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Chapter One

“AT LEAST WE’RE STILL alive! At least we survived!” moaned a dirty-faced creature, rolling around on the ground in an attempt to smother the scarlet flames enveloping it.

“I told you!” snarled a second dirty-faced stout creature, brushing flames off its own shoulders. “Don’t punch him in the mug! I warned you, didn’t I? The mug was cracked! And smoke was coming out of the crack, like steam out of a boiling kettle!”

“I was holding myself back! And then, he showed us something unforgivable! I couldn’t ignore it! So I gave him what he deserved!”

“You gave him what he deserved,” repeated the dwarf, grumbling. He pulled off his own burnt cloak and used it to beat the flames off his partner. “And so the mug fell apart... and we got doused...”

“ — with his boiling and burning brains! I shouldn’t have hit him...”

They were talking about an undead, who carried around a cracked jug in place of his head. The jug had been full of a flammable, boiling mixture. The undead could not speak, but was incredibly proficient at sign language. After yet another insulting hand gesture, Mith snapped and punched the cracked jug, unleashing a fountain of fire that soaked them both.

“Get your burned arse off the ground,” said the dwarf, bending down. He set the shaking Mith on his feet, brushing the last few sparks off his shoulders. “Here, drink!”

After pouring the health elixir into his sidekick, he released his grip, dropping both the bottle and his friend onto the ground. Then he stretched himself, cracking his neck, and stated with confidence:

“Feels good to be alive!”

Still lying on the ground where he had been dropped, Mith pulled the shovel towards himself, pressed it to his chest, and asked hopefully:

“Let’s dive into deadly danger again today, eh, Crowcci? Just once more?”

“Chores come first!” said the dwarf flatly. “And no, they can’t wait. We need to devote a few hours to them, at least. And then we’ll have a relaxed lunch. After that, we’ll see...”

“Oh man! I would have dug for another thirty feet or so... There was a cute little house over there that looked very promising. I’d like to bust through a couple of soil plugs, throw in a lamp, and take a peek at what’s inside...”

“Patience. You’ll have your chance. You’ll get tired of digging yet.”

“Me?! No way!” declared Mith confidently. “I want to make a quick trip to Algora today. I need to get a couple of skills in working with a pickaxe and shovel. Plus, I need to buy a couple of monster cards. And another couple of proper oil lamps; and an alchemical light orb wouldn’t hurt, too.”

“You’re really getting into it, huh?” chuckled Crow, taking off his armor. “Good. Having passion is good. Now go change your clothes. It’s time to sell whatever the gods have sent us. The next caravan is already on the horizon.”

“We’ll feed them! And water them! And sell stuff!” The guy jumped up and began to strip off his clothes. “We’ll get right on it!”

* * *

By the time the heavily creaking wheels of the caravan rolled into the territory of the Gray Peak outpost, the two guys had everything ready for a warm, friendly welcome.

In a large open area, resting spots were prepared. Under a slightly leaning canopy, hastily fixed up after the last battle, stood a smiling Mith. He had washed and combed himself, and was wearing a sparkling white shirt and a matching apron. In front of him, the goods were neatly laid out: fresh meat, eggs, buns, loaves of bread, and wild green onions. A little off to the side, on a long old table that had been fetched from belowground, lay goods of a different kind. Here were horseshoes, iron axles, tips for arrows and crossbow bolts and spears, a couple of axe heads, a slightly squashed bird cage, a dozen clay cups, several jugs, and wooden and metallic jewelry boxes. Some of the objects had been produced by the blacksmith Crow; the rest were spoils from Gvaktal. They had sorted out the cheapest, nondescript, ordinary trophies without any symbols or patterns. Nothing gave away the origin of these objects. All of them were thoroughly washed before sale. It was all typical stuff that one might find in a pawnshop. A little further on lay a stash of firewood — chopped logs and brush — which were always popular with travelers.

The caravaners did not disappoint. With clinging and clanging, they threw down coins on the sales table, hastily grabbing everything edible. They snatched up firewood, bought a few forged iron objects, and quickly scattered across the resting areas to cook lunch. Crow wandered between them, smiling widely and skillfully, openly inquiring about the nature of the baggage inside their carts. If anything caught his interest, he would instantly offer to make a minor sales deal.

Today, he got lucky. For a small sum, the caravaners sold him several trowels, five shovels, three pickaxes, some healing alchemy, and one blacksmithing recipe.

Simple iron spring.
Type: blacksmithing recipe.
Description: Under the detailed image of an iron spring, you will find a text that describes how to forge this common, yet important item.
Class of object: Common!
List of required materials: a third of a small iron ingot.
List of required tools:
a regular small iron anvil
a regular small iron smithing hammer
Helpers required: none.


These types of springs were a common sight. They were used in some stagecoaches and mail delivery coaches, acting as shock absorbers under the seats of passengers and drivers. What comfort! And your bottom doesn’t suffer as much...

Besides the tools and recipe, he also managed to buy two sacks of corn flour, a jug of olive oil, and a big chunk of bear fat. In addition to the above, the head of the caravan was feeling kind enough to gift a fresh hog’s head to the smiling dwarf. The dwarf returned the favor by gifting him a bone abacus. For such a generous gift, he received six hog legs. Crow involuntarily thought of the six-legged hog, of which he remembered three species. He was immediately able to deduce which specific grove the caravan had passed through. How strange! The road through that grove was awful, ordinary packed dirt with potholes everywhere, which drained the harnessed animals of strength and broke carts. It was no coincidence the caravaners had bought all the iron cartwheel axles and horseshoes. Robbers and bandits haunted that grove from time to time, too. Nevertheless, judging by the smiling faces and untouched carts, everyone made the journey safely. This gave the dwarf an opportunity to change the conversation topic and talk with the head of the caravan about the horrendous forest roads, curse them. By showing sympathy, the dwarf received +1 goodwill from his conversation partner. Upon finding out the caravan head’s name, the dwarf introduced himself in return. He promised that the next time their caravan arrives at Gray Peak, they will find far more comforts and amenities for tired travelers. They both drank a glass of wine each, brought out of the caravaner’s stash. Then the smiling dwarf pulled a couple of antique silver trinkets out of his pockets. He easily parted with both objects for three gold coins. Moreover, he found out about an interesting group of people following the caravan, who were looking for work. The caravaner and the dwarf parted as friends, exchanging firm handshakes. Their conversation took twenty-five minutes.

He dragged the edible spoils to the kitchen, where they were favorably received by Grubber. He heard the pleasant news from the cook that tonight’s dinner will consist of a spicy and very thick pork soup, which gives quite a bit of strength and endurance.

Having learned the blacksmithing recipe, Crow smoothed his hair, grabbed a couple more interesting things from Gvaktal, and continued strolling among the dining caravaners. After exchanging a few words with Mith, he learned that nearly all the goods they had offered for sale were gone. They had more money now. On the downside, they had nothing to sell anymore. Thinking for a moment, Crow asked his friend to go hunting and to bring along a battle staff, just in case. Even though the orcs had retreated, some vile beast might still be hiding in a hole or under a rock. After putting away the unsold goods into a chest, Mith securely locked it and hung the key around his neck. He shuffled through his card deck and chose one card. A medium-sized gray wolf of Level 30 appeared beside him. Together, they ran off to hunt. Crow sent Chrys after them, to keep an eye on the hunters and to keep tabs on what’s happening. The eagle took off and was immediately joined by his wild female counterpart. The two birds proudly circled in the clear sky.

Twenty minutes later, the caravan set off to continue its journey. Crow’s workers returned to the outpost, bending under the weight of logs and stones. Soon after, Mith came running back, bringing forty-three eggs, plenty of meat, a bundle of firewood, and a couple of rocks. He had used his weight-carrying capacity to the maximum. The guy was maturing fast. He was turning from a carefree and often careless adventurer into a serious player, all without losing his humor and optimism.

Crow did not manage to sell the objects he had grabbed; however, he wasn’t worried about it at all. He still had time. On the plus side, he learned of several rumors. And for one silver coin, he purchased a sack of potatoes. He immediately dragged them back to his personal stores — this stuff wasn’t for sale. It was a stash for the near future.

From rumors, he heard about the death of three caravans in the Northern Desert. The caravans disappeared tracelessly on a well-traveled route several hours apart from each other. The potential suspects were the Clan of Dead Sands and foreigner bandits.

In the Lake Region, the price of beef had dropped sharply. On the other hand, alfalfa had gotten more expensive. The fish catch had decreased, and the price of fish had also risen.

The rumors seemed trivial, but a smart merchant would be able to draw conclusions from such conversations and adjust his plans accordingly.

No sooner had the dwarf stuffed away the money and objects, than the happy-go-lucky team which the head of the caravan had mentioned had arrived at the outpost. It wasn’t even a team, but a brigade of a dozen carpenters, including three joiners. In total, there were fifteen men with overgrown beards, dressed in simple traveling clothes. Their tools lay in a cart, carefully covered by canvas. They journeyed on foot, walking with quick strides and occasionally glancing with concern at the two stocky lizards harnessed to the cart.

Having welcomed the hungry builders, Crow waited until they had finished eating and were starting to relax. Then he approached them with a business proposal. It wasn’t difficult to guess who the foreman was. He was sitting among two burly men and was clearly lecturing them, smacking his fist angrily against his knee. Apparently, the two men had done something wrong. Crow did not come empty handed. He brought a keg of beer, along with mugs and smoked jerky. With a word of greeting, he asked permission to join them. Five minutes later, they were laughing together; another fifteen minutes later, they shook hands on a deal, and the dwarf was given papers to look over.

The brigade of builders specialized in buildings of wood. They did not deal with stone materials. Nevertheless, their work was of good quality — as evidenced by six letters of recommendation from places they had worked before. Besides the letters, the foreman showed him the most important thing: the building plans. The list was short:

A one-story log house with three rooms, a porch, and a peaked roof.

A one-story sales shop with an adjacent warehouse in the back. Such shops and warehouses could be found in every Crèche. It was the simplest version of merchant buildings.

Two types of wooden plank barns with peaked roofs.

A wooden plank watchtower.

Seven types of wooden plank fences.

Two types of canopies.

Regarding carpentry work, the brigade offered an even shorter list of options: undecorated chests, tables, chairs, benches, beds, and other simple objects for everyday life in the country.

After carefully studying the plans, Crow nodded approvingly. He jabbed his finger at the blueprint of a log house and said:

“I will need four of these for starters, dear Globas. And each of these homes will need to have three beds, two tables, three benches, five chairs, and four chests.”

“Whatever you need, we’ll build it,” replied the foreman, slowly stroking his beard. “We’ll make ourselves at home here. We’re used to a camping lifestyle. What about meals?”

“We’ll provide food. Plenty of it. Three times a day. Once every three days, you’ll also get a keg of beer for the whole brigade,” answered the dwarf clearly. “If anyone falls ill, we’ll treat him at our expense.”

“Deal!”

Sealing the deal with a handshake, the dwarf showed the brigade where to set up camp and ran off to get the deposit. He was only gone for a few minutes; however, in this time, the carpenters had already unharnessed the lizards and began to unload the cart. Handing the deposit of five gold coins to the foreman, the dwarf demanded a list of required materials, immediately stating that everything must be made of quality wood. The foreman began to dictate a list, while the dwarf hastily wrote everything down. The list grew longer and longer. No sooner had he finished the task than the senior carpenter asked to be shown the sites for the future homes, explaining that he needs to make some initial measurements and to dig out the foundation.

