gilded knights. But I decided not to add that to my list of worries.







I found Orbit and Kyre, grabbed the elf by the sleeve, and whispered,







“Do you have any idea whether delayed death works at all in the kingdom of Angora? Vitalis had rushed toward the same destination we were heading. Why? Is there a chance he won’t meet his demise there?”







Judging by how Orb’s eyes flickered and froze, he hadn’t pondered that yet, and judging by the grin that was spreading across his face slowly, that was extremely likely.







Did one death negate another?







Perhaps it didn’t work quite as literally as that, but Angora was the City of the Dead, and it was supposed to be surrounded by the lands pertaining to it. The Kingdom of Angora. The Kingdom of Death.







Orbit’s cautious nod confirmed my worst suspicions. It was possible.







All I needed to do was check the information—by asking the former owner of those lands. Anrull, the God of Death. And, as all gods were my witnesses, I really hoped that the death god would reassure me by telling me that the dragon Vitalis the Wise would not avoid death for death was omnipotent. A statement of that sort would be very much in Anrull’s style.







I wondered if I should summon Anrull.







On the other hand, would he be able to make an appearance in the underground sea? It was a closed location, after all. So was Angora, for that matter, but he said he would answer my call once I got there and come. I decided that summoning the death god to the Sleepless Ones’ flagship was premature. However, I had to ask someone, so I wrote the long-suffering Bom,







“This day’s question number one is whether delayed death works in Angora, the Kingdom of Death.”







There was no reply, which was just as well. I had worried so much about the goddamn dragon I could really do with switching to something else. Something more uplifting, preferably.







I wondered what that could be.







I looked about me briefly, and instantly found the perfect source of positive emotions. While I was conversing with Orb, my fellow clan members gathered around me. Judging by the look on their faces, they were thrilled and overjoyed, and required no pep talks whatsoever. I just asked them a simple question,







“Are you enjoying yourselves?”







The response was a roar so loud the flagship shook as if the dying dragon had tackled it again.







“Ye-e-e-e-e-ah!”







I decided I could do with another roar like that.







“Are you sure?”







“Ye-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-ah!”







I was definitely enjoying this, and I felt very touched.







“I really like your morale,” I shook my head, feeling the tension subside. “Well done, comrades! I’m proud of you all! And I’m really impressed by your levels. Still, we can do even better, right?”







“Ye-e-e-e-e-ah!” None of their enthusiasm had abated.







I did need to motivate and organize a little, though.







“All right! I don’t know how long this voyage will take, but this is no Great Expedition. We don’t have that kind of time at our disposal. Therefore, I would like you folks to give it your all. Spend more time online—and spend all your free time training! Spars, magical duels, tactical exercises for larger and smaller groups, and battles against monsters at the arena—and we’ll have an arena of our own as soon as this afternoon—these are all the activities I’d like you to participate in actively! You will, of course, receive experience for each monster killed in the arena. However, it isn’t enough to just venture into the arena and kill a monster! I want each battle against a monster, whether fought solo or as part of a group, to look like the work of true professionals as opposed to a village brawl where the guy with the heaviest club wins! I’ll have none of that! We must all act as professionals! Has everybody heard me?!”







“Ye-e-e-e-e-ah!”







“I will therefore make an official announcement—every evening, starting with tonight, I will announce the beginning of the Final Frontier Tournament. After all, where are we now if not at one of the final frontiers, right?”







“Ye-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-ah!”







“And this is where we belong—on the front line of the wildest frontiers! After all, who are we?!”







“Heroes!”







“Who are we?!”







“Heroes!!!”







“WHO ARE WE?!”







“HE-E-E-E-E-ROES!”







“That’s right! We’re the Heroes! Heroes of the Final Frontier! We’re the best! But perfection knows no bounds! So victory won’t be the only thing that will go towards your score, although victories are important! Points will also be given or taken away for how the fighters acted, how many spells they used, how many swings of the sword it took them to defeat their enemy, and how many enemy attacks they missed. The jury will include myself, Kyrea the Protectress, Orbit, Doc, and four more representatives of other clans—the ones I deem the wisest and the most just and experienced. I won’t let just anybody judge. So anyone who wishes to participate, get ready! It’s gonna get hot tonight! Do you read me?!”







“Ye-e-e-e-e-eah!”







I didn’t appoint Bom to the jury, realizing he had bigger fish to fry—today, at the very least.







“Oh, yes!” I said, throwing up one of my hands. “I’d almost forgotten! A tournament implies a reward! Everyone who catches my eye at the tournament will get a prize to match their show! The victor is in for a treat, no doubt about it! The one that dazzles me the most will have a pick: a set of gear for their level that may not be too rare, but it won’t be too shabby either, or an item that could set them off on some madcap adventure or risky mission. But… hang on a sec… Let’s put it to the vote! As the leader of our gang of merry adventurers, I’m extremely curious about what most of my fellow clan members would prefer—a jaunt or better kit? So, here’s the drill! I’ll put it to the floor—and you lot give me a roar! Got that, everyone?!”







“Ye-e-e-e-e-eah!”







“A set of gear?”







“Ye-e-e-eah…” The voices in favor of the gear sounded uncertain. The rest remained silent and shuffled their feet as they stared straight at me.







“I see… So we go onwards… An adventure?”







“YE-E-E-E-E-EAH!”







This time every single denizen of the subterranean sea of Xokrall must have heard us. I must have broken quite a few submarine regulations, but I didn’t care much.







“Excuse me!” A mauve-haired amazon in a bikini was waving her hands from the neighboring zone. “Mr. Rosgard, sir!”







“Yes?”







“Can other clan members participate?”







“Uh… Yeah, sure! But all you get is a tournament cup and a set of gear! The adventure is only for the Heroes. Am I right?”







“Ye-e-e-e-e-eah!”







“Get ready! The first Final Frontier Tournament will be held this very evening! You’ll receive the rules, the schedule, and the rest of the details in a message within the next hour!”







I should delegate that, but who could I entrust with a task like that? I scratched my chin meditatively.







“Boss!” A dwarf girl was looking up at me with a merry smile. Her level was unbelievably low for these parts—she was Level 69, and still a recruit. “Can I ask you a question?”







“Sure!” I smiled. “And none of that ‘boss’ nonsense, just call me Ros.”







“Acknowledged! Look, my level’s too low for the tournament—I ended up here by some miracle. But I’d love to help. Do you need assistance organizing?”







“Yes!” I was overjoyed. “Hell’s bells! Thank you! Your offer couldn’t be more timely! I could really use some help here!”







“It will be done!” The optimistic dwarf maiden declared.







Her offer of help made me take a closer look at her. Her level was already known to me. Her nick… Mountain Phoenix… Was she in a hurry when she chose it, I wondered? She caught my eye and said merrily,







“Finny! Just call me Finny!”







“Finny…” I echoed, glancing at her hardened chain mail armor. “And you are?”







“A warrior mule with a fire ax I forged myself! Yee-haw!”







“Yee-haw indeed,” I popped my neck, impressed. “It sure has that sound!”







“Yup!”







“So how did you get here? By what miracle exactly?”







“Oh, I was just running this way and that and getting in everybody’s way. I was performing the tasks assigned to me by Master Strictus and Master Bom.”







“Hold on… You answer to two masters? Bom and Strictus?”







“Yup! I barely managed! I only made two mistakes. And once I came to my senses and the last crate was loaded, we were already on the island, and had to do the loading again. And once the cargo holds were loaded, we had to rearrange the crates and stable all the pets. So I ran a few errands, went offline to sleep for a few hours, and here I go again, ready to help… and we’re sailing on an underground sea… ma-a-a-a-an.”







“So we are,” I said. “Thanks so much for your help.”







“So, the tournament?”







“Oh, right. I’ll need to take care of the bracketing first, and some rough sketch of a schedule I could go over to add or remove stuff. Suggest prize options for winners in every bracket. And something has to be done about the tournament cup. It has to be unique. It’s okay if it’s cheap, but it must look impressive and be one of a kind!”







“Right on…”







“Do you think I’m going overboard?”







“Nope. I’ll manage. Strictus himself admitted I was capable!”







“That recommendation carries a lot of weight with me,” I said without an iota of sarcasm. “As well as apprenticeship under Bom. I know how exacting he can be.”







“I do my best! All right, I’ll be off!”







“All right. And thanks again! You’ve got the green light to buzz me anytime, Finny!”







“Got it!”







I watched her depart, raking my memory. Strictus did mention a dwarfish maiden who had already proved very useful in the mansion’s back yard. He had also expressed his opinion of her. What exactly did he say? It had slipped my mind already. Besides, I had other things to think of.







I turned to Orbit, who was standing there yawning, grabbed him by the shoulders, and gave him a good shake.







“I need your mischievous genius! One of the tournament’s branches needs to be unique! It may not even involve any fighting, but it’s got to be interesting beyond belief, and also bright and loud!”







The elf crossed his legs, hanging limp in my grasp, and fell into a deep meditative state. I stood there with him hanging off me for a while, and then placed him on the floor. A hanging meditation at my expense? I would have none of it.







Right. So where did I intend to go next?







The piercing sound of an alarm echoed throughout the expansive cargo hold, bringing everyone to a sudden halt. All eyes were fixed on the overhead screens, scanning anxiously from one to the next. I found myself doing the same, a knot of apprehension forming. What could have triggered the alarm? What could possibly be amiss?







A sudden exclamation of “Look up!” had everyone craning their necks skyward almost in unison.







Suspended above was a single screen. Its size was truly immense, stretched out to cover a vast area. As magical luminescence flickered, sparks of light darted upwards. What was projected onto it was a warped image of a pitted cavernous ceiling, spiked with elongated thorns—it looked like an enormous subterranean cave.







The cave’s ceiling…







The thorns…







The cracks…







All of this was shrouded by a twitching thorny mass of a revolting reddish-brown hue, akin to a rotten apple that had been hurled against a wall, splattering there and remaining stuck. Along with this unsettling sight were several gigantic crimson eyes, around forty skeletal black appendages, and a skirt of relatively short tendrils, each bearing membranes. To top it off, there were four perfectly circular, toothless maws, each featuring a long bony sting-like tongue.








NUGRASSA.







THE EVER-RAVENOUS GUARDIAN OF THE SUBTERRANEAN SEA OF XOKRALL.







Level: ???







Nugrassa has been spawned by the black waters of Xokrall, the underground sea, and a powerful death magic emanation.







Nugrassa is doomed to remain in these waters forever, for any other body of water would be perilous for her. She is the ever-vigilant guardian of the subterranean sea and will let no one pass any further…









“Just what I needed,” I muttered, my eyes glued to the screen as I waited to be called into battle any moment as the enormous creature would lunge at me from the ceiling. “Hold on… Something isn’t right. Orb! Do you see it?”







There was a quick nod. Orbit started searching for something under his belt, whereas I looked back at the monster, muttering thoughtfully.







“It isn’t attacking, even though we are moving…”







Our scouts did their job, and we got visual while the monster guardian had still been ahead of us. We were passing underneath it at a decent speed now, and Nugrassa remained hanging from the ceiling and vibrating nervously. Our floodlights cast an eerie glow on the multitude of limbs and tentacles hanging from the cavernous ceiling, which, coupled with the gargantuan stone spikes, created an elaborate trap within this location. A leviathan like the Black Queen would be ensnared, unable to maneuver through this tangled mess. But… right in the midst of this confounding trap lay a colossal opening, towards which we were headed with unwavering determination. The scene suggested a ferocious altercation—limbs and tentacles appeared brutally severed, some of the stone thorns had dissolved or been shattered, and portions of the cavern ceiling were charred and melted. And was it my imagination, or was there a significant chunk of Nugrassa missing… its posterior, perhaps? Or, if it was facing us, it would be its face… Damn! About a quarter of that “blotch” where the net had once been was also missing. It was as though it had simply evaporated. One of the gaping mouths seemed damaged, too—its long bony stinger was absent, as if it had been brutally ripped away.







A scroll was thrust into my hand, which I accepted mechanically.







The monster looked a lot worse for the wear. Its health bar slowly appeared on the ceiling, and I was surprised to see half of it had already been gone. Nugrassa’s health was blinking yellow. A few volleys, and we’d bring it into the red. But we simply passed underneath the Argus-eyed horror. The creature twitched, taking a part of its liquid bulk out of the cracks, and I gave an incredulous whistle—the jellylike substance was burning from the dragon’s fire, which apparently burned much like petroleum jelly.







The doomed godlike dragon had doubtlessly passed through this place like a raging fiery comet. The silly Nugrassa must have tried to slow him down and gotten beaten up so bad it could do nothing but convulse on the ceiling while a part of its body was burning slowly.







I looked at the scroll, unrolled it with a shrug, coughed, and started reading softly, looking at Nugrassa and pointing at her with my right hand. Judging by the artifacts’ angle of vision, it was right above us. At any rate, it would be hard to miss a monster as big as a nine-story building lurking on the ceiling.







“Nugrassa! Tulhkar ridesse nurghar! Dait mekado!”







This wasn’t particularly fair, since the poor thing had already been in a poor condition. The last thing it needed was another challenge. Still, I finished reading and repeated,







“Dait mekado! Nugrassa!”







It seemed as if the beast had taken a hammer blow. It swelled and began to seethe, letting out a shrill whistle that resonated far and wide, sounding uncannily like a high-pitched scream.








Rosgard, clan leader of the Heroes of the Final Frontier, has challenged Nugrassa, the ancient guardian of the subterranean sea, to a battle!







Nugrassa has heard the challenge!









I wondered whether the system messages were visible only to me, or to everybody else as well. Judging by the way it was displayed and the faces of those around me, the rest of the Black Queen’s crew and passengers could see them, too.







The sound abated at once. Nugrassa jerked and started to seep into the cracks in the ceiling, tearing off its legs and tendrils relentlessly. There was a triple crack, and the enormous bone stingers fell into the water and sank, passing by us slowly.








Your challenge has been declined! Nugrassa the guardian has fled!







Rosgard, clan leader of the Heroes of the Final Frontier, is declared the winner!









I scratched the back of my head in astonishment.







Most of those present in the cargo hold did the same.







I uttered a pensive cough.







The rest of the players in the cargo hold started coughing, too, wildly and convulsively.







And then the whole place seemed to explode! The yelling, the screaming, the whistling, and the whooping combined into a sonic chaos that must have extended well into the ultrasound. If there were any whales or dolphins in the vicinity, they must have experienced a few unpleasant moments. The worst of the din abated in about a minute. Then the volume fell by another half; soon it was quiet again, and everybody’s eyes were on me. I shrugged and announced matter-of-factly,







“Everything’s proceeding according to plan. Orb, let’s keep moving. Summon the rainbow genie and the fairy of divine suffering. We’ll have to slice through.”







There was a brief nod. Something started smoking in the bald elf’s hands, there was a squeak, and a tiny jar of oil smashed on the floor. The elf fell to his knees, spread the oil across the floor in a businesslike manner, and put out a piece of smoking green coal by dunking it in the resulting puddle. Then he nodded and gave me an inquisitive look. I nodded back, he crouched, put the tip of his finger in the oil, licked it, and announced his verdict,







“The quantum field is still too liquid! We need more horror extract and about ten drops of ultramarinara! And precisely one half of a shame demon’s farewell spit.”







Another nod. There was more clinking, billows of green and blue smoke rose into the air, and three ghosts started circling around the elf’s head, howling ominously. I quite enjoyed my role as I stood there with my hands crossed behind my back and lectured Orbit sternly,







“Cadet Orbit! I want to see you try harder! This will be more difficult than Nugrassa—we’re in for some hellish stuff! The rainbow genie isn’t just any small fry like the guardian of an underground sea! And mind the fairy of divine suffering! One slip-up in the ritual, and the flagship will be ground into blood-soaked iridescent dust! I want to see more concentration, Cadet Orbit! Do you get me?”







“Aye aye!” the elf blurted, still conducting his “ritual.”







“Use my title when you address me!”







“Aye aye, o Intergalactic Master of Quantum Vortex Manipulation!”







“That’s right! Not just any master! Intergalactic master!”







“Intergalactic Master?” A member of some clan billeted nearby asked, sounding baffled. “Intergalactic Master of Quantum Vortex Manipulation?”







“That’s more like it!” I shook my finger at him, looking somber and serious. “But you’re forgetting about the necessary plaintive notes; also, you’re supposed to stomp your right foot three times when you’re saying it. I’ll let it slide this once, though. Cadet Orbit! Are you ready?”







“Aye aye!”







“Summon them! Summon the goddamned genie and the dratted fairy!” I waved my hand decisively.







Orbit doubled over next to the growing puddle. The ever-growing cloud of multicolor smoke devoured him, and the spirits howled as they started spinning ten times faster. And then…







“Rosgard!” A furious scream from above came like a bolt out of the blue. “Orbi-i-i-i-it!”







I heaved a disappointed sigh, gesturing the elf to stop.







“Hold on, cadet. We’ll do everything later on. In secrecy.”







“Aye aye!”







I didn’t wait for the next scream to start penning a message—a serious one this time, with explanations. However, there wasn’t much to explain so far—I seemed to have challenged the monster and won, but there was no battle, for Nugrassa had simply absconded.







I wondered what to do next. My head was spinning, and there was a chill running down my spine. I wondered whether I had put my foot in it this time, or whether I’d manage to get off scot-free. Why did the monster decline my challenge and prefer to run away at once? There was something fishy here. So fishy it was obvious even to a total noob.







The monster was the guardian of this location and the head honcho here. Its entire programming must scream “Exterminate! Exterminate!” like a maniacal Dalek. It wasn’t supposed to bandy words with strangers. It was to attack at once, without thinking. Of course, it would employ sophisticated tactics, powerful magic, and lesser monsters, rather than charge you head-on, but it would still attack immediately, since it existed for the very purpose of exterminating impertinent interlopers. Besides, the monster had tactical superiority due to the E. A. F. D. status of the location. It should have attacked us by any account.







And yet… it had fled. That engendered a considerable conundrum.







I was clearly going paranoid. Now I had to find the right wording for the message to avoid any misunderstanding or suspicion.







“We had challenged the guardian using a special spell. It was necessary for me to attempt a character class change. There was no danger to the flagship with Nugrassa being in her present condition. I’m sorry I didn’t inform you at once—things were happening rather precipitously.







“We’re cool. We were actually planning to attack her ourselves. An extra achievement or unique loot never hurt anyone. Now we’ll have to hunt her later. I expect a warning from you the next time.”







“Acknowledged. But why did she run away?”







“She has a terror aura on her—the dragon’s, and it’s incredibly powerful. Your challenge seems to have compounded that effect.”







“So what do we do next?”







“I have no idea. We have to get our bearings first.”







“You must be kidding me. This is a subterranean sea, isn’t it?”







“That much is clear. But it’s the first time I’ve seen a sea shaped like this. I’ll make an announcement to this effect in a second, so listen up.”







A pair of chimes rang out in harmony, followed by BB’s well-articulated voice coming from the magical speakers.







“My fellow adventurers, I would like to congratulate you once again. We are the first to have successfully found our way to something quite unlike any other unique closed location. We are navigating a subterranean sea, which leads to the Kingdom of the Dead. The map you will see on the screen in a moment represents the part that we have already navigated. There is a large unidentified object right ahead of us, and we intend to approach it for a closer study. Therefore, I would like to remind you to stay vigilant and keep your weapons near you all the time. I would also like to address everyone who is interested in us succeeding. The flagship has sustained extensive damage. We need helping hands—right now. An exorbitant amount of mana is being expended to maintain the spells that pump water away from the breached sections and passageways. Some structural elements have been damaged as well, and are also being bolstered by magic. We keep spending enormous amounts of mana just to survive as a result. Please help the flagship! The stronger our armor, the higher our chances of reaching our destination! Anyone who wishes to help us with the repairs is welcome to address any member of the Sleepless Ones clan. Thank you!”







The map displayed on the screen seemed to depict an enormous downward tunnel.







The Black Queen, displayed on the screen, appeared as a bright, tiny star against a gloomy backdrop. And the flagship continued its descent. Now, this was unexpected—I had anticipated horizontal travel. Instead, we were plunging deeper and deeper. Baroness’s worry suddenly became clear—if the pressure on the hull were to increase abruptly, we wouldn’t last long. We had all fallen into the trap of a landlubber's reasoning, picturing the upcoming journey purely on a horizontal plane. Waldyra had surprised us.







The cargo hold, which had fallen silent for a while, was abuzz again. The Heroes were exchanging glances, too. I leaned over to Kyre and asked,







“Are we going to be able to help out without our training suffering much?”







“That depends on how much time we spend online. But if everyone can put in about an hour or two…”







“Right on. Will you mention as much to our guys? But be stern with them. Make sure they remember their daily training and tournaments.”







“Consider it done. And where are you off to?”







“I need to find Gluggarius.”







“He’s in the bow lens.”







“Thanks. As soon as you see Bom, send him my way, and make sure he comes. By having taken the avengers aboard we have jeopardized all the rest of the ship’s crew. And that isn’t just an in-game hazard, for we have no idea what the freaking dragon might be up to right now. It may be giving orders to its arsonist minions right now!”







“Hey, why are you snapping at me?” Kyre looked hurt.







“Oh, crap. I’m sorry, love,” I raised my hands in a gesture of surrender, and gave Kyre an elaborate bow without worrying about my clan leader’s prestige one bit. “I do get carried away.”







“That’s better! I’ll do it. And take away these two,” Kyre pointed at Orbit and Roskie with her finger. “As for Alishana, she stays here.”







“But why?”







“The things she’s been through… She needs a friendly ear!”







“Suit yourself,” I said. “But are you sure you need to hear such gloomy tales in your condition? Her village was burned, and all her family has been killed…”







“Will you carry your eminent posterior to the lens, Your Leadership? Take care of the dragons, and I’ll take care of traumatized women, thank you very much.”







I placed my hand over that big mouth of mine, turned on my heel and marched off in step. I grabbed the bald elf by the scruff of his neck and started dragging him behind me. Then I nodded to my daughter, inviting her to join us.







The young goddess took objection to that.







“Hey, I want to be dragged, too!”







I had to pick her up with my other hand. Alishana stepped towards me, still taking her position of Roskie’s bodyguard with the utmost seriousness. I whispered a few words to her—she could indeed use some rest and sympathetic company, and marched off, dragging two limp bodies in my arms. The distance was about two thousand feet. Most of the way went past our territory, and I didn’t impress anyone there. However, about a third of it went past the quarters of the Sleepless Ones, and they’d put all other tasks aside for such a momentous occasion, readily turning their attention to providing commentary.







“The baldie must have pushed his luck too far this time.”







“So they’ve decided to drown him at last. Good…”







“This is just a dress rehearsal! First they’ll drag him across the hold, and then they’ll keelhaul him.”







“Baroness has paid for the baldie to get offed at last.”







“But what did the girl do?”







“And where are the wolves going?”







Wolves?







I turned around to see a wolf pack following me, their eyes on Roskie, whom I was still dragging across the cargo hold. I had to snap at them.







“Tyrant! Stay with Kyrea! Guard her! Chop Chop!”







The wolf’s answer was a plaintive howl.







“Now you’re giving me lip, too? Snap to it!”







The black and white wolf turned around and trudged back with his tail between his legs. The pack stopped, looked at him, then at us, and then followed the leader, also uttering a series of short plaintive howls. I carried on, paying no attention to the wisecracks.







“Daddy,” Roskie chimed, her voice a bubbly giggle.







“Yes?”







“Is this what ‘dragging your feet’ means? I don’t see why it’s such a bad thing, it’s fun!”







“And I thought I was the one who was cracking dad jokes here!”







“Dad!”







“Yes?”







“That dragon… he’s really evil, isn’t he?”







“He sure is.”







“Is he a god?”







“No one knows for sure.”







“But why is he so mad at everyone? Why was he roaring all those words?”







“Which words? I didn’t hear anything!”







“When he was flying past us inside a fireball! He was also looking at the ship—and at us!”







“So what was he roaring?”







“A lot of stuff! I didn’t catch it all—some of it was in some weird language. But he was also using divine spells to heal himself—lots of them! I felt that at once. He was also calling upon the goddess Wyllowe very loudly, and she responded! And with such emotion in her voice, too! The first thing she said was, “My love! My sweet! Where are you?! What’s happened to you?!”







“Shit!” I said, stopping in my tracks.







The player who had been trying to restore a damaged protective sigil on the nearby wall threw his paintbrush at the floor in frustration, turned around, covering his face with his elbow, and left, muttering,







“Everyone’s a freaking critic…”







“Wow, I haven’t heard you say that in my presence before, dad… Okay, let’s write it down to nerves and stress… it’s been a while since you last went fishing… So…” Roskie crossed her arms and started recollecting what the dragon had said. “First he was just screaming, loudly and angrily, like this: ‘A-A-A-A-A-A-ARGH!’ and then again, ‘A-A-A-A-A-A-ARGH!’ Then he yelled, ‘I’ll burn you alive! I’ll incinerate you! I’ll destroy you!’ After that, he started applying very powerful spells to himself—one after another, non-stop! I don’t know any of those spells. That must be because I don’t go to school and am… what’s the word? Oh, yes, a street urchin!”







“What f… freaking moron said that?!” I wheezed.







“Some ginger lady from the Sleepless Ones. She asked me about my studies, and I told her proudly that studies were rubbish and that the most important thing is life was fishing, rummaging through ashes in search of treasure, and riding on wolves! And an interesting book about adventure in the evening never hurt anyone, either. And she was like, ‘Oh my goodness, such a dreadful life for a young lady! Fishing for sustenance and rummaging through trash!”







“I’ll have a word with the ginger lady…” I promised myself. “I sure will…”







“Still, the dragon has used a whole bunch of spells on himself! And auras! He was all wrapped up in auras! Then he managed to yell loud enough for Wyllowe to hear him! He was all like, ‘Wyllowe! Wy-y-y-yllowe!’ And she was like, ‘My love! What happened to you? Who has dared to hurt you? I will destroy anyone!’ Oh, the things she was yelling! Are you sure Wyllowe is a kind goddess of the Light?”







“She’s something a lot more dangerous,” I said gruffly. “A goddess in love. Duh. This whole thing reeks of…”







“Shit?”







“Hey! Don’t say stuff like that!”







“But you do.”







“Daddy may be a cretin, but you’re a bright girl who should know better!”







“Oh?” Orb and Roskie said in unison, both sounding really surprised.







It took me a lot of effort not to give the elf an earful about him failing to give me any assistance in child-rearing. I took a few deep breaths and continued with my inquiry.







“So what else did the dragon do or say? Yells, spells, auras, and chitchat with the goddess. Anything else?”







“Not much. He just yelled some nonsense like, ‘There’s a chance! There’s always a chance! Faster! Faster! I’ll burn their hearts out! I’ll burn their souls out! I am death! There is nothing deadlier than me! Faster! Faster!’”







“Perfect,” I sighed. “Just peachy. Shall I drag you up the stairs, too? Or will you manage by yourselves?”







“Dra-a-a-a-ag!”







I wondered if dragging my daughter up the stairs by the scruff of her neck made me a bad father. Perhaps it did. But she was having a blast—literally rolling with laughter.







Good parenting was hard. Very hard.







This “my love” business was very disconcerting. If Vitalis wasn’t merely a high priest, but also the goddess’s lover, Wyllowe could very easily step out of her usual role of a kind goddess of the light celebrating life and nature. I didn’t know to what extent she could cross those lines, but a woman outraged by someone’s attempt on her lover made a formidable enemy.







The bow lens was a new feature—another transparent crystal patch covering an enormous hole in the bow. The crystal was charmed, with many powerful enchanted gems set around the perimeter, and charged with a plethora of spells, which made it a gigantic armored window doubling as a magic spyglass. There was an oddly-shaped space behind the lens. There used to be battle stations here, but all of them had been destroyed by a couple of direct hits. The debris had been swept overboard, some of the jutting parts had been removed, and the rest had been left more or less intact, albeit transformed into a mixed landlubber and sea-dweller habitat. A ten-foot layer of seawater became the ceiling. Its bottom was transparent, completely flat, and lit up with magic glowballs. This wasn’t a deliberate design feature—these were all emergency repairs, after all—and yet the result looked stunning. The aquarium ceiling certainly created an atmosphere, with the shades of achylotes and strange underwater critters resembling slugs and spiders flickering in the green murk. They remained vigilant, too—and they had an advantage over us, being in their element.