After doing a quick calculation in his head, Crow indicated the spots, stood thinking for a while, then gave a satisfied nod. Everything was going right. And this was just the beginning. The squabble with gray orcs had seriously slowed down his plans, but it hadn’t thwarted any of them. He simply needed to make up for lost time and continue to try to be proactive.

Four houses will be erected side-by-side facing a future street. A wide street. On the other side, a sales shop will be built. Beside the shop, they will need to build a two-story stone inn with a large hall, a long bar stand, and a skilled barman. But that was far in the future. For now, he needed to ensure at least the minimum living standards.

“What’s next, Crowcci?”

“For today?”

“Uh-huh. It would be nice if the plans included underground battles! My pickaxe is roaring to go!”

“We’ll wait for the girls.”

“Who cares about them? They went off to shop for outfits!”

“To sell trophies from orcs,” the dwarf corrected his friend. “And to buy supplies. Oh, yeah — thanks for the reminder! I need to give them the list of required building materials and ask them to send it here by cargo teleport.”

“What are we building?”

“Homes,” said Crow with a smile. “I’ll tell you what, buddy. Chrys is already sending signals that another convoy is approaching, with a caravan lagging behind it. We have about an hour. I’ll get to smithing, while you run along with the workers and the hunter to gather food. We’ll feed and care for the travelers until they leave. Then we’ll chat with Vurrius and buy another parcel of land. After that, I’m all yours for the following couple of hours. I’ll give you another chance to punch someone in their cracked mug.”

“No! I won’t make another mistake like that again,” replied Mith, suddenly serious. “No way! I want to be like you: acting quickly and wisely.”

“Thank you for such flattering feedback,” said the dwarf, smiling even more widely. “Take your time. There’s no hurry. Everything will come. Both wisdom and experience.”

“I’m off! What’s our biggest priority?”

“Food!” answered the player shortly, and then elaborated: “The more we sell of things that didn’t cost us anything, the higher our profits. Our second priority is wood. Of any kind.”

“Understood. I’m on it!”

Dumping the contents of his backpack onto the table, the guy ran off towards the workers. The latter had already had a bite to eat and were ready for their next gathering trip. After looking at the table, the dwarf gave a mighty sigh and began to quickly sort the mountain of trophies. Orc arrows and spear tips, fragments of armor, some kind of roots, several eggs, a couple of sachets with a shamanic smelling mix, several dry branches, bird feathers, pretty rocks, glass beads, a dozen bent iron nails, and a couple of rusted horseshoes. Mith really was trying to imitate his mentor in every way. He combed the surroundings like a live vacuum cleaner, picking up everything he came across. And he was right: at this point, they had a use for all of it. Even the rusted horseshoes and bent nails.

Having sorted the loot, the dwarf grabbed along the fragments of iron armor and marched towards the smithing hearth. On the way, he greeted the stonemason Lucri, who was staring in thought at a thick book that he had recently gotten from Algora at the permission of his master. Lucri was trying hard to educate himself in the art of stonemasonry, using every spare minute to study. And today, he was the only one given a full day off, in addition to six mugs of beer. He earned it. Crow remembered quite well how hard Lucri had worked, doing his best to quickly finish the protective stone wall, which now encircled the hill. At Lucri’s elbow lay another slightly thinner book on growing flowers. A little further away was a dark patch of freshly dug soil: it was the future flower bed, which had already been seeded with field flowers.

No sooner had the flames become sufficiently hot than the dwarf chucked the armor fragments inside the hearth. He prepared the tools, laying them out neatly on the table. First comes the heavy manual work: reforging of junk metal into iron ingots, which are always useful for smithing. Next, he will get to forging horseshoes, cartwheel axles, and other needed items that are always in demand with caravaners and convoy men.

Soon, the steady pounding of the hammer echoed across Gray Peak. The circling eagle glanced down at his working master, cast a piercing look at the surroundings, and continued his dance with the young female eagle.

* * *

Vurrius was reserved, though cordial, in his greeting of the two tired players. It was as if someone had pulled out a poisonous arrow that had been piercing the gray-haired giant’s heart and soul. He stood up from behind his work desk, shook hands with each of them, and indicated at the long bench for them to sit down. Having sat, Crow immediately got down to business, passing his hand over the medals hanging on his chest as he did so. Unable to stop himself, Mith imitated his mentor’s gesture and proudly looked sideways at his own medals.

“Land,” said the dwarf shortly. “We would like to acquire a large plot, if the guards don’t mind.”

“They don’t,” stated the centurion firmly. “Supporting those who, without regard for their own safety, fight for the greater good, those who expend their strength and means, not for the sake of profit, but for the sake of defending their homeland... The guards will always support those like you, warriors! And where are the warrior maidens? Have they grown tired of the harsh country life?”

“Maybe a little,” said the dwarf, smiling. “But they will soon return with fresh supplies and building materials.”

“What building plans do you have in mind?”

“Log houses. Only four of them, for now. But this is just the beginning. We want to revitalize this area by attracting even more travelers and caravans. We want everyone to be able to find rest, food, and a place to sleep here.”

“Hmm... yet another good deed...”

“But not without our profit,” added the dwarf.

“Obviously. You’d have to be insane, otherwise. I thank you, dwarf Crow. Thanks to you, I’m starting to change my view of foreigners.”

“Not all of us are bad, Centurion Vurrius,” said Crow, shaking his head. “There are good foreigners, too, who always try to help. And those who always keep their word.”

“And what about you?”

“I always do. I’ll keep my promise, even if it’s the last thing I do.”

“I have nothing to say against you so far,” grunted Vurrius. “Alright! Choose your land plot! Will you pay upfront? Or not? I can vouch for you, if needed. I can give a guarantee that you’ll pay off everything later.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Mith, jumping up.

The dwarf’s hand pulled him back down to the bench.

“And what if I want to fence off a VERY large piece of land?” Crow asked quietly.

“How large?” The centurion opened a map of the ravine and poked it. “Trace the area you want.”

With an involuntary gulp, the dwarf glanced at the map. He was relieved to see the entire territory was still empty. Only a few marks were visible near the outpost, and all of them showed the territory that had already been purchased by the foreigner Crow. It seems that, so far, nobody apart from him has shown any interest in buying the local lands — otherwise, there would have been additional marks. This was good news. However, the busier the outpost grows, the more lucrative these lands become to potential purchasers.

“Like this...” The player’s finger carefully traced a line across the ravine, cutting off a rather substantial chunk.

“That’s a third, I’d say,” said Vurrius slowly, raising his eyebrows. He cleared his throat awkwardly, taken aback by the dwarf’s bold request. “A third of the ravine.”

“I have big plans,” said the dwarf, shrugging. “Farming, ranching, building. I realize that I’ve set my sights quite high. But I give you my word: I will pay off everything down to the last penny. And I’ll make the first payment within the next few days.”

“Hm... That’s a plan of considerable scope. But all dwarves are like that. Fine! Let’s do it this way: I’ll vouch for you, like I promised. But you’ll have to make the first payment the day after tomorrow, and it must be no less that a twentieth of the total sum. Though I may trust you, I’m still answerable to others. And the total sum comes to...” Vurrius flicked the map with his finger, scraped across it with his fingernail, and flicked it again. The territory selected by the dwarf glowed and blinked. A number appeared in the air over the map: 470. Four hundred seventy gold coins. A huge sum, but also a tiny one, since they are talking about hectares. If you try purchasing lands closer to Algora for this kind of money, you’ll be sorely disappointed.

Glancing at the dwarf and Mith, the centurion spoke:

“Well? Can you pull it off?”

“Yes!” replied Crow confidently. “We can! Once I pay off two-thirds of the total cost, can I take more land under your guarantee?”

“Oho... Well... Pay them off first. And then we’ll talk.”

“Thank you for your trust, Centurion Vurrius! I won’t forget the favor! And I’ll pay it back someday!”

“For now, I’m in your debt, Crow. You and your comrades are the first foreigners in a long time whom I’d like to call friends in the future.”

“Thank you!”

“Now, let’s fill out the paperwork.”

“With great pleasure!” responded the dwarf without concealing his joy.

He had just made a huge step forward. It was the perfect time to proceed to the next phase of the plan. He would have liked to do it right now... but he had promised Mith a bit of adventure and underground excavation work. And promises need to be kept...

* * *

“Holy moley,” said Mith with a whistle, as he watched two guards finish hammering stakes into the ground. The stakes marked the edges of Crow’s private land. “A third of the ravine!”

“We need the whole ravine,” said Crow. “All of it! And the sooner, the better. We must work to get ahead.”

“I’m ready to work with my pickaxe right now to get ahead!”

“Okay, okay,” sighed the dwarf. “Let’s go look at that little house. And give it a good search.”

“HOORAY!” hollered the cardmaster. Then, lowering his voice, he whispered very, very quietly, “Gvaktal awaits us.”

“Don’t say that word out loud,” said the dwarf with a smile. “Spies have ears everywhere. Lori just wrote to me. She says they’ll be back in a little over an hour. That’s exactly how much time we have.”

“Then let’s hurry!”

“Let’s hurry,” agreed Crow, and they quickly ran towards the hill.

On the way, the dwarf looked at the sites for the future homes and grunted quietly: the prep work was in full progress over there. The chosen areas were being quickly leveled; very soon, the builders would be able to put down the first fresh-cut logs. A little further to the side, three carpenters had already spread out their measuring and cutting tools. They were carving the local wood available to them into frames for future furniture. Having received his assignment, Grubber was already busy cooking an abundant, hearty dinner for the workers.

And here come Crow’s laborers, bending under the weight of yet another heavy haul. Another foraging trip completed...

* * *

The underground met them with the usual bubbling and gurgling noises. As always, water sloshed underfoot; against the sides of the tunnel towered piles of earth that had not yet been removed.

The pair of adventurers reached the place they needed, without encountering any problems, unless you counted a lone pair of necrorats — creatures that always breed in places like this, appearing out of nowhere. Having destroyed the disgusting things, they passed by the headquarters, walked a little further, and soon found themselves at the end of a street. It was the border of the city of Gvaktal, which had been buried since time immemorial. Here, they stopped to make a few preparations. They lit a pair of torches, stuck them into the ground near the entrance, and rolled forward a light orb, intending to kick it along the ground as they went. The light orb was very simple, without a levitating function; on the plus side, it glowed with a bright non-blinding light.

The dwarf had his usual two-handed hammer in his hands. Mith armed himself with a sharp shovel; behind his shoulders hung a pickaxe. At his side jogged a gray wolf; on the other side trotted a dog. The players’ bags held only alchemy; on their belts hung staffs loaded with buckshots and lightning, respectively. They packed light, in order to be able to carry as much loot as possible. A part of this loot will be left at the headquarters. The rest, consisting of objects that were less eye-catching, will be taken aboveground. The only thing left was to acquire said valuable and interesting loot.

The chance to do so presented itself quickly, right in the place where they had encountered the zombie with a cracked jug for a head. The threat “I’ll crack your head open” had been especially fitting in that case. It was literally what Mith did...

In the middle of the street lay a pile of burnt rags which concealed several black bones, a few coins, a rusted knife, a huge two-pronged fork, and a scrap of old parchment. There, they also found another necrorat, which quickly died from several hammer hits and a couple of bites from the wolf.

After picking up the trophies, the adventurers gazed with interest at the scrap of paper. They studied it carefully on all sides. And then, they proceeded with even greater interest to the two-story narrow house half-filled with earth. A secret hiding place was marked on the paper. It was located in one of the rooms on the second floor, in a corner, under a stone floor tile. The undead no longer needed it; the living, on the other hand, could very much use the contents of the hiding place.

“I told you, sensei!” whispered Mith, aiming his shovel at the entrance. “It’s not just any house! I can sense it!”

“We’ll see what’s in the secret hiding place first,” said the dwarf, cooling the guy’s enthusiasm. He marched towards the door. “Let’s see...”

“I’ll dig out a passage towards the stairs!”

“Nah,” said Crow, shaking his head. “We don’t need it. We’ll climb up the wall. Give me a boost. Then I’ll pull you up.”

“But what about digging?!”

“You’ll have your fill of digging yet,” promised the dwarf, setting his foot in the palms of his partner as he held them out.

The latter staggered with a grunt, but did not fall. The dwarf grasped the top of a window, adjusted his hold, and pulled himself up easily onto the windowsill. Getting a firm hold there, he dangled himself from the window, grabbed Mith by the hand, and dragged him up beside himself. The animals were left outside to stand at the entrance. If anything happens, they’ll warn of enemies approaching. Smashing in the rotten window frame, the dwarf squeezed with difficulty into the narrow window. He stepped aside to allow Mith to climb in. Once inside, Mith smiled happily: everything was buried to waist height. Working energetically with the shovel, he began to throw the soil out into the street. The dwarf, on the other hand, lit another torch and threw it a little further into the room. He threw it and froze, his eyes having suddenly landed on a dead woman gazing at him.

“An undead!” declared Mith with enthusiasm, looking at the foe. “Let’s smash it!”

“Quiet!” The dwarf stopped him. “It’s not just any undead. Look at its chest.”

“It’s hollow. Full of holes. With ribs sticking out. Not much of a woman, if you ask me...”

“No, look at her pendant.”

“Hmm... Looks greenish. Seems to have a skull painted on it. A skull in a green cap. Funny!”

“Not funny at all,” mumbled the dwarf, pulling out a staff loaded with buckshots. “Get behind me. And get out your staff. And don’t go anywhere!”

With a clang, the dwarf lowered his shield to cover him from the motionless undead woman, who was standing buried up to her waist.

“What’s wrong, Crowcci? Her level is laughable! We’ll manage!”

“The cult of Anrull,” explained the dwarf shortly.

“Wha..?”

“Crap... Did you forget?”

“Oh! I just remembered! Lori told us about it! Something about the warriors of CDS and the cult of Anrull... the god of death.”

“Exactly. Even if her Level is only sixty, she can still beat the crap out of us. And curse us.”

“But we’ll manage?”

“Yes,” replied the dwarf shortly and threw his hammer.

The heavy weapon smashed into the undead woman’s hollow chest, throwing her backwards and making it apparent that she wasn’t stuck in the ground — she simply did not have half of her body. Next, the dwarf threw a torch, squarely hitting the opponent. He leapt forwards. Mith ran after him; however, he barely made two steps before a pair of legs popped out of the ground and skillfully tripped him. The cardmaster fell down.

“I found the second half of the zombie!” he roared happily. “I’ll deal with it!”

Crow did not reply. He was busy finishing off his half of the opponent, which had finally come to life. It began to weave magic, making green sparks dance on the rotten fingers. The dwarf did not allow her to finish casting the curse. Trampling the foe, he snatched up the hammer, delivered a few swinging blows and a kick, and watched carefully as the opponent dissolved in a dying flash of light. Then he hurried towards Mith, who was panting in frustration as he tried to pull off the legs strangling him. Helping his friend to free himself from the chokehold, Crow lifted him to his feet, and together, they quickly finished off the twitching legs using a hammer and a pickaxe.

“What malicious legs!” said Mith in shock, rubbing his neck. “What a grip... But we did a good job! Crowcci, did you take that amulet with the green cap?”

“No. Don’t even think of touching it! It’s dangerous stuff. It’ll curse you in the blink of an eye, if you have no connection to the cult of Anrull. Some of these amulets can be held, but must not be attached to clothing. Others are too dangerous to even touch.”

“Are we just going to leave it lying there?”

“Well, no. We’ll wrap it in a cloth, then toss it into a box of some sort. And then store it in the furthest, darkest corner of our headquarters.”

“I see... Oh! The hiding place! Where do I dig?”

“According to this scrap of paper, it’s in this corner.” The dwarf pointed, after studying the scribbled map. “Full speed ahead. Just dig carefully to avoid breaking anything.”

“Will do!”

Mith began to carefully dig into the loose soil. Soon, he began to unearth the first findings, which were mostly rotten junk. Still, they found several useful objects and potentially useful things: empty bottles, a couple of small health elixirs, a bone bracelet, a whole bundle of copper spoons, and a picture frame. The dwarf loaded everything into his backpack. Thankfully, he possessed so much strength that he didn’t need to worry about reaching the limit of his weightbearing capacity.

Unearthing the tile, which looked no different from its neighbors, they rechecked the map and measured out the distances. After making sure they had picked the correct tile, they carefully lifted it up a little by one of its edges. At that moment, Crow stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest. Freezing on the spot, Mith stared at the dwarf questioningly.

“Go on,” encouraged the dwarf. “Open the secret hiding place and take out the contents. But be careful.”

“Okay...” murmured Mith, realizing that he was being given a pop quiz. “We haven’t covered this yet in our lessons!”

“Show some cunning and use your logic,” said the dwarf, shrugging. “Go ahead. Be bold.”

“Being bold is good and all,” mumbled the student, plopping down on his belly and peering into the dark opening, “but I really wanna stay alive... okay... let’s see... logic... I don’t see any stretched threads. Nothing is glowing, clicking, or ticking. Everything seems to be alright.”

Crow stayed silent, watching with interest.

“I don’t see anything dangerous. Smells like nothing in particular...”

“Nothing in particular,” repeated the dwarf silently, concealing his smile.

“Alright! I’m opening it!” With great care, Mith lifted the lid slightly. Nothing happened. Relieved, he lifted the tile all the way, placing it vertically.

Click.

The student’s chest was hit by a small crossbow bolt.

Looking at his pierced chest, Mith whispered in shock:

“Oh no... It’s poisonous, too... and I got the deadly needle planted right into my heart...”

“Antidote!”

“Yessir!”

“Wait! First, take out the bolt — it’s the source of the poison!”

“Oh, that’s right! Ah! Oh... the bolt tip has a saw edge, too...”

“Here, drink!”

“Yessir!”

Having taken all the necessary steps to save his digital life, Mith relaxed and wiped his forehead with his dirty hand. With a victorious smile and the words “That was close!” he thrust his hand into the niche under the tile.

Click.

“Oh...” Mith stared in even greater shock at his hand, which was now stuck between the jaws of a powerful device. “A leg trap. For bears. This one’s poisoned, too... But why put poison on a leg trap?! Crowcci! Help!”

“Do it yourself!” snapped back his mentor.

“The trap is on a chain, too! I can’t open it!”

“Keep pulling it. Even if you lose a chunk of your arm. Quickly!”

“Heave-ho! It’s not working. Heave-ho! Nope... Heave-ho... Oh! Okay, then... Now, the antidote. Health potion. Phew!” This time, the guy lay down flat on his belly beside the hiding place, briefly losing all interest in it. “Have they gone insane here?”

“Everybody tries to protect his property,” said the dwarf, smirking. “Get up. Keep going.”

“Somehow, I don’t think I want to do this anymore...”

“Oh, yes, you do. This is valuable experience. But I think there won’t be any more surprises. Bring out the contents, and I’ll tell you what you did wrong.”

“OK!”

Mith stretched towards the hiding place with reasonable caution, while the dwarf explained:

“While breaking into a secret hiding place or locked chest, try to stand to the side. That way, any lethal surprises will fly past you. Usually, people will wear special masks that filter out poisons. Also, they’ll wear goggles, in case they get sprayed with acid. If you lose sight for three minutes or so, you’re as good as dead. Having dealt with the first trap, don’t relax too soon. Don’t stick your hand inside. Use some sort of long object instead: any stick or crossbow bolt will do. Those are the basics. Got it?”

“Yes, sir! Thank you for the teachings! Aha! Here it is! Money, money, money! Six gold coins and fourteen silver ones. And a golden ring that gives five additional points of endurance and ten of intellect. Can I have it?”

“You can. It’s ideal for your stats. Does it suit your level?”

“It does. There are three magic scrolls here, too. A fireball of the highest rank, a stone hail of the same level, and a medium healing spell. Also, a bunch of letters in a jewelry box. Garbage, basically. Good for kindling.”

“You shouldn’t say that,” disagreed the dwarf, taking the letters from him. “Lots of important information is hidden in documents like this. What else did you find?”

“That’s all. Nothing else.”

“Not a bad haul,” said Crow, nodding in approval. “I”ll take the letters and three gold coins. That’s for me and Lori. The rest is for you and Amou.”

“Awesome!”

“Now tell me what you think of the ugly mug staring at us through the window.”

“Mmm?”

Mith whipped around, glanced at the window, and gasped in surprise: looking at the adventurers was a rotting head on a suspiciously long neck. It was watching them maliciously with its bulging eyes, grimacing in silence and puffing out its cheeks angrily.

The head gave a strange twitch and moved in a straight line past the window. Too straight.

“Always check behind you,” commented Crow in a lecturing tone. “Always! No less than once every five seconds. Even if you’re sitting in your Personal Room. Make this into a habit, and someday, it will save your life. And always keep an ear out: can’t you hear the dog and the wolf growling? They’re warning us.”

“I’ve screwed up again,” sighed Mith, slightly downcast, but almost immediately recovered: “How come that head has such a funny neck? And why did it move past so evenly? Is he crawling on the wall?”

“Let’s check it out.”

So they went to check it out. They stared in surprise at yet another headless undead standing in the middle of the street. He was holding a spear with a head stuck on the end of it. He lowered the spear to the ground. With its teeth, the head snatched up the handle of an old lamp. The undead jerked the spear upright and waved it from side to side.

“He is sending signals, the little turd!” cried Mith, enraged.

“Jump out the window! Quickly!”

The dwarf was wearing full armor, with a shield and hammer, but leapt out the window with far more grace than Mith. Crow landed with a crash and hurled his hammer. The undead swayed as he gave the stick another wave, causing the hammer to miss him. Dropping to the ground after the dwarf, the student shouted an order, and the wolf and dog lunged at the enemy. They closed their jaws on his hands. Echoes of deep growling filled the street. The undead could not maintain his hold on the spear; the head crashed to the ground along with the lantern. There was a clinking of breaking glass. A flash of light followed. The undead began to flail. Groping with his hands, he hurried towards his poor head, which was lying in a burning puddle and trying to blow out the flames. The two friends easily dealt with the disoriented enemy. They grabbed several coins worth of plunder, plus an old leather belt. They stared into the depths of the unexplored street, from where several lights were approaching and mournful howling could be heard.

“So he managed to call for help, after all,” grumbled Mith, kicking a little pile of soil angrily.