The Sleepless Ones’ guards at the entrance didn’t present much of a problem. I simply shoved the elf and the teenage goddess in without anyone batting an eyelid—they’d gotten used to it already. I looked around and instantly saw a long, wide window in the side covered with a shimmering magic field. A dwarf was sitting on the ledge with an unbelievably long glowing fishing rod in his hands, and his thick fishing line reached far outside the porthole, its end lost in the darkness of the underground sea. As soon as Roskie saw him, she grabbed the elf by the scruff of the neck and started dragging him in the dwarf’s direction. I had to interfere and wrest Orbit away from her steel grip. My daughter sighed dejectedly, got to the ledge herself, and in just a couple of seconds the dwarf got squeezed into a corner of the ledge as three quarters of the available space became filled with a multitude of boxes, jars, books, fishing rods, and, last but not least, Roskie herself, sitting there cross-legged, with an enormous worm wriggling in her hands, and peering into the water intently.







After getting our bearings, we claimed a corner spot for ourselves. Before us was the twilight sea of Xokrall, to our left a melted stone wall, to our right observers bustling in the distance, continuing to set up artifact crystals and hang magical screens. The only thing lacking was a tangle of wires underfoot, but the eels, energetically darting about in the shallow puddles and sparking with electric discharges, provided an apt replacement. And above us was Gluggarius the achylote.







The water ceiling curved inward, forming a large droplet, almost imperceptible due to its transparency. It hung just above the floor, and within its confines descended a silver-haired achylote, adorned in seemingly ordinary gray and black attire.







“Hi, Ros.”







“Hi, Glugg,” I said with a smile. “So, what do you say? Did everything go according to plan?”







“So far, so good,” the achylote beamed me a warm smile. “Well, almost… Would you enlighten me about the dragon? After the first kick in the stern I briefly thought that would be the end of us.”







“That’s why I came,” I sighed. “Considering everything you’ve done to make this expedition a reality, you have every right to know. What do you know about Wyllowe’s cult? I know she’s a landlubber goddess, but…”







“Oh, you might not believe it, but Wyllowe is actually very popular underwater, too. There is no shortage of her temples, and new ones open daily. But what has a vicious fire-breathing dragon got to do with her?”







“Well, it’s not quite a dragon. Or, rather, he’s not only a dragon. It’s Vitalis the Wise, the Supreme High Priest of the Light, Wyllowe’s right-hand man and lover.”







“That’s a powerful opening. A whole bunch of questions sprang up in my mind at once, but I’ll hold on for the time being.







“The dragon has been wounded mortally by a group of players wishing for its death. They didn’t manage to finish him off, but they did manage to slap a delayed death effect on the lizard. Vitalis is already dead—and he knows as much.”







“Curiouser and curiouser.”







“That was why he made a dash for Angora. There’s a possibility that the delayed death effect either doesn’t work there at all, or the countdown will slow down considerably. At any rate, the vicious flame-breathing dragon wishes to make toast of us all, even though he’s dying, and he’s right ahead of us.”







“Right. But it wasn’t us that hurt him, right? Is there any chance of avoiding a confrontation? We don’t need extra enemies. Besides, Vitalis had scared the living daylights out of Nugrassa, facilitating us the task of passing through this sea—and there we were preparing for a tough battle. It would be great if we could carry on just as smoothly and without any conflict.”







“Uh…”







“Yeah?”







“The players who had almost killed Vitalis and gotten the kind goddess Wyllowe so worked up…”







“Yes?”







“Are aboard the Black Queen,” I grunted.







“That’s a major piece of news,” Gluggarius admitted after a brief pause, rocking in his drop of water. “And how did they…”







“I let them in.”







I looked at the drop. Glugg was suspended inside it, perfectly silent. I grimaced, drew a heavy sigh, and admitted,







“My bad. It was a major screw-up on my part.”







“On our part, boss,” Bom roared, having just entered and plopped down right into a puddle.







The electric eel underneath the half-orc hit his thigh with an electric charge. Bom sucked his tooth in irritation, grabbed the fish, watched it convulse, and was about to squash it with his steel fingers, but then thought better of it and threw it away. Then he added,







“Actually, the screw-up was mine and mine alone. Still, the entire merry group of passengers that has joined us so abruptly is furiously contemplating how they might finish off what they started. I realize it doesn’t sound particularly convincing after the fiery fiasco that passed us by and gave us two mighty kicks up the ass, but these guys can make the wheels in their noggins move real hard if they have to. So I would like to ask you for a couple of hours. We need a new plan. And some rest. Actually, I fibbed there a little. Rest is the main thing they need right now. They haven’t slept for some forty-eight hours, and are now out cold, just lying there right in the puddles.”







“Bom,” I interrupted him. “Stop hogging all the blame. They have every right to fight whomever they want to. And the responsibility is mine and mine alone—I let them board the flagship. You know what the funniest thing is?”







Two pairs of eyes looked at me interrogatively. I sighed heavily and continued,







“If your dragon-slayers hadn’t boarded the flagship, Vitalis would already have been dead. I’m almost certain of it. He wouldn’t have been able to reach the subterranean sea of Xokrall without our help. And once he found himself here, and managed to survive the worst of what he’d been hit with, he realized that delayed death magic didn’t work as well here, so he darted towards Angora. I remember seeing a headline that went, ‘Jog Away From a Heart Attack’ once, and that’s pretty much what he’s doing. That’s what makes the situation so funny in a very macabre way. Your lot was planning to get to Angora, anyway, weren’t they?”







“Well…”







“Via another path, though, right?”







“Yeah.”







“I know of three paths,” Gluggarius leaned forward, listening intently. “The Subterranean Sea of Xokrall, the Odes of Tantariall, and the mythical Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol, which translates from the language of the Ancients as…”







“The Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way” Orbit looked like a water cobra all of a sudden, rising from the puddle and popping up in front of the achylote, swaying from side to side. “I-i-i-i-interesting,”







“The Crazy Loner’s Dark Path,” the achylote nodded. “That’s the translation I have heard.”







“I’ve never heard of this thing at all,” the half-orc roared. “What exactly is a ‘crazy loner’s path’?”







“I’ve never heard of it, either,” I said. “But that’s not what we’re talking about now.”







My interjection was ignored completely. Glugg made himself comfortable in his droplet, lowered his voice, and started talking enthusiastically. He must have had a great interest in the topic.







“Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol, the Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way… I like this translation a lot more. Another name, also in the language of the departed ancient race, is the Ancient Gremlin Path.”







“The Path of the Ancient Gremlin,” the elf countered. “The very one!”







“No matter how hard I tried, though, I haven’t managed to find out much about it, even though I was prepared to pay dearly for any morsel of knowledge. However, I stopped my research when I came across the information that the translation was literal. The third option is for a crazy loner. Not a clan, a group, or even a pair of players. You’re supposed to go solo. And that’s insane—covering the entire distance to Angora on your own is just impossible. Who could pull it off? No one I know, that’s for sure!”







I glanced at Orbit inadvertently. I knew just the person who could—there he was, sitting in a puddle, wiping his wet skull, and looking very alert. With enough time to level up his character and his skills, Orbit would have been able to pull off such a feat, and he’d have an unparalleled trove of experience to draw upon. Him—and none other. On the condition he didn’t lose interest midway.







The Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way indeed…







Who was crazy enough to try something like that—and confident enough to boot?







Other than Orbit, of course…















 
Chapter Eight
































TAKING A TRIP TO HELL
 on one’s own seemed like a very wild fancy indeed.







“But what if it is a myth, after all?” I broached a suggestion, and instantly checked myself. Glugg and Orbit suddenly became very much alike at that moment, giving me a look reserved by true believers for the most shameless of apostates. I felt I had painted myself into a corner, and pulled out the first argument I could think of:







“Is there any tangible proof? Not just vague mentions in obscure sources.”







“Wussie the Gremlin.”







“A myth,” I made a dismissive gesture.







“No!” The bald elf’s exclamation was uncharacteristically emotional. He proceeded to slide into the puddle underneath him and made himself comfortable among the eels sparkling with electricity. “No. I’ve see-ee-een him.”







“The legendary gremlin?”







“Yes.”







I was astonished.







Wussie the Gremlin was the famous Waldyra’s Joker—recognized universally as the supreme master of practical jokes, even though his existence was doubted by many. It was said that even Snessus, the evil god fond of playing tricks on everyone, be they fellow gods or mere mortals, could not compare with Wussie in that respect. The gremlin was his undisputed superior in both the scale and the complexity of his mischievous undertakings.







“And what has Wussie got to do with all this?”







Glugg barged into the conversation, spinning around in his water droplet excitedly.







“It’s his path! Legend has it that there’s an unbreakable bond between the gremlin, although, presumably, he’s not a gremlin at all, and the City of the Dead. Not even the city itself, but the Gates of Tantariall, which are located close nearby. The farther away he gets from Tantariall, the stronger the magic that pulls him back gets. And it literally pulls on him like a taut rubber band. As soon as he manages to show his face above ground and wreak some mischief, he instantly gets pulled back to Angora via the path of least resistance.”







“A stalk-way,” Orbit bubbled from his puddle, playing the staring game with an enormous eel, which was getting curious. “A sta-a-a-a-alk-way…”







“Yes. You could say that the gremlin blazed this trail with his own body. He certainly broke through a couple of walls with his head,” Glugg grunted and folded his arms behind his head, looking wistful. “Can you imagine a challenge like that? So much adrenaline! Constantly treading a thin line—with no room for a single slip-up!”







“What do you mean by that?”







“There’s no room for a single slip-up when you’re breaking through a wall with your head?”







“No! Once you enter the path, you have to follow it to the end, knowing you cannot die. Dying on the Gremlin’s path is strictly prohibited.”







“No de-e-e-e-eaths…”







“That’s too much,” the treasurer grimaced. “Are you kidding me? Going solo—why, even if you load up with a ton of scrolls for every eventuality, you can still bungle it and…”







“You cannot!” The elf and the achylote said in unison.







“You cannot what? Bungle? For a lot of folks, bungling is a lifelong condition.”







“You cannot load up with a ton of anything! You can’t take much with you. There’s a strict limit on weapons, equipment, scrolls, and potions.”







Orbit nodded in affirmation, extending both his hands forward with fingers splayed out.







A total of ten items? That sounded even more extreme.







“I must say,” I grunted. “Travel to hell light? Actually, this is more like extra light…. I’m afraid I must echo Bom’s words—this is indeed too much. No supplies, no deaths, no group. And as for the possibility to return for any supplies and repairs if needed—oh, just me guess…”







“No!”







I expected that answer.







“And I believe that the way itself…”







“Will present all kinds of challenges,” Glugg flashed a broad and dreamy smile. “It’s the heroes’ path. You’re guaranteed to meet amazing monsters, pass through strange and mysterious locations, and so on. There was also something mentioned about meeting those lost and the ability to learn new skills. And, obviously enough, there will be lots of battles involving all kinds of weapons and magic. Bearing in mind that weapons break, and that there are places where some kinds of magic do not work as expected, or indeed work at all. The whole place is a world unto itself with laws of its own. Tell me, Ros… Would you take such a risk if you had a chance?”







“What risk?” I was taken aback. “If I understood you right, if you die, you’re out, and that’s it, right?”







“Right.”







“And you’ll never be able to find the path again.”







“Never. You only get once chance.”







“Well, it’s not that much of a risk, then. My wispy corpse and the remnants of my shattered equipment will not be that great a loss. I might lose a level, or, perhaps, one of my skills will roll back at the worst. Still, a chance of an adventure like that…”







“Whosoever leaves the path before reaching its end will be cast down, returned to the very beginning of their worldly journey, and also cursed!” Glugg growled menacingly, his voice dropping an octave.







“Cursed,” Orb echoed.







“And what exactly does ‘cast down and returned to the very beginning’ mean?” Bom asked, pensively tugging at his protruding lower lip.







“I harbor a dire suspicion,” I confessed, “but that would be beyond the pale.”







“The penalty for dying on the trail, or prematurely abandoning it, is a full erasure of acquired levels and skills, the imposition of a formidable curse, and a return to the starting point, or the birth portal in the very Crche where your journey commenced,” Glugg delineated. His voice bore the brisk precision of a seasoned financier forecasting a market collapse on a TV broadcast. “This stuff’s as serious as it gets. The Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way, or Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol, is the shortest and the most dangerous way that leads to Angora. With the strictest penalties in case of defeat.”







“The bank,” Orb chimed in.







“And the private room,” Glugg nodded. “You’ll lose absolutely everything. You might transfer all your money and items to a trusted associate. But your skills and your levels…”







“Rep,” Orb interjected.







“Come again?” The achylote twitched, staring at the elf. “Hold on… Reputation, you mean? You lose your reputation?”







“Cast do-o-o-o-own,” the elf drawled with a nod. “And cu-u-u-ursed.”







“Perfect,” I laughed out, feeling the tension of the last couple of hours beginning to leave me slowly. “That’s just peachy. You lose levels, skills, money, items, and reputation.”







“Not a single clan leader would risk it!” Bom grunted. “Damn, I can’t think of anyone of any standing in the world who’d risk it. It’s pure folly. Even I would think twice—actually, more like two thousand times—about something like that. The Crche alone had cost me so much effort. I spent days bringing my Strength and Stamina up to snuff, leveling up, performing quests, and seeking out secret abilities. I didn’t rest for a moment! And the extent of my efforts to earn the favor of the locals! I was ready to lick their doormats clean! I very nearly did! The story of my ordeals at the Crche and all the hellish labor I had to perform there would leave no dry eye even in the most seasoned and cynical company! Mention me at the Crche, and half of the locals will grind their teeth, while the other half will smile, rubbing their empty purses. But no one will ever say a single word against me there, for I have left everyone perfectly satisfied. So I squeezed myself dry leveling up, and I didn’t relax in the city, either—I still worked my fingers to the bone, and kept burning the midnight oil until I got to the entrance to the Sinkhole Caverns, which was where I met Ros. That may have been the only reason I had decided to follow Ros initially—it was easier for me to be with someone like him than under the much more exacting and demanding leadership of myself! Am I unique? No. I was driven to it by circumstance. And there are lots of other folks like me—those who had started from scratch and worked hard. Right?”







Me and Glugg nodded simultaneously. Orbit beamed a smile so wide you didn’t need to ask him anything.







“So there you have it!” The half-orc grunted. He seemed to be on a roll today. “And who would risk to lose it all? Ros? Glugg? Eh? Let’s assume some hoary old bastard appears before us, hands us some map, and gives us the standard adventurer pitch—‘March forth, o Chosen One. The road to hell awaits you, and a chance to become a hero. But one death will send you back to the very start of everything…’ How long would it take you to tell gramps to shove his map up his bony old derriere?”







“There are also bonuses, Bom,” Glugg said softly. “And I couldn’t even begin to describe how plush they are.”







“Name a few.”







“The list I had come across was three-quarters incomplete. I had scoured the most secret markets of Waldyra—so black and so deep you wouldn’t believe, and I promised a very handsome reward for any information on Tantariall. And this list is one of those mind-bogglingly ancient artifacts that have survived against all odds. It says that the Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol is the path of strength. Anyone who passes even a fragment of it will gain a very special kind of strength and wisdom.”







“But you’re supposed to lose everything.”







“The curse and the loss will not affect what you gain on the Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol. Who would say no to unique skills and unique quests you could only gain access to on that path? Most importantly, and that bit was printed in crimson, anyone who manages to reach the end of Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol and get to Angora via this path will be received in the City of the Dead with great honor. Each of the souls residing there will be ready to converse with the hero—as well as the immortal Keeper of the First Gate of Tantariall, which is none other than the great practical joker Wussie the Gremlin. His efforts have given some of the players the opportunity to touch a fragment of the Gates of Divine Inferno.”







Glugg noticed the expression of genuine bewilderment on my face and started laughing.







“I take it, you’re not a Waldyra history and mythology buff, right, Ros?”







“Not even close,” I winced. “Engaging in the meticulous exploration of dusty tomes is a significant, worthwhile, and esteemed pursuit. However, it does not resonate with my personal inclinations. Poring over the tanned hide of an ancient sheep or egg-faced dribblehead, sneezing convulsively all the way is an activity I must most respectfully decline.”







“Poring over the tanned hide of an ancient sheep or egg-faced dribblehead,” Bom echoed. “Yeah, there’s also the chance that I followed you because I find your ability to generate outlandish absurdities entertaining.”







Orbit twitched in the puddle as he giggled. The electric eels moved away cautiously, possibly afraid that whatever he had could be contagious. He had inadvertently kicked one of them, and a furious bolt of lightning shot through the water. Orbit sat up with a jerk, wiped the boiling water off his bald head, and froze, giving the eel an ugly look. The eel stared back, moving the end of its tail as if to convey that there was more where that came from. I wondered if that counted as electrical nerve stimulation.







“I never suspected myself of such proclivities, either,” the achylote continued, “and I wouldn’t engage in any such activity out of idle curiosity. But if I hear the jingle of coins or catch the scent of opportunity, I will instantly transform into an avid historian. When I got interested in Tantariall and started digging, I kept coming across mentions of Angora, the gates, Wussie, and the tablets that he had spread all across Waldyra bearing the incredibly stupid and deliberately incorrectly-written legend, “Me Make This. Wussie Gremlin.” The tablets are made of a unique metal that the players call wussite.”







“Wussite,” Orbit nodded.







Roskie muttered something in a disgruntled voice from her perch next to the porthole. She threw the fishing rod onto the floor in frustration then just stood there, arms akimbo, with a pensive glare on her face. I assumed she had trouble fishing. I turned my attention back to Glugg’s story.







“It’s the metal of the Ancients, and it’s absolutely indestructible. It was utilized in the construction of the divine inferno. But let’s call things what they are. Tantariall isn’t exactly inferno; it’s an establishment for housing the most dangerously unhinged characters of the divine persuasion. After all, gods are immortal, and you can’t just let them run loose if they lose their minds. So the mischievous gremlin crafts his tablets from scraps of this metal. Anyone who laid hands on them touched the very walls and gates of Tantariall. Who knows—they might have even felt the dust of Angora under their fingertips…”







“It almost sounds cool,” I said. “Who’s this gremlin, anyway?”







“Whatever he is, he isn’t a gremlin,” Glugg said slowly after a pause. “I think he’s the last one of the Ancients left alive.”







Glugg wanted to add something, but I stopped him with a gesture, observing Orbit closely. He’d managed to make his peace with the eels already, and was wearing two of them like scarves, whispering something to them with a mischievous grin on his face. In a few seconds, the eels splashed into a nearby puddle, lighting it up in an array of electric sparks. There was a splash and a ripple, and I saw someone’s vague shape twitch in the water. A wisp of acrid smoke went up into the air, and I saw the Black Baroness herself standing in the middle of the puddle. She was staring daggers at everyone, but she didn’t look the least bit embarrassed.







“What is it?” She met my stare, throwing away the snakelike fish, which seemed to be grinning mischievously.







“Oh, nothing,” I spread my arms. “Whisper! And where would you be hiding?”







There was silence.







I glanced at BB sideways—she seemed to have stifled a cough. So the iron lady did get a little embarrassed after all? I repeated,







“Whisper! Enough hiding, you little rascal! Since the boss is here, you’re definitely lurking somewhere nearby!”







“What if I’m busy elsewhere?” A familiar voice rang somewhere near, chuckling maniacally. “Oh well…”







A blurry figure came out of another puddle, coming into focus slowly. The smiling Whisper spread his arms, as if to say it was nothing personal.







“Was it your idea?” I asked.







“Well…”







“It was!” Baroness grunted, as she grabbed her grinning brother by the throat and started strangling him. “Hell and damnation! All I wanted was to join the conversation! I even brought coffee! But Whisper suggested we do it like we did in the good old days, sneak up on you, and listen to you trash-talk us!”







“That was actually the furthest thing from our minds.”







“I know. Whatever made me do it?”







“You have bu-u-u-urnout and cra-a-a-a-ave fu-u-un…”







“I know!” Baroness repeated, clenching her fingers. “Don’t I just…”







“So it was your idea,” I sighed, grabbing Orbit by the foot and pulling him towards me.”







“Don’t get your panties in a bunch about it!”







“Roskie, sweetheart!”







“Yes, dad?”







“What did you say about your line just a minute ago?”







“It’s the fifth already that’s snapped! There’s something fast, big, and very strong out there, may all the tropical storms take it and drag it to the bottom!” She pointed at the blackness outside the porthole angrily. “I need a stronger line!”







“Uncle Whisper has just the thing. It’s made of some alloy of steel and silver, long, and has divine durability! He’ll be delighted to give it to you.”







“Really?” Roskie’s eyes, already large, became two times bigger and shone with hope. “Wow! Uncle Whisper! Gimme!”







The sneak threw a terrified glance in my direction and leaped to the ceiling, transforming into a blur as he went. Roskie yelled something angrily, and he became visible again, tumbling from the ceiling. He dashed away on all fours, without even bothering to stand up.







“Gimme!” The young goddess said again, and the door leading outside slammed tight. “Uncle Whisper… I could really do with a strong silver line.”







The sneak looked around him, panicked, with his back against the bulkhead. There was no way out. We were at a colossal depth and kept on submerging. Any landlubber who’d leave the ship would perish at once. Most achylotes wouldn’t survive this pressure, either.







“Ros!” Whisper yelled, having realized as much. “Ros! I really love this chain! With all my heart!”







“I warned you, didn’t I?” I yelled back at him. “I did!”







“Please! Ros! Tell her!”







“Buzz off.”







“Ros… Ro-o-o-os!”







“Uncle Whisper! I want the line!”







“I’ll find you another! I promise!” Whisper stammered, horror-stricken as he watched the teenage girl walk towards him through the puddles. “I promise I’ll find and give you the best fishing line Waldyra has to offer!”







“Uncle Whisper…” Roskie didn’t even slow down. “As mommy Kyrea says, don’t let this lead to any lethal excesses. Hand over the fishing line.”







“BB! BB! Mayday! Mayday! BB! There’s a kid about to take my weapon away! Help!”







“Don’t you dare mistreat the girl. The clan of the Sleepless Ones cherishes its friendship with the glorious young goddess Roskie,” Baroness said in a singsong voice, placing an enormous coffee-pot in the puddle. “I’ll join you guys, all right? I can’t take any more of Crossbill’s tears and pleading. And, to tell you the truth… I’m sick to my guts of our usual routine. I hope you don’t mind.”







“Ros! Ros! Please! Yikes! Ros! Your daughter has pickpocket skills!”







“Shut up, Whisper,” Baroness asked.







“Yeah, shut up, Uncle Whisper,” Roskie echoed. “Snitches get stitches!”







“No! No!”







The sneak managed to wriggle out and dashed off. He seemed to disappear and reappear all the time. Roskie, who was following the spy and assassin, didn’t let him use any of his skills. I didn’t feel sorry for him, and I had no time for his complaints. Roskie would manage. It would do her good to practice localizing, neutralizing, and, possibly, exterminating Waldyra’s tenacious and ubiquitous sneaks.







“So he’s the last one of the Ancients left alive,” I repeated. “What does knowing that give us?”







“Nothing,” the achylote shrugged, eagerly returning to the topic. “Oh, thank you.”







He accepted a mug of coffee from BB and passed his hand over the mug. A gray mist covered it. I had heard about that spell before—it was one of the ways to enjoy landlubber beverages underwater.







“I have been digging a lot, and accumulating all the information I could find about Tantariall.”







“As have we all,” Baroness said. “Why don’t we pool our resources?”







“We might, at that,” the achylote agreed.







The two of them looked at me. I spread my hands.







“No problem with me. But it’s Orb and Mistress Mythrell that you should really be asking. There’ll be time for that later. In the meantime, what else do you know about this path?”







“A few things. I know that the Gremlin’s Path intersects the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall in one or two places. We might even see it if we’re lucky. There’s nothing else—other than my own ruminations concerning the kind of player who’d be able to traverse the entire path and survive all its perils. You’d need a specific class—a player prepared for anything. You need to be quick, agile, and very inconspicuous if needed. You need to be able to use different kinds of magic. And I am of the opinion that you can’t make it on skills and magic alone.”







“Equipment?” Bom suggested.







“No,” the achylote shook his head. “You would need extensive experience of playing solo and not as part of a group. I tried to compile a list of players who could pull it off once. You used to be among my top candidates, milady,” Glugg nodded to Baroness solemnly. “And Whisper.”







“A-a-a-a-argh!” The sneak said as he dashed by.







“But then I crossed you out. You always play as part of a group, and you’re used to having support.”







I thought Baroness would take offense at that. After all, her character class was near-unique. But the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones only nodded her agreement.







“That’s right. The game requires experience in general, but solo gaming is particularly demanding in that respect. It takes a special set of skills to always count on no one but yourself. Tell me more about it, please.”







Glugg nodded, and readily started to reiterate what he had already told us. I listened to him while watching Roskie corner Whisper—and the corner in question was on the ceiling. He was hanging in there and trying to negotiate with the young goddess underneath with a pleading expression on his face. Roskie kept pointing at the floor in front of her with her index finger, making the sneak slide down slowly. He kept chattering all along, hoping to talk her out of taking his chain against all odds.







I smiled in complete satisfaction—this was the real school of life.







Some vague memory tugged at me, somehow connected to Glugg’s tale about the Gremlin’s Path. It wasn't about the path itself, but rather who had the chops to truly navigate it, boasting a wealth of survival experience under the most unusual conditions. But before the memory could take form, the spotlights unexpectedly flared up twice as bright as before, starting to devour the already meager reserves of mana pumped into the flagship.







Crossbill’s calm and steady voice came from above.







“There’s been a report from the scouts. We are closing in on a group of towering sinkhole formations. There are stalagmites and stalactites galore. Light flickers in some, suggesting a welcoming sanctuary, possibly offering us refuge and the opportunity to mend the dragon-inflicted damage on our stern… Our destination is a mere two nautical miles away. Reconnaissance keeps a vigilant watch. As a precaution, I advise all personnel and passengers to brace for a possible hostile boarding.”







* * *







The fear of a boarding never materialized. To our enormous relief, no one dared to attack the enormous flagship, whose crew was far from full. Every fighter mattered, and it would be very challenging to defend every corner of the vast vessel from the enemy.







However, it was replaced with other fears.







We peered into the approaching sinkhole formations as seen on displays and through portholes, fully equipped and ready for battle. It was growing ever bigger—it felt as if we were entering the Cyclopean Trenchmaw’s open jaws. From a distance of one mile the magical artifacts allowed us to see the damage done to the formations. The scouts were waiting for us to collect them. They decided not to venture in on their own, and I could relate. Going in without a sturdy rock armor and many layers of magic shields would be madness. The battle sperm whale and the sharks entered the hatch that opened in the side of the flagship. The poor whale would finally be able to take his first breath in hours.







The flagship slowed down as it entered what I called the “asteroid belt.” The water around us was filled by floating rocks, many of which still burned furiously, tumbling over in jets of steam and boiling water. A large fragment the size of an apartment block was spinning slowly, all covered in soot and throwing off cascades of sparks with every revolution as it showed us a long scar left by claws and a hollow inside, with air bubbles and objects that bore an uncanny resemblance to furniture coming out. There were three more similar fragments behind the first one. The enormous tunnel narrowed here a little, and we could see that the waves lapping at its walls were carrying rock rubble.







The flagship started to submerge in order to pass underneath the enormous spinning boulder. We all instinctively hunched our shoulders—if the boulder suddenly lost its buoyancy and crashed down, we’d get squashed.







The accursed dragon had laid waste to everything in its path.







There was enough space between the broken-off fang-like rocks, which were coming into view, for the dragon to pass through without lingering. However, the dying lizard had still decided to pause here, and the damage it had dealt to everything around it was extensive. Any rocks that had resisted his fiery breath were smashed by his horrifying claws and tail.







Around us lay a slowly-churning sorry chaos of melted and shattered rock.







A figure of compact stature drew my attention—a dark-haired dwarf clad in a simple white shirt and gray trousers. He ambled up to the front panoramic window, clasped his hands behind him, and fell into a quiet standstill, his gaze absorbed in the turbulent spectacle of charred and smashed stone. His nickname was in green lettering—Crow Eater. His level was safely concealed. The dwarf’s left hand was covered with a massive steel gauntlet, inset with three stones. The gauntlet was old and crisscrossed with deep scratches. The dwarf was standing about three paces from me, and the gauntlet was in my plain sight. Yet I wouldn’t be able to see any information about it—this was clearly no ordinary item. And the dwarf himself was anything but simple, either.







Crow the dwarf, as sullen as the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall itself. He was sullen and he had a temper on him—that much was clear from his very posture. It obviously took him a lot of effort to keep calm, and the sight of the chaos outside hardly made him any more placid. A slender red-headed elfish figure moved towards him gracefully. This player was dressed just as unpretentiously, but there hung a large dagger on her belt, and an umbrella in a crimson sheet on her back, much to my surprise. It had a wooden handle covered in intricate carvings. Really, an umbrella?







A soft but clear voice said,







“Hey! Enough already.”