“All the better for us. We have enough time to get ready. The staffs are a last resort! Here, take this rope and tie it to the street lamp over there. Let’s create a stumbling party for them.”

When the rotten and lame squad of citizens who had died and reawakened had reached the place from whence the signals had come, they were met with only a flaming torch stuck inside a pile of soil in the middle of the street. After brief hesitation, turning their heads on cracking necks, mumbling and howling for a bit, the squad of six undead of levels 70 and 80 moved towards the torch. They had only taken several steps, nearly reaching the torch, when a tight rope sprung up right in front of them.

The stumbling party went perfectly. Five of the six zombies tripped and went down, knocking over each other. The sixth, moving on one leg, managed to jump over the rope. He spun on the spot triumphantly, waving his arms and staring around. But he did not look upwards, where, on the edge of the roof, appeared a massive stocky figure of the dwarf holding a heavy stone tile over his head.

Smack.

The falling tile squashed all six of them with a crunch. Jumping down after it, the dwarf landed directly in the center of the wobbling tile, adding his own weight to it. His boots scraped off a layer of dirt, partially exposing the name of the sign: “Gvaktal’s Best Aromas.” Heaven knows what kind of seller could have needed such a huge and heavy stone advertisement; however, that seller definitely would have been a dwarf.

Jumping out of his hiding spot, Mith dropped the rope, bounced up to the tile, stuck a staff under it, and, like they had discussed with his mentor, fired exactly one stone buckshot. He ran to the other side of the tile and repeated the exact same thing. Then he ran to a different side again, carefully finishing off the howling zombies. From a distance, Mith looked like a cook who was using a syringe to add some forgotten ingredients to a pie. But the stone pie’s “filling” did not like such injections at all. The tile began to rock hard, and then to tilt over. Crow did not allow it. Jumping up, he landed hard on the tile, pressing it back down to the ground. The pets had run up, snarling, and were grabbing the enemy’s limbs that were scraping at the earth. Crow helped them with hammer blows, flattening the clawed hands. Mith poked under the tile a bit with a piece of the spear left behind by the headless signaler, while listening to the cursing moans. Then he showed his mentor a small object, nodding questioningly in the direction of the source of their shared troubles.

Should I throw it?

As he swung his hammer, the dwarf shook his head. Negative. The explosive potion may be small and not very powerful; however, using it on restrained and seriously wounded opponents would be a waste. They’ll be able to get away with less.

And they did.

Soon, the tile stopped moving and lay flat on the pavement. The sickly green hands with broken black nails that had been sticking out from under the tile disappeared. After waiting a while, the dwarf snatched up the tile, turned it over, and looked at the objects lying underneath. With a sigh, he muttered:

“Well, that’s something, at least.”

“I see money! And something else...”

They found quite a few things. All of them had some kind of value, but were common objects. Old clothes, shoes, several copper and silver rings, earrings, a rigid hair band made of bone, copper bracelets, a silver pocket watch, a bronze ink pot, two kitchen knives, and one artificial eye.

They took everything.

Mith made to continue strolling down the underground street, but the dwarf firmly stopped him and pointed towards the ceiling.

“Crowcci!” begged the poor Mith.

“We’re strictly following the plan, remember?” the dwarf reminded him. “If we only focus on adventures, we’ll lose everything else. So you have twenty minutes to swing your shovel on the first floor of this building.”

“Well, that’s something, at least!”

“You will definitely encounter necrorats there!”

“Understood. And you?”

“I’ll rummage around the corner, in this dead end here, covered by earth. Maybe I’ll find something, too...”

* * *

Half an hour later, they stumbled into the headquarters. They were laden with loot and overloaded with excitement. They were real adventurers-gatherers.

The term “adventurers-gatherers” was coined by the dwarf, who explained that he cannot stand anyone who only flits around like a carefree butterfly, but does not work like an ant. Crow had always tended to look down on those who fight only for the fun of it. Do you want to fight the fire giants of Yamgukha? Then go and fight them! Just don’t forget to bring back a backpack stuffed to the brim with loot, and not only the smoking head of the unfortunate overgrown individual.

Mith had absolutely nothing against adding the word “gatherer” to the title. He greedily absorbed the precious crumbs of knowledge, trying hard not to make the same mistakes and, whenever possible, acting like a cunning protégé.

Unloading everything at the headquarters, they hastily sorted the plunder. They hung the excavated paintings, arranged the pots and jugs along with stacks of dishes, and sorted the silverware. They set down a voluminous wardrobe that they had dragged back with them and hung interesting clothes inside it: several silk shirts, scarves, and jackets. Apart from improving outward appearance, none of these clothes gave any bonuses. But even a wardrobe like that could come in handy someday.

They did not find any multicolored bricks; nevertheless, the dwarf was sure they would find many of them later.

All iron junk and other garbage, which included many rocks and soil, they dragged to the surface and happily dumped into the inner yard. Lucri put down his book and started to rise from his seat, but Crow, with a wave of his hand, ordered him to continue resting. Lucri’s workweek will begin at dawn tomorrow.

Stripping as he ran, Mith dived into a barrel of water. He splashed around noisily, washing off the dirt from the underground passages. Climbing out, he threw on a white shirt, gray pants, and a white apron; smoothing his hair, he dashed over to Grubber. He grabbed two plates of buns from the kitchen and sprinted to the sales table, opening the boxes and pulling out the goods for sale. A large transport convoy happened to be entering the outpost at that moment, so Mith was in a hurry to get everything ready before the hungry men rushed over for delicious food. With deep approval, Crow watched his helper work. Then, the dwarf dumped the iron junk beside the first smithy. The second smithy was located underground, inside the watchtower, which had been cleared of undead creatures. For now, though, the dwarf did not want to sit underground — his attention was much needed here, aboveground. He had a lot of urgent things to get done, too.

He soaked the simple clothes he had brought along, quickly washed them in the murky water, rinsed them in clean water, and threw them on the rocks to dry. Okay... what’s next?

Where were his construction materials, which Lori and Amou were supposed to send?

No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than there was a flash of cool blue light. Logs and planks plopped heavily onto the ground beside the House on the Hill. What devilry is this?! It was as if Lori had heard his thoughts!

There was no need to call the brigade of carpenters. The guys weren’t blind. The foreman was already marching towards the spot, smiling with satisfaction and rubbing his hands together. And no wonder: it was immediately obvious that the guy was practical and didn’t like standing around without work to do. The sooner they finish one task, the sooner they will be able to start on another. And that meant additional earnings.

They had a brief chat, and the foreman called the carpenters, who grabbed ahold of the logs and began to haul them to the construction site. After rummaging in the huge pile of delivered goods, Crow held a small canvas bag out to the foreman.

“Good quality potions for energy,” he explained. “A gift from me. Fifty vials.”

“We’ll take them!” said the foreman without concealing his joy as he took the clinking bag. “You can never have too much energy and stamina in the workplace, master. What about lunch?”

“It’ll be ready soon,” said Crow, nodding. “I’ll call you.”

“We’ll be waiting. Meanwhile, we will move the logs.”

Returning to the hill, the dwarf began to drag tables and benches outside the walls, arranging them in a long line right beside the entrance. He placed a few extra ones, too. Having finished this, he ran to the kitchen and asked Grubber to bring over some food, enough to feed thirty good eaters. At the same time, he inquired about today’s menu.

Porridge. A stew made of partridges. Buns stuffed with eggs. Imported pickles. A choice of tea or coffee. Honey.

In short, a hearty, solid meal.

Soon, food appeared on the tables. The dwarf called the builders, along with his own workers. He also remembered to call Mith and decided to have lunch himself as well. Giving his face a quick rinse, he joined everyone else at the dining table. Slapping away Mith’s hand as it reached for a stuffed bun, the dwarf nodded towards the foreman, who had gotten up. Folding his hands on his chest, the foreman began to recite a short prayer, naturally directed to a deity of Light. Having finished, he slowly sat back down. Crow was the first to grab a spoon and scoop up the porridge. The rest followed his lead. An endless clatter of spoons ensued.

While loudly praising the cook’s skills, Crow also kept a watchful eye on the surroundings. He carefully noted the guards who passed by; he quickly evaluated two travelers wrapped in green cloaks, who were leaning on long staffs and had stopped at the outpost to fill their water flasks. His spoon froze when three junior priests of Wyllowe, the perpetually asleep and universally loved goddess, marched energetically down the road beside the outpost. After following the priests with his eyes, he turned slightly and watched as a courier cart pulled by two ostriches flew by. Mith, choking on his stew, tried to keep up with his eagle-eyed sensei, secretly wishing to spot something or someone first and point it out to him. So far, however, he had been unsuccessful. Crow was the first to notice three convoy men, who approached and stood beside the table.

“Good day, travelers,” said the dwarf, rising slightly from his seat. “How can I help you?”

Convoy men were not shy people, and addressed the matter directly:

“How much for a lunch like this?”

Recalling the menu, the dwarf calculated its approximate cost, added a bit of profit on top, and said:

“Fifteen copper coins. Porridge, stew, bread, stuffed buns, pickles, and tea or coffee.”

“Whom should we pay?” The men made their decision instantly.

Crow stretched out his palm, using his other hand to indicate the empty benches. The convoy men pulled off their hats, handed over the required sum, plopped down at a table, pulled bowls of porridge towards themselves, and began to eat greedily. The clatter of spoons grew louder. Three more men arrived after them, and, having paid, joined the feast. No sooner had the dwarf pocketed half the coppers and given the rest to Mith than an old gray man appeared at the table. A human. Dressed in heavily patched gray clothing, he leaned heavily on a crooked walking stick. His nearly blind eyes looked out mistily at the world. On his feet were tattered bast shoes; around his waist was a piece of rope in place of a belt. In his free hand was an empty clay bowl. He was a wanderer. A beggar.

Gesturing at a table, the dwarf said:

“Sit down, gramps. Have a bite with us.”

“I have not a penny to repay you with, kind foreigner,” said the old man in his creaky voice.

“I will not take any money from you. Sit down. Eat with us. My name is Crow.”

“The Gods of Light bless you, kind foreigner! I am called Lepius the Beggar. And I won’t forget your kindness!” Sitting down, the old man pulled a bun towards himself with a trembling hand, greedily inhaled the aroma of fresh bread, and grabbed a spoon. The walking stick was left leaning against the table.

Congratulations!
+1 goodwill in relations with Lepius the Beggar!


Getting up, the dwarf went into the inner yard, took a couple of pairs of pants and a shirt out of the wash, returned to the table and laid them all down carefully beside the old man.

“A gift from me,” he explained shortly, before returning to his porridge.

“Thank you from the bottom of my heart, my friend Crow! Thank you!”

Congratulations!
+1 goodwill in relations with Lepius the Beggar!


“It’s nothing, Lepius. Your journey is hard. I’ll tell you what: if you wish to stay, I will give you food and a place to sleep.”

“I cannot live without wandering. I would have liked to stay, but I cannot. Though my legs are old, they drag me to the highway themselves. Such is my destiny... a life of wandering and poverty...”

“Well...” Crow grabbed a dozen bread buns off the table and placed them overtop of the free clothes. “Take these with you. Food will give you strength.”

“Thank you! Thank you, my kind friend!”

“It is nothing,” repeated the player. “If you meet any wanderers on your way, tell them that they can always find free food at the outpost of Gray Peak.”

“I will tell them,” said the old man, half-bowing.

Turning away, the dwarf let the old tramp eat, and went back to his own porridge and stew. When the laborers and builders finished eating and got up from the table, huffing and patting their full bellies, the dwarf wished them well on their way, while also giving his own workers their next assignment. Then he sat next to the old man. He asked him about his journey and those he had met on the way.

He did not find out anything useful. Just the general news that traffic had reappeared on the roads, that caravans and convoys had fearlessly resumed their journeys once the threat of gray orcs had passed. There were many casualties, with many villages destroyed. But they were already being rebuilt. Crow patted himself on the back for intercepting the brigade of carpenters in time. These days, they would have certainly found work in these parts.

After a bit of rest, the old man continued on his way, bowing to everyone before leaving. Soon, he disappeared in the distance.

Meanwhile, Crow and Mith turned towards the flash announcing the arrival of their two female friends. Lori and Amou had returned to Gray Peak and, judging by their satisfied smiles, had not returned empty handed.


Chapter Two

“I CAN HONESTLY SAY we surpassed ourselves!” stated the amazon without a trace of modesty, as she toyed with a heavy dagger. “The buyers wept!”

“That’s right!” agreed Amou.

“They blubbered like little girls!”

“That’s right!”

“They begged us to spare their wallets! They asked us to show at least a little mercy!”“

“That’s right!”

“They fell at our feet and crawled around like squashed lizards!”

“That’s right!”

“I doubt it,” snorted Mith. He stood with his arms folded behind his back, trying to play the role of a stern man. “I bet you cheapened out. Am I right? And here we were earning money with our blood, sweat, and tears!”

“What?!” said Amou, enraged. “Who cheapened out? No way! We got the best price possible! And then we also managed to get great discounts on the purchase of logs and beams! And we got a ten percent discount for the teleport of cargo! And for food supplies! And he dares to doubt it!”

“I still doubt it.”

“I don’t,” said the dwarf, smiling. He threw a red-hot iron ingot into a barrel of water. He waited until the hissing stopped, fished the ingot back out, placed it with a clink onto the growing pile, and grabbed the hammer again. “I don’t doubt it at all. I know who taught Lori these tricks.”

“That’s right,” reaffirmed the amazon. “And now, Amou is learning them from me.”

“Yes, I am!”

“And what about me?” demanded Mith. “Why am I not learning these tricks? I also want to be savvy in business!”

“First, learn how to properly break into hidden vaults,” grunted Crow good-naturedly, as he delivered steady blows with the hammer, “without getting arrows in your heart and your fingers in leg traps.”

“I’m craving to hear the details!” demanded the amazon, squinting at Mith. “Was it really so bad?”

“Crowcci!”

“Everything went alright,” said the dwarf in defense of his student. “Not without mishaps. But not too badly, overall. So, how did you do? What’s our profit?”

“Hmm...”

The girls suddenly looked a bit glum. They placed a stack of six silver coins on the table.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it?” repeated Mith, pouting.

“Well, we got so much stuff! We sold all the orc trophies for an excellent price. And then we bought the cargo teleport, food, ammunition for staffs, and building materials. And two teleportation scrolls for the new candidates.”

“You’ve found some?”

“We did,” confirmed the bard. “They’re just like you described. They’re packing right now. They’ll be here soon. This is all that’s left over” — Amou nodded towards the table — ”after subtracting some small expenses for women’s needs.”

“For what needs?” asked Mith suspiciously.

“Women’s!” chorused the girls angrily.

“Ok, fine... I bet it’s for lipstick...”

“That includes lipstick, too,” confirmed Amou.

“Good job,” said Crow with a sigh. He pushed the silver back towards the girls. “You can spend the rest on those women’s needs of yours. And thank you for the help. What are you going to do now? I would have liked to borrow a couple of hours of your time.”

“First, I need to train up Amou a bit,” stated Lori firmly. “We’ve already made a plan. We’ll start with the usage of staffs and self-acting close-range traps. Because she is like a useless sack of potatoes right now. But she’s getting better. She’s not that weak anymore.”

“I’m not that weak anymore!” confirmed Amou proudly. “And I’ve learned to haggle! Yeah! So now we’re gonna go train. And in the evening, we have other plans.”

“We want to pay a quick visit to a certain village,” added Lori. “To talk to a certain old librarian. And then, I want to take a look at your chain of quests — the one dealing with the undead.”

“Without me?!” said Mith, becoming upset again. “Our chain of quests?!”

“Without you, for now. We’ll just take a look. See what it’s about.”

“Alright,” sighed Crow. “Go do your thing. We’ll take care of business here. And we’ll meet the new workers by ourselves. But before you go, take some of our underground trophies with you. Sell them bit by bit in different places. While you were gone, we had gotten into debt. And debts must be repaid. That’s all. Off you go.”

Smiling, the girls scraped the coins off the table and instantly disappeared behind the hill. Less than a minute later, Lori’s stern voice reached their ears:

“You may be playing a support role, but you must be able to hit like the strongest of them! A monster breaking into the rear ranks is a frequent occurrence. It’s very common. One beast is capable of taking out the entire group of supports. This is unacceptable. We’ll start with the basics: your stance and awareness of your surroundings. The right stance will always allow you to be prepared for a surprise attack. Awareness of your surroundings will help you predict where the attack will come from — and turn it from a dangerous surprise into a simple enemy screw-up. And we like it when the enemy screws up!”

“Yes, we do!”

“Then we’ll sort through your belt pockets and decide, once and for all, where everything should be. So you’d be able to pull things out without looking. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sergeant!”

“I’m a captain! Our sergeant is Crowcci.”

“Ooh, I see...”

“Maybe we could go take a peek?” suggested Mith.

“To hell with that idea,” refused the dwarf flatly, setting aside his hammer and beginning to pack away the ingots. “Don’t worry. We’ll find something interesting to do, too. The day is not over yet.”

“Yay!”

“But chores come first. Let’s go.”

“Let’s go,” sighed Mith, dejected. He trudged after the energetically marching Crow. Behind them, they heard a grim voice:

“That’s not a stance. That’s a disgrace! Why are you spreading your arms like that?”

“I’m holding a guitar!”

“Keep your elbows tucked in. And we’ll buy you a special guitar. One with two staffs built into the neck. To fire buckshots and freezing rays.”

“Ooh, I see...”

The chores began with moving food supplies. Three large sacks of rye flour. A sack of peas. Three smoked hams. A barrel of butter. Six bottles of olive oil. A barrel of pickles. Two kegs of beer from Abel and Gabre. A box of the simplest iron horseshoes, which were strong, practical, and plain-looking. The dwarf was perfectly capable of making these himself. But he did not have enough time. Despite that, he did not want to pause sales of iron goods. They needed all their services to be consistently on offer, to establish travelers’ habits and send rumors down the grapevine that Gray Peak is worth a small detour.

“Crowcci?” said Mith, huffing under the weight of a barrel of pickles. “Consider this: we are attracting tons of people here by offering many services. In other words, we are drawing a crowd. Any of them might stumble across Gvaktal! That’ll be fun for us...”

“That’s exactly why we are attracting them, so they don’t stumble across it,” answered Crow calmly, hoisting a sack of flour into his shoulders. “The more developed our outpost is, the more settled it is, the more services we offer — the less interest people will have in digging anything here. Any player coming here will see the guards lazily nodding off, and hear the noisy eating of convoy men and the neighing of horses at the watering hole. He’ll glance at the neat rows of houses. A couple of shops. The watchtower with a couple of added buildings. In short, it’ll be just like everywhere else. And in that case, this person will simply not stick around. Since what is there to do here? Chase mangy jackals? There are better things to do than waste time on stupid things like that.”

“I see...”

“Uh-huh. On the other hand, if a player sees wilderness and a very recently built outpost, he might get the idea to stick around and to search thoroughly in places that are off the beaten path. What if he finds something? We don’t want that. That’s why we’re trying to turn these backwoods into a civilized corner that also brings us profit.”

“Yes! We’re definitely trying! And we’re gonna succeed.”

“Naturally.”

“As for drawing eyes away, that’s a cool idea. In your place, I would have tried to chase everyone away. Would have built a fence around it all.”

“And that’s when you would have attracted everyone’s interest. ‘How come he has fenced off the entire ravine and is yelling so angrily at anyone who approaches?’ they would ask. You would have given yourself away. We’re not that stupid. Let them come and go. Our job is to offer them porridge and beer. And then let them slowly continue on their way.”

“Understood! But still, your idea is so cool!”

“It’s not mine,” said the dwarf, dusting flour off himself. He watched Mith carefully lower a keg beside the kitchen table, where Grubber was busily chopping partridge meat. “It’s one of Waldyra’s longstanding traditions: to hide the extraordinary within the boring ordinary. Have you ever heard of a five-level dungeon for newbies in Khradalroum? It’s right inside the city.”

“No. Is it awesome? Dangerous?”

“It has everything in moderation. Most importantly, the dungeon is very interesting. With tons of levers, secret doors, collapsing floors, moving ceilings, and loads of other unforgettable old-school classics. The name of that dungeon is Tomuh’s Labyrinth. It’s also nicknamed Lobotomy. Or the Kingdom of Quintabytes.”

“What are Quintabytes? The people who live there?”

“No. It is a famous group of players, who play according to their own strict inside rules. They follow a specific code and their teams are all structured the same way. Quintabytes were the first to uncover all secrets of Tomuh’s Labyrinth. They solved every riddle. They’ve been to every secret room. They also brought out quite a few trophies. But that’s all beside the point. Do you know where the entrance to Lobotomy was hidden?”

“Hell knows...”

“Take a guess!”

“Hmm... Somewhere on the dark lower levels? In the sewers? On an icy mountain slope, where a lame falcon pecked thrice at a squealing snail? Hmm... Oh! In the royal garden?”

“Right in the center of one of the market squares. Specifically, the square called Lesser Anvil,” snorted the dwarf. “Inside an almost dry and barely squirting fountain. All you had to do was pull each of the fountain’s three bronze cups, in turn, in order for the entrance to open. But the fountain stood untouched for years! Years! And none of the players, which are always plentiful there, bothered to give the dry fountain a second look. Just let it stand there. Who cares? It’s good enough to fill your water bottle. Not much else. You see what I’m saying? The entrance is right there, yet nobody ever thought of taking a closer look. All despite the fact that there was a strange rune engraved into each cup, and that the structure itself holding up the three cups looked like an arrow pointing downwards. Not a particularly straight arrow, but still. Additionally, twice a week, a half-insane dwarf would appear beside it and sing about something hidden very close by — that you only need to look, to pull, to see, to understand. And no one caught on! Until, one day, someone accidentally stepped on one of the cups while trying to take a selfie from the top of the fountain. Such a twist of fate. Ninety-nine percent of players think thusly: they need to quickly go search for secrets in a place where no adventurer has set foot yet. But sometimes, in order to discover something amazing, all you need to do is look under your own feet while standing right in the middle of a busy city square. I’m sure there are still undiscovered dungeon entrances in the various city squares of Waldyra.”

“Yeah... I bet that, after the discovery of Lobotomy, players had groped every fountain in Waldyra!”

“Probably. Especially those fountains in the shape of half-naked girls,” laughed the dwarf. “We, too, must try to turn this place into something analogous to the boring fountain. Let’s go look at the homes being built.”

“I’m ready!”