“I’m absolutely calm.”







“Yeah, right. Pull the other one! We’ve done everything right. It’s not our fault the circumstances were what they were.”







The elf gave the dwarf a shove.







“Why don’t you try to relax a little, Croachie-Sensei?”







“It wasn’t the circumstances, it was our impatience! We had to stick to our original plan. It was well-thought-out and should have been implemented without undue haste.”







“Oh, stop whining already. Nothing’s changed—he’s where he was supposed to be.”







“You might be right,” the dwarf let out a long breath. “I could sure do with a mug of cold beer…”







I stepped away softly to give them some privacy. They were clearly a couple. An odd one, even in terms of height, but a couple nevertheless.







The flagship shuddered almost imperceptibly, and there was a dull thud. Crossbill’s tense voice sounded from the ceiling:







“Everything’s fine. The shields have held. There’ll be another tangential impact… Here it comes!”







Another heavy thump. The Black Queen kept descending, and soon the thuds started coming from its rock-clad bottom. The dark shadow of the colossal hollow stalactite started to move back, disappearing behind our stern.







We were crawling close to the bottom. The flagship inched its way forward, barely avoiding the jagged rocks jutting up from below. I saw flashes, realizing the Black Queen had opened fire, and tensed, waiting for the enemy to come into view. Then I heaved a sigh of relief when I saw a huge boulder that had been approaching us fall into rubble without making a sound. We were merely clearing the path. Still, seeing sharp rock fragments fly right at our portholes was unsettling.







“We’re about to surface. BB, I need authorization to send out scouts.”







“Into this mess of rock? No way,” BB said. “They won’t have a chance.”







“Understood. Permission to boost the front shields further?”







“No! Crossbill! You know the amount of mana left in the jars better than me! Take her through the best you can!”







“Aye aye, cap’n!”







Crossbill fell silent. I looked at Baroness with respect. She was tense—incredibly so. The brief respite was over. It was only now becoming clear how dangerous the floating “asteroid field” left by Vitalis was. We were moving through a dark mass of water, surrounded by sparks winking into life and going out instantly, stone shards hovering in the water like celestial bodies, boulders careening into walls and shattering into shrapnel-like bursts, multicolored clouds of steam and mud, and there were several lights promising hope of a safe haven pulsing in the distance. You couldn’t help feeling you were aboard some galactic cruiser navigating through an asteroid belt.







Crossbill’s voice returned, and several others joined him. The resulting businesslike hubbub only added to the illusion of being in deep space.







“A block of blue ice on collision course approaching from our right.”







“Shall we burn it?”







“No! It looks weird! Shatter it!”







“Roger.”







“Cancel surfacing! The boulder is spinning! We’ll crash into it!”







“Acknowledged. Canceling surfacing. Turn off the bottom shield. Reroute all power to the head shield.”







“Done.”







“Shipwrights, stay alert! There’s a leak in one of the upper holds!”







“Port! Port side! Three boulders! Impact”







There was a shove.







“Impact!”







The flagship groaned softly.







“Impact!”







There was a tense pause, followed by a relieved,







“The shields held! But the leak in the hold has gotten worse.”







“We’re here already! Proceeding to patch it!”







“Up! Up! There’s a rock blade at the bottom!”







“We can’t go up! There’s a boulder blocking the way!”







“Crap!”







“Get ready for impact! Reroute all the power to the bottom shield! Damn!”







The Black Queen shuddered and lunged left, giving a list and dragging its bottom across the jagged fin-like rock.







“The shield didn’t hold! Move her up a little, Crossbill! Up!”







Baroness clenched her fists. I could see just how wound up she was—she was standing right next to me.







“BB! Permission to use more juice! Please!”







“No!”







“Crossbill! Go up! Crap! Crap! We have a new breach! Water in the hold! The gash is nine feet long… twelve feet long… twenty… thirty feet… Jesus Christ, we’re being gutted like a fish!”







“Up!”







The ship groaned as it started to rise ever so ponderously, the rock blade leaving its belly at long last. We were moving forward and getting dangerously close to the gigantic spinning rock. If its trajectory changed just a tiny bit, it would crash into our bow, and our voyage would end there and then. I cursed Vitalis once again.







“We’ve passed through!” The joy in Crossbill’s voice could be felt almost physically. It was effervescent and spread all over. Only then did I realize how much tension he had been under, and shuddered inadvertently—you could die like that in both worlds at once. The story of Easy Wind, who had served his clan just as fervently and kept burning the candle at both ends before he burned out completely, was still fresh in my memory.







“The flooded hold has been isolated! The passageways are dry!”







“Excellent! Remain there until further notice!”







“Roger.”







Stone debris slid off our shields, unveiling the remaining stalagmites. The rocky tumult lay behind as the flagship burst into open space, prompting a united sigh of relief. We’d made it through at last…







I peered into the dark. Was I seeing things, I wondered? I cast my eyes upward to the flickering screen with its magnified view. Yes, there it was—a slender lace-like bridge arching between two stalagmites, dotted with a colorful array of lights. Nearby lay a large platform, appearing like a dock, surrounded by ample similar structures and vast caverns, each large enough to house a couple of blue whales. The stalactites were lit up from the inside with gleams of blue, green, and yellow, punctuating the darkness.







We had clearly arrived somewhere… But where were we?







“It looks like a very bizarre castle,” Bom rumbled, approaching.







“A haunted castle,” I added.







“You’ve watched too many horror B-movies in your life, my friend…”







I pointed towards the platform with one hand, and at the screen above us with the other.







The minuscule blinking green speck on the landing platform was vastly larger on the screen, and it instantly became clear that there was indeed a phantom hovering by the dock’s edge, appearing as a gold-toothed skeletal pirate in a sailor’s shirt coming apart at the seams, tattered trousers, and beaten-up half-boots.







“He’s signaling us to dock, I’d wager," I muttered. “Well, we could use a break and make some repairs.”







“He sports quite the grin…”







“Yeah. Looks predatory…”







“I’d say it’s more anxious,” I countered. “Time for a breather?”







“Given our bout with the ruler of these lands,” the treasurer growled, “Aye, a breather wouldn’t be out of place after such a fight.”







In our case, though, the fight with Nugrassa never took place. The strange weird creature had decided not to mess with the Black Queen after her encounter with the furious flame-breathing dragon and fled through the cracks in the ceiling. We had passed the most dangerous part of the way almost without a hitch. If it wasn’t for a couple of blows to the stern and the damage to the hull, there would have been absolutely nothing to worry about.







“Who the hell is this?” I muttered, watching a figure in billowing crimson garments marching down the partially-destroyed bridge with an ominous spring it its step. It didn’t have a hood, but the face was hidden by a cascade of black and crimson hair that resembled a sinister ethereal cloud suspended above the neck.







“Deputy director of the welcoming committee?”







“Weird,” I conveyed my impression of the figure in a single term. “Let’s go.”







“Shall we participate?” Bom glanced at me. “There’ll be all the usual welcoming rituals, I gather.”







“You bet. We’re a clan. Young and ravenous. If they serve the usual bread and salt, we’re by all means claiming our share of the bread.”







“Oh, I’ll take a bite out of the salt cellar, too!” Our parsimonious treasurer added.







* * *







We were standing inside a sausage-shaped air bubble resting on a bridge, politely listening to the undead host’s cordial words of welcome.







“Welcome to Gloomy Haven!” the skeleton uttered in what sounded like a rather cheerful mixture of roaring and bubbling. It gave a ceremonious bow, waving its spectral hat of vivid green with an elaborate flourish. “Welcome to our tranquil bay, travelers! We are delighted to see you!”







Ghostly rays, flapping their hole-ridden wings laboriously, trailed a few green seaweed threads with red flowers above our heads, quite accurately covering the bubble.







After this, there was a slightly strained pause.







Casting a mildly anxious glance at the thorns of underwater roses scraping the surface of the bubble, I shifted my gaze to Gluggarius, who was hovering nearby. He met my gaze and shook his head.







“Nope. I’m playing the part of a quiet passenger in our stagecoach.”







I didn’t look at Baroness, who was standing a long way behind us. She was clearly in no hurry to participate in the welcoming ceremony, and I could bet she was watching the proceedings with great interest.







“We, on our part, are delighted to meet our kind hosts from Gloomy Haven,” I smiled broadly, assuming the negotiator’s role. “A tranquil bay is just what our damaged underwater vessel needs.”







The skeleton snapped its jaw pensively for a while, raised its head, and slowly took in the enormous bulk of the submarine flagship. The Black Queen wasn’t merely impressive—its mass looked downright oppressive. It wasn’t our ship, but I still did feel a small surge of pride.







“We were expecting different ships here,” the skeleton confessed, tracing out something akin to a small fish with his bony fingers.







“I’m Rosgard,” I bowed belatedly, introducing myself.







“I’m Ran-Tin-Ton, Captain of Gloomy Haven. Oh, but do come in,” the skeleton perked up, making a welcoming gesture towards the yellow glow coming from a passage leading inside a colossal stalactite. “This way, please! Be our guests! And worry not—you are completely safe here. There is no threat to any of you here… Your lives are in no danger whatsoever… with one exception!” A bony finger pointed right at my chest.







There was a soft iridescent flash, and it felt as though someone had grabbed me by my armpits and dragged me aside. Kyre lunged towards me worriedly, followed by a whole bunch of others, but I waved to them reassuringly.







“I’m fine!”







I didn’t feel any threat—I got pulled out of the bubble along with some air and carried softly towards the figure in red standing at the very end of the bridge. I passed by Orbit on my way, and grabbed him by the scruff of the neck as I went. The bald elf didn’t even think of resisting. On the contrary, he rubbed his hands gleefully, clearly counting on something more interesting than a specters’ words of welcome.







We were placed down in front of the mystery figure. The vibrating voice of the skeleton with his silly name urged the rest of us to cross the bridge and enjoy their well-deserved rest, forgetting all their hardships and tribulations.”







“Rosgard,” the figure leaned forward, easily getting inside the expanded bubble. “You have issued a challenge…”







“Well, yes, something like that did happen,” I nodded, giving the strange figure a close scrutiny.







I didn’t want to seem rude, but this weird character’s wet hair kept standing on end, weaving tightly around a neck that looked disproportionately thin—possibly constricted—and was swaying gently. No face could be seen anywhere. We had someone in a cape with a bunch of hair instead of a head. I itched to part the wet tresses and take a look at the self-important mug behind them.







“A reckless challenge has been issued to the great Nugrassa, ruler of these waters from the very entrance to the Gloomy Haven’s first bridge,” the figure’s voice rustled gently.







“That’s right. However, Nugrassa has declined our challenge.”







“No, she hasn’t… It’s just that her domain only reaches the first bridge of Gloomy Haven,” this time the voice hissed rather than rustled.







“She ran away,” I drawled lazily, making a show of scrutinizing my fingernails.







“She has accepted the challenge!”







“That’s a lie!” The elf winced and drummed on the hilt of his faithful knife with his fingers as he studied our interlocutor pensively.







Was it a ghost, I wondered? Orbit probably had skills that allowed him to detect things like that. He was a spirit-talker, after all.







“The Great Nugrassa has accepted the challenge! Agree to this—or admit you never issued her a challenge!”







So that’s how they wanted to play it…







I glanced at the elf. He gave a near-imperceptible shrug in his usual manner. Sometimes I had to exercise all my restraint not to kick him.







“So she has,” I grinned broadly, selecting the only option that we were apparently being offered. “The Great Nugrassa did accept our challenge, but we were moving so quickly as we…”







“…fled…” the figure interjected.







“…were carried by the current,” I pretended not to have heard the mendacious and insulting prompt, “that we haven’t managed to stop properly before reaching the first bridge.”







I wanted to add that our ship was still in Nugrassa’s domain—after all, the Black Queen didn’t move past the first bridge. However, I refrained from doing so, realizing that bickering would get us nowhere, but if I made a few accommodations, they might be to our eventual advantage.







“There are two of you here,” our mysterious opponent took a step back, and their quivering hair seemed to have gotten less tense. “Take three more and set forth! It’s time for the battle to begin! Nugrassa has been waiting for too long to meet the impertinent mortals who had dared to challenge her. Name your companions, Rosgard the Impudent!”







“Hold on!” I raised my hand, starting back from the pulsating green sphere that lit up between the figure’s palms. “Five of us? To battle Nugrassa? It’s not fair!”







“Yes it is!”







“No it isn’t!” I snapped.







“Fair and square!” The hissing became so shrill the air bubble started to vibrate.







“We breathe air, and we have no ship!”







“Oh, there’s enough air there… delicious and fresh… worry not about that, Rosgard the Impudent. Breathing will not be a problem for you—or your companions. Let’s go!”







“No! It’s not fair! These are not the conditions under which the challenge has been issued!” I didn’t relent.







I saw Nugrassa, and she looked terrifying. No way would I go up against a creature like that with a skeleton crew of five fighters—that would be tantamount to a suicide mission.







“The Great Nugrassa has been gravely wounded by a terrible dragon. Incidentally, weren’t you the ones who had sent it?”







“The dragon has inflicted damage on us, too,” I waved them away. “He’s our enemy, too.”







“Name three more fighters.”







“That’s not enough!”







“Are you afraid? Then acknowledge that your challenge was issued erroneously, and that you’re taking it back!”







“No!” I shook my head and stomped on the wet porous rock, sending a cascade of drops flying. “I’m right here. Standing on the first bridge and waiting for the Great Nugrassa. Why doesn’t she come and fight me here?”







“She’s wounded…”







“And so are we. Our ship has been damaged.”







I didn’t even have to prove anything—the Black Queen was right behind us, and her rock hull was covered in numerous patches of different colors and types.







There was a pause. I didn’t know what was happening in our somber interlocutor’s digital brain, but I wasn’t planning on hurrying them up. I made a bored face, turned away, and peered at the sullen panorama of the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall.







“Name five!”







“That’s not enough!”







“You didn’t ask about the reward, Rosgard the Impudent! And you should have!”







“All right, what’s the reward?”







“The time of your journey!”







“What about it?”







“Don’t try my patience, Rosgard the Precipitous! The Sea of Xokrall reaches the border of the Kingdom of Angora. But the sea is vast and dark… and full of dangers. Why not shorten the time of your voyage?”







“By how much?”







What would I hear, I wondered? How much shorter was our voyage supposed to become? Ten leagues? Fifty leagues? A day of traveling?”







“If you defeat Nugrassa, the ruler of the dark waters of the subterranean sea… your voyage will become three times shorter! There’ll be five of you, and only one of her. Besides, she’s wounded. Sounds fair… Doesn’t it, Rosgard the Brave?”







“Let there be six of us, at least,” I offered.







“Five! No more bargaining, Ros-s-s-sgard!”







What the hell was going on? Didn’t we receive the message that Nugrassa had declined the challenge and run away? And there we were being dictated idiotic conditions.







I glanced at Orb, only to see the bald elf aglow with enthusiasm, giving me a thumbs-up gesture and nearly sticking his thumb up my nose. Well, sure enough, this one was all about having fun. Dying wasn’t much of a problem for as long as there was fun to be had.







“Could you at least provide more details?” I tried to bargain for any advantage I could get.







“No! You’re too cautious for a brave warrior, Rosgard! Are you afraid?”







“Of Nugrassa? Sure am!” I confessed easily. “A lot! She’s a mighty and formidable opponent, and we could get killed easily.”







The figure did not approach this time—on the contrary. Its crimson attire billowed as it started back and froze at some distance from me. There was a pause of at least twenty seconds before the conversation resumed.







“One needs bravery and honesty to make such an admission… All right, Rosgard the Almost Wise… Six of you! There are two of you in front of me. I need you to name four more—and we are done bargaining!”







“All right,” I nodded. “Six, including myself. And I can call any of the companions who have traveled with me.”







“Yes. Name a companion, and if they agree, they will join you. I’m waiting!”







“Hey, hold on, I’m not ready yet!” I raised my hands. “You could at least give us some time to prepare! We didn’t even take any weapons with us—who comes to greet their friendly hosts armed?”







“You have an hour…” the figure rustled. Then its garments flapped again, and it left the air bubble. It floated to the edge of the bridge and pointed at me. “One hour, Rosgard. And that’s final. Do you agree?”







“Yes!”







“You have issued a challenge to the Great Nugrassa, and she has accepted it bravely. Is it true? And remember—if you succeed, your reward will be lavish and miraculous! So, did the Great Nugrassa accept your challenge?”







“She did!”







“Bravely and resolutely?”







“Yes!”







“But she was wounded, and didn’t manage to catch up with you.”







“Yes.”







“And then, upon catching up with you at the border of her domain, she offered you an honest fight, correct?”







“Yes!”







“You were declared winner by mistake the first time. It was but a trick played by fortune, was it not?”







“It was.”








??????????????????????


!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


???????????????







Rosgard, clan leader of the Heroes of the Final Frontier, is declared the winner!







Rosgard, clan leader of the Heroes of the Final Frontier, has challenged Nugrassa, the ancient guardian of the subterranean sea, to a battle!







Nugrassa has heard the challenge!







The challenge has been accepted!







Nugrassa the Guardian is waiting patiently for those who dared to challenge her!







Time left until teleport activation: 59:58… 59:57…









“I-i-i-i-interesting,” Orbit stroked his bumpy cranium gently. “I’m co-o-o-oming along!”







“As if you could decline…” I grunted as I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck again and dragged him toward the shimmering entrance.







The bubble had shifted obediently, much to my relief—I don’t know how long we’d have to wait otherwise waiting for whoever was responsible for moving air bubbles at abysmal depths. There were all kinds of occupations in Waldyra—including movers of air bubbles, apparently.







There was a veritable swarm of thoughts buzzing in my head.







Most importantly, who would come with me? I knew the names of some of the folks I would like to see by my side on this strange adventure. I only wondered if they would agree.







When the air bubble reached the entrance, I thrust my hand through its shimmering wall to feel whatever it was outside. It would probably have looked weird from the outside. My fingers felt nothing, and there was something dripping on them. Rosgard the Almost Wise came to the brilliant conjecture that no dripping could happen underwater. I got out, pulled Orbit with me, and pointed at him.







“You and me make two. I’m a dysfunctional mage, and you’re a spirit-talker. At least a few things are clear already. Let’s go…”







We were at the mouth of a gorge—it was technically a passage in the rock, but the ceiling was at a dizzying height. Frequent droplets fell from it, resulting in a scattering of salty puddles on its irregular floor. Small creatures frolicked in those, swiftly fleeing from the rhythm of our approaching footsteps.







“Hey, Whisper! There’s a unique quest available, and it involves the grandmother of all battles. The number of participants is limited, so I’m wondering whether I should choose you or BB…”







“We’ve read it! READ IT! Nugrassa’s challenge! Pick me, Ros! Brother! Pick me!”







He instantly sent a followup message:







“PICK ME!”







I didn’t answer at once, having decided to let him marinate a little while I thought, and wrote to the most powerful battle mage I knew. My message was short,







“Malice…”







The answer came at once.







“I’m coming with you, my friend and apprentice! Getting ready at once!”







Sly old fox…







“Just try it, Ros. I dare you. I double-dare you. Just you try to pull a fast one on me again.”







The Black Baroness was inimitable in her ability to intimidate you and sound hurt at the same time.







And so we had two mages, a spirit-talker, two sneaks… five altogether…







Should I take one of my fellow clan members? We were still too young. So there were three Sleepless Ones and two Heroes. And one free place left. Incidentally, what would I want two sneaks for? If I was instinctively trying to put together a classical balanced adventurer party, two killers were too much.







“Uh…” A shadow knit itself out of thin air and made a splash as it fell into a puddle.







Before Whisper had time to get up, Baroness, who had also materialized out of nowhere, squeezed his face back into the water and smiled warmly,







“Went to meet your friend, did you?” She looked up and gave me the same smile. “I bet you’re thinking, hey, what the hell do I need two sneaks for in my group?”







“That’s a bet you’d certainly win,” I shook my head looking at Whisper trying to free himself futilely.







He chose a different way of evading—there was a flash of some fire magic spell, and the puddle became a cloud of steam that flew away.







“Ros…” Whisper wheezed. “We’ve fought side by side as brothers-in-arms ever since that swamp affair!”







“I’m a mage!” Malice said in a cool and dignified voice as he passed by the two killers. “You won’t manage without me, anyway!”







“Right on!” I raised my voice. “Apart from the thrill we’ll get out of it, there’s something a lot more important—if we win, the journey will be cut to a third of its overall duration. That’s a lot! A lot less nights spent navigating dark waters and fighting through hordes of unfamiliar monsters.”







About five seconds later Baroness raised an objection,







“That’s excellent news, of course. But I’m afraid that in our case it won’t change anything, what with Whisper getting too brazen for his own good…”







The sneak’s face was plunged into another puddle.







Malice drew a sigh as he looked at the two assassins reaffirming their pecking order, waved his hands, and asked,







“Is there any information at all?”







“There is some.”







“Such as?”







“There’s a lot of delicious fresh air there, wherever that place is.”







“Rosgard!” BB snapped. “Really! I can do a lot more! And he’s only of any use as a cutthroat!”







“Oh!” I raised my finger and turned to Orbit. “Perhaps I should take Alishana along? On the other hand… she needs to stay here.”







“Mistry,” Orb said. “And all of these.”







I pondered this for a moment, and then nodded my acquiescence.







“It’s decided, then. Me, BB, Malice, Orb, Whisper, and Mistress Mythrell! That’s our team. And we have fifty minutes to prepare!”







“I could order you to stay here,” Baroness said to the sneak as she released him, leaving him lying in the water. “As a guard…”







“Baroness… My beloved mother…”







“Zip it and get ready.”







I couldn’t remember ever seeing Whisper disappear so fast.







“What’s in it for you, Ros?” Baroness squinted.







“Me personally?”







“Yeah.”







“It’s an opportunity to change my character class,” I decided to be honest with her.







“You’re telling the truth, aren’t you… Are you taking the wolf along?”







“Nope.”







“Roskie?”







“Yeah. I’d rather he stayed and guarded her. Alongside Alishana and Kyrea.”







“If you don’t use the wolf, give it to your daughter,” the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones said sententiously. “My pet keeps evolving. And yours spends most of its time fishing. It would make more sense for you to get a regular pet—but one that would stay by you all the time.”







“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it a lot myself lately,” I admitted. “All right, let’s get ready! The clock is ticking…”







* * *







“A new adventure is like grease for the joints of any adventurer!” Mistress Mythrell said in a didactic tone, stepping over the remains of a very bizarre creature.







“Not only the joints,” Whisper said in a small voice. He was peering into the darkness that lay in front of us.







“Keep your sad and disgraceful recollections to yourself, you miserable oaf,” Malice grunted, freezing in place while checking the condition of the group’s auras.







I decided not to interfere in their conversation, turning my attention to the pile of bones we’d encountered instead.







I mused about what kind of strange creatures they must have belonged to.







Their torsos were conical and had a single spiral rib. There was a double spine, three legs, four arms, and a long cylindrical skull with two triangular eye sockets. The creatures’ size varied between three and ten feet. I checked whether communications worked, and then sent about a dozen of the most epic screenshots to my fellow clan members, who were dying of curiosity.







Communications were highly selective. Only the group chat worked. There was no video feed, but we could still send messages and screenshots. However, this only worked one way—we could receive nothing from them and were therefore completely isolated. Still, we had planned for this eventuality, and received many requests to send as many illustrated messages as we could from our fellow clan members.







Nugrassa seemed to have tricked us.







I had expected to find myself a few paces away from her lair, assuming we’d be faced with a gigantic half-sunk hole with a hideous beast rolling in the mud inside it. And we came out of the teleport ready to fight. We found ourselves in a place that was indeed half-sunk, and it looked very peculiar.







We were in a cave overgrown by damp and stuffy jungle divided into segments, gorges, and valleys by walls of rock. There was soft damp soil underneath our feet, strewn with bones and rotting vegetation. In the distance, where Baroness had ventured for recon, the domes of grand buildings peaked over the treetops. There were holes in them. No sun was observable, yet daylight clearly lit the area, creating a hot environment and thick mists.







Grasping the extent to which we’d been had, and with over six miles of thick jungle ahead if we aimed for those edifices, I took the most rational course of action—namely, called for a halt and dispatched a scout ahead.







There was a brief altercation when Whisper, looking positively aglow with a kamikaze’s zeal on his face, declared that all sneaks were equal in a group. Baroness glared at him, but he would not subside, extending his fist defiantly. Three rounds of rock-paper-scissors decided the victor, It was Baroness. She disappeared in the wall of shrubs that lay ahead, and I once again noted to myself that the ties that bound BB, Whisper, Malice, and Crimson Lynx together were much tighter than what was normal for clans. Their inner circle was also a lot more egalitarian than what one might have assumed initially.







While I waited for my celebrity scout to return, I tried to assess our chances.







Pets were out of the equation. The teleport did not pick them up. Me, Orbit, and Mistry tried to take along three giant armadillos. They were excellent swimmers, and they lived on the banks of large warm Waldyran rivers. All of them were loaded up with all manner of useful stuff. Only seven of us made it as a result—five players, a local dwarf lady, and Baroness’s legendary pet, which stayed with its owner. I nearly got digital heartburn from a surge of perfectly real envy. Was it a property of legendary pets that I’d been unaware of?







Each of us, with the exception of Orbit, was carrying a backpack loaded with the maximum weight they could freely carry, including scrolls with spells for every eventuality, elixirs, extra equipment, and weapons, as well as a lot of smaller stuff. The backpacks were naturally charmed to the max to make them lighter and sturdier, expand their capacity, protect them from thieves’ spells, and so on. We had come prepared for a long and fierce battle.







But there was no battle so far.







And there was a long road ahead of us.







What about the E. A. F. D. status?







Apparently, there was none.







Which, frankly, was most peculiar.







We were in a new location. Waldyra’s laws were variable, but some things remained constant—namely, that anyone who discovered a new location was hit by the E. A. F. D. status, receiving a commemorative figurine as a consolation prize. The Land Beyond was like that, as well as a number of other locations.







Not this place, though.







We couldn’t even see the location’s name.







“So, what do you intend to do, Rosgard the Glorious?” Mistraille was radiant with enthusiasm and looked impatient.







I didn’t marvel much at her being this energetic—she had already made a loud declaration to the effect that she was very pleased by how good and honest Rosgard and Orbit, who had promised her a journey to Angora, kept their word. As if we were a pair of particularly bright puppies…







“Have you already made up your mind about everything? Do you have a plan? Without a plan, adventurers are good as dead! As the natives of the Manitunian Islands say, you have to think thrice before you enter the rocky ballbreaker’s cavern.” The dwarf lady saw our perplexed faces (Whisper had joined us in the meantime) and explained, “It uses rock spheres as a weapon. So, have you come up with a momentous decision yet?”







“I have indeed.”







I noticed Orbit perk up and shook my head, saying,







“The decision will be a boring one.”







A shadow slid past the disappointed elf noiselessly. Baroness stopped two paces away from me, brushed a string of brown algae off her wet sleeve, looking lost in thought, and then peered at me.







“There’s so much I don’t even know where to begin… Uh… I’m really out of the habit of reporting. Anyway… Let me describe the avenues of approach…”







“Hold on,” I stopped her, rummaging through the settings, and then made a brief gesture with my palm. “Here. Take it.”







“You want me to be the leader?” BB looked surprised. “Well, as a tactician I am rather…”







“It’s not just your knowledge of tactics. You’re an experienced leader. I’ve always been a regular fighter. Right now I’m a support mage with a rather limited choice of battle spells, all of them with their power cut substantially. You take all the subsequent decisions, and I obey unquestioningly. Orbit and Mistress Mythrell will follow suit.”







“Where’s the catch?” Baroness squinted at me.







“There’s none. It just doesn’t make sense for me to lead the party and give orders if there’s a leader as experienced as you in our midst. I’ve seen what you can do.”







“Even I have heard many things about the famed Black Baroness,” the brave dwarf lady grunted, tightening her belt. “Many things indeed… including that most peculiar tale of cornflower blue britches and the curse of modest shapes…”







“Urgh,” BB choked spasmodically.







Whisper and Malice stared at each other first, and then at Mistress Mythrell.







“There are no surviving witnesses of that event,” the sneak said in a low voice.







Malice nodded silently in confirmation.







“Well, I’m not even sick yet!” Mistress Mythrell threw up her chin.







“Let’s forget all about it!” Baroness raised her hand. “Many years have passed since those days. It’s all water under the bridge now. And it happened long before the Sleepless Ones had formed as a clan.”







“Right! Precisely! Water under the britches!” I butted in hastily. “Oops! Water under the bridge, I mean! All right, shall we discuss leisurewear, or shall we talk about Nugrassa?”