The work progress made the dwarf happy. All four of the construction sites had been completely cleared, leveled, and even tamped down. The carpenters were good at their job. Right now, they were busy completing the first stage. The players decided not to get in the workers’ way. They exchanged brief greetings and continued walking past them. The foreman, without pausing his work, yelled out that the logs were marvelous. Dry pine. And that they had laid excellent oaken stumps under the corners. The buildings will last a long time. Crow nodded with a smile, promised an excellent dinner, and they moved on. Ten steps later, they came across a lame old half-orc. He was thin and dirty, with overgrown hair. After exchanging a couple of words with him, Crow found out that he had come here at the prompting of a certain Lepius the Beggar, whom he had met on the road about a league from here. And that, according to the beggar, the food here was free. The dwarf confirmed the statement and paused his supervisory walk for a couple of minutes to sit the old man down behind a table. Then, he personally placed a couple of bowls in front of the half-orc, which were filled to the brim with porridge and stew. He clapped the starving guy on his bony shoulder and went back to Mith.

Striding unhurriedly, they greeted every guard they met and kept a watchful eye on their surroundings. They saw seven players, five of whom were mounted, who rode or walked past. Only one of them stayed, but, after failing to find anything interesting, hurried onwards. A dust cloud appeared on the horizon. Mith gave a sad sigh. Without concealing a smirk, the dwarf clapped his buddy on the back and ordered:

“Run to the guards’ cook. Ask him to give you a couple of tasks. Just don’t flash your medals too much. Ask politely. We can always use more reputation points with our guards. At the same time, you’ll be able to have some fun while gathering eggs. Don’t forget to take along your dog and wolf. Take our hunter Rodson, too. You get an hour to finish your quests — if you get any.”

“I love quests! Understood! I’ll go ask for some!”

Mith dashed off towards the watchtower. Crow continued his walk in solitude, having wisely decided to let his student have a little break from complexities. Let him run around in ditches and chase some jackals — it’ll give his head a rest. Once everything settles in his brain, then they can continue to add more learning to it.

Returning to the table, the dwarf talked with the old man, who had already finished his meal. The old half-orc’s skin had turned so white with age that it looked like withered greenish parchment. After ten minutes of talking, Crow acquired two points towards the goodwill of another old beggar. He found out that his name was Rakhvarrgh. He had no nickname. He had been wandering the streets for about two decades now, ever since his peasant farm had burned down due to a volcanic eruption near the city of Roghalroum. Also, the dwarf found out that the gray orcs were being systematically killed off, and that foreign clans were playing a big part in the effort, snagging many rewards. And that recently, the old beggar had seen a heavy van with metal-rimmed wheels and orange-red awning that had stopped not too far from the outpost. He saw the legs of two men sticking out from under the van. The men were muttering something indistinct; they told the beggar to get lost when he offered them help and asked them whether they had any water to moisten his parched throat. The van’s wheels seemed in place; the draft oxen were peacefully chewing cud. What could have happened to the underside of the van?

Upon bidding the old man farewell, Crow supplied him with suitable clothes and gave him food for his journey. After seeing the beggar off, the dwarf scratched his head and... went straight to Vurrius.

He knocked politely. After hearing a growl from within and interpreting it as an invitation, he pushed the door open and went inside.

“Is it about lands again? Or have you come to pay off debt?” inquired Vurrius, setting aside a damaged armor breastplate.

“Neither,” said the player, smiling. “I heard some rumors that, soon, a heavy van will pass through our outpost. It has metal-rimmed wheels and orange-red awning. The van is accompanied by at least two men of a rather unfriendly disposition.”

“So what?”

“The thing is that the van had stopped not too far from the outpost. Both men had climbed under it and were doing something. Maybe they were checking the wheel axles. But how come they didn’t make it to the outpost, where it’s safer and easier to find help? And why did they so rudely reject those who offered them help?”

“Hmm... So that’s how it is...”

“It could be nothing significant. Or, it could be that they’re transporting something not entirely legal,” said the dwarf, shrugging. “Well, I’ll be on my way.”

“Go in peace. Leave the matter to us. We’ll definitely check that van.” Vurrius clenched his huge fist and smacked it on the table decisively. “We’ll check that van with orange awning...”

Leaving the tower, the dwarf jogged back to the House on the Hill. He grabbed a box of yet unsorted small objects from Gvaktal, along with two empty sacks, and rushed to the top of the hill. There, he took his time to sit down comfortably, open the box, and empty its contents onto the ground. He was not afraid of anyone seeing the objects, as they were everyday items. They needed to be cleaned, sorted, and checked for durability. Some of them will be put up for sale. The rest will be reforged. There was no third option.

When the van with the orange awning appeared in the distance, heavily rattling its wheels, the dwarf tensed — everything will be decided in this moment. If the van peacefully turns towards the outpost, then there is probably nothing going on. If, on the other hand, it tries to simply bypass Gray Peak — that would say a lot. They could have chosen to travel around the outpost by staying off the roads. However, the van was just too heavy. It would get stuck. That’s why they are moving along a well-traveled path. And since it’s such a large van pulled by four strong draft oxen... they must be transporting something very heavy.

The van did not even slow down. It just kept going. The drivers in wide-brimmed hats let their heads fall to their chests; they weren’t even looking at the road, much less at their surroundings. They seemed about to doze off and fall from the driver’s seat. Why should they care about Gray Peak? They are so close to reaching their own village, they’ll manage without a drink of water or a bite to eat. They’ll make it, somehow... That was the peaceful impression they were trying to create. But it didn’t help them.

Two broad-shouldered guards simultaneously appeared in the oxens’ faces. The van halted. The drivers looked up and instantly froze. The reason was a grim, gray-haired giant standing beside the van and leaning on a monstrous hammer. The drivers did not just freeze — they nearly fainted, like chickens upon sighting an eagle that had landed nearby. Vurrius moved his head slightly, glanced at the van, and asked something. The men immediately began to fuss and wave their hands animatedly, smiling. One of them jumped down, untied a corner of the yellowing canvas, and lifted it to show impressively large barrels standing inside the van. Vurrius was not convinced by the sight. He jabbed his finger at the bottom of the van. The drivers shook their heads vigorously, pressing their hands to their chests, and began to talk so loudly that parts of their speech carried all the way to the Hill. Yet again, Vurrius was not convinced. He jerked his head, and another guard dived under the van, taking a shiny thing out of his belt bag. Next, everything happened very quickly. One of the men leapt back into the driver’s seat and lashed the lowing oxen as hard as he could, while whipping out a small crossbow from the folds of his cloak. The centurion did not even step back. He easily deflected the crossbow bolt with the handle of his hammer. Then he gave a lazy kick, and the guy was blown off the van. Meanwhile, the second man was running away at full speed in the direction of the ravine. Crow anxiously rose to his feet — Mith and Rodson were there, along with his workers who were gathering stones and firewood in the ravine. But the second guy did not make it far — from the watchtower came the sound of two bowstrings released in succession, and the man crashed to the ground with arrows sticking out of his back. The first guy lifted his arms, which were wrapped in black mist... and received a lethal blow directly to the forehead. And just like that, the operation was over.

The guard climbed out from under the van and briefly reported something to his boss. The centurion nodded, motioning with his arm. With a creak, the van began to move towards the watchtower. Crow could not contain himself. He gathered the objects and ran down the hill. Having sorted the items, he went outside the wall and began to straighten tables and benches, while collecting spoons and empty plates. No sooner had he finished than the van rumbled past, rolling strictly along the edge of the dwarf’s territory. It stopped at the watchtower. The guards began to bustle around it. As the centurion passed by, he addressed the dwarf:

“I thank you on behalf of Algora’s entire guard, dwarf Crow. Your suspicions turned out to be correct. They were transporting black khimsk steel. Weapons. Already cursed and tempered by blood. Dark weapons. They cannot be allowed to enter Algora — which is exactly where they were headed, apparently. You’ve done a good deed.”

It’s good that you tipped us off in time, translated the dwarf inwardly, then said:

“Always happy to help the greater good.”

Weapons made from black khimsk steel, or simply “khimsk,” as it was called, possessed reasonably good piercing ability. Additionally, it cursed the victims, siphoning off part of their lives and transferring it to the wielder. Nobody with good intentions would use this kind of weapon. This was reserved for dark and bloody purposes. The batch, judging by the size of the van, was quite large.

“Such good deeds shall not be left unrewarded,” added the centurion. “You can expect a worthy reward from the guard of Algora. Your role in this matter will remain a secret for the evildoers, worry not.”

“Thank you, centurion,” said Crow, inclining his head.

This last statement was perfectly honest. Why would he need more problems from the Dark side, enraged by their thwarted plans? They are vindictive by default. They might appear here in the dead of night, in order to ruin the life of an overly observant dwarf. And to make an example out of him. Another possibility: the shipment had been ordered by a player. Not a Dark one. Nor a Light one. Just a merchant player who had invested his money into risky but profitable goods. Now, he has lost a lot of money — khimsk steel was very expensive, not to mention the weapon making and special ritual... all of it costs a pretty penny. Disappointed by the substantial loss of money, the player might develop a deep grudge if he accidentally finds out the nickname of the player who caused him to lose it.

Heavily laden workers walked onto the territory of the outpost. In the distance, two more figures could be seen: Mith and Rodson had begun their second lap around the ravine. Occasionally, Rodson would lift his bow and shoot an arrow. Each of his shots meant additional meat for the table. The hunter possessed special abilities, which allowed him to collect far more meat and other trophies from killed animals. Right now, Crow was wondering whether Mith would think of asking the hunter to teach him said skill. Crow had been meaning to ask Rodson himself, but still hadn’t found the time to do so. And now wasn’t the right moment, either — the flash of teleport brought two new characters to Gray Peak.

One was a giant half-orc in worn leather clothes, carrying a two-handed hammer whose handle ended in a spearhead. The half-orc was approximately forty years of age. His coarse black hair was remarkably short and bristly. His cheeks and neck bore tattoos; his ears were flattened against his skull.

The other was a smiling human of about thirty years, who stood with his arms crossed over his sizable belly. He was wearing simple homemade linen clothes. A broad straw hat covered his head. Held between his lips was a piece of straw. His eyes had a dreamy look. A large knife was tucked into his belt. On his other side hung a ladle.

“Rommarr?” The dwarf approached the half-orc first. “I’m Crow.”

“Pleased to meet you, master,” growled the half-orc. “I am Rommarr. A security guard. From this day forward, I vow to be your faithful servant. I have already received the downpayment. I only guard. I do not involve myself in household chores; I do not haul heavy things. I am a warrior.”

“Fair enough,” said Crow with a nod, shaking the half-orc’s huge paw. “You are a security guard. Are you tired from the journey?”

“No. I am full of energy.”

“Excellent. Then start patrolling my lands.” The dwarf indicated the stakes marking the edges of his territory. “Do not block the way of travelers or hunters that pass through. Beware of gray orcs, nepentheses, and gihls. They have already been chased out of here, but there may still be some hiding in ditches. Be careful. In case of danger, I order you to give an emergency signal, and only then engage in combat. If the opponent is too strong, I order you to retreat to this hill.”

“Retreat...” growled the half-orc disapprovingly.

“Retreat,” repeated the dwarf firmly.

“I understand, Master Crow.”

“Why do you wear no armor?”