“Is that the only reason you are transferring leadership to me?”







“Sure,” I nodded. “Your reflexes are way better than mine, and you have tons more experience. Also, no matter how much sense my orders may make, Whisper and Malice won’t follow them quite as readily. As for Orbit… No matter who orders him, he’ll think twice before he decides whether or not he should act on them in the first place. As for Mistress Mythrell… I would very much like you to look after her. She is very dear to the Heroes’ hearts.”







“I say…” The dwarf lady gave a shy smile and nudged my shoulder with her fist. “Thank you for the care and kindness, Rosgard the Glorious,” she said. “But I am a Mythrell! And I can fend for myself! Any foe will choke on me!”







I nodded, acknowledging her response and her pride.







“All right, Ros. Are you sure your ego won’t suffer too much?” Baroness accepted leadership at last. “You’re a clan leader now, too.”







“What are you on about?” I snorted. “I’m a simple lad. Show me the quarry and I’ll hit it with a blast. If I need to crawl through mud, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll be your fighter on this mission, BB.”







“What if I botch the mission?”







“You’re more experienced than me,” I reiterated. “If you botch it, I won’t have a chance of succeeding. However, if any of those present declares he or she is more qualified to lead the group, they’re welcome to it. Any takers?”







No one spoke up—not even Orbit. That was to be expected. Group leadership required special skill.







“So there are none,” I concluded, turning back to BB. “If I, or anybody else, ends up dying, there will be no admonishments from my part. I’ll only have a single request…”







“Try to get you to Nugrassa alive and kill her?”







“Never mind that. It’s important, but I have other priorities. Mistress Mythrell. You don’t just have to keep her alive—she has to stay alive at all costs.”







“Rosgard!” Mistry piped up again.







“The rest of us are immortal,” I said curtly. The dwarf lady bit back whatever she was going to say next and gave me a long thoughtful look.







“That’s right… You otherworlders don’t mind dying.”







“That’s because we instantly become reborn,” I said. “If I die here, I’ll find myself at the Gloomy Haven. If the same thing happens to you, it’s either oblivion or Angora, if you’re lucky.”







“I’ve heard you and I acknowledge the task,” Baroness said. “But I won’t sacrifice anyone for it.”







“You can plug any breach with my body easily,” I smiled. “Or Orbit’s.”







“But…” Baroness threw a concerned look at her baby brother, who was busy studying a red oval sheet with a square hole in the middle.







“Orbit won’t mind,” I said with emphasis. “He no longer holds on to any of that malarkey. He’s one of the guys now.”







The elf gave me a quizzical look, interrupting his study of the sheet.







“How would you like me to put your baseball cap in the blender?” I asked him in a kind voice. “If I see you try to do something silly like refuse to resurrect, why, I just might decide to serve baseball cap smoothies for breakfast!”







“Yikes!” The elf shuddered. “Death is silly! Life is much be-e-e-e-etter!”







“That’s more like it!” I drew a satisfied breath and turned to BB again. “So, give orders, o valiant leader! And tell us something about what you’ve seen out there while you’re at it…”







“Sure thing,” Baroness shook her head and kicked into gear. “These shrubs don’t extend that far. The forest begins about a hundred feet away. The only problem is that all those trees grow in water that’s brown with mud. There are quite a few channels around—any achylote would feel a lot more at home here. There’s actually a lot of breathable air here, but it’s not as if it did us that much good.”







“Is the water deep?” Whisper inquired.







“I couldn’t reach the bottom with a ten-foot pole.”







“That sucks… There’s the possibility of running into large creatures.”







“There’s no E. A. F. D. status here,” I recollected.







“Some player has already been here,” Malice nodded. “Crap! And there’s no information about this place, either—so we won’t know whether or not there’s any secret knowledge or magic of the Ancients. Who was the lucky guy or girl, and what happened to them?”







“They went that way,” Baroness noticed. “Judging by the height and the footprints, it was a guy. Strong, agile, and a good jumper. I noticed almost completely overgrown marks left by a dagger or a short sword on three of the trees. We can follow in his footsteps if we hurry.”







“You mean he had come here on his own?”







“That’s what the marks and the footprints suggest. A solo adventurer.”







“No way.”







“He may have lost his group in battle,” Baroness shrugged. “So he found himself alone and decided to explore the location while he was still alive. That would be logical.”







“That makes sense.”







“So the plan is like this. Me and Whisper go overhead. I’ll be in front, and Whisper will stay above us. The rest will travel across the water. We’ll see about a raft… What is it, Ros?”







“Will a small catamaran be able to navigate it?” I asked, showing a tightly-woven scroll to my companions. “I’ve got more magic petrol than I know what to do with.”







“That’s perfect! Right, listen up! Your tasks will be as follows. Orbit! Don’t you dare do anything weird! That’s your main task! And keep three or four of your specters airborne. Whisper, put your chain away. You’ll travel in slow leaps. Your task will be to keep the catamaran covered. Malice…”







The members of our small group huddled around Baroness, receiving their instructions for the upcoming adventure. It wouldn’t be a long one, to be sure, but it wouldn’t be a safe one, either…















 
Chapter Nine
































“DON’T INHALE!”
 I wheezed as I grabbed the bald elf by his tattered ears and pulled him toward myself as hard as I could. “Don’t inhale!”







The elf grunted, giving way slightly and extruding about four inches from the glowing bud of the predatory flower. Orbit's hands emerged, clutching Mistraille’s collar. She had been laughing hysterically due to having remained inside the poisonous bud for too long.







The enormous flower shuddered, exerted itself again, and started to rear its stalk, much the worse for wear due to the effects of my magic and our incessant kicking. The bud slid across the mud with us in tow. As I kicked off the gloopy ooze, my grip shifted onto a colossal petal, sticky with intoxicating slime. The stem rocketed us up to the height of a three-story building, and then came down with a crunch. I gave a spasmodic tug, seizing the elf’s head in a vise-like grip, and hollered,







“A-a-a-a-a-a-argh!”







“Let’s rip’em all to shreds!” That came from inside the bud.







“Thwibble… thwubble…” The blissfully-smiling elf uttered, smeared as he was in juice and nectar. The next thing I knew, we were slammed into the ground with force.







Was I an acrobat?







By no means.







However, I knew how to use the Sticky Vine spell. I’d managed to stick it to the trunk of an enormous tree looming over us. Then I’d clenched my teeth and waited.







The vine tautened a few feet from the ground in a fraction of a second, nearly splitting me in two as my health dropped by a third. The humming vine recoiled, and our trio was expelled from the intoxicating flower, which flopped to the ground in defeated silence. The next impact came against the bark of an immense tree, and was somewhat softer, since it was most fortuitously swathed in a substantial layer of mossy green lichen.







“OK, this body has nearly got ripped in two like a cheap ticket stub,” I announced, still hanging from the vine.







My complaint appeared to have gone unheeded.







“Hey, you! Get a grip! I yelled, activating my magic then pouring a cooling stream of healing energy into the sticky elf’s head. Healing energy or not, I doubted that the reactor fuel grade contents of his skull could ever be cooled enough, but at least his HP bar was out of the blinking yellow zone, much to my relief.







I wondered about Mistry.







“Mistry! Mistress Mythrell! How do you feel after having been swallowed?”







“I’m feeling just fine, Rosgard the Glorious, and I’m brimming with delight! That was wonderful! We should do it again!”







“I most respectfully have to decline,” I growled. “Get a better grip.”







“Going down?”







“Up!” I pointed upwards. “That’s the only way! We need to pass this area from above…”







How did we get there?







I wasn’t all that sure. It had all happened very quickly. Just two minutes ago we were sailing peacefully across the murky water on a green catamaran summoned from a scroll. The vessel moved forward merrily, rocking on the humps of sparse waves, and sliding over the floating vegetation.







We had excellent cover.







The Black Baroness led the way, leaping from tree to tree gracefully like a panther, balancing on branches, and managing to find purchase on the tiniest rough spots of the bark. Whisper “hovered” above us to look out for dangers and defend us from possible attacks.







Malice lay still as a statue in the catamaran’s bow net, peering at the pulsation of green and yellow lights on the magical veil before his eyes—we could see them, too. Multilayered sentinel spells swirled around us, forming an invisible web.







Despite all this, we overlooked the danger.







Two giant buds burst from the water, opened, and hit our little boat with precision. All I managed to do was pull Orbit towards me. He grabbed onto the dwarf lady. The flower was delighted to engage in a little tug of war, and won easily, swallowing our entire team right up. The catamaran got smashed into pieces, and Malice disappeared. Then, suddenly, the water was gone, too—its level started falling with incredible speed. One moment we were sailing, and the next we were standing waist-deep in a swamp.







We ended up in a tree, all smeared in yellowish-red syrup, which turned out to have intoxicating properties, we sneezed from all the tiny clouds of pollen entering our noses as we swatted away laughing heads with bizarre, funny faces that were dancing in the air around us—hallucinations induced by the syrupy nectar. They weren’t scary, but I still spent the last minute observing everything around me through a swarm of translucent heads whose piercing squeals merged into a weird, but rhythmic and even pleasant sort of music inside my head.







“Ros…”







There was no alarm in the elf’s voice—it merely sounded mildly interested. Had he seen something pretty, I wondered?







I glanced down, cursed angrily, and quickly sped up my climb, yelling,







“Orb! Damn and blast! You should shout ‘Watch out!’ in such cases!”







“Watch o-o-o-o-out…” the elf bleated obediently. Then, suddenly, he flew up, propelled by a powerful jab from below.







The dwarf lady, who had flung him up, flicked her whip, hooked it on a branch about ten meters above, and ran up the trunk, pushing the grinning Orbit along. I slowed down a little, touching the shoulder of Mistry, who was running past me, to infuse her with some healing magic. Then I crawled after them, casting anxious glances below me every now and then. The water had returned. And its level was rising rapidly, about to catch up with us.







“Nugrassa!” I shouted into the twilight between the trees. “This isn’t fair! And where’s Malice?! Whisper! Baroness!”







We weren’t going to make it. The water was rising at the speed of an elevator, and we were far from professional rock climbers.







“Hold on!” Two thin elven ropes dangled in front of us.







Making sure that Mistry was holding on tight, I grabbed Orbit, wrapped the rope around my left wrist, and pushed off from the tree, saving myself and the elf from a hideous creature falling on us from above. It was all covered in howling ghosts—Orb’s army had joined the fray. The predator with bumpy orange skin passed us by, its clawed paw missing my face by only about an inch. About thirty feet below us, the monster managed to wriggle hard enough to turn around. Then it dug its claws into the bark, and raced up the trunk as fast as any race car, with a deafening roar.







The creature leaped, trying its hardest to reach me.







However, the ghosts had covered all of its snout, throwing it off its aim, and the orange freak missed again. This time it had nothing to grab onto and plummeted into the troubled waters below us. It never reached them, for I managed to free up my right hand and hit the predator with a sticky vine, clenching the elf, who was commanding the ghosts, between my knees. I was nearly torn apart again—there was a distinct crunch in my shoulders, Whisper screamed something from above, and my health started seeping away at an alarming rate. But I still managed to slightly adjust the trajectory of my hostile animal cargo before I turned the spell off, making sure that the garishly-colored monster was flying directly at the target.







A moment later the predator hit hard against an archer who lay in ambush on a branch of the adjacent tree.







I had seen the bow first—the shape of the weapon was painfully familiar. Only then did I make out the conical body, its color merging with that of the green lichen covering the bark. The arrow had already been notched, but the archer did not get to shoot his weapon—he just twitched his thin cylinder-shaped head, and squeaked in surprise,







“Murble garble shnuff wah?”







The next moment the beast grabbed it with its clawed paws, roaring triumphantly. There was a crunch. The archer squeaked, and then both of them plunged into the water. We passed a couple of trees, and then crashed into a huge bouncy leaf, sprawling next to a herd of yellow aphids that were grazing peacefully nearby. Each aphid was the size of a large bulldog, and had a second snout with a pair of long legs growing out of its back.







“Here!” The second snout of the nearest aphid said to me. A tiny paw handed me a gnawed-off piece of leaf.







“Thanks!” I said, accepting the gift. I grunted as I got up, looked at the leaf in my hand, popped it in my mouth and started chewing pensively as I looked around, trying to get our approximate bearings.







“What are you munching on? There’s a river of green running down your chin, you know,” BB said as she looked at me.







“Here!” a trembling little paw offered her the gift that had a few nibble marks on it. The mysterious insect’s moist eyes looked at her pleadingly.







“Make sure you don’t spurn Tom’s hospitality!” I muttered.







“Why is this thing suddenly called ‘Tom?’ You’ve just made that up! And I won’t eat it!”







“Tsk, tsk,” Orbit shook his head as he munched enthusiastically, surrounded by five aphids at once.







“What does it taste like?” Whisper asked, landing next to me and accepting the gift.







“Like a slightly unripe banana. Ten points to Stamina for two hours,” I told him. “And twenty points to Agility.”







“Oh, really?” Baroness lunged forward. “Tom! Hey, Tom!”







The aphid, apparently slighted by her refusal to accept its offering, was already hobbling away, hanging both its heads, when Baroness caught up with the creature. The aphid’s mandibles chattered joyfully, and a paw offered her a leaf.







“Here!”







“I got thirty points to Intellect,” Whisper said in a surprised voice, wiping his chin, already smeared green.







“It’s random,” I shrugged. “Where’s Malice?”







“Right here!” This came from a muddy figure that had just crawled onto the leaf and stretched out in exhaustion. “What the hell? None of my spells detected those flowers!”







“None of us did, either,” Baroness answered, chewing on her leaf.







“What are you lot munching on?”







“Here!”







“That’s some freaking mutant…”







“Here!”







“Come on. We’re all munching…”







“This leaf makes you stronger and more alert,” Mistress Mythrell reported. “A welcome boon for an arduous expedition.”







“Does this leaf give you a random buff?” Baroness muttered pensively. “Or is it the aphid?”







“These are leaf fragments,” I nodded calmly. “But that’s not where they get them from.”







“Where, then?”







“Have a look,” I pointed at “Tom.”







The snout on the aphid’s back must have gotten peckish. The creature used one of its paws to open a fold on its back, rummaged inside the semitransparent body briskly, fished out a new piece, and started to nibble on it.







“That’s how it is,” I spread my hands. “Comes conveniently pre-nibbled.”







“Ros!” Whisper went pale and doubled over for some reason, grabbing his throat and his stomach convulsively. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier? Yuck!”







“Hey, this is a game,” I gave the sneak a puzzled look as I fished a copper spyglass out of my pack.







“That’s just the way he is,” Baroness sighed. “Right… About five miles left. And the easy part of the way is over. What is this place, anyway? Everything here is ass-about face, somehow. I fail to detect any regularities, and I find it extremely irritating.”







“I’ve seen these flowers before,” Malice started to peel off the algae. “But not here. In the Misty Jungle. Flowers like this one used to attack our lumberjacks and destroy sawmills down there. Even the color of the buds is the same. Only these are twice as big.







“It doesn’t matter what this stuff looks like…”







“Hey, Orbit! Congratulations, amigo. Your dream has come true. We’re on the Gremlin’s Path,” I said confidently. “What was it called again? A halfwit loner’s path? Or the brave usher soul’s way in the language of the Ancient Ones, or some such…







“Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol,” Orb rattled off without missing a beat as he sprang up and lunged at the spyglass enthusiastically.







I handed it over to him and pointed towards the trees in the distance.







“What makes you say that?” An elegant silver spyglass clicked in Baroness’s hand, extending. “Eh?”







“Take a look over there,” I pointed. You’ll see a rock ridge covered in trees. Look just below the peak.”







“I don’t have a spyglass,” Whisper was getting fidgety. “I don’t…”







“You can take a look down there in the meantime,” I pointed downwards. “This place seems to function like a purgatory for monsters. Or, perhaps, they just amble along the path for no discernible reason…”







About a hundred feet or so below us, a huge monster was slowly moving across the calm muddy water, and its appearance would never fade from my memory. The instant I saw it, the memory of a poor chuvver grabbing my leg returned vividly to my mind, and I heard the poor creature’s pitiful voice asking for protection. Familiar red lines of text lit up before my eyes, sending shivers down my spine. I knew them by heart:








Lady Rot.







The horror of Ravendark Swamp.







Level: 180.







A voracious ancient monster that has been terrifying every creature living in Ravendark Swamp for hundreds of years. It feeds on nothing but fish. Traveler, take heed! The very sight of Lady Rot is terrifying! And taking any of her fish means instant death!









The giant tortoise known as Lady Rot, which we had already killed once together with Whisper, was moving ponderously below us once again, only this time it was twice as big. The beast was perfectly hale and moving across the soggy jungle right towards the ruins at the center of the grove.







“Hell’s bells!” Baroness said through her teeth, stomping her foot. “Nugrassa has…”







“Screwed us over,” I smiled. “Royally. If we die here…”







“It’s back to freaking zero,” BB grabbed me by the shoulders and gave me a good shake. “Ros! If I die here and become reborn in Algora’s Crche, I’ll get on a plane, fly right to your city, move into your apartment, and make your life miserable on a daily basis until I restore everything I’d lost! Ros!”







“The last thing we need to do is panic,” I said with a sigh, without even trying to argue. “Crap…”







The Black Baroness was a living legend, and her agitation was perfectly understandable. If my conjectures were right, Nugrassa had lured us onto the Gremlin’s Path, and dying here led to the character’s complete rollback compounded by a curse. If we died here, we’d respawn at the Birth Portal. The newbies would be surprised by seeing a pretty dark-haired woman in shabby old clothes rolling on the ground and howling like a banshee.







“The little tortoise sure has grown. It’s Level 417 now,” Whisper said in an emotionless voice, pointing his spyglass at a faraway rock.







I watched Lady Rot trundle away slowly, wondering if she remembered old slights. Then I thought that Murphy’s Law stipulated it would invariably remember whoever had snuffed her, and bear them a great big grudge.







I also wondered if it lived here permanently and whether Gremlin’s Path was indeed some purgatory for all more or less important monsters in Waldyra. That sounded perfectly logical. They could travel along the path to Angora—or just live here. Creatures like her seemed perfectly at home in this bizarre environment.







It was easy enough to check.







“Does she have a description? What does it say?”







“Give me a second,” the sneak peered into the spyglass and started muttering,








Lady Rot







Level: 417







A voracious ancient dweller and eternal traveler of ?????









“I can’t seem to decipher anything that comes after that. Hey, Malice, can you make it out?”







“Let me see,” the mage wrested the spyglass away from Whisper and started muttering something as he gazed at the crawling monster.







I looked at the petrified Orbit, and then turned to the silent Baroness. I lifted the spyglass from her slackened grip gently and trained it on the distant rock formation. Her optical instrument was a marvel, and its magnification truly remarkable—the image mass perfectly crisp, and I could make out every detail.







Not that there was much to look at.







There was an enormous slab of rock wedged into the heart of the jungle—an unassuming black monolith of average height. It would have been utterly unremarkable if not for a number of rather peculiar-looking holes close to its peak. These holes mimicked the form of a human body, reminding me of old cartoons where a character would burst through a wall, leaving a hole shaped like itself in it. What I saw now was eerily similar.







A few things did stand out nevertheless. The edges of the hole pulsed with a cherry-red glow, and tendrils of smoke were rising from it. You could see what seemed like grooves left by someone’s fingers etched into the hard stone. The most remarkable element of the composition was a somewhat crooked inscription saying “Wus…” It was as if someone had been pushed through the rock with great force, and decided to etch their name into the stone at leisure while they were being squeezed, but they never got to finish.







“Malice!” BB came out of her reverie. “Did you manage to read the entire description?”







“I did,” the mage replied in a strange voice that combined a strange elation with grim resignation.







“Tell us,” There was nothing but resignation in her voice. The quiet resignation of someone who already knows the answer.”







“‘Lady Rot. Level 417. A voracious ancient dweller and eternal traveler of the Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol.’ Ros was right. We’re on the Gremlin’s Path.”







“The Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way,” Whisper pulled at his hair. “Madness! Actually, it’s also really cool! But also completely horrifying! I’d only heard the legend recently. I even managed to dream a little…”







“Dreams come true,” I flashed him a wide grin. “Don’t thank me…”







“I’ll kill you, Rosgard,” Baroness said matter-of-factly.







“I didn’t force anyone to come here!” I pointed out. “You lot were really eager to go! And even thanked me!”







“Duh…” Baroness winced, brought her clenched fist to her lips, and bit her thumb. “Suddenly, I find myself devoid of pep… or the desire to kill Nugrassa. How do we get back from here?”







“This…” Orbit seemed to have come to life at last. “This is i-i-i-i-i-interesting!”







“So Angora must be somewhere really close?” Mistress Mythrell nodded slowly, pointing. “The Kingdom of the Dead must lie somewhere in that direction!”







“Here!” The two-headed aphid offered me another nibbled leaf fragment.







I put it away in my pocket, crossed my arms, and looked around us slowly.







There wasn’t much to see here. We were still in the flooded jungle. The giant trees’ canopies were lost somewhere in the mists above us. Below was a deep lake that “pulsated” by raising and lowering the water level by a few dozen feet. The edge of the location was visible in the distance—a sinister vertical wall that looked impossible to scale.







An enemy teleport had brought us here. Nugrassa’s envoy had lured us to the Gremlin’s Path by offering us a very generous reward. We had been ready for a possible death and an inglorious return to the Black Queen. That was a normal risk. Players died and respawned all the time.







A complete rollback of the character with a curse for a bonus, however, would be taking it a little too far.







No one could have expected anything like that to happen, of course. It was a major stitch-up.







There could only be a single way of reacting to this kind of news. The operation had to be aborted. To hell with Nugrassa. I’d manage without changing my character class, and we could cross the sea without a shortcut. We needed to leave at once.







But how could we leave?







There were no teleports in sight—nor did we expect to see any.







“We have to put an end to this,” I was the first one to announce this. “We need to put an end to this at once.”







Everybody stared at me, including the two-headed aphids. I glanced over all of us standing on the vast leaf. A tense silence hung heavy in the air. I surveyed the faces of my companions, each one aglow with an indescribable mix of emotions, and asked,







“Do we have any other options? Baroness? Would you be ready to risk everything, no matter how substantial the reward? Even during the Great Expedition the risks were nowhere near as high. Are you prepared to lose your near-unique character class, all your levels, stats, skill ranks, the reputation you’d spent years building up, and even your legendary pet?”







“No,” Baroness replied tersely, and it seemed as someone had yanked the backbone out of her. The almost-omnipotent clan leader of the Sleepless Ones exhaled with resignation, hunched over, and sat on the edge of the leaf, her feet dangling.







“Malice? You’re a battle mage poised to become the strongest one alive. You have a ton of incredibly rare and highly-developed skills…”







“Of course I’m not ready for anything like this! What did you think?” The mage interrupted me, turning his face away. “Damnation…”







“Whisper?”







“No,” the sneak grinned widely. “Not for a small thing like this, no offense.”







I decided not to ask Orbit or Mistress Mythrell. Judging by the former’s ruffled look and burning eyes, I was in for a serious battle there. Mistress Mythrell had buttons and levers I could push and pull by wheedling and cajoling, and my reputation would help.







Things were clear in general. Just one question remained, and it was voiced by Malice, who had turned towards me again.







“But how do we get out of here?”







“Let’s try the easiest way first,” I shrugged, then cupped my hands around my mouth and hollered, “Lady Nugrassa, could we please talk? Lady Nugrassa, we’d like to negotiate!”







“This is crazy, Ros,” Whisper grinned and circled a finger at his temple. “We’re inside her trap.”







“Be that as it may,” I nodded, “we are still supposed to have a chance.”







“Come again?”







“We have got to have chances of defeating her,” I explained. “That’s how this world works. It may be a minuscule chance, but it’s a chance nevertheless. Otherwise Nugrassa wouldn’t bargain as hard about the number of our expedition’s participants.”







“Ye-e-e-e-eah,” Orbit chimed in. “There’s a cha-a-a-ance! Let’s go-o-o-o!”







“Hold on,” I slowed down my restless companion, who was already peering at a faraway rock wistfully. “I’m not done here yet. Lady Nugrassa! I want to parlay!”







“You won’t…” Whisper started again, but the roaring gust of wind that buffeted us at that moment made him shut up as he fell prone, driving his daggers into the enormous leaf’s juicy flesh.







I grabbed on to him and Orb, throwing a glance at Mistry, who was using her whip, coiled around a branch, for support. The aphids got blown away at once. I could hear Malice swearing profusely from underneath the leaf while Baroness was hissing at him. I saw how she had arched her body to perform a stunning leap, managing to snatch the fleeing wizard by his left foot, after which both of them plummeted downwards. Apparently, they’d found something to hold on to, and were now dangling under the leaf.







“ROSGARD! WHAT IS IT?! JUST KEEP ON GOING! OUR MEETING IS INEVITABLE!!!”







“Thank you for answering, o Great Nugrassa!” I gave her a ceremonial bow, touching the leaf with my hand.







On second thoughts, I bowed even lower. My pride was irrelevant, and the problem needed solving.







“WHAT DO YOU WANT?!”







It was as if the whole world was speaking to us at once. The jungle roared, the water gurgled, the wind whooshed, and there were howls of unknown creatures coming from afar. All of it came together as a single voice speaking loudly and coherently.







“I acknowledge your victory and my defeat, O great Nugrassa, sovereign of the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall, mighty guardian of the dark waters,” my voice was sweet as any nightingale’s. “As soon as your will has brought us here, I realized how insignificant my power was, and how reckless my words and threats to you were, O Nugrassa. Please forgive us. And as we acknowledge our defeat, I beseech you to let us go in peace back to where we came from. We shall disturb you no longer! We have lost! You have won!”







Having delivered my piece, I fell silent and froze in anticipation, cycling through all the self-deprecating words I knew—“pathetic,” “despicable,” “sordid,” “cowardly,” “yellow-bellied,” “mendacious,” and so on, intending to use them when Nugrassa would initiate the next round of negotiations.







“NO!”







“Come again?” I asked the universe.







“NO!!!” This time there was absolute, mithril armor-grade certainty in Nugrassa’s voice.







“But we have admitted our defeat!”







“ROSGARD THE UNWARY! DID YOU REALLY BELIEVE I FLED OUT OF FEAR? THE ACCURSED DRAGON DID HURT ME GRIEVOUSLY, BUT MY POWERS WERE MORE THAN SUFFICIENT FOR A BATTLE WITH YOUR PATHETIC LITTLE ROCK BOAT THAT HAD DARED TO COME INTO MY WATERS! THE ONLY REASON I RETREATED WAS BECAUSE I WANTED TO LURE YOU HERE! AND MY PLAN WAS A SUCCESS!”







A couple of giant trees fell in the distance, creaking loudly. The wind was abating, and Nugrassa’s voice was no longer as loud.







“You must continue! You must find me! The battle will be fought!”







I thought about this for a moment, then spread my arms and sat down on the leaf in a deliberate manner.







“No! We’re not going anywhere!”







“Oh, all right…” The jungle piped mockingly. “I’ll come to get you myself.”







“Don’t bother!” I yelled. “We’ll kill ourselves sooner than die by your hand!”







I was just trying to gauge her reaction. It shouldn’t have mattered for her where we died—a mile this way or a mile that way wasn’t supposed to make any difference. Or were they?







“NO!” What was that in Nugrassa’s voice? Was it a note of panic, I wondered? “Keep going! I have transported you as close to my lair as I could! Keep going!”







“Nope,” I shook my head. “We’ll die on this leaf. All six of us.”







“Hold on, Rosgard the Precipitous! Hold on!”







“Well,” I nodded. “Speak.”







“I cannot let you go… I just cannot… I need this battle!”







“You need a battle?”







“I do!”







“I alone should suffice for a battle,” I declared, rising. “I’ll remain here, and you’ll send the rest of us back! I will make it to your lair and kick your ancient ass! What do you say to that?”







“Three of you…”







“Eh?”







“Three may leave, Rosgard! Immediately. But in return, those who stay must comply with my requests, obediently and with precision.”







“Why do you need three? I alone am enough! I’ll do everything you say!”







“One might not make it. Two might fail to reach me. But three will manage to get to my lair! Or at least one out of the three!”







Well… her logic was irrefutable.







It was a stalemate. And there were lots of unknowns in the equation.







Why hadn’t she agreed to more players during our initial round of negotiations? It would have increased the chances that at least one of us would traverse the jungle and reach her lair—where, presumably, they’d need to do something. Not necessarily “obediently and with precision,” since Nugrassa hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort originally.







Did she have a cunning plan up her sleeve?







A plan that would succeed regardless? And all it needed was for at least one enemy to reach her lair? Was that it?