“I don’t have any,” answered the half-orc shortly, with a slight frown. “I used to have a helmet, mail, and arm guards. I lost them all in a game of dice to a foreigner in Algora.”

“Not good... We’ll get you some armor. Today. When I call you, come back to this hill. I’ll house you and equip you.”

“Thank you, master. I’m off to patrol.”

“Are you hungry?”

“A little.”

“Have some food.” Crow pointed to a table. “Eat your fill. So you’ll be full of strength.”

“Thank you.”

Rommarr sat down at the table. Soon, it became clear that he had been starving for a long time. He emptied food bowls one after another. At this rate, poor Grubber won’t be able to cook enough for the whole crowd. But it’s no problem: it is exactly for this reason that the second worker had been brought here. The dwarf turned to him next.

“Xevius?”

“That’s right, Master Crow.” The second worker smiled brightly. “My name is Xevius.”

“You are a kitchen helper.”

“That’s right, Master Crow. I dream of becoming a cook someday. I especially like to cook fish. I’m not very good at it yet. But I’m trying!”

“We like those who put in effort,” answered the player with a smile. “Let’s go. I will introduce you as an assistant to our head chef Grubber. You will be working directly under him.”

“As you wish, Master Crow.”

Taking the worker into the inner yard, he presented him to the grouchy Grubber. First, he ordered for the new arrival to be fed, and then to be fully included in doing kitchen chores, the amount of which increased with every passing day. At the same time, he confirmed the dinner menu, immediately indicating that no less than sixty portions must be prepared.

It turned out that the evening menu consisted of the usual porridge, pirozhki stuffed with onion and egg, bread rolls, and a hearty pork stew of which there definitely won’t be enough for everyone. Also served on the table will be an assortment of pickles, mushroom pies, and plenty of kompot. However, the kitchen was in urgent need of pots and an additional hearth with a turnpike. A couple more tables would be good, too. Also, it was time to give the kitchen more space and proper walls. Getting a kitchen stove would be the ultimate dream goal.

Crow listened, nodded briefly, and promised to attend to the requests immediately. Xevius stepped up to a table and quickly proved that he is perfectly capable of kneading dough and cutting up meat. This was good news. He and Grubber should get along. Leaving them to get to know each other, he approached Lucri, who was watering a flower bed. He ordered the mason to begin building three more walls in the inner yard, starting tomorrow morning. Together, they selected the best spots. Here will be the future large proper kitchen, protected from wind gusts. Later, they can add the finishing touches: lay a leak-proof roof, hang doors, and insert windows — thanks to their team of carpenters, none of it should be a problem.

As for the large kitchen stove... Crow would have to hire a stove maker. A good stove maker. Building a stove is no easy task. It requires real skill. He would need to search for a professional.

After settling the matter with Lucri, he left the yard. He saw Rommarr heading out on his first patrol, striding across his master’s territory. Excellent. Additional battle strength. Crow had told the redheaded amazon the specific requirements for a future security guard in advance. First of all, he had to be a warrior with a heavy hammer. Secondly, he couldn’t be too experienced.

The reason was simple: the dwarf required a teacher capable of showing him several fighting moves with a hammer. Moreover, Crow needed a mentor who would agree to teach right away. One who wouldn’t require excessive pleading and meeting additional requirements on the student’s part. Waldyra has numerous masters of battle. But they all either ask for an insane amount of money for their lessons, or they have crazy requirements that are almost impossible to fulfill. For example: they’ll take you on as a student and teach you how to use daggers, but only if you first kill a grizzly with a short and blunt kitchen knife... Of course, after meeting these criteria, you will receive a true master as a mentor, who will show you a couple of secret and truly useful killing moves. However, Crow did not need this right now.

The dwarf had barely taken two steps, when a joyful Mith ran into him.

“I’ve finished two quests!” Mith’s eyes shone with excitement. “I’ve gathered lots of eggs and firewood for their kitchen. As a reward, I got a bowl of deer stew and ten copper coins. I didn’t get any reputation points, though. But the cook was looking at me with approval!”

“Their cook is no ordinary guy.”

“No kidding... Just remembering him in battle gives me shivers... Also, we came across a post-death clump of mist on the other side of the ravine. Someone died.”

“Did you touch the mist?”

“Of course not. I’m not that stupid. I left it alone. What are we gonna do now?”

“Are you tired?”

“Nope!”

“Excellenté. Did Rodson teach you anything?”

“He did! I learned the proper way to skin jackals. In total, we got four whole jackal hides from me and ten from him. Are we gonna sell them? They’re not tanned.”

“Good work! The skins are for sale. We don’t do tanning here.”

“Well, at least there’s one thing we don’t do... But what are we gonna do now? You still haven’t answered my question! Are we gonna go down?” said Mith, lowering his voice conspiratorially.

“Definitely,” the dwarf reassured his friend, but then immediately added, “as a full team of four. We’ll wait until the girl squad gets here. We’ll make all the preparations — and then go. Right after dinner. If you’re tired, log off. Get some rest. Sleep for a couple of hours.”

“I’m fine! I’m craving some action! If needed, I can go for another lap around the ravine.”

“First, we must take care of business matters,” said the dwarf. “Chrys informed me that we have two convoys heading our way.”

“Informed you... He is spending more time cozying up to the female eagle. Crooning like a dove... circling lazily in the sky.”

“Let him. As long as he doesn’t forget his job. Have you decided on your new pet? We’ll keep the dog. But you need something more reliable.”

“I have decided! I told you: I want something that digs!”

“But you won’t be spending your whole life underground,” Crow reminded him.

“That’s still up for debate!” Mith gave a wistful sigh. “I need some more digging skills...”

“I could do with some, too,” agreed Crow, then asked immediately: “Shall we go learn?”

“From whom? We don’t have anyone...”

“Are you sure? Think about it: Has anyone here done any digging recently while you were around? Did you see anyone?”

“Where? Oh! The carpenters had been digging! The ones who build log houses. But they are carpenters, not diggers.”

“They would be trained in basic digging skills, anyhow,” disagreed the dwarf. “Remember how they had been swinging their shovels continuously, without breaks? They would have been stupid not to learn these skills at least a little. The real question is: will they agree to teach us?”

“Well, then, let’s ask them!”

“Let’s go ask. There is still a bit of time before the next convoys arrive.”

Mith made to rush over to the brigade of carpenters, but braked in time, stopping to dump loot into chests and boxes by the market stand. Then he dusted himself off, flattened his hair, and wiped his face with his sleeve. With an approving nod, the dwarf did the same. Then he stopped Mith, who was about to pick up speed again.

“Don’t rush. Never show that you are desperate. But don’t be disrespectful, either. Approach calmly, be the first to greet them, ask politely. Upon leaving, don’t forget to say goodbye. Don’t forget this.”

“My bad. Let’s go slowly, then!”

“Hold on. Take the shovels. It ain’t right to grab someone else’s tools. You should have your own.”

“I always carry a shovel and a pickaxe now!”

“Hmm... You got me,” admitted Crow. “Then you’ll have to wait until I grab my own shovel.”

And so they went. They said hello to every guard they met on the way, receiving greetings in return. Having reached the construction site, they stood awhile on the side. Mith was eager to go ask, but the dwarf held him back. They waited until the foreman paused his work, dusted off his hands, and approached them himself.

“Something wrong, master?”

“No, no,” the dwarf reassured him. “Everything is fine. We just wanted to ask if you have a moment.”

“Do you need something?”

“Yes,” nodded the player. “We would like to learn some useful digging skills from you. We swing our shovels all day long, yet never achieve much progress.”

“In every job like that, you need skill,” agreed the foreman, stroking his beard. “Well... If you help us with the digging — that small hill over there still hasn’t been removed — then maybe you will learn something from us. But the work isn’t the easy kind. The soil is rocky.”

“We’ll manage!” Mith assured him.

“Got your own tools?”

“Of course!” The young guy showed him the shovel and pickaxe.

Crow silently did the same. Grunting in approval, the foreman gestured to follow him.

“Come join us. We’ll show you what to do, and share whatever knowledge we have.”

And so they began to work. While they churned the soil, they found themselves the targets of slightly mocking comments made by a player-archer of Level 50. Leaning on a beautiful yellow longbow with a glimmering bowstring, he watched the diggers for a while. Then he stated that they were wasting their time, but he was happy to help them out with money, since they have obviously hit rock bottom. But that’s only if they help him with hunting the local jackals, which was part of an autoquest he had received from a leather worker. Without pausing his work, Crow asked for the details of the quest objects that the player needed to present as proof. And found out that they were simple skins. Even torn ones will do. Five minutes later, the player had left Gray Peak, taking along two dozen jackal hides, which the dwarf always had in good supply thanks to the hunter Rodson. After dividing up the money earned for the skins, Crow and Mith continued to dig.

Forty minutes later, they each received the skills “Digger’s Endurance” and “Sharp Shovel.” The first skill slowed down tiredness by ten percent while digging soil with a shovel, pickaxe, or hoe. The second skill focused specifically on the shovel, allowing its user to easily stick it even into rocky soil and to sever tree roots in one blow. The latter skill drew much disapproval from elves; however, they did nothing about it, unless the digging was being done in one of their magical forests.

As soon as Mith received the two skills (and that’s without even needing to fly to Algora or some other city), he got so inspired that he asked the dwarf to allow him to stay for another hour of work. Crow quickly estimated the remaining amount of household chores and agreed with a sigh. Delighted, Mith plopped down on a pile of earth and began to hastily chow down on a pirozhok with eggs, which he had taken from the previous lunch. Mith was smartening up quickly. He had already begun to realize that, sometimes, eating a pirozhok yields more benefit than a bottle of energy potion. The dwarf traipsed back to the House on the Hill, washed himself in the spring, changed his clothes, and began to set the tables with bowls of porridge and stew. This wasn’t dinner yet. The food wasn’t for his workers and security guards. The meal was intended for the convoy men, whose carts entered the outpost one by one, stopping by the watering troughs. While the tired men unhitched the horses and oxen, Crow used the time to set the tables and arrange his wares for sale. A couple of minutes later, he was met by a wave of hungry men eager to buy food. Crow worked quickly, distributing supplies, accepting money, all while advertising the rapidly filling tables:

“A full, hearty meal for only fifteen coppers! The tables are already set! Porridge, stew, pirozhki, kompot!”

“What about beer?”

“No beer. But I might find enough to fill a few mugs!”

“We’ll take some beer!”

“There’s not enough for everyone. But there is lots of kompot! One copper coin per mug! The wild onions are sold out.”

“How much is the meal, you say?”

“Fifteen copper coins, sir.”

“Here’s the money for three of us.”

“Thank you. Have a seat. Enjoy your meal!”

“We’ll join, too! Here’s for six people!”

“Thank you! Enjoy your meal!”

“I’d like some eggs for frying. And three goblets of kompot. Have you got anything pickled or spicy?”

“We have pickles! And I can find some hot pepper, too. The full meal costs fifteen coppers! For anyone who wants some! Fresh out of the pot! Everything is hot and tasty!”

“Here’s fifteen coins. Take ‘em.”

“I’d love to take along a couple dozen pirozhki! They’re so good. I wouldn’t mind taking some kompot along, too. Can you pour some into a flask?”

“Of course! Here, give me your flask. And a basket or box for the pirozhki. There we go... Full hearty meal for fifteen coppers!”

“I’ll also take three bundles of firewood. Do you have coffee?”