Or was it something else entirely?







My head pounded. And yet… there was a glimmer of a chance.







“All right!” I shouted. “Three will leave, and three will remain”







“Take your pick, Rosgard! Name the ones who will leave! It’s up to you to decide!”







“Bessie, drop your backpack quick, and anything you can bare to part with. Right now!” I said, and instantly yelled, “The Black Baroness!”







I had to hurry—what if Nugrassa changed her mind all of a sudden?







Baroness had crawled back onto the leaf by that time, and she must have heard my every word. She tensed when I got the offer to name those who would return to the Gloomy Haven, gave a start, raised her face, but didn’t manage to say anything as she disappeared in an emerald green teleportation flash. Her backpack landed on the leaf.”







“WHO ELSE?!”







I scratched my head and looked at Orbit. He moved so fast I never saw him coming—the spindly elf grabbed me by the tall collar of my leather jacket and hissed,







“I’m s-s-s-s-staying!”







“If we respawn at the Crche, naked, at level zero, and stuck with a curse to boot, we’ll carry on like that,” I warned him, looking him right in the eye. He returned my look; there were sparkles of mad curiosity in his eyes. “None of your old man’s stuff with reincarnations and the like. Stick all that malarkey where the sun don’t shine, do you understand?”







“I do! Yes to sticking all malarkey! No reincarnations!”







“Blazing Malice!” I shouted. The emerald-green flash of teleportation consumed the battle mage of the Sleepless Ones this time. His face cycled through a series of expressions rapidly—there was disappointment, joy, and surprise. He managed to raise his hand in a farewell gesture before vanishing. A green backpack and a blue waist bag remained on the leaf.







“WHO ELSE?!”







I turned towards Whisper.







“I’m sorry, dude, but you’re coming with me.”







“Damn,” he threw his head back. “Ros…”







“Please. If you die, you’ll be reborn. If Mistress Mythrell dies, she dies a final death.”







“‘Reborn’ isn’t quite the term I’d use in this case,” Whisper sighed. “Respawning in Alcaroum’s Crche as a complete zero with a curse on my head to start from scratch—why, it would be easier to be reborn. Which is tantamount to death.”







“I sent two of the Sleepless Ones back,” I reminded him. “Two out of three…”







“Duh, it’s not that I can’t relate…”







“So, well, at least one of you can go to the gallows.”







“Why didn’t you choose Malice for the gallows? Or even… Why me? I saved your life once! And you ordered to shoot me once! And this is even worse! Damn! Duh, I guess I should apologize. Thanks for BB and Malice. She’s the boss, and he has the clan’s nuclear arsenal. So I understand.”







“Thank you.”







“Rosgard the Glorious!” Mistress Mythrell took a confident step towards me. “Allow me to decide my own fate! My white hair and my experience have earned me that right!”







“You’re but two steps away from Angora,” I reminded her.







“And a step away from betraying my friends!” The dwarf lady parried defiantly, raising her head. “Never! I’m staying here with you and Orbit! We’ll cross the jungle together, enter Nugrassa’s lair together, and accept our fate together, whatever it is! It is my decision, and the right to decide my fate is mine and mine alone! And if I die, oh well—it’s either Angora and a reunion with my family, or oblivion, which is merciful!”







I spent a few seconds looking at the dwarf lady’s resolute face, then nodded slowly, and pointed at the sneak.







“Whi…”







There was a flash. Only three adventurers remained on the leaf—myself, Orbit Crystaliano, and Mistress Mistraille Mythrell.







I cursed inwardly.







“It is done, Rosgard! Now continue your journey!” The jungle hissed.







“Prove it,” I stayed put.







I didn’t know where she had transported the others to—we could only send messages, but not receive them.







Nugrassa didn’t argue. A shivering cloud appeared before us and wove itself into a display of sorts—the picture was in color and almost in focus. Three Insomniacs were standing side by side in the large hall and looking at the crowd that was gathering around them—it was mostly comprised of Heroes, but there were others there, too. I heard Bom’s familiar roar, and it convinced me that I was seeing an actual picture of what was transpiring at the Gloomy Haven.







“Hey, Insomniacs! There’s something I don’t get. You’re here. Where are our guys, eh? Will you tell us?!”







“Everything has changed very suddenly,” Whisper said in a hollow voice. “Goddamn!”







“Where are they?!”







“They stayed to fight Nugrassa!”







“And why are you three here?”







“Death there results in rolling your character back to zero and a powerful curse,” Malice mumbled mechanically.







“Nugrassa agreed to change the disposition and let three of us go,” Whisper added.







They weren’t trying to embellish anything and just related the facts, even though they realized how what they were saying must have sounded.







BB stayed silent. However, the rest of my fellow clan members started talking all at once. The Sleepless Ones also kept a glum silence as they were looking at their leaders standing at the center. It was the first time I saw Baroness hide her eyes and stare at the floor morosely.







Bom lunged forward, grabbed Malice by the scruff of the neck and gave him a shake. His nickname went red at once.







“But why are all of you here, and why have all of our guys stayed behind?”







“It wasn’t our decision!”







“And whose was it?!”







“Rosgard’s!”







The screen flashed and disappeared.







I decided that I’d talk to the remaining suicide mission members later. I quickly made a few screenshots showing Orbit smiling and Mistress Mythrell looking chipper, and posted them in the group chat to prevent a scuffle between clans with the following message:







“Hi everyone! It was indeed my decision! Challenging Nugrassa was my idea, so it was up to me to stay behind! I had also asked the Sleepless Ones for help, so I sent them back since I didn’t want to be responsible for irreparable damage to their characters. Orbit won’t leave no matter what you tell him, and Mistress Mythrell decides for herself! We’re all here voluntarily! If we buy the farm, so be it! I demand you to stop bickering immediately! Stock up on popcorn and beer, and expect colorful screens and horrifying reports! Talk to you later!”







I sincerely hoped that would defuse the situation. I was telling the whole truth, and the Sleepless Ones were blameless. On the other hand, they did come of their own volition, lured by promise of mortal danger and exciting adventure, so they owed me one.







I looked at Orbit and called his name. The elf was still scrutinizing the sinister jungle, beaming blissfully and all but drooling. I had to give him a good shake, and once his eyes focused a little, I told him the main thing.







“We didn’t stay behind here to die, Orb! I need to change my character class. I’m sick of being this hapless support mage. Nor do I want to get cursed. And I don’t intend to lose Mistress Mythrell, either! So we have no option but to win! Do you understand?”







“I do-o-o-o-o…”







“Don’t bury us prematurely, Rosgard the Glorious,” the dwarf lady added, tightening her belt. “We’re nowhere near done yet!”







“Happy to hear that, Mistry,” I smiled. “I really am. So, shall we continue?”







“I’m ready. Lead on!”







“Let’s move from canopy to canopy,” I decided. “It may be slower that way, but we won’t have to constantly watch out for dangers from above. Let’s climb a bit higher.”







That was easier said than done…







The dwarf lady coped best, helping softies such as Orb and yours truly to leave the hospitable leaf and climb the damp trunk of the giant tree, whose top disappeared into the greenish gloom above. We moved from one branch to another, stepping on them as if they were paths. The weight of our inventories was slowing us down as we moved slowly upward along a gentle diagonal, getting farther and farther away from the place where we had parted with the Sleepless Ones. Nugrassa had not made a sound in the meantime, but I had no doubt that she was constantly present somewhere near, observing and eavesdropping invisibly. Maybe this was not the case, but it was better not to take any risks and to refrain from blurting out any secrets or tricks we’d use for the upcoming battle with her. Not that we had any such yet—and we needed to reach her lair first, anyway. Most of the provisions left by the Sleepless Ones had to be left behind. We had activated forty deadly guard spells where we had left all that stuff, since there was nothing else we could do with it—our cargo-carrying capacity was limited.







Orbit seemed inspired—he had taken over reconnaissance and guarding the perimeter, sending a ghost in each of the six directions, and having the seventh accompany him like a hound. It was a spectral molehound, a creature reaching up to a dwarf’s waist that was capable of traveling above ground and burrowing through it with equal ease. Occasionally, the spectral claws of the creature left quite distinct furrows on the gnarled bark.







I took full advantage of the protective spells from the scrolls, caring nothing about how much they had cost. Eighteen different protective and attacking auras of the highest rank, amplified and expanded by additional spells, were shimmering around us. And this tactic bore its fruit—almost every fifth step we took was accompanied by terrifying wheezes, screams, and moans of local denizens killed by the auras coming from the thicket. Axes, spears, pointed sticks, fallen bows, and swords of wood and rock bounced off our protective fields. Arrows coming in from the holes in the foliage ricocheted off harmlessly. A low furious roar came from the direction where another local panther tried to break through our defenses, only to plummet into the water far below, engulfed in green flames. We walked inside a powerful multi-layered sphere that absorbed enemy blows, neutralized them, or redirected them back.







Mistress Mythrell drew two minuscule stone figurines from her backpack, murmured something to them, and the figurines flew up into the air. They danced around us, and their swirling boosted our auras by an astonishing five percent. As their power infused us, I marveled at their worth—they were an auctioneer’s dream.







We persevered in our upward journey, entering a bizarre rainfall. It was a purple deluge that turned leaves into ash before changing its color to red and reanimating the vegetation. Our auras shimmered protectively, shielding us from the acidic downpour and the violet pools it left behind. Yet the acid started dissolving our boots. I stepped up my efforts as a healer, saving our stock of precious elixirs. I remembered there were scrolls of acid resistance in our supplies, and handed them out. Our health ceased to drain away, but our boots still smoked.







After a grueling half hour we took a short breather. I refreshed our protective spells—now we stood at the very top of the forest canopy, with the dark jungle far below. Above us, giant dragonflies soared, big enough to prey on panthers. They buzzed along, indifferent to creatures as insignificant as ourselves. Seeing one of these insects whisk away a terrified panther, I felt as though I was a character in a fantasy novel about a lost world where evolution had stopped millions of years ago.







As we rested, I handed out lumps of enchanted cedar resin from the forests by Lake Naikal. We chewed on them—they boosted one’s Strength and Stamina. Thus reinvigorated, we moved on, our jaws working rhythmically as we ventured deeper into the unknown. After we’d managed to take but a score of steps along the thick vine serving as a bridge between monstrous trees, we paused once again.







Orbit's ghosts started to come to life. Literally so.







These incorporeal phantoms, faithful servants of the elf who had ensnared them, started to grow flesh around their spectral bodies. I was the first to notice it. The molehound that scampered along the arboreal trail was now leaving claw marks with every step it took. I could no longer see the elf’s feet through the creature, and I saw it fixing its gaze upon its master’s ankles in a manner too predatory for a loyal servant.







I slowed down, beckoned Orbit and Lady Mythrell, and pointed at the molehound. By then, the creature had already managed to regrow its spine, and almost its entire skull. Orbit tapped the rapidly regenerating creature with his terrifying knife thoughtfully. He uttered a couple of guttural words in Orc. The reaction was astonishing—the molehound leapt twenty feet into the air, transforming into a living predator, spread its clawed paws, bared its fangs… and instantly got swooped up by an overjoyed dragonfly, swiftly carrying away the revived animal in its jaws.







There was a faint green flash, and Orbit’s molehound reappeared at his feet as an ordinary phantom, peering forlorn at the trail beneath its incorporeal paws. I moved my foot through the ghost, meeting no resistance. I marveled at the weirdness of everything that had just transpired.







And only a split second before the molehound was whisked away by the dragonfly, I had glimpsed a few words light up above its head in crimson lettering, saying







“Eternal traveler of the Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol.”







The elf, scratching his head in bewilderment, muttered a few more words, and the rest of the ghosts gathered around him. Well, they were not exactly ghosts anymore… nor did they actually ‘gather around’ the way obedient servants would. After a palpable delay, the almost-revived bloodthirsty creatures slithered and lumbered toward us, moving with a grumbling and hissing reluctance, and regarding their master with undisguised malice. Each ghost got rapped on the head with the handle of the ritual knife, and instantly leapt up with a somersault. Two of the larger ones were whisked away by dragonflies, and the rest of them fell through the foliage flanking our tenuous trail and vanished into the abyss, growling furiously. The elf twirled, exhibiting remarkable grace, and swiftly banished the two returned phantoms, followed by the molehound. Then he plucked a few decayed scraps and bones from his necklace, whispered something, and tossed them away like hand grenades. He exhaled calmly and nodded at me. The spectral rebellion was suppressed, and danger was averted. We could continue our journey. No need for explanations—apparently, we were closer to Angora than expected. Death magic was malfunctioning here—or failing altogether…







We trudged forward. Far beneath us, somewhere in the lower strata of the jungle, muffled pops sounded in succession, followed by frantic screams and howls, which were quickly silenced and did not recur. Accompanied by the bass drone of approaching bloodsucking birds that immediately burst into flames as they flew into the auras, we reached the narrowing end of the treacherous slithery vine serving us as a path, and then leapt onto a dried, thorny branch that took us even higher, about ten feet above the swaying green sea. Here, we involuntarily paused for a couple of minutes, captivated by the stunning panorama. Recalling my responsibilities (no one else would do it otherwise, for Orbit couldn't be bothered, and Mistry had no such ability,) I took screenshots and dispatched them to everyone who was eagerly awaiting news, accompanied by the following text:







“We’re continuing to cut through the jungle. The elf’s ghosts are coming alive, taking on flesh. We have to drive them away or destroy them. Giant dragonflies devour panthers. We've almost reached the highest point. Screenshots attached. The dominant feature of the jungle landscape is a rock with a hole in it.”







I also attached a screenshot of the rock—we’d gotten quite close, separated by only about fifteen hundred feet, maybe even less. A solitary rock with a hole in the shape of a human body close to its peak towered above the jungle proudly. That was where we were heading—and, apparently, doing everything right, since Nugrassa wasn’t complaining. I was not at all surprised to find that the dry tree top that sheltered us had a hole running straight through the trunk, completely bisecting it. The top hadn’t collapsed thanks to the dried branches that had turned into creaking, mournful supports. Leaning over, I reached out and plucked a tiny scrap of torn red fabric from one of the spikes. It wasn’t its color that had drawn my attention, but rather the fact that it was threaded onto a spike, fluttering furiously as though alive. As soon as I removed it, the scrap slipped out of my fingers and was swept away by the wind towards the hole in the rock. It moved in a straight line, ignoring gusts of wind. I tried to read the information and even took a screenshot, but all I saw was a series of question marks.







Who did the red scrap torn from a piece of clothing belong to? I believed I knew the answer—the owner of the scrap had also pierced that rock over there straight through with their own body. And they had left grooves from their fingers in the stubborn stone.







Onward we journeyed—I wasn’t surprised to discover that as a withered branch from the dried canopy of a tree stretched unwaveringly toward the rock. The branch creaked perilously underfoot, supported from beneath by living limbs laced with vines, so we could walk securely. Still, I had to guide the elf—he was mesmerized by the sight of a ghostly swift returning to life, and he was walking mechanically without looking where he was going. I watched too, sending snapshots of the remarkable scene back to base. At the heart of the swift, a pale spark flared to life, swelling and transforming into a skull. From it, a spine formed, rib arches rippled downward, while a fiery crimson spark began to throb inside them—the pulse of a nascent heart. It was just like the process of an embryo developing—only without a womb. However, as soon as the bird came to life, the elf killed it, so the birth was hardly successful.







Whilst observing this spectacle, we had unknowingly covered four hundred paces, halting next to a large junction of branches. The intersection was teeming with colossal luminescent ants scurrying to and fro ceaselessly, their mandibles grappling with massive globules of some sticky amber substance. Those above traversed the branches unladen, while those below ascended carrying precious loads. A strong smell of honey reached our nostrils, and a low, resonant hum hinted at a sizable hive nearby. I wondered about the slurping sounds coming directly underfoot. Some creature must have been surreptitiously lapping up the honey spilled by the ants.







Anticipating our imminent discovery and potential misidentification as competitors, I selected a suitably thick branch arching above the bustling ant thoroughfare. I seized the elf, using my Sticky Vine spell to secure us. Mistress Mythrell deftly followed suit, making expert use of her whip, and we crossed the dangerous section in a flash. Our trailing protective auras brushed the ant trail, sparking a bright conflagration. We barely tore ourselves away from the sight of the raging fire and the red ants dancing silently amidst the flames, honey melting from their mandibles, and sprinted along the sagging branch. We leapt over a couple of gaps, bypassed the trunk of an enormous tree leaning against a stone outcrop, and found ourselves in the right spot—right on the rock, some sixty feet below the hole at the peak. I watched the jungle catch fire about a hundred yards away, sitting on the stone while vigorously chewing on pine resin. Something enormous roared beneath the burning canopy. Holes in the leaves revealed glimpses of gargantuan spikes on some creature’s back, eerily resembling shark fins.







We stayed silent. There wasn’t much to talk about—each was consumed by their own thoughts, eager to press on.







And press on we did—a couple of minutes later. After identifying the most suitable route with my gaze, I began the ascent, cautiously gripping the rocks and advancing higher, one foot at a time. Surprisingly, or perhaps even shockingly, Orbit swiftly overtook me in a dash for the peak, moving like some impatient forest creature making urgent noises. Shortly afterwards, the evenly-breathing dwarf lady outpaced me, moving along the near-vertical stone surface with greater speed and ease than on the wooden trail we'd left behind. I wasn’t surprised—dwarfs were tough, and her previous travels had given her more experience than any of us had. I brought up the rear, but I wasn’t worried about my companions ahead of me—the summit was completely lifeless. Beneath us, however, a smoky fire was building, a beast of some sort was roaring, and the extremely infuriated ants scurried about, seeking whoever was responsible for their current predicament.







I gripped a damp stone, clambered over the edge, and found myself on a small plateau. After a quick glance around, I tensed inadvertently—there was something distinctly bizarre about this spot. The nearly flat plateau extended for about five feet and ended at the base of the proud peak that had been punctured clean through. The hole was indeed in the shape of a human body—judging by Orbit standing nearby, whoever had punched the hole with their own body was approximately six feet tall, of average build, and lacked any distinctive external features. Deep furrows left by fingers were visible where the hands had passed through the stone. Orbit turned, backed into the hole, and inserted his hands into the indentations, his fingers in the grooves, straining and pulling himself forward. Before my eyes, an image emerged of the unfortunate goblin clinging to the rock, his gaze fixed on the jungle panorama, trying to linger here longer before his fingers would give way and he’d be dragged away to Angora.







The image brought a tear to my eye.







There was, however, something incongruous with the rest of the barren surroundings nearby—namely, a small neat stone hearth standing at the very edge of the plateau, almost overhanging the abyss. Beside the hearth was a large flat stone; half a foot away from it, an old clay jug with a wide neck; next to it, a tarnished copper teapot, missing a lid and with a slightly squashed spout. There was a small stash of dry firewood in a wall recess, and to the side, a stringed musical instrument, partly wrapped in faded cloth. It seemed to be a lute, though I was no expert.







While my companions were eagerly surveying the hole in the wall, I turned my attention to the hearth and the various items around it. The jug and teapot contained water—most likely rainwater. The firewood was ordinary, the strings on the lute intact, and the cloth wrapped around it served as a cover. Behind the lute there were two simple clay cups.







What were the chances that a goblin frantically clinging to a rock would have time for a short breather? He’d hang on to the rock for about a day, and then take a well-deserved half-hour break. I imagined him crawling out of the hole, sitting down by the fire, slowly sipping hot herbal tea, strumming the lute, and squinting down from this great height, admiring the scenery…







That was nonsense.







Absolute nonsense.







And yet someone had left all this here. Who could be using all this stuff and taking meticulous care of it, protecting the items from damp and wind, and replenishing the wood supply?







“Wi-i-i-i-ild…” Orbit uttered, ruffling the imaginary hair on the back of his head. His hand fluttered back and forth over his bumpy scalp. The almost corporeal swift hanging in mid-air was giving its stupefied master an ugly look, clearly intending to peck him on the top of the head. The elf made a swift slash with his knife, and the bird exploded into a colorful blot.







“What’s written there?”







“My knowledge of this ancient language is incomplete, Rosgard the Glorious,” Mistress Mythrell stated slowly, removing her glasses and blinking myopically. “But the stone bears upon it a story of great love, deep sorrow, and wild hope…”







“Right,” I smiled, urging her to continue, while simultaneously scanning the stone with my eyes.







There was indeed some intricate runic inscription there. The runes were difficult to spot, carved as they were into the dark stone and overgrown with green lichen. No wonder Orbit had been scraping at the rock with his knife. Most of the runes were arranged around a somewhat crooked “Wus…”







“A heartbroken maiden writes missives to her beloved,” the dwarf lady continued, polishing her glasses with a snow-white handkerchief. “Slowly, she etches these runes into the stone, one by one. She confesses her eternal love and readiness to wait forever. And she swears to do everything in her power to…”







“…to either free her beloved or follow him to the deepest depths of hell,” finished a figure in red garb, appearing on the peak. “And you will help me in this—or you will die!”







Thin tentacles slithered out from underneath the cloak, and the figure in red stumbled downwards, rolling across the rock, and landing silently in front of me. A mass of black hair tumbled down, falling loose and revealing piercing yellow eyes with cross-shaped pupils.







“Greetings, Rosgard of the Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol path. Are you ready to fulfill your promise?”







Before answering, I reached out and traced my fingers over the deeply carved runes in the stone, and then shot a questioning glance at the grinning Orbit. He did not hesitate and eagerly explained:







“Nugrassa loves Wuu-u-u-ussie! Tee hee hee!”







Thwack.







That “tee hee hee” was the last thing the bald elf managed to utter before getting flung from the cliff by a casual slap of a tentacle on his back.







“Bring my friend back this instant!” I pointed at the dark-haired creature in the red cloak. “Alive! By the way, what happened to our auras?”







I realized this a little too late—I’d been so engrossed in studying the copper teapot that I’d missed the system alert. Only now did I read it—all our protective magic had been dispelled without any visual effects two minutes ago. And there had been no hint of an alarm…”







“Your magic is weak,” the creature sighed. “And worthless. Your friend is alive, Rosgard. Now then, you, one who fears death and worries for the life of precious friends… are you ready to obey?”







“Don’t even try it, Nugrassa,” I grinned, settling beside the hearth and retrieving a bundle of firewood from the wall recess. “You can’t scare me.”







“You were begging me humbly just recently! You cannot deceive me!”







As I surveyed the grotesque beauty—a strange, yet entirely possible combination—I shook my head.







“You’re gravely mistaken, Nugrassa the guard. Have a seat. Fancy some tea?”







“That’s my teapot!”







“Oh, please, don’t be petty,” I grimaced. “Are you going to act all stingy now?”







“It’s my only one, and it’s very dear to me. Be careful with it, Rosgard, if you value your life!” The creature hissed, returning a wholly intact Orbit to the rock. He had a wide grin on his face.







“Allow me to treat you to some coffee,” Mistry offered, settling down beside me.







Smoke billowed from the kindling fire. The bald elf circled the figure in red in fascination, clearly struggling to restrain his curiosity about the tentacles peeking from beneath her cloak, writhing coquettishly. Entrusting the fire to Mistry’s care, I continued my scrutiny.







An elegant face with porcelain-white skin, coldly gleaming yellow eyes, plump crimson lips, a petite nose, high sharp cheekbones with faintly visible thin spikes coming from them, and waist-length thick black-red hair. Below the neck, the formless red garment effectively concealed her shape, although the tentacles invoked various unpleasant thoughts. However, from the neck up she was beautiful! There was something about her vaguely reminiscent of Alishana, as if they had a common ancestor far back in the lineage. The creature didn’t object when I called it Nugrassa—therefore, I must have guessed correctly.







“Where did I go wrong, Rosgard?” she inquired. “You’re aware of the threat of death that hangs over you and your friends on this path, aren’t you? I lured you here! And yet I was wrong, it seems! But in what?”







“In something really small,” I admitted, “And, at the same time, in something of great importance. The ones you let go are the ones who really had something to lose. Do you remember their names?”







“The Black Baroness…”







“She is a great warrior with a formidable reputation, a loyal friend to kings and heroes, and also leader of what might be the strongest clan in Waldyra.”







“Just like you, then…”







“Oh, but I’m just a tumbleweed that’s only recently managed to put down any roots at all,” I responded with a broad smile. “If I were to die here, I wouldn’t lose anything truly important.”







“Blazing Malice?”







“A powerful sorcerer, possessor of unique ancient spells, a mage who has risen to unimaginable heights.”







“I felt danger emanating from him," Nugrassa agreed, nodding coolly. Her body became liquid, melting into the stone, and transforming into a red pancake with a thoughtful human face upon it. “And her?”







Her yellow eyes shifted to the dwarf lady, busy with her coffee magic.







“She’s a fatalist,” I shrugged. “Mistress Mythrell had lost her family long ago, and would welcome death in glorious battle, eager for her final journey to Angora, where her kin await her eagerly.”







“Whisper… with his searing silver chain…”







“A warrior, spy, covert assassin, and ranger,” I listed off. “He’s done everything to become the best in his gruesome trade. To die and lose everything… that would be a devastating blow to him and his clan.”







“And him?” Nugrassa lifted herself and cast an upward glance at Orbit, who was sitting above her and poking at the red fabric of her cloak.







“Another wanderer who’s endured countless deaths of this sort,” I replied, accepting a cup of coffee from the dwarf lady. “He’s immortal, but each death has led to a rebirth, quite comparable to a death on this trail. Moreover, he loves challenges. Were he to find himself stripped of everything and cursed to boot at the beginning of an already-trodden path, he would embrace it as the start of a new adventure, strange and intriguing. Believe me, we have little to lose. And as for the other kind, why, you’ve let them all go in peace.”







“If you’re not lying… you really have nothing to lose,” Nugrassa concluded somberly. “You have deceived me, Rosgard the Cunning…”







“No,” I shook my head, taking a cautious sip of my drink. “Why would I? I’m always happy to help.”







“Even someone like me?”







“Someone like you?” I arched an eyebrow. “What kind of someone would that be?”







“A hopelessly infatuated fool,” Mistress Mythrell muttered dryly, arranging slices of sweet elfish bread on the spread tablecloth. “That kind of someone.”







Nugrassa’s spiky cheekbones flushed crimson, she concealed herself entirely under her cloak, and fell momentarily silent.”







“Only we could end up in such a predicament,” I summed up, staring into the smoke-covered jungle. “We set out to battle a gigantic monster, and stumble into a love drama…”















 
Chapter Ten
































HOW DID ONE COAX
 a love-struck monster to bare its soul to the very prey it had ensnared in its trap?







The solution, as it turned out, was simple, and involved providing the creature with a warm cup of coffee, seating a sympathetic dwarf lady by its side, and then retreating to a safe eavesdropping distance.







That was precisely the approach we took.







We were sitting on the edge, dangling our feet over the smoke-shrouded jungle far beneath. As we leisurely sipped our coffee and nibbled on morsels of sweet elven bread, we listened attentively to the intimate conversation transpiring behind us. We managed to distill useful intelligence from a tide of boisterous declarations, all to the essential effect of “He’s just so marvelous!” Mistress Mythrell with her worldly experience and wisdom guided her gushing adeptly, and eventually we became privy to another amazing story from the world of Waldyra.







Nugrassa belonged to the achylote race. She was a mighty enchantress in an epoch long gone. Her achievements were many and illustrious—she had once wielded more power than any other being except for the gods, and had survived all her foes and companions. So by the time the celestial heels of haughty divine entities were practically hovering inches above her head, she resolved to ascend even further—her ambition was to stand equal to the Gods, and to achieve immortality and universal adoration. Back then, the Ancients were still present in the realm of Waldyra. It was to them that Nugrassa had appealed. However, whether she uttered something inappropriate or behaved inadequately, things went awry. After a brilliant flare, the mighty enchantress found herself awakening in the subterranean realm of Xokrall, realizing she had indeed acquired her coveted immortality, but not as a deity. She had been transformed into an ageless sentinel of the dark waters. Oddly enough, nearly every memory of the Ancients had vanished from her mind, but everything else remained intact, including her arcane knowledge. A parting phrase from the entity that had consigned her to the sea of Xokrall, however, still lingered in her memory: “If you wish to sample the pleasures enjoyed by the gods, you must first endure their infernal torments!”







Nugrassa had never considered herself a fool, so she instantly realized that she had been sent there to experience the torments of Tantariall, the divine inferno. To be reminded it was not all beer and skittles, presumably.







And yet…







Nugrassa rejoiced.







The thing was, she had turned to the Ancients as a wheezing gray-haired crone of three hundred years. This impending death was the primary reason she had tried to ascend higher—a simple choice between trying and dying. Nugrassa had tried, and even though she had failed, she hadn’t perished. Instead, she morphed into an immortal beast, and even got free rejuvenation as part of the package. Whee!







And so, the former sorceress relished the next few centuries of her life. She had learned all the local trails, polished her spells, and conducted magical experiments. She spent a part of her time in the form of a grotesque colossal monster—the very one we had seen under the dome of the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall. Then she morphed into a young beauty in a scarlet dress, wandering the dreadful jungle without a care, able to easily traverse and breathe in both elements. Nugrassa lived her life to the fullest as the centuries passed unnoticeably. And the heart of the mighty, fearsome, and immortal Nugrassa was calm until the fateful day when
 he
 appeared…







There was bound to be a guy who could be blamed for everything. I didn’t doubt for one second that it would come to that. The usual scenario of “a girl knew no worries until she met that guy.”







I wasn’t mistaken. Nugrassa exploded in a flurry of descriptions, and our ears began to swell from a multitude of epithets in the vein of “charming,” “attractive,” “masculine,” “handsome,” “with an ineffable charisma, rugged good looks, and eyes full of unwavering determination,” and, of course, the perennial favorite, “not like the other guys.”







One could have expected this. There was bound to be at least one guy who fit the not-like-the-other-guys bill, complete with an ineffable charisma, rugged good looks, and eyes full of unwavering determination, in any herd of males.







On the other hand, judging by everything else that we had heard, what made Nugrassa’s chosen one really special was the fact that he was the only man around for miles (not counting the silent and indifferent travelers of the Gremlin’s path) and the rather slow pace at which he had pushed through the rock initially.







As for the rock itself—things were far from simple here, either.







Nugrassa made a startling admission, and I spent the next couple of minutes in a futile attempt to stifle my uproarious laughter. Orbit didn’t hold back at all, allowing himself a hearty roll at the cliff’s edge and nearly plummeting all the way down—I had to catch him by the leg and haul him back. Even the stoic Mistress Mythrell had to turn away, coughing and thumping her palm against the impassive stone in muffled laughter.







The thing was that Nugrassa had previously noticed something whizzing overhead while traversing the jungle. It would zip by at an enormous speed, and then be gone in a blink. Moreover, this mysterious sky-borne projectile always followed the same trajectory and height.







The ever-curious Nugrassa decided to investigate.







During the next fly-by—a waiting game that had taken quite a while—the incoming sky rocket was “warmly” greeted by a lone rock that had mysteriously appeared in the middle of the jungle. Naturally, this rock had been conjured up by Nugrassa, who had invested a significant amount of energy into growing it and made sure to enchant it well for fortitude.







Our merry damsel had not miscalculated, and the location for the rock was well chosen.







The celestial body’s usual behavior followed the pattern of Zing! And it was gone.







But this time it went more like Zing! Thud! Followed by a savage scream of, “Damn it, what’s with this freaking rock appearing from out of nowhere, may the fleas of a thousand camels infest the armpits of whoever’s responsible for this!” The litany of curses was then accompanied by the unrelenting crunch and breakage of the stone. Nugrassa was fast, but not fast enough—by the she reached the top of the rock, all she saw was a peculiar hole in the shape of a human body and a couple of tattered red patches of fabric that trembled in the wind, caught on the rock.







Nugrassa was undeterred.







Taking her previous miscalculations into account, the sorceress adjusted the rock’s position a little and enchanted it harder, reaching her absolute limit—the ancient trail resisted any manipulation, so even maintaining this rock required constant effort and generous mana expenditure on Nugrassa’s part.







The next time, the noise was louder, and the cursing, even more so. But Nugrassa wasn’t late this time, darting to the rock swiftly like a curious fox, where she crouched modestly at the edge to take a good look at her catch. She saw a very angry man pinned against the chilly enchanted stone. Upon seeing the sorceress, he unleashed a storm of curses at her, nearly knocking her off the rock. That was the first whisper of love…







With considerable effort, Nugrassa managed to delay the stranger for a while, and he even engaged in conversation after calming down slightly. After he had finally “squeezed” through the stone and sped away like a comet, Nugrassa patiently awaited their next encounter.







And the encounter happened.







And then another one. And another. Soon, their meetings on top of the rock towering above the jungle became a great joy for Nugrassa, and their initially philosophical conversations eventually transitioned into dialogs of a more personal nature.







The sorceress, the monster, and the guardian of the Kzokralla's underwater sea found herself smitten like a teenager.







So who was her chosen one?







Wussie, of course. The sweet, adorable, fantastic, magnificent, thrilling, and dazzling Wussie.







There was just one problem—Wussie was constantly being pulled by the irresistible force of magical attraction, which whisked him back to Angora, where Nugrassa’s beloved served as a permanent guardian, just like her. She was the sentinel of Xokrall, and he stood guard at the first gates of the divine hell of Tantariall, which lay right beyond Angora.







But divine hell was the least of her worries. What Nugrassa objected to the most as a woman was the fact that her beloved gremlin was always pulled away so quickly. He came around seldom enough as it was! And he could stay less than an hour before departing. How was that fair? Moreover, he was constantly pressed against that damn rock so hard—Nugrassa was already beginning to feel somewhat jealous of it.







But surrendering and submitting to the inevitable just wasn’t Nugrassa’s way. She engaged in furious mental activity, evaluating her abilities and skills, seeking an opportunity here, and a weakness there. And she found something. But the problem was that she couldn’t carry out the key part of the plan. There was a prohibition in place. Only someone else could do it for her, but who could it be? The only ones trudging and crawling along this gloomy overgrown trail were indifferent defeated monsters. They were impossible to negotiate with. Nugrassa tried to coax the undead from the Gloomy Haven into helping, but the skeletons bluntly told her to leave them alone. They presumably had enough troubles of their own. What troubles would those be? They didn’t say. The negotiations came to nothing, and the restrictions placed on her didn’t even allow her to get her own back on the overly insolent undead.







There was only one option left—to believe that the tranquility of the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall would one day be disrupted by otherworlders, about whom the sorceress had heard quite a lot. Thanks to her magic, and the fact that she was a monster herself, she could communicate with the monsters that wandered along the trail, and had learned much about the insatiable curiosity of the mysterious strangers who had started coming to the world of Waldyra relatively recently, but had nonetheless managed to change a great deal already. So, there was no doubt that they would eventually visit her here. And she didn’t need many—two would suffice. Or three, just to be on the safe side.







What was the essence of her plan?







Did it really matter to us?







The important thing was for it to work, after which she would finally get what she wanted—as would we. Everyone would receive their reward, and we would part, quite satisfied with each other.







So?







Were we in agreement?







The sorceress Nugrassa’s story and pitch had come to a close. She glanced at us, her gaze landing on me with unquestionable precision, and she tilted her head questioningly. I didn’t make her wait long. Rising, I nodded briefly and offered her my hand in a confident gesture.







“We will help! You will get what you want—and admit defeat. Then we will part as friends, to our mutual satisfaction. Deal?”







“Deal,” she replied.







Nugrassa smiled so widely, and her gaping mouth was filled with so many needle-sharp teeth, that I was instantly reminded that this figure in a scarlet cloak was actually a shapeshifter. Only it wasn’t some mangy silver-pelted cur like Grym the Inconsolable that she transformed into, but rather an underwater monster the size of a mountain. Nugrassa could squash the Silver Werewolf like a bug without even noticing it.







Would she deceive us?







I had no idea. But we didn’t really have a choice.







We were still part of her carefully thought-out plan—the one she invested so much effort in.







However, I was used to being a cog in other people’s plans, and didn’t mind it much as long as I got what I wanted, too, so why not help a love-struck immortal monster? It never hurt to have powerful entities owe you a favor or two.







“We will help,” I said again. “And we will do our part honestly and diligently.”







“I'm not asking for more than that, Rosgard-Who-Turned-Out-Not-So-Bad-After-All!”







“And if I hadn’t challenged you back then?” I asked.







“I would have destroyed your pathetic nutshell of a ship. But I would have saved a dozen of you otherworlders,” Nugrassa replied without hesitation. “However, after your challenge, I realized that I had a chance to negotiate… I’m actually grateful to that terrible dragon for having wounded me,” a few blackened and drooping tentacles emerged from under the scarlet cloak. “There’s a tiny loophole in the magical laws that bind me—I can retreat for a while if I receive a serious wound. And the dragon has hit me hard… who is he? His power… is something indescribable…”







“He’s a flame-breathing lizard and also the Supreme High Priest Vitalis,” I said, adding, “A shapeshifter.”







“Just like me,” Nugrassa smiled again. The spikes on her cheekbones got longer.







“But why did you alter your plan?” I still didn’t understand. “With your kind of powers it would have been a lot easier to just destroy our ship…”







“Do you doubt my powers?”







“Perish the thought! I’m learning some wisdom, if anything,” I parried.







“That’s laudable, Rosgard… Very laudable… It’s simple, really—I gleaned a simple but important fact that concerns the otherworlders from my long conversations with my beloved and the monsters wandering the path.”







“Let me guess,” I mumbled in a somewhat embarrassed tone. “We’re venal, right?”







“Quite so, Rosgard the Wise. You otherworlders are much easier to bribe or persuade than to scare or force into compliance. If one promises you a reward, you’ll snap yourselves in two to earn it. So, what do you say, Rosgard? Are you ready to snap yourself in two for a really handsome reward?”







“With pleasure,” I nodded. “But time is of the essence. Our ship cannot just remain docked at the Gloomy Haven forever.”







“Let them sail on,” Nugrassa waved her scarlet cloak in a casual gesture. “I can always return you to that ship of yours, and my reward… or my punishment… will find you anywhere in the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall.”







I made note of the information as well as the threat, nodded again, and dashed off a quick message to our team on the Black Queen:







“Don't wait for us. In case of victory, we will be transported aboard the Black Queen, wherever in the Sea of Xokrall she may be. In case of defeat, it’s the Crche for us. Just keep on going. We’ll share all the juicy details of our amazing adventures later, and only with our fellow Heroes.”







I couldn’t resist that jibe. No matter how you looked at it, the Sleepless Ones had left us behind, demonstrating a very healthy pragmatism. I couldn’t blame them, and I hoped they wouldn’t blame me for acting all sneaky, either. But I did send a dozen spectacular screenshots, avoiding getting Nugrassa in the frame and focusing on the gorgeous views of the misty jungle, making sure to capture the enraged ants and the back of the unknown monster. The following terrifying legend had just appeared over its majestic spinal crest:








The Devourer of All







Level: 772







Insanely ravenous eternal traveler of the ?????









And someone was expected to walk that path on their own, overcoming all of this? Moreover, this was only a single segment of the Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way…







I gave a start, remembering that the location did not have an E. A. F. D. status, and turned to Nugrassa:







“May I ask a question, sorceress?”







“Speak…”







“It’s not about us or you. And it’s not about your plan.”







“Is now really the time for idle chatter?”







That was rich, coming as it was from someone who had warbled about the charming and adorable Wussie with those lovely dimples on his unshaved cheeks for over an hour…







I bit my remark back with some effort, and asked in a conciliatory tone,







“We’re not the first otherworlders to have come here, are we?"







Mistress Mythrell remained perfectly calm, but Orbit jumped up and pricked up his ears.







“No, you’re not,” Nugrassa replied. “I received astonishing news recently about a solitary and clearly insane otherworlder who’d set foot on the Path right at its beginning. It is divided into three great parts, you see. We stand at the beginning of the one in the middle.”







So, if the path was divided into three parts, they could be treated as three separate interconnected locations. That gave the developers an excellent chance to have each location affected by an E. A. F. D. status of its own in the most perfidiously sneaky manner. That’s what I would do to utterly ruin the life of any solo player who would dare to take such a brave and foolish step.







Therefore, since we were at the very start of the middle part of the Path, and there was no E. A. F. D. status (which lasted exactly a day) here, the implication was pretty clear…







Meanwhile, Nugrassa kept talking as she started to descend the cliff via a fairly easy trail appearing right in front of her:







“The madman didn’t appear here yet. I would have noticed,” she stopped for a moment, looked at me over her shoulder, and flashed another toothy grin, “I’m the boss here. Not even the craftiest sneak could slip past me.”







And yet there was no E. A. F. D. status here. Another player had undoubtedly visited before us.







“Right,” I nodded, returning her smile. “Sure, I don’t doubt your vigilance for a moment.”







“I thought I felt something strange recently… something like a fleeting shadow, silent and barely perceptible… It was as if nature itself shuddered for a moment. The travelers on the path became agitated briefly, baring their fangs, bristling their fur and quills, crackling their shells, and so on… but then everything quieted down again. Just a strange surge of some power…”







“Right,” I repeated, following the love-struck sorceress down the path. “Absolutely. So, how can we help you, Nugrassa?”







“I’ll show you… You’ll see everything for yourselves really soon.







* * *







And show us she did… and, having understood what we saw, we shuddered, for we understood nothing.







Well… it seemed I was the only one who shuddered as I stared in confusion at the massive intertwining of petrified and regular branches with inlays of multicolored enormous scales, bones, enormous dead snakes, and flows of gray ice with chunks of amber frozen inside. What we saw resembled a huge bird’s nest turned upside down—one big enough to accommodate a couple of adult red dragons with ease. The strange piles of whitish-green substance under the nest could very well pass for broken eggshells.







“There it is,” Nugrassa smiled proudly, pointing at the inexplicable contraption with her two webbed hands and seven tentacles.







“Hm…” Orbit, circled the “nest” clockwise, rubbing his chin pensively.







“Oh, but this is…” Mistry said thoughtfully, cleaning her glasses and circling the thing counterclockwise.







Feeling Nugrassa’s scrutiny, I pulled myself together just in time and with the utmost thoughtfulness, uttered:







“Most fascinating…” after which I stepped back about twenty paces and tried to assess the overall picture, since I didn’t get any of the details.







About three minutes later, Nugrassa sneaked closer, clearly waiting for me to voice my opinion while she was stirring something in a large bird’s skull with the tip of her tentacle. I realized that I couldn’t afford to mess up with the answer. She obviously needed us, anyway, but I didn’t want to ruin my image in the eyes of such an unusual digital personality as Nugrassa. Especially since she had already developed a positively cautious opinion about me so far—after all, we outplayed her and hadn’t become helpless hostages in her tentacles.







A nest… which was not a nest…







The structure had hung suspended in the air, held up by thick vines, which were, in turn, secured atop the tall carved columns arranged in a perfect circle. Some of the columns had been restored, as evidenced by the presence of foreign materials. And the materials in question were apparently anything that Nugrassa could lay her hands—or, rather, tentacles—on. The columns sprouted directly from the water, and there was also a small elevation on the green-covered, long wedge-shaped islet where I stood. There was a similar one off to the side. If you looked from above, it became evident that these "wedges" formed a circle, their tips converging in the center. The scene bore some resemblance to the pattern that forms when something heavy strikes the crust of dried mud—a circular dent surrounded by wedge-shaped segments. Someone had put in considerable effort to raze whatever structures had once stood here.







“This is a place of power,” I voiced my first and most obvious hunch.







“You are correct…”







“And since you’ve expended so much effort restoring it, it must be quite an unusual place of power. More specifically, it’s not just about the power of the magical currents here. There’s something else that makes it special, right?"







“And you are correct again, Rosgard the Surprisingly Insightful,” the creature in the crimson cloak nodded in satisfaction, taking a sip of the black liquid from a bird skull. “What else do you see?”







“I’ve seen a place like this before,” I was telling the truth. “A long time ago. It was an abandoned place of power for natural magic. A weave of living blooming branches floated in the air there, too, between the columns. But here… everything seems mixed up. Life and death, stone and wood, bones and ice… And I hear a strange crackling as well as mournful ghostly voices…”







“The spirits that I’ve captured are weeping and begging to continue their eternal journey along the Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol path,” Nugrassa smirked predatorily, showing her needle-like teeth smeared with black oily fluid. “They are trying to break free, you see…”







“So this is a trap? A ghost trap?”







“For now, it is. Ghosts… they embody the energy of life and death at the same time. The energy engaged in the great cycle of rebirth…”







“I can’t wrap my head around it,” I shook my head. “It’s all too complex and, frankly… I find it tedious…”







“Never mind… Consider it my fish trap, full of squirming fish. All kinds of fish—big, small, medium. And they all want to break free, generously giving their energy to the trap that had caught them. The trap, in turn, continues to feed from the ancient place of power. One snap of the fingers… and a whole sea of accumulated energy will be released at once, carrying within it a horde of wailing ghosts and a spell woven into bundles of energy…”







“But what kind of spell?” I asked.







Nugrassa already opened her mouth to answer, but two voices beat her to it.







“Stealth!” Mistress Mythrell muttered as she started circling the structure for the second time.







“Conce-e-e-e-ealment,” Orb drawled, scratching the back of his head furiously. “Supreme ma-a-a-a-agic…”







“Your friends are incredible,” Nugrassa nodded respectfully.







“They are indeed,” I agreed. “They are far superior to me in their intelligence and wisdom. But… a concealment spell?”







That was unexpected.







“My beloved is bound by a spell of the Ancients. A spell of divine power, drawing it directly from Tantariall. No matter what I did, I couldn’t break the spell. No one could. Trying to keep Wussie here… would be hopeless and foolish, and only cause him unnecessary pain.”







“But then…”







“If you cannot keep someone, you must follow them,” the spikes on Nugrassa's cheeks got longer and started quivering, their tips glowing bright red. “And follow him I will! Straight to Angora! Straight to hell!”







“Hold on… but…” I still didn’t understand. Then finally, it dawned on me—something Orbit and Mistry had already figured out. “Stealth! The spell of stealth, powered by an ancient place of power, will be directed at you.”







“Correct! I tried to leave the path together with my beloved—but magical power throws me away! However, with a spell of stealth imposed on me… I’ll be as nothing… magic will not detect me, and I’ll be able to follow Wussie into the realm of Angora!” Nugrassa's eyes sparkled triumphantly.







The very embodiment of the expression “love moves mountains.”







However…







There was one oversight—a massive oversight on the part of the poor besotted monster, unaware of the ubiquitous winged creatures known as the Immortals…







“As soon as the magic works, I…”







Nugrassa didn’t finish her sentence. I interrupted her rudely.







“It doesn’t matter!”







“Huh?”







“We’ll do it,” I spread my arms and smiled broadly. “I promised, after all. So we’ll do everything we need to do just the way we need to do it. You don’t need to convince us, and we don’t need to know anything extra.”







“I’m most grateful to you and your friends, Rosgard… and also surprised…”







“So, what exactly should we do?” I steered the conversation back to practical things.







“Guide the streams of magical power,” Nugrassa answered. “There are only three of them. They look like three colored air vortices. It’s impossible to control all three at once. That’s why I need three willing and more or less reasonable creatures.”







“Well, we fit the bill just fine,” I said with a nod. “We’re all willing, and at least two of us are reasonable. So… what do we do with these streams? Where do we direct them—and how?”







“At me. As soon as all three streams converge on me, the spell will work, and I will temporarily disappear completely. This will allow me to escape from here. Or at least try—after all, I’ve also been cursed by the Ancients, just like my beloved. And it could very well be that the same unknown power will drag me back as soon as the stealth magic dissipates…”







“Unlikely,” I mumbled. “You’re disposable.”







“I beg your pardon?”







“Well… You guard the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall, right? And it seems you also guard the middle part of the Path.”







“Almost. I was forced to protect the sea of Xokrall, and also ordered to oversee the middle part of the Path. I am a massive underwater monster of a disgusting appearance over there; over here I am… an evil and powerful witch who makes sure that the monsters walking the Path do not wander off.”







“So you’re not the guardian of the middle part of the Path, then, are you?”







“O no. The guardian and the proud overlord of the middle part of the Path is known as the Crimson Bushytail. He’s further ahead. An unpleasant, arrogant oaf. Oh, how I laughed when I found out that the flight path of my beloved passes straight through the majestic castle of the Crimson Bushytail, which is located in the narrowest part of the Path on top of a tall hill. It seems that Wussie unwittingly flies right through the lord’s sleeping chamber…”







I burst out laughing inadvertently. How would I react if a scruffy man in a cloak flew through my bedroom on a regular basis? Poor Bushytail.







“So, you’re the monster herder at the beginning of the middle part of the Path,” I nodded, having laughed it all off. “And the guardian of the Sea of Xokrall.”







“Correct. Pray, what did you mean by using the odd word ‘disposable’?”







“Wussie is immortal,” I explained. “Isn’t he?”







“He’s the eternal gatekeeper of Tantariall.”







“And you’re just a guardian, albeit one who is incredibly powerful and capable of living eternally. Still, you can be killed. Therefore, it doesn’t make any sense to bind you to the sea of Xokrall with powerful magic. Besides, where would it draw its power from? Wussie’s elastic shackles are energized by the energy of Tantariall. And that’s an eternal source…”







“Which spells eternal captivity for my beloved,” Nugrassa observed in a dejected voice.







“No,” I smiled. “That’s where you’re wrong, Nugrassa. If everything we’re planning goes well, it’s quite possible that the divine hell energy will soon be exhausted, and your beloved will gain his freedom. You don’t necessarily need to take this risk. Everything might get resolved by itself.”







“I can’t wait!” Nugrassa snapped. “For my impatience eats away at me!”







“Well, if that’s the case…” I sighed. “And what if we killed you? I mean, don’t get the wrong idea…”







“I get what you mean. After death, many end up in Angora. But no! It isn’t suitable for me!”







“Why?”







“Don’t get me wrong—I would gladly die for my love. But my beloved has told me that souls that end up in Angora lose most of their feelings, turning into cold and indifferent immortal denizens of the Kingdom of the Dead. Sworn enemies don’t reach for weapons when they meet in Angora, friends don’t rush to hug, nor do lovers reach toward one another… to kiss… It all makes sense—after all, death quickly cools any feelings… But I don’t want that! After all, Wussie is alive—he is merely a captive. But I will turn into a bodiless cold soul… if I end up in Angora at all.”







“What do you mean?”







“You’ve seen me in the sea of Xokrall, Rosgard. Did I resemble an achylote? A human? A sentient being?”







“You didn’t.”







“And there you have it. I’m a monster. So after I die, they may not let me enter Angora at all—I will end up as an eternal traveler on the Ush’Lann’Khral’Sol, and should I stray from my path, another will show me the way back.”







“Do they travel the path eternally?”







“Once they reach the end of the path, they return to the beginning… It is their sad lot.”







“I see. Right… Would you let me talk to my friends?”







“Privately?”







“Not necessarily,” I waved my hand. “But there will be things you might fail to understand.”







Nugrassa shrugged, but followed me gently when I started towards Orbit and Mistress Mythrell, who were huddled together and discussing something enthusiastically.







“This whole project is lunacy,” was the first thing I said.







Three pairs of eyes looked at me. Two of them seemed surprised; Nugrassa’s gaze was worried.







“Even if she manages to get away,” I nodded towards Nugrassa, “the Immos will return her as soon as they notice that she’s missing. And there must be a whole bunch of them here—it isn’t every day that players end up in the Sea of Xokrall and on the Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way. It’s a major event. They might be eavesdropping right now. The Immos will send her back. A runaway digital personality will throw a wrench in their works. They’ll put her on a chain, or some such.”







“Ye-e-e-e-es,” Orbit said, grinning widely. “But no-o-o-o-o…”







“Why not?”







“They ca-a-a-an’t send her ba-a-a-ack… if we’re the ones who help her flee-ee-ee-ee…” The bald elf drawled.







I pondered that for a second. Then it hit me.







“It’s part of our gaming experience!” I exclaimed. “But of course! And they can’t interfere in the players’ actions!”







“Indee-ee-ee-eed…” The elf’s eyes shone with mischief like two atom-powered light bulbs. “They ca-a-a-a-an’t…”







“Hey, how about us? In stealth mode, hugging the gremlin?”







“Single-use,” the elf snorted. “Alas…”







“Oh well,” I said with as much disappointment in my voice. Then, after a pause, I inquired slyly, “But are you sure?”







Orbit didn’t mind me asking for assurance and readily explained that the name of the spell was written in large letters right above the center of the nest, and that it was “A Desperate Loner’s Complete Disappearance.” I realized I would sound like a complete idiot, but still asked him to show me where it was written. I was shown a few cubic feet of air where red sparks flashed occasionally. I had no idea what one could possibly read there, but decided not to argue.







A Desperate Loner’s Complete Disappearance sounded cool. Nugrassa’s plan might work out after all.







The very phrase “Nugrassa’s plan” sounded extremely ominous, showcasing just how elaborate a scheme could be devised by a high-level AI with ample time on their hands. The solitary and bored Nugrassa had fallen deeply in love, and thus meticulously planned and prepared an incredible escape from a place that she was supposed to be incapable of ever leaving.







How far had Vitalis gone?







And ultimately, what might my daughter Roskie achieve?







In my dealings with such well-established, powerful, and popular deities like Snessa and Snessus, for example, I couldn’t discern any difference between their behavior and that of human players. All my interactions with them felt completely natural, and their reactions were perfectly authentic. And what about Anrull? His intellectual capacity far exceeded that of ordinary gods, although it might just be my lay speculation.







Times were changing. Waldyra was changing. And all of this was happening with the speed and inevitability of a heavily laden train in full motion. I even found it slightly unnerving. And we were directly influencing the events. I wondered if it might be time to step aside and…







A bony hand rested on my shoulder, and Orbit, looking into my eyes, grinned widely:







“This is i-i-i-i-interesting!”







“You sure are right about that,” I admitted somewhat reluctantly, glancing at the nest. “Does that thing look functional to you?”







“It’s outda-a-a-a-ated,” the elf grimaced and pointed to himself. “I’ll make some impro-o-o-o-ovements!”







He had already lunged towards the nest, but I grabbed him by the wrist. He gave me a puzzled look, and I explained:







“We should ask the owner of this reactor first.”







Orbit grunted in frustration, but nodded, and I turned to Nugrassa, stating confidently:







“Your contraption is perfectly functional.”







“I’m well aware of that, Rosgard.”







“But the construction is outdated. We’ll improve it.’







“It’s very easy to break,” the enchantress became anxious.







“We won’t break it,” I waved my hand nonchalantly. “The system is simple. We just need to change a couple of outlet pipes, modify the structuring overflow, suspend the quantum coordinates, and fine-tune the coherence in the zonal vibration of energy flows. My friends will take care of it.”







“Oh…” Nugrassa uttered thoughtfully and fell silent. After about ten seconds, she came out of her reverie and gave me a slight nod. “You seem to know what you’re talking about, Rosgard. Your knowledge is extensive…”







“Yup,” I nodded confidently, flashing her a reassuring smile while I signaled to Orb and Mistry, “Go ahead with the improvements. And keep an eye on the rainbow spectrum of the fluxon batteries! We don’t want any localized flashes or giggling thrombi infestations!”







“Huh?” Mistress Mythrell blurted, looking with great surprise at Orbit, who was no longer walking, but rather crawling with great effort, barely containing his laughter.







“Orbit Crystaliano, a Magical Engineer of the Seventh Rank, which is the highest, of course, will provide all the necessary explanations,” I interjected hastily before the wise old dwarf lady got a chance to ask me what the hell I was on about and whether I’d bumped my head on anything hard recently.







I approached Nugrassa and declared with absolute confidence.







“Nothing will be broken, rest assured of that. But there is still something I don’t quite understand. Do we have to wait for Wussie to appear? And, if so, for how long?”







“No need. I’ll call him, and he’ll come!”







I didn’t know why, but I suddenly imagined Nugrassa opening her toothy maw so wide it transformed into the gaping jaws of a dinosaur, and a terrifying roar reverberating through the jungle, causing trees to collapse en masse and entire food chains to perish. The water would turn into an orange acid, race along the Path to reach the walls of Angora, and etch the word “Wussie” on its smoldering stones…







Yikes…







Shaking my head, I stared expectantly at this extremely unusual character, who reminded me somewhat of Alishana.







“And how will you do that? Will it be a loud call? Will he respond quickly?”







“No one will hear the call, not even Wussie himself. However, anyone with eyes to see will bear witness my call, even though none will understand it… How quickly, you ask? In but a few beats of your soft heart, Rosgard… Wussie will find himself atop the cliff that overlooks the ancient place of power.”







“And how is that going to work?” I asked again, not quite satisfied with a verbal answer. “Will you show me?”







“I will, rest assured,” the creature nodded, unfastening the collar of its garment.







The black and red hair that was floating through the air as if it was underwater made it difficult to see anything clearly, but I still managed to make out a trembling necklace of black thread and crimson petals on Nugrassa’s neck. They stretched horizontally, seemingly eager to break free and rush away, perhaps even taking Nugrassa’s head along.







“These are scraps of fabric,” I concluded.







“From the cloak of my beloved,” Nugrassa said. “They are imbued with magic. They will appear beside Wussie quickly, and he will understand that I am summoning him.”







“I see… Nugrassa…”







“Yes, Rosgard the Strange Changeling?”







Ignoring the title, I asked a question that suddenly intrigued me greatly:







“If we were to engage in a battle there, in the underground sea, where you were in the form of a colossal creature… if you started losing to us…”







“That would never happen,” Nugrassa replied without hesitation.







“And yet, all sorts of eventualities do transpire.”







"If that were to happen, I would summon Wussie," she nodded resolutely. “To see his radiant face before my demise.”







“Well, then,” I chuckled.







And while he’d be holding his dying beloved in his arms, Wussie would obliterate the remains of our flagship without leaving so much as tiny pieces. It was a good thing the battle had never taken place. Besides, something like that would be horribly unfair. Wasn’t it one of the main tropes of the genre that a terrifying monster should face off against a brave army of heroes alone?







“Done!” Mistress Mythrell declared cheerfully, emerging from the entanglement of rock and wood. “This is a very powerful focusing artifact, and it has been built in a suitable place of great power. We have but improved it slightly.”







“Improved the ancient magic?” Nugrassa said skeptically.







“The world keeps turning, my dear, and nothing stays the same,” the dwarf lady parried, and the two of them exchanged glares.







“And that’s a wonderful thing, isn’t it?” I hastened to intervene, unwilling as I was to witness a cat fight at close proximity. “Let’s not escalate things! Hey, Orb! Where are we supposed to stand?”







“Us?” The bald elf asked, hanging from the structure upside down. “It only takes o-o-o-o-one!”







“Oh? Did I understand correctly? Just one of us is enough for activation?”







“Yes… but…”







“But?” I asked with a sigh, realizing there really were no free lunches in Waldyra.







“This is an artifact of the Ancients, Rosgard. Such constructions always require a sacrifice from the spellcaster using them,” Lady Mythrell explained, the lenses of her spectacles gleaming with concern. “Always…”







“And what’s the price in this case?”







“No one will know until…”







“Understood,” I grumbled. “Well, everything seems clear enough. Step aside, and show me where and how to press.”







“Rosgard the Glorious! Anything can happen! Let me do it instead! After all, I have lived for many years, and a fair share of those were happy years…”







I silenced her with a soft gesture and used my trump card by reminding her, “I am immortal.”







“Oh, all right, then,” Mistry decided not to press her claim for the kamikaze seat.







“Don’t you even think about it,” I waved my finger in front of the elf’s upside-down mug. “I’ll do it myself!”







“OK,” Orbit agreed easily, landing face first in the dirt. “Let’s go!”







“I don’t know the price, either,” Nugrassa said slowly. “But when I was building my device and studying the ancient scrolls, I realized that the artifact would demand quite a lot, Rosgard the True Friend. It would require no less than three bright and strong souls for its activation. Now, it all comes down to just one soul… won’t the price be too high for you, after all?”







“You sure are sentimental for a wicked underwater monster,” I smiled and waved my hand. "Go to the cliff! We will give the signal... how will we give the signal?"







“I have a copper miner's whistle with me,” suggested the dwarf lady.







“We will signal with the whistle! Now hurry up!”







“Just make sure you don’t mess up! Wussie can’t stay for too long, and I will put all my strength into protection. And… now that you have deigned to take such a bold step for me… I…”







“I have! But hurry before I change my mind!” I pushed a little, and Nugrassa hurriedly spun around us in a crimson whirl, flickering between the trees and swiftly racing toward the cliff. Before I could even blink in astonishment, she effortlessly climbed the sheer rock wall. How deeply in love she must be, I thought to myself!







“What do we do?” I hurried to Orbit.







A shadow of fear visited me for some reason, shrouded in a barely noticeable cloud of doubt.







What if I botched something?







What if I accidentally managed to trigger some particularly evil curse of the Ancients?







What if I fell ill with something?







What if everything went completely belly-up, and an enraged Nugrassa, deeming it the result of our treachery, destroyed everything and everyone, including the Black Queen? After all, if a major foul-up did happen, how could I prove it wasn’t intentional?







“There!” Orbit pointed upward with a radiant smile.







Glancing in that direction, I saw a transparent, knotty log with three glowing threads attached to it and a round, glowing boulder at the front. It resembled an ugly, crippled horse—or an equally disfigured donkey.







“Place your palms on the control stone, Rosgard the Bold," Mistry instructed me. “Squeeze it and turn it sharply to activate.”







“I didn’t quite envision a heroic deed in this fashion,” I grumbled, hopping over while grabbing onto a branch. “Step back, both of you. Don’t come any closer until it’s all over.”







To my surprise, they didn’t argue. They just nodded and quickly vanished.







Cautiously climbing up, and almost slipping off the slippery log, I firmly grasped the boulder, pressing my palms against it. What now?







I raised my head and realized I was in the center of an inverted lace-like bowl. The humming grew louder, and I noticed glowing threads approach my rear end.







“Someone blow the whistle!” I yelled, feeling like an utter doofus.







First came the elf’s laughter, then the long, piercing sound of the miner’s whistle. I peeked at the top of the cliff, running the risk of slipping off.







What would happen now?







A flash!







Nothing was happening at first—then a sparkling gray blaze lit up on the cliff, turning it into a colossal guiding torch.







“Rosgard! Squeeze!” a shout came from the cliff. I squeezed my palms together, trying to crush the stone. It crunched. Multicolored waves of power ran along it, and system notifications raced before my eyes.







I could see nothing, since all my attention was focused on not falling off the trembling log suspended inside the swaying bowl.







A flash!







The entanglements around me heated up. The stone shattered in my hands, and I plummeted downward. The “nest” stretched upward, transforming into a narrow towering column. A shimmering gray-red beam struck the rock where Nugrassa was standing.







A flash!







The top of the cliff disappeared, and I crashed against the rocks protruding from the water, my bewildered gaze following the gray comet that streaked under the vault and flew away along the Path.







And, just like that, the two lovers were gone.







“We did it…” I muttered. “Or did we? Did we do it, or…”







“We did it!” Mistry yelled from a distance.







“Yes!” I pumped my fist and yelped in surprise as something hit me in the chest.







What was it?







My chest was completely bare. There were parchment pages and a tightly-woven scroll lying on it.







There was a loud crack.







The pillar towering above me gave a lurch and started falling apart.







“Crap!” I exclaimed, leaping up and galloping away, stumbling every fifth step, feeling the vibrations of the earth, and wincing at the sight of heavy debris falling from the sky.







“Ros! Run!”







“Run, Rosgard! Run!”







“I am running!" I yelled, darting forward like a hare chased by a pack of hounds while large and small stone shrapnel pounded the water around me.







Spotting a large rock, I circled around it and quickly pressed myself into the cold mud, watching a huge creature pass by—it resembled a giant clawed rhinoceros. I fell silent, waiting for the danger to pass. It didn’t take long—soon the ground ceased to rumble from the impacts of the collapsed column, and I cautiously rose. The first thing I saw was my smiling friends running towards me.







And the lines before my eyes:








Nugrassa the guardian has vanished!







Rosgard, clan leader of the Heroes of the Final Frontier, is declared the winner!









Such dj vu.







But this time the wording was slightly differently—although the outcome appeared to be the same. All I needed to do was to check my levels and attributes. I looked at the data on the screen and widened my eyes.







“How are you feeling, Rosgard the Glorious?”







“Hell’s bells!” I blurted out.







"Tee hee hee,” the bald elf grinned widely, patting my wet shoulder. “Awesome!”







A teleport materialized nearby, shimmering invitingly.







The path back is open! Hurry up, heroes!







“Let’s go!” I came to my senses, realizing that it would be better to sort out everything that had just transpired upon reaching safety.







“Let’s,” the dwarf lady agreed readily.







“Yes, let’s!” the elf nodded resolutely.







Slipping and sliding, we reached the teleport, and I glanced back one last time at the Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way, where we had ended up so unexpectedly. To tell the truth, I was a little reluctant to leave this extraordinary place. There were so many unexplored and astonishing things here… But we had no choice.







I was in for a surprise.







I realized this when I felt a small object placed in my hand, followed by a shove that propelled me into the teleport. I twisted around and managed to see Orbit and Mistress Mythrell standing side by side, smiling. I shouted in astonishment:







“Hey!”







Then the teleport sucked me in.







There was a flash…







The rainbow whirlpool engulfed me with a roar and swiftly carried me through its gleaming golden rings…







I felt a jolt.







My heels struck a solid surface, which turned out to be wet. There was a splash as I plopped down into a puddle, staring at what I had in my hands. I held a bundle of papers that I had grabbed automatically as I was leaving the Path in my left, and a small piece of paper with a few handwritten lines in my right.







“Dear Rosgard! Orbit said you would get angry, but I believe in your kindness and count on your understanding. I couldn’t resist the call of an adventure that, albeit filled with dangerous perils, will lead me straight to Angora—the city I want to reach alive and on my own, and not as a mere passenger or burden. Don’t be mad! With deep respect, Mistress Mythrell. P. S. Don’t worry about Orbit. I’ll take good care of him. Glory and good luck to you, dear Rosgard! Glory and good luck! It’s an honor to call you my friend!”







“Why didn’t you invite me along?” I roared, clenching the paper in my fist.







“Where to?!” Bom boomed, bursting into the brightly-lit room. “Where weren’t you invited, boss? Hey, are you alive at all?!”







“I’m alive,” I sighed, rising slowly.







“And the guys?! Hold on… Where are they?!”







“They stayed on the Path,” I grinned widely, feeling fatigue, anger, and resentment fade away slowly. “They’ve decided to follow it all the way to Angora.”







“Oh, crap! Why wasn’t I invited, too?! I’d so love to escape this madhouse! Let’s go! Make sure to tell me everything. Also, the tournament is about to begin!”







“What tournament?”







“Have you forgotten?! You organized it yourself!”







“Oh,” I nodded. “Yeah, now I remember.”







“And what’s that old stuff that you’re clutching in your hands?”







“I’ll tell you later,” I waved dismissively, realizing I had nowhere to put the scroll and the sheets since I no longer had a backpack.







“Ros…” Bom stared at me intently. “What in the devil’s name…?”







“Oh, you’ve only just noticed?" I chuckled, waving my hand over my head. “Yup, this is just the way you see it.”







“You… You’re Level 75! Just a sec, is this some kind of disguise?”







“No. It’s the price I paid.”







”For what?!”







“For helping a love-struck monster,” I grinned even wider and slapped the half-orc on the shoulder. “Let’s go! Time to watch the tournament. Are we on our way?”







“Affirmative. Going full speed ahead. But your levels…”







“Prepare a few easy monsters for me, too,” I requested. “I need to level up urgently.”







“Sure thing. But… why are you looking so happy? That’s a huge rollback…”







“Along with the levels, it has also erased that damned support mage character class,” I explained, squinting mirthfully. “I’m free!”







“What about your skills?”







“They’ve all been cut,” I nodded. “And all the attributes have been reset. So, essentially, I'm back at level one, but I can reallocate a whole bunch of points. I just have to decide where to put them.”







“Well, it’s all about Intellect and Wisdom for mages. And a bit of Stamina. There’s no other way…”







“That’s where I'm not so sure. Not sure at all,” I replied, following Bom down the corridor, towards the growing roar of voices—the Heroes’ first tournament aboard the Black Queen had already begun, and judging by the noise, it was going quite successfully.
















Chapter Eleven
































HAVING MANAGED TO REACH
 the central “box lodge,” which was one of the many high platforms made of crates, unnoticed, I sat down on a chest and… my derriere clinked.







Standing up, I grabbed onto the offending item firmly and peeled off a shard of shattered glass stuck to my rear—remnants of the transparent log from a short while back, apparently. Ignoring the astonished looks of those gathered around me, I calmly sat back on the chest. The treasurer next to me swiftly took the glass and hid it in his backpack. He also draped a gray cloak over me, covering my tattered clothes. It had a couple of inner pockets, most conveniently. I handed the letter from Orbit and Mistress Mythrell to Bom, and he immersed himself in reading. Meanwhile, I waved my hands to everyone who had finally noticed my presence. There were quite a few of those, and the hall erupted with welcoming cheers, particularly from the Heroes, who were virtually jumping with joy.







I gestured for everyone to turn their attention back to the fighters in the circular sand arena, and took a good look at what was going on there myself. Grizzled Wolf against Deathbringer. Heroes against the Sleepless Ones. Level 173 against Level 180. Grizzled Wolf was successfully pushing back the Deathbringer, relentlessly dealing him one blow after another.







“So, what about the stats, boss?” Bom rumbled, crumpling the letter into a ball and handing it to the ever-smiling and omnipresent dwarf assistant who had taken on the arduous task of organizing the tournament.







Finny the dwarf, a mule and a blacksmith by profession, armed with an ax she had forged herself, hurried off to another platform with the crumpled paper, not forgetting to flash me a smile and give me a thumbs-up gesture as she passed by.







“I only became a mage because of the spell that would remove the veil concealing the Lost Continent,” I whispered, waving to Kyre, Roskie, and Alishana, who were sitting on the neighboring platform.







Finny had just delivered their letter, and Kyre was engrossed in reading. Roskie was reading it over her shoulder.







“So, what do you want to become?”







“I don’t know yet,” I admitted to him. “But there’s a certain set of armor that I’ve been meaning to try on for a long time. Maybe even wear permanently.”







“Armor, eh? So, you want to become a warrior? A tank? A knight? A paladin?”







“Well, I’m not sure yet. It all happened less than a quarter of an hour ago. I’ll think it over. Ask around for advice. How are things with the passengers?”







“See for yourself,” Bom growled, suddenly darkening as he pointed to a platform further away with his sausage-like finger.







The platform looked peculiar. In the center, there was an additional elevation made of crates, with a chair on top where a half-orc sat regally, observing the proceedings with benevolent boredom. Sitting beside the elevation, dangling their legs off the edge of the platform, were the passengers themselves—Crow the dwarf, a human called Gray Mithril, and a cheerful red-haired elf maiden embracing another elf maiden, who was even more cheerful. The half-orc girl Tefnut stood slightly apart, leaning against the “throne.”







“Looks like there’ll be one less king in this world in a day or two,” Bom sighed heavily, avoiding my gaze. “Well, yeah… he’s always like that, you know…”







“Aw, forget it,” I shrugged. “By the way, where are those cowardly traitors…?”







“Over there,” Bom grinned broadly this time, pointing to an elevation on the other side of the arena.







That’s where I saw them all—the jovial trio of Malice, Whisper, and the Black Baroness. Notably, they were sitting on the edge of the platform and not standing in the center along with the rest of the Sleepless Ones.







“Are they avoiding us on purpose?” I wondered. “Should I go cheer them up?”







“Don’t,” Bom stopped me. “Seriously, don’t. There was a big commotion here just recently. When our folks began loudly questioning why only the Sleepless Ones had come out of the trap, demanding not to attribute everything to the kindness of their generous leader Rosgard. There was also talk to the effect of if it smells like loot and glory, then the Sleepless Ones are in the thick of it, but if there’s a risk of dying and getting cursed, then the Sleepless Ones run off at once. As for me, we were right on every account. Still, we managed to calm everyone down, then sail away from the Gloomy Haven, and just kept moving. Then the tournament began—just as a means to defuse the tension.”







“Is that why Deathbringer’s holding back?” I asked, watching the fight.







“Huh?” Bom squinted at the arena and, rising slightly, yelled deafeningly after a few seconds: “Deathbringer! None of that! No one needs your pity! Strike hard! Hit to get the Wolf!” Deathbringer didn’t respond, but his tactics changed immediately, and he started pushing the Grizzled Wolf back.”







“After the fight, I’ll need to give a short speech,” I said. “Will you arrange it?”







“I’ll tell Finny. That girl’s a real marvel! She manages to get everything done!” Bom waved his paw, calling Finny over. I managed to catch the gaze of the Black Baroness at last. I smiled and nodded to her. She responded with barely noticeable hesitation, and, after a brief pause, left her platform and headed toward us. She was indeed wise. I didn’t even have to write her a message. In a minute, BB jumped lightly onto our platform and sat down next to me, squeezing me onto the chest. The lone head of the Sleepless Ones, surrounded by a host of grinning Heroes. Just at that moment, Deathbringer jumped up and struck the fallen Wolf’s throat with his spiked knee in a graceful sweep, knocking out the last bits of his opponent’s HP and achieving a resounding victory. The huge hold filled with a deafening roar and clatter.







“Congratulations, chief,” I said.







“Congratulations to you too, chief,” Baroness replied. “About your levels…”







“Everything has gone according to plan,” I nodded with a satisfied smile.







“Come again?” Her eyes, filled with sadness a second ago, now radiated suspicion mixed with some anger. “What do you mean, according to plan? Just don’t tell me…”







“What’s there to hide?” I was surprised at her reaction. “The plan was to sand off some levels and, at the same time, get rid of the obsolete and unnecessary support mage character class with its infuriating penalties. And, of course, to get hold of that ancient spell and a few other old papers. Every objective achieved. Everyone played their parts perfectly.”







“You’re lying!” Baroness hissed.







“Here, take a look,” I said, pulling a sheaf of black-and-yellow paper, crumpled and still specked with glass shards, from my cloak’s pocket, and presenting it momentarily to her gaze. “Scrolls. We’ve managed to dispose of Nugrassa too—sent her off on her honeymoon, in fact.”







“Where?!”







“On her honeymoon,” I repeated unfazed. “Romantic stuff and all that. Therefore, she won’t be crossing our path en route. Additionally, I’ve left a landing party on the Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way—there’s plenty of unique loot there, you know. Our clan is young—we need everything we can get.”







“A landing party?”







“Orbit and Mistress Mythrell stayed on the Path,” I explained in a bit more detail. “They’ll follow it all the way to Angora. We’ll meet up there. They have a map of relatively safe routes, and some support from above, as it were. In short—everything went off without a hitch.”







"Ros-sgard…” Baroness, who’d had a chance to scrutinize the papers, hissed like a snake this time. “You want to s-say…”







“I want to thank you,” I said, slightly bowing and signaling to the warrior sitting on the adjacent platform.







“I know, you’re lying. So that I would stop feeling guilty,” Baroness suggested, but I was relentless and shook my head.







“No. If anything, we have used you. We’ve earned Nugrassa’s respect by having sent you away while we stayed on the Path. Respect for us and my entire clan. And not just her respect, either! But that’s a secret.”







“A secret!” Echoed Bom, ever the attentive listener. “Why don’t you guys just shove off already?”







“I’ll pull your fangs out right now,” the Baroness promised him. “And shove them right up your green…”







“You called?” Alishihara Lih Duoros, a warrior of the now-defunct Dead Sands Clan, landed noiselessly on the platform next to Baroness.







“I did,” I confirmed. "Alishana, tell me—could you teach me your skills and magic?”







The girl blinked in surprise as she stood there pondering my question. In the meantime, I admired the wide eyes of Baroness, the holder of a unique warrior class.







“It’s not as easy as you think!” Baroness moved closer to me. “Just to become a student of theirs, you have to go through real hell! I lived in that damned desert! Ate their scraps, cleaned the latrine pits, sifted through bucketfuls of dune sand to pick out rare silver scales, passed incredible trials, full of mortal dangers, and took a heap of unthinkable vows… I went through hell! And only then was I admitted to the first lessons. And you think that…”







“Of course, I’d be happy to teach you everything I know, ngamu Rosgard," Alishana gave a curt bow. “We will start immediately with the best skills and spells of our clan.”







“Well, there we go,” I sighed in relief and looked at Baroness. “And there you were trying to discourage me! Thank you, Alishana. I look forward to learning your martial arts.”







“Eek…” was the only thing Baroness managed to say, before she softly slunk off the platform and stumbled off somewhere.







Actually, she’d uttered something else—some terse word charged with a lot of emotion. And it was not from impending weakness that she swayed. In my opinion, her infirm gait was the result of inhumane attempts to hold back an angry howl. Or from restraining her desire to wring the necks of yours truly, Alishana, and indeed anyone else who fell into the hands of this wrathful black fury.







“She’ll be back,” I declared, watching her departure.







“Of course,” Bom smirked. “That nut won’t crack as easily. Are you serious, though, Ros?”







“Absolutely,” I nodded, noting his gaze on Alishana, who was seated nearby expectantly. “Baroness is a prime example—the advantage goes to whoever possesses something unique. Alishana… have you or other warriors from your tribe ever been asked by anyone to teach them something?”







“They ask us every day, ngamu Rosgard,” the girl responded in a melodious voice.







“And what do you tell them?”







“We say, ‘chvakh tyr rakh ash!’ It stands for navigating a long, grueling, and dirty road. A humiliating journey.”







“Keep sending them on that journey, then,” I grinned broadly, guessing that in this case we were definitely not talking about a route to an elite military academy with such an intriguing name.







“If they train you and then stay in Angora…”







“There won’t be any more like the Black Baroness and me.”







“It’s impossible for you to learn the skills of that mangy desert cat you call the Black Baroness, ngamu. Those are women's skills.”







“Ah… And what about me?”







“You are a man, ngamu Rosgard. So you’ll be taught by men, too.”







“The Black Boomerang is returning,” Bom informed us, standing up. “I’ll run along in the meantime, Ros. I need to take care of some deserved punishments and encouragements—everything as your deputy commanded.”







“Kyre?”







“Yep. I didn’t see it coming,” Bom said, scratching his nape sheepishly. “It’s been a bit of a chaos here without you. And I was busy with my problem passengers. Well, Kyre really tore into me. And not just me. Many others. She’s been going on about how everyone’s been posturing a lot, but not doing much for the clan. She’s used me as an example since I was spending time with my VIP passengers while I should have been helping with a heap of tasks.”







“Uh…”







“She was right,” Bom conceded, raising his green palms. “I’m not arguing and I’m not asking you to intercede.”







“I wasn’t planning to,” I confessed. “She’s right. If your friends have made it through hell and high water, they can get through this too. Immerse yourself in the clan’s affairs.”







“Understood.”







Bom ran off at a heavy gallop, to be replaced by Baroness, who approached me with her usual ominous half-smile back on her face.







“Ngamu Ros,” she purred. "You will become a desert warrior of the Dead Sands Clan. I am a desert warrior of the Dead Sands Clan, too. How about a martial marital union? All according to tribal customs.”







“Don’t even joke like that,” I hissed. “Do you really want to see me killed?”







“Duh, I’m not talking about real marriage. Calm down. I mean the desert dwellers’ conjugal battle skill. It can be activated once a day. After a special ritual, you get two additional activations. And they come with such bonuses that only a fool would refuse. Think about it.”







“I’m Level 75,” I reminded her.







“Think about it,” Baroness repeated, throwing a parting glance at my cloak, which concealed an ancient scroll, as she left our platform. I barely resisted the urge to pat my pocket to make sure that all the papers were still there.







A ritual… I glanced at Alishana. She nodded, confirming what had been said before,







“The flea-ridden sand rat did not lie, ngamu Rosgard. Such a union is possible. And the advantages it grants are high.”







“It's too early to think about that. When can we start training?”







“Anytime, ngamu. Just say so.”







“We will have our first lesson today,” I decided.







“The initiation,” Alishana corrected me. “Near our holy artifact, in the presence of all the tribe members. We will need sand. A lot of sand.”







“How much exactly is a lot?” I was about to start inquiries, but then recalled the need to delegate and said, “The dwarf girl Mountain Phoenix. Pass on my urgent request to find sand. As much as needed. And everything else.”







“It will be done, ngamu.”







“You said 'in the presence of all tribe members'—does that include the Black Baroness, too?”







“Of course.”







“Do I need to speak to her?”







“There’s no need to expend your precious energy, ngamu Rosgard,” Alishana smiled thinly. “She doesn’t have a choice. If she had the opportunity but did not show up, she would be deprived of all her skills and magic. And she knows as much.”







“That’s harsh,” I grunted, reminding myself that this would have been my obligation, too, if I underwent the initiation.







“Right after all these unskilled and clumsy battles, then?” Alishana raised an eyebrow, looking at the next opponents who had squared off.







“Something like that,” I nodded.







I had to strike while the iron was hot.







“I will inform them,” the warrior woman reported and left me as well.







Left in the center of the circle, I was about to bring up my lamentable stats on the screen, but then the battle ended—again not in our favor. And I remembered that I had planned to say something. As soon as I thought about it, the dwarf girl Finny rushed over, solemnly handing me a compact artifact that amplified voice and a large mug of coffee. Thanking the efficient girl, I straightened up and waited for the discussions of the battle that had just ended to abate. Once the enormous hold was quiet, I waited a few more moments and quietly started speaking into the artifact.







“Congratulations to us all, friends. The operation involving Nugrassa the guardian was a resounding success and went exactly as we planned. I heard that some have blamed our friends, the Sleepless Ones, specifically Baroness, Whisper and Malice, for allegedly having run from the battlefield upon having learned that we were on the mythical Madcap Loner’s Sinister Stalk-Way, where the penalties for death are too high. So, let me assure you personally that this isn’t true. Being the one responsible for the operation, I had sent our associates back personally, giving them no choice. Why did I do that? For additional benefits for my clan, the Heroes of the Final Frontier. All the credit went to the Heroes as a result, and so did the really important loot, namely, valuable documents left from the Ancient Ones. I won’t spill the beans about all the secrets now, but we have received a fair share of bonuses today, and they will serve us well for a long time. Had the Black Baroness been in my place, she would have done exactly the same. There is no one to blame here. There are no guilty parties. I sincerely thank the entire clan of the Sleepless Ones for their support. They extended a strong friendly hand to us, and we have gratefully accepted their help. Thank you, Sleepless Ones!”







“Congrats, Ros!”







“Happy rejuvenation to you!”







“You have slipped through again!”







“Even the sea devils didn’t get you!”







“Bravo!”







“Thank you!”







“Thank you, too, Ros!”







"Now about our journey…. unfortunately, there’s been a slight change of plan," I paused, waited until everyone finally settled down, then continued, “Right now I have an emerald sand hourglass before my eyes. And below it is a timer with a countdown. This timer shows that in five hours and twenty-seven minutes the main bonus of the reward for defeating Nugrassa will activate. The bonus that will drastically shorten our sea voyage. What should have taken us days will take only hours. Remember—in five hours and twenty-six minutes we will be in a completely different place. And no one can know what awaits us there. I have promised you daily tournaments with generous rewards, and I'm not going back on my word. As soon as we finish our voyage and have all the fun there is to be had, the Heroes of the Final Frontier will organize an official grand tournament that will take place on the glorious shores of the great Lake Naikal, near the town of Tranqueville. I promise you all a tournament! And I will personally see to the prizes the likes of which no one has seen before!”







This time the cheers sounded louder, since the entire hold was yelling now.







“We have five hours of pure time! And twenty minutes to prepare for the unknown. Use this time as best you can. Sleep for a few hours at least—who knows when we’ll get the next opportunity for a break? But I can’t object to those who want to continue this tournament. If anyone still wishes to fight in the arena—step forward and fight! Let the most deserving win today! Let’s fight!”







“LET’S FIGHT!!!”







The box lids used in lieu of gates fell, and the next pair of duelists stepped onto the arena. A mage versus a heavy tank. The spectacle promised to be interesting. But I would watch it through the prism of my stats menu—it was about time.








Character’s basic stats:







Strength: 6



Intellect: 2



Agility: 1



Stamina: 8



Wisdom: 1



Points available for distribution: 370









It was hard to refrain from bitter laughter looking at this.







Although I was more surprised by how long it had been since I had last looked into this important section of the menu.







There were a few pings, and I was momentarily distracted by several incoming messages. All of them were from the Sleepless Ones.







Malice:
 “Thanks.”







Whisper:
 “Thank you.”







BB:
 “…”







Some sure knew how to show off.







I didn’t ponder my reply long. I wrote Malice and BB,
 “It’s all cool,”
 while Whisper got the message that said
 “Your debt keeps growing.”
 Then I got back to my stats. I had to distribute them soberly and prudently, which was something I hadn’t managed previously.







There was the matter of the Silver Legend, the legendary set of armor that I had been collecting for a very long time—quite successfully so far. I was hoping to complete it someday. Divine blessings and armor enhancements were unlikely to be restored—Gravitalus, the deity that had blessed them in the first place, had been cast down and now resided in divine inferno. But in any case, a legendary warrior set was not to be scoffed at. And I couldn’t use it, for that kind of armor simply wasn’t compatible with my character class. But now everything had changed, and I had a chance to start from scratch. I hoped I wouldn’t mess up my character again. I certainly had the knack for it. Therefore, this time I decided I would exercise an uncharacteristic caution and leave most of the free points undistributed—I could spend them after the initiation as promised by Alishana. How much should I spend, I wondered? I decided to stop at one hundred and seventy.







I raised each stat by ten points first, constructing something akin to a basic frame. HP, mana, and vigor indicators crawled up—although looking at the amount of mana I now had in my possession without tears was impossible. It was a joke compared to my former volume. After pondering this for a couple more minutes as I watched the tournament battle, I decided that I was not ready to give up on regular magic—there were quite a few advantages to the wizard class. And yet I wanted to try to become as widely-specialized a character as possible—all my reluctance to take on responsibility notwithstanding, I now was the father of a rapidly growing daughter and the head of a young clan. I had to be a jack of all trades, and that implied the ability to use ordinary spells—although now I would have to start developing everything almost from scratch. My skills and spell ranks had also been cut to almost nothing. But that was still better than nothing at all.







So, those stats…







I had a hundred and ten points left of those I had allocated for distribution, but I took ten more out of my reserve and brought each of the first four basic stats up by another twenty points.








Character’s basic stats:







Strength: 36



Intellect: 32



Agility: 30



Stamina: 38



Wisdom: 11



Points available for distribution: 240







Achievement unlocked!







You have received an achievement: Artful Dodger, Tier 1.







You can see the table of achievements in your character's menu.







Your reward: +5 to Physical Defense.







+3% to the chance of dealing a critical hit.







Current bonus to defense: +5%







Current bonus to the chance of dealing a critical hit: +3%









I got the Strong Man, Big Guy, and Wisdom achievements back.







I decided to leave the Wisdom stat alone, deciding it wasn’t that important for a desert warrior. I meant no offense, but I could hardly call Alishana’s tribe wise after so many futile suicide attacks on Algora, centuries spent under the yoke of cruel elders, and so much pointless hatred. None of that seemed particularly wise to me.







On the other hand, what was wisdom, anyway? Orbit occasionally demonstrated wisdom of near-divine scale, which didn’t preclude him from doing something completely reckless by staying on the Path.







Incidentally…







Having finished with the stats and taken one last look at the increased health indicators, I opened my inbox and quickly scanned through my messages. None of them were from Orbit. I clicked on his icon to discover that the bald joker was in the game, but it was impossible to send him a message just yet. I still wrote one, knowing Orbit would read it once his connection got restored. The message was simple and brief.







“Just make sure you survive! We’ll meet in Angora over here and at home over there. I owe you sandwiches—you owe me a story. Send more screenshots! Have fun, vagabonds! Say hi to Mistry!”







I’d be glad if the travelers of the Gremlin Path received my message before too long. You could never get too much encouragement. And if said encouragement didn’t only come from me…







I turned around and gestured for a rather short (by their racial standards) half-orc to come closer to give him a small task. He readily rose, but didn’t even manage to start moving towards me—Mountain Phoenix, the dwarf girl, resolutely inserted herself between us, with a smile as bright as springtime sunshine, and immediately informed me,







“I’ve taken care of the sand. As well as copper braziers, torches, and firewood from forcibly killed trees…” She saw the look of surprise on my face and explained, “Cut down by lumberjacks, for example.”







“Oh, right,” I nodded. “Fine… that shouldn’t present a problem.”







“Chopped up and dried,” Phoenix added and immediately said reassuringly, “Regular firewood. Suitable wood has been found. Alishana has consulted me. A few useful words were added by the passing head of the Sleepless Ones, but then the two of them clashed, first verbally, and then physically, after which they disappeared somewhere. It seems the Baroness had already been angered by all the accusations, and some had the gall of insulting her openly. So…”







“Right,” I nodded, looking around the hold and realizing that the dwarf girl had been right—the two formidable female warriors were nowhere to be seen.







Then I saw them walking side by side. Having gotten to a certain point, they sharply diverged, and each moved to her platform. Had they managed to let off some steam, I wondered?







“Everything else I’ve been entrusted with is being taken care of, too,” Phoenix continued her report. “Also, just in case, I made a copy of the list of participants, recording the names of the winners and losers in it, and also recorded who dealt the last blow, how, and with what. You never know, it may have to be announced solemnly. Something like this: 'And with the powerful downward thrust of his black spear, he pierced the armored chest of his enraged opponent…’ What do you say?”







“I like it,” I nodded “Thank you. And be ready to slip me the list. Or, better still, message it to me, or just whisper the relevant stuff into my ear at the right moment.”







“At the right moment?” The dwarf girl grinned widely “I can do that! What did you call that little guy for?”







“Ah!” I remembered “I’d like to ask my fellow clan members to send Orbit more encouraging messages. To motivate him, as it were.”







“Sure. Each one of us will write something. Can I ask on your behalf?”







“Absolutely,” I nodded. “Let them write. But only genuinely! From the heart! Better not to write at all than to churn out nonsense.”







“They will be sincere,” the dwarf girl promised. “Anything else?”







“But you’ve got enough on your plate as it is.”







“I can manage!”







“In that case, I would like to encounter a couple of slow magic-resistant monsters of levels between 40 and 50, in some inconspicuous nook well-hidden from prying eyes,” I gave in, unable to resist the temptation. “That would be real useful. And we could relieve Bom a bit.”







“Easy. When do you need them?”







“Fifteen minutes from now would be just fine. And make sure we have a supply of monsters.”







“Potions of mana and health? Something invigorating—like regeneration? A pinch of enchanted sniffing mountain salt for greater accuracy and strength?”







“Definitely.” Then I remembered something. “Two more sets of equipment. One for a mage. The other for a heavy warrior. Both for level seventy-five.”







“Goal in leveling up?”







“To hell with levels. I need to bring my combat skills and spells up to snuff.”







“So, we need the kind of monsters that will last you a while?”







“Correct.”







“Your weapon?”







“A sturdy oak staff. And… I’d like to try a one-handed ax and a blunt mace I could use as a hammer.”







“Got it. I’ll find everything, no matter how hard I’ll have to look. I’ll send you the coordinates of the ‘monster pen’ in a message.”







“Thank you,” I sighed with relief.







“And next time you might consider calling me immediately instead of relying on any runts,” the dwarf, who had jumped off the platform, unambiguously pointed at the almost seven-foot-tall half-orc hulk.







“Finny!” He cried out, sounding hurt. “Who’s a runt now?! That was my tactical move!” Then he addressed me: “Boss! Don’t listen to her! I did this on purpose.”







“I believe you,” I reassured Combo Breaker, the half-orc, noting that, judging by the sticker on his armor, he was the leader of his group.







And he probably wasn’t lying in that he really thought everything through well. A half-orc warrior with a bunch of leveled-up skills.







Skills…







I had none.







The situation with my spells was slightly better. All of them had remained in place. They did get cut a little, but not all the way to Tier 1. I had a decent magical arsenal at my disposal:







Ice Spikes.



Fireball.



Thorn Thicket.



Medium Healing.



Purification.



Sticky Vine.



Red Wasp.



Fiery String.



Summon an Adder.







I didn’t lose a single spell—including those related to ancient magic. I still had access to the power of nature and the elements, and the ability to handle axes and crushing weapons. Every new positive discovery added vigor and a desire to immediately get to work.







A message from Finny came at the same time as a ringing gong, announcing the start of a new duel. Along with everyone, I raised my hand in greeting to the warriors who had entered the arena, after which I slipped away unnoticed, covering my rags with a cloak, rushed to exchange a few words with my family, and then went straight to the “monster pen.”







* * *







The roaring armadillo reared up on its hind legs, shrouded in smoke, and launched itself forward, ramming me in the stomach. My heavy cuirass clanked loudly, and I was flung backward with a yelp, crashing into a crumbling wall of crates with my back. Having landed on my rear, I swiftly put away my weapons and shield, and ripped off the cuirass, leaving nothing on but a light attire of thin leather and sturdy cotton. With both my hands, I cast Ice Spikes and a fireball at the beast rushing toward me. A swooping Red Wasp found a crevice between the armored plates and stung the monster.







It fell just a half-step away from me. The armadillo collapsed and soon disappeared, leaving some spoils on the upturned sand. There were a few armor plates, a viciously staring eyeball, a piece of meat, and a few bones. Useless junk. I groaned as I rose, hastily donned the heavy armor in motion, slung an axe over my shoulder, and held up a round yellow shield with a long spike on my left arm. The spike could be nicely soaked in potent poison, but I had opted against it—I needed to kill these creatures unassisted, so that my skills could develop.







My shoulder was nudged by a leg in a heavy steel boot. Slightly shifting her foot, Kyrea, who was perched on the enclosure’s railing, tore chunks of meat from an ostrich leg she was holding in her armored glove, nodded, and grunted with her mouth full, “Not bad!”







"Better," I agreed.







I was indeed getting better. This was the sixth armored creature affected by a curse of slowness and lethargy, all of them Level 60. It was a resilient beast covered in armor, with excellent life regeneration and a couple of unpleasant abilities. The first three had outpaced me, tossing me around the enclosure like a rag doll, bouncing me off the walls and throwing me to the ceiling. I had learned to dodge as I fought the fourth and the fifth. And of the fifty or so attacks from the sixth, no more than ten had landed.







“Ready?”







“Go ahead,” I nodded, lifting my shield.







With the hand free from the ostrich leg, Kyrea executed several moves in a quick sequence. She used a local teleport, dropping a cage onto the arena, which instantly fell apart and disappeared. She then pointed a short silver wand at both yours truly and the armadillo in turn, imbuing him with an aura of additional regeneration and refreshing mine. She used a similarly looking artifact, only of an unpleasant dark color, to curse the summoned monster, significantly tipping the balance of the forthcoming battle in my favor.







“Will Uncle Orbit be back soon?”







“I don't know," I replied to my daughter, who was leaning against my shoulder. “But Uncle Orb won’t leave the Path—you know how he is.”







“Aha… But what if we went to join him? Can we somehow get to him?” Roskie asked cautiously, rubbing Tyrant’s furry side with her heel as he watched the fight.







We had to assign the pet—if he could still be considered my pet—to guard Kyrea and Roskie so he wouldn’t interfere in the fight.







“There’s no way to get there!” I replied in a clear voice that may have been a trifle louder than needed. “We will wait for Uncle Orbit!”







“Darn it! A thousand typhoons!” Roskie pounded her fist on the thick oak lid of a crate, which collapsed readily.







The gutturally roaring armadillo charged, leaving me no time for conversation. I tried to prolong each fight as much as I could, since I really needed to upgrade my skills. I didn’t care about levels—those were much easier to gain. Developing spells and abilities was harder. Landing blow after blow and defending with my shield, I worked on increasing the levels of weapon use proficiency. Ax, hammer, shield. Ax, hammer, shield. All the while, I attentively listened to the sparse but extremely helpful advice of Kyrea the Protectress, who was watching, having swapped her wand for the healing whip and occasionally lashing it across my shoulders to replenish my HP. When the armadillo was almost done for, I let its self-preservation ability take effect and allowed it to retreat to the far wall, where it grunted gutturally and glared at me with malicious eyes, waiting for when its HP level would allow it to make another attack. This break allowed me to change from heavy gear into something more familiar and equip myself with an oak staff. Kyrea lashed the armadillo with the healing whip, then kicked it back into the fight. The next half of the fight was spent in a furious attempt to level up my spells. I used the Red Wasp again, adding to it my favorite Thorn Bush and Fiery String spells. The choice of the last two as a combination was a bad idea—the Thorn Bush held the beast back, while the String sliced through the thorn bush as well as the monster, freeing the armadillo as a result.







I habitually flung too much magic at the mob and killed it. A miscalculation. Stepping over the pile of loot, I stretched my entire body and nodded.







“Next.”







“How about a break?”







“The clock is ticking.”







“As you wish. We’re out of armadillos. However, there’s a decent supply of Level 63 anacondas. They’re armored and venomous.”







“Fine with me.”







“Just make sure you keep moving,” my girlfriend instructed me, summoning a large basket of thorny vines instead of a cage this time. “Don’t allow the enemy confuse you. And use the Sly Fox set of potions.







I didn’t argue. I leaped up and grabbed several of the bottles that were standing on a shelf on the wall. Popping them open with a clink, I drank three liquids with distinctly diverse tastes—sour, salty, and cloyingly sweet. All this mixed into a single cocktail in my mouth, and I winced. But my Strength and Agility were boosted nicely, and I had more Stamina, too. I was ready to take on an armored anaconda now…







* * *







Dressed only in a gray loincloth, with nothing else but a small bone amulet on a two-tone hair string around my neck, I arrived for the initiation rite. This sacred ritual, veiled from outsiders by specialized tribal magic, was held in a rather compact hold located on one of the upper decks of the Black Queen. Once past the doors, I shed my cloak and stepped into the room, now devoid of any formal attire. Immediately, I was met with a narrow pathway of smoldering red embers. The heat struck my face like a wave, amplified by the torches held in the hands of warriors standing as still as statues along the pathway. Two parallel lines of fire traced the outline of the path leading through the entirety of the hold to a small rise, where the enormous stone slab of the ancient artifact lay concealed beneath a black cloth.







I felt an overwhelming urge to pause and take in the surroundings. Yet I knew I was not permitted to halt—once the threshold was crossed, there could be no stopping until the very end. This was my Rubicon. My next step landed on the hissing coals, and a warning flashed before my eyes. All protective magic had been stripped from me—all the standard regeneration auras, and so on. I would have to traverse these burning coals relying solely on my health, and judging by the incredible heat in the room, these were no ordinary coals. I wondered if I should invest any of my spare points in Endurance. But there was no need to rush.







I took another step, and then another. The Black Baroness was there somewhere, among the almost-naked warriors standing motionless. Maybe I had already passed her, or maybe I was yet to do so. But I wouldn’t know, anyway—-as per Alishana's instructions, my gaze was fixed straight in front of me. My eyes remained glued to the artifact that was to grant me a new gaming class and would henceforth become an incredibly important object for me, imbuing me with special mystical powers. I had seen what desert warriors could do in battle, and I craved such power for myself.







Yet another step, followed by another.







“ONWARD! FORWARD! NO STEPPING BACK!” A sudden collective shout almost knocked me off my rhythm. I was just about able to keep my footing, narrowly avoiding the humiliation of falling stomach-first onto the crackling coals.







My HP, which had been almost full, began dropping in twenty-point increments.







Another step. And another.







“DEATH IS OUR MASTER! DEATH IS OUR DESTINY!”







This time, expecting something similar, I just took another step, simultaneously realizing that I was passing by the Black Baroness—her body was barely covered by two modest patches of rough gray fabric.







One more step. Another.







“WE SERVE WITH DIGNITY! WE SERVE FOREVER!”







Another step.







My health was plummeting rapidly, and I still had almost a third of the path to cover.







“WE SERVE ONLY THE DEAD! WE SAVE SOULS!”







Another step… and yet another…







“DEATH IS OUR MASTER! DEATH IS OUR DESTINY!







One more step…







And there was Alishana. She was standing almost at the very end of the path, so still that she appeared to be frozen, as if petrified by some terrible spell.







I was teetering on the brink of death, effectively embodying the last resounding war cry of the desert warriors.







And one more step...







“ONWARD! FORWARD! NO STEPPING BACK!”







A step...







“LEAP WITH FAITH! DEATH WILL EMBRACE YOU!”







Come again?







No one had warned me about this… but there was no time to ponder. Leaning forward, I jumped towards the safe platform—even though it was still about twelve feet away and I couldn’t possibly manage… An unknown force, akin to a swirling gray mass, caught me and gently lowered me onto the platform.







I quickly glanced at my health bar—I had exactly two points left. Speak about a close shave…







“LET THE RITUAL BEGIN!” The animated statue of a broad-shouldered warrior announced in a loud voice before swiftly bringing down a short sword onto my head. Although I didn’t even register it at the moment—all I saw was the man’s movements blur as he disappeared for a moment. There was a double clang. Three figures were standing still around me—Alishana and the Black Baroness were holding the trembling short sword above my head, ready to split my skull, away from me with their weapons.







“Try to survive, ngamu.”







“Don’t you dare get yourself killed here!” Baroness hissed.







A dark shadow swooped from behind silently, hurling the leader of the Sleepless onto the red-hot coals before trying to incinerate me with an orange flash. I dodged sideways, tumbling off the platform most embarrassingly, and trying to wriggle between some crates and barrels.







I had expected everything to be much simpler…







But I just needed to survive and not die under any circumstances, just as always…







And, as usual, there was no respect for ngamu Rosgard, currently trying to avoid getting a poisoned dart in his rump…
















Chapter Twelve
































00:02:57







ONLY THREE MINUTES
 remained before Nugrassa’s “bonus” would activate.







The upper part of the shimmering hourglass before my eyes had emptied. At its very bottom, a solitary glowing grain of sand stood eerily still, teetering on the very brink of the abyss. I mused that our very flagship had become like this single luminous grain of sand, suspended in the dreadful darkness of Xokrall, the subterranean sea, and about to plunge into the abyss… Well, here it was… mere minutes were left until we would meet the unknown.







I had a lump in my throat, a heavy heart, a churning stomach, and a racing mind.







The tournament had concluded a couple of hours earlier—with a resounding victory for the Sleepless Ones, proving once again that their clan’s legendary status was well-earned. But the Heroes hadn’t performed badly, either, claiming quite a few notable victories.







My personal achievements were much more modest—I had survived initiation and chosen a character class from the options available.







There turned out to be eight initial branches—four for men, and as many for women. The latter weren’t recounted to me for lack of necessity, and I could only speculate about the Black Baroness’s class. The men’s classes bore complicated names, but I didn’t have to resort to guesswork—Alishana had translated them for me, adding that although the translation was fairly accurate, it didn’t capture all the important nuances.







Displaying a level of focus unusual for myself, I listened carefully, thought everything over, then politely asked for a repeat. I listened again. Only men remained for the final part of the initiation—the actual character class selection. The female warriors had stealthily left the smoke-filled room. Alishana followed suit. I found myself in the middle of a circle of motionless warriors, awaiting my decision.







I used 299 of the allocated seconds to make a decision, and upon voicing it, I was already convinced—this thing was mine. Really mine. And it was a very unusual class—something I remained convinced of.







All that was left was to put my new skills to the test. There was a downside, however—any new skills or spells could only be obtained from the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan. But I wouldn’t receive anything for free. First, I needed to prove myself. Only then would I be allowed to ascend to the first step of my apprenticeship. And proving oneself was no mere formality—the tasks assigned to me would be of the highest complexity.







“One minute,” uttered the Black Baroness, who had changed—or, rather, dressed—and her voice reached every soul aboard the Black Queen. Crossbill stood before the helm, stiff as a withered tree, clutching the wheel with his hands, his gaze fixed on the shimmering magical screen. It showed a gray void with strange reddish flashes across it directly ahead—still too far for us to discern their nature by using artifacts. All our scouts were on board—the flagship had “sucked” all its native crew inside and prepared to move. As one of the Heroes put it, our spaceship was gearing up for hyperspace.







“Thirty seconds…”







Closing my eyes, I ran through the recently given orders in my memory. Kyrea and Alishana were keeping an eye on Roskie, the ancient artifact, and all the Dead Sands Clan’s warriors who were on full combat alert. Bom, accompanied by his ‘own’ passengers, was in the hold with the Heroes. They, too, were ready to repel any attack—and I had to admit I was impressed by their level of skill. I had a chance to see the group gather and was struck by both their gear and their manner of getting ready for battle. I’d only seen such grim and calm concentration in movies before. They were preparing for another encounter with Vitalis.







As for myself, I genuinely hoped not to cross paths with him anymore. To hell with it. He was too terrifying a monster, and us not even remotely a match for him, why mince words? Even a direct strike from a weapon of the Ancients didn’t destroy him! And the delayed death? He managed to avoid it! Temporarily, perhaps, but I was certain that the wise and malicious dragon was looking for any way to lift the dreadful curse at that very moment. Sooner or later, he might succeed. Or one of his allies would help him—it was anyone’s guess who among the more influential locals still stood with the former Supreme High Priest of the Light, Vitalis the Wise. But it could very well happen—and a devoted enough ally would move mountains for the dying dragon.







“Fifteen seconds.”







Where would we end up?







The Dead Sands Clan’s warriors were no help. They knew quite a bit about their former home and had heard about the “great dark water carrying the souls of those lost in its depths” But they had never been to these parts, for the abominable threat to the resting souls heading for their final resting place never appeared here. And if there was no threat, there was no need for any guardians.







“Ten seconds…”







Crossbill shuddered, taking a long, staggered breath as if trying to stockpile air for the coming minutes. The red sparks flickering ahead had grown significantly larger. One of the screens showcased a magnified image in vivid detail, and we could all see the massive semi-transparent serpents with bright crimson fires shimmering inside their flat heads rushing towards us. Behind the serpents, spiky orbs floated languidly, heavy and ponderous—smaller in size, but eerily reminiscent of WWII-era naval mines. They even had tethers—giant armored creatures crawling across the sea floor, from whose shells dozens of thin, long whips extended with ‘mines’ at the ends. All this hostile marine fauna was moving purposefully towards the flagship. We expected nothing else of the denizens of the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall. They had gathered to destroy the impertinent interlopers, and were proceeding about it with remarkable single-mindedness…







“Five… four… three… two… one…”







The serpents in the front row gaped their mouths wide, spitting fast-moving energy spheres our way. The sparkling death was accelerating tremendously, and was about to…







“Zero!” I whispered.







The hourglass shimmering before my eyes twisted three times and shattered into fragments—so realistically that I involuntarily squinted, wary of getting a spectral shard in the eye.







There was a flash…







Actually, it was something much bigger than a flash—a blinding white glow that filled the screens, blinding us momentarily. Everyone hastily glanced at the large porthole, but beyond it was only impenetrable whiteness. Not a single jolt… not a single shudder. The Black Queen continued on a straight course through the dazzling whiteness… But where was she going?







Only about a minute later did the white glow reluctantly begin to fade to gray. The screens came back to life. And directly on course, we saw a wall approaching slowly. It was getting too close…







“Halt!”







“Halt confirmed!”







“Full astern! Prepare to fire! Scouts! Leave the flagship. Follow the Wind Rose scenario!”







“Confirmed!”







“There it is,” I said with a calmness that surprised me. “Or, rather, there it
 was…”







The trembling flagship started to slow down, and, obeying BB’s command, began to lift its bow. The giant rock island decided to take a look upwards. And there it saw—as did we all—the shimmering surface of the water. The surface. An air pocket. The sheer wall began to transition into a more gentle slope here, which, in turn, became an elegant white stone staircase with high railings about thirty feet away from the surface. A staircase bearing terrible wounds from the dragon’s terrible claws.







“He has beaten us to it,” I whispered.







“The dragon is ahead,” Baroness compressed her lips. “How fast did he swim, I wonder?”







“He flew,” Malice corrected, standing behind her. “Flew in a cloud of plasma, damn it! What power… what magic…”







“Orders, BB!”







“I don’t give orders here,” Baroness raised her hands. “Full stop. And now, a few words from our sponsors.”







“Glugg?” I leaned towards the glowing sphere of the artifact.







“Do we have a choice, Ros?” The cheerful voice of the achylote responded. “Time to dive in. We’re ready.”







“As are we,” I replied, looking at the Baroness. “Better you.”







She didn’t keep us waiting long.







“Advance units, prepare for landing! Scouts, continue your work—and stop gawking at the stairs! Map the surrounding underwater terrain. Deploy observational posts according to the third expeditionary scheme—double the number! Crossbill! Take us closer to the wall and get us as close to the surface as we can get.”







“We won’t fit into the pocket.”







“I see. But we can manage to wedge in the bulb of our nose. Lift the hatch cover above the waves at least.”







“Consider it done.”







“The first assault unit will be the first to go!” BB commanded. “I’ll lead. The commander has left the bridge! I stand relieved!”







“I relieve you!”







“Ros?”







“Naturally,” I smiled at the Baroness. “Let’s go!”







“Fall back a little,” she warned me. I took no offense—I was Level 76, after all. And we were really close to the Kingdom of the Dead. Five steps away from hell, as it were… One breath of the inferno, and I’d be gone.







Of course, I lagged hopelessly behind. And when I finally reached the top hold, the first assault unit had already assembled under the slowly opening hatch—and I was proud that its ranks included not only veteran Insomniacs, but also some of my very own Heroes. Below us came a warning shout, followed by the rumble of the underwater gates rolling back. The second assault unit would be active underwater. They would first cover and examine the strange flooded tunnel in the upper part of the staircase. Gluggarius and his friends would exit there as well. The Dead Sands Clan’s warriors, as well as my group, were in the neighboring compartment with the artifact. They would follow us, unless we ran into any major troubles. Such as a furious immortal dragon lurking in the darkness, burning with a thirst for revenge…







“Rosgard… I will incinerate your soul…”







“Ros!” I’d been so deep in my reverie I hadn’t noticed that everyone was looking at me. I glanced questioningly at Baroness. She smiled, saying, “Assume command!”







“Forward,” I smiled broadly.







Water gushed down, and straight through it Whisper surged upward, leading three other fighters.







“All clear!”







Now it was our turn… I wasn’t too eager to take the lead, nor did I use my elbows too actively to shove others aside, but somehow I grabbed the harness of an ash-colored snow leopard, and burst from the hatch, dragged by the feline, landing on the top deck of the slightly skewed flagship. The floating island resembled a curious monster, trying to peek out of the water stealthily with one eye to see an enticing alien world…







Having dragged myself a few dozen feet behind the leopard, I released the straps, stopping next to the Baroness, who had frozen in her tracks on the edge. Everyone else stood very still, too. And all were staring at the seemingly unremarkable and yet incredibly compelling sight before us. Waves lazily washed over the transparent shimmering path, which extended from the white staircase. Underneath the path was water—and in it, we saw the reconnaissance unit of the cautious achylotes that had outpaced us. The path passed through several crude stone arches. And the one nearest to us bore the clear inscription,







Welcome to the Kingdom of the Dead, traveler!







Your long final voyage is nearly complete.







Step forward, and soon you shall see the Great City of Angora!







Steel fingers gripped my shoulder. Alishana leaned onto my shoulder, whispering,







“You didn’t lie, ngamu Rosgard! You didn’t lie…”







“I know,” I nodded, looking at the glowing lettering on the second arch. “Told you it was a piece of cake… But… Do you see that?”







The crimson lettering on the second arch read,







Beware of rahgras!







“You said your tribe never walked these trails because there was no danger to the souls traveling the trails of the dead,” I reminded her.







“I did,” admitted Alishana as she pulled out a curved dagger from her belt. “But that was back when my people served on these trails. Much sand has flowed since then. Are you ready, ngamu Rosgard?”







“We’re ready,” answered the slightly crouching Baroness in my stead.







“Be the first one to step onto this shore,” I whispered to Alishana.







After a moment, I was left alone, with two blurred shadows flashing through the air, heading towards the shore.







Well, why should the Baroness always be the trailblazer? The Lost Continent should have been more than enough for her.







Whisper rushed after them with a muffled curse. Malice and I slowly walked down the wide ramp fallen onto the shore, following a dense row of heavily-trudging tanks. A group of archers descended after us, leading the mages and healers. The last to walk were the loaded beasts, dragging a myriad of essential items.







The Kingdom of the Dead… I felt we’d be livening up this dreary place quite a bit in the near future…







“Dad! Is this where the dead live?!”







“It is!”







“Are there fish here?”







“Fish?” I was so surprised I didn’t even notice that I had passed the ramp and was now walking on the wet, sparkly trail of the dead. “Uh… unlikely. This is the kingdom of the dead, after all…”







“There’s no fish?!” The young goddess sitting on the black-and-white wolf gasped in horror. “Then why did we come here?! A thousand typhoons! I protest! I honestly protest! I protest very, very strongly!”







Kyre, who had come over, nudged our daughter towards the ramp where Alishana was patiently waiting for her. It was her duty to guard Roskie, and guard her she did. Then I noticed something unexpected, and it filled me with surprise and joy—a barely noticeable smile appeared on the beautiful assassin’s lips. Alishihara Lih Duoros… did your smile return at last? And it wasn’t just her—the entire tribe on the upper deck had stood very still first, and now they were all grinning, looking at the first arch looming over the path leading to their homeland—the great City of the Dead. They looked like a group of tourists rather than the ruthless killers sung about in legends.







Making sure everything was going according to plan—at least for the time being—I tossed an empty pack over my shoulder, checked my weapon, took a long oak staff in my hand, and steadily walked along the sparkling path, not looking back anymore. Goodbye, Sea of Xokrall. Hello, Angora. You might object to such… lively guests… but there was nothing to be done about us. Here we were, and we’d remain here for a long time.







I wondered if we were the first here—or could some quick player have beaten us to it?







Well, I’d find out as soon as I’d pass the first arch and step onto the territory of the Kingdom of the Dead…
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