“We’ve got coffee. I can even find tea leaves. I’ll even bring out some honey.”

“Here are thirty coppers. For the meal.”

“Master! We’re out of pirozhki here!”

“Hold on, I’ll bring some more! Mith!”

“I’m right here.” His helper bounced up to him, face shining brightly. “I did it! I got the ‘Fast Digger’ skill! It’s connected to the first rank of ‘Digger.’ Just like the ‘Sharp Shovel’ skill. It gives me more speed when working with a shovel, pickaxe, or hoe — I can swing a shovel 5% faster now! Crowcci! You’re a genius!”

“Start helping me!”

“Go. I can take it from here. Go and get yourself the ‘Fast Digger’ skill!”

“Hm...” Thinking for a second, Crow agreed to the proposal, to his own surprise.

But first, he spent five minutes at the neighboring sales table, selling off all the horseshoes, nails, brackets, and several arrow tips. After that, he dashed off to the carpenters and twenty minutes later became the owner of “Fast Digger”! This skill allowed him to swing a shovel quicker not only while digging, but also during battle, should an enemy catch him with a shovel instead of a weapon in his hands. Funnily, despite being a highly experienced player, Crow rejoiced at receiving the new skill like a newbie, without even concealing his smile. Noticing this, Mith made a threatening promise to surpass his mentor in the art of digging within the nearest future.

By this time, all the convoy men had received what they needed, nearly cleaning out the players’ stores. After seeing off the last dining guest, they collected the dirty dishes off the tables and brought them into the inner yard, where they assigned the dishwashing to one of the workers. On the way, Crow briefly declared their workday to be over. He announced that they will receive a day off tomorrow, and their paychecks right now. The workers clamored approvingly, came closer and, after a minute, received all their dues. Crow took the opportunity to add that he would be happy if they went to visit their families and check up on them. They could even go right now with any convoy or caravan that was traveling in the direction they needed. He will expect them to be back in the morning on the day after tomorrow. He will be even happier if each of them brings back a young worker, a guy or girl, even an inexperienced one, but one who wants to work hard and receive fair wages. Additionally, Crow informed them that all four of the houses currently under construction were being built specifically for the workers. This was in order to finally drag them out into the sun from their fully furnished, but underground rooms. Nonetheless, those who want to continue living under the Hill may do so. Also, all of the workers were allowed to bring back their families, if desired. This even included children and frail seniors who could no longer work. Everyone will be provided accommodations here! If anyone has already made up his mind, he will immediately receive money to pay for their travel. If a family is coming from afar, they will receive money for teleportation.

This statement caused even more excitement. Many of the workers seriously paused to consider the offer. To give them time, Crow dragged Mith aside, and they counted up the revenue from recent sales. They had four hundred seventeen copper coins and fourteen silver coins between them. That was what remained after they paid out the wages. And that was just from the sales of iron goods and food. Crow handed one hundred fifty copper coins and seven silver coins to Mith, strictly forbidding him to carry money on his person. He must put it in a bank immediately. Or in some other secure place. Mith instantly returned the money to the dwarf, stating that he does not know of a more secure place — unless you count the Bank of Waldyra. However, he had no intention to go there right now, since he had so many other things to do. So, what about their next plans and adventures? And what sort of night stroll were they about to go on?

Sighing, the dwarf took the money and carried it belowground, where he hid it in the secret place. At the same time, he checked up on the snakes. When he returned, he was approached by three workers. They assured him that, by tomorrow night, they will return, bringing along their wives and girlfriends. One of them intended to bring over his grandpa and grandma. Each of the workers received money from Crow for travel expenses, plus one teleportation scroll.

When the workers left, Crow sighed even more deeply. He informed Mith that, before dinnertime, they will be testing out their new digging skills. The houses being built were still not ready for inhabitants. Therefore, they will need to make another hole in the hill and, before dinner is ready, to dig out at least a small room that could house a family couple. More mundane chores. But Mith was unfazed. Pulling out his shovel, he assured the dwarf that they’ll get it done — as long as they don’t waste any time. And so it was decided. They selected a suitable spot, cut out the turf, and thrust their shovels deep into the side of the long-suffering hill. Fifteen minutes later, it became apparent that earth digger skills rule. The skills worked together as a set, which allowed the two guys to literally churn the soil, creating pile after pile. Soon, the dwarf began to drag off the dug-up soil and throw it out on his own land, in order to avoid being reprimanded by the guards. Any rocks he encountered were carried into storage; tomorrow, they will come in quite handy to the stonemason Lucri.

Having done a solid job, they inserted supports, removed the debris, and stood back to admire their handiwork. At the moment, the room could barely fit one bed and nothing more. However, they had no time left to expand it — Grubber had rung the dinner bell. The players hastened to go wash up.

The dinner turned out amazing. Not a single empty spot was left at the tables. The happy clamor of the hard laborers filling themselves with food hung over the ravine along with the delicious aroma of various dishes. Jackals yelped piteously, sniffing the air with sadness and knowing that they won’t get a single crumb. Before sitting down to dinner, Crow made sure to stand up and loudly thank everyone gathered there for their honest hard work, promising that life at Gray Peak outpost will continue to improve day by day. The workers and guards responded with a roar of approval. The brigade of carpenters made themselves heard, too. A couple of wandering beggars, who had come to the outpost at sunset, nodded quietly. One of them had a harp. After a quick chat with Crow, he gladly agreed to play a few songs — but only happy ones, as specifically requested by the dwarf.

When the melody sounded over the tables, the players used this chance to slip away from the crowd. They climbed up on the encircling wall, sat down beside the gargoyle, and, sipping on the dregs of their beers, began to study the outpost.

“So much has happened in one day,” said Mith, looking around. “I can’t believe it! I wonder what tomorrow will bring! We’re growing so fast!”

“That’s right,” agreed Crow. “After the orcs went away, we began to grow again. And quickly. At times like these, we need to be especially careful.”

“Why is that?”

“Because, when everything is going too well, something bad is bound to happen,” stated the dwarf firmly. “This has been proven time and again in practice. So don’t lose your vigilance. Better yet, double it.”

“We can even triple it, if you want! Just give us time! So, what now? I’m still full of energy.”

“Now, we go prepare for our nighttime underground stroll,” said Crow, delivering the happy news to Mith.

“Yay!”

Mith joyfully tossed his mug into the air. He barely managed to catch it again, nearly falling off the wall. Then he asked the burning question:

“When?”

“As soon as everything quiets down a bit here. Then we’ll go get ready. Today will be a special outing. And thus, we must make special preparations. By the time we’re done, the girls should join us. Then we’ll go right away.”

“Excellent! Nighttime adventures and bloodthirsty monsters are my favorite combo!”


Chapter Three

HAVING WAITED UNTIL THE GIRLS returned, the dwarf gave the sleepy outpost of Gray Peak one last hard look, to make sure that everything was calm. Then he called a meeting in the headquarters underground. There, once everyone was comfortably settled, he went over their mission in the next few hours.

They were going to scout out Gvaktal.

At present, they have barely discovered the place. Up until now, they have only hung out on the margins. At most, they have dug around inside a couple of houses and gathered a few trophies. But this isn’t enough. They have absolutely no idea what awaits them in the depths of Gvaktal. It may be small, but it’s still a city. Judging by what they have already seen, the level of danger will grow as they get closer to the center of the buried city. But guessing is not enough. They need to be absolutely certain.

That’s why today they will try to walk as far as possible down the already explored street, in order to see the condition of the city and evaluate the resistance abilities of the creatures inhabiting it. Currently, this means dealing with the undead. However, there could possibly be worse monsters.

Does everyone agree with the plan?

The gathered team nodded.

Good.

Then, let’s get ready and make preparations. And do so very thoroughly. There are only four of us — not enough for such a place. That’s why we need to be prepared for any surprises...

* * *

“Happiness Street,” whispered Mith, pointing at a wall of a half-destroyed house. “What a name for a place like this...”

“It must’ve been a fitting name, at some point,” whispered back Amou. “And then — bam! — no happiness was left.”

“The dramatic name is for extra psychological impact,” explained Crow quietly. “And don’t bother whispering. I can’t exactly tiptoe anyway. My armor clangs.”

“You’re creaking like a rusty garden wheelbarrow!” hissed Lori angrily. “This is way out of line!”

“I’m a tank. Tanks are loud. And my armor is standard.”

“And your legs a bit crooked, no?”

“I won’t deny it,” agreed Crow calmly. “But our enemies aren’t disco dancers with perfect hearing, either. As for scouting, you’ll go solo. Actually, you should be going now. I don’t really want to stick my nose blindly behind that corner over there. Do you need a boost?”

“Pfft!” snorted the amazon. Less than a second later, she was standing on a ledge of a two-story stone building that was long, sturdy, and completely filled with earth.

From the ledge, she climbed slightly higher. She looked around, hesitating for a bit; then, having made the decision, she climbed back down to the ledge and began to walk forward, moving as easily as if she were walking across level pavement. Mith clicked his tongue enviously and tried to imitate the amazon’s walk. He was unsuccessful. So he pulled a notebook out of his pocket and wrote something down. Noticing this, Crow quietly said:

“Writing down goals?”

“Yup! I want to walk like a ninja, too.”

“Good. But don’t carry a notebook in your pocket. It’ll get stolen, and you won’t even notice. Write down the most important things in your digital notebook. It might not be as cool, but it’s more practical.”

“Hm... Got it... Oh, I have an idea! I should make a fake treasure map and carry it around in my pocket. If anyone steals it, they’ll go looking for the treasure. And run into some kind of monster or trap! And before they die, they’ll hear a loud ‘Hahaha!’“

“Old trick,” commented Crow.

“Oldest trick in the book!” added Lori from above.

“You are so unoriginal,” sighed Amou, shaking her head.

“Oh, get outta here!” said Mith indignantly. “Do you mean to tell me it’s already been done?”

“Yes. And more than once. So many different things awaited those who believed the fake treasure maps: stakes at the bottoms of pits, leg traps, diseases, dragons, zombies... Nothing is new under Waldyra’s moon. Lori, what’s the situation behind the corner?”

“Everything’s clear so far. There is a road intersection up ahead. In its center is a large round flower bed with a pile of earth and a couple of dead trees. Plus some dry grass. Damn it. The night vision potion is kinda weak. When are we gonna transition to elite class already?”

“When we start earning an order of magnitude more than we do now. A flower bed with a pile of earth, you say? ...I see. Not good.”

“What’s wrong with the flower bed?”

“I’m 90% sure that a pack of undead is sitting inside it,” answered Crow. “They’ll crawl out as soon as they hear our footsteps. We have the option of slipping past them, or walking around them. I vote for the second option. I’m not going to try to tiptoe in iron armor... What else can you see?”

“Here, catch.”

Two green and black contrasting screenshots of perfectly acceptable clarity dropped into their group chat. It turned out that Lori had been unfairly critical of the night vision potion.

The screenshots clearly showed the intersection, the central flower bed topped with a cap of loose soil, several randomly strewn piles of rocks, one broken cart, and some sort of lone statue that had fallen from the roof. All of these objects formed a low labyrinth with earthen walls that could collapse from a single clumsy movement. Crow instantly calculated several routes to cross the intersection and frowned in disappointment: all of them passed right next to the flower bed. Going around by walking on the rooftops was not an option — the earth ceiling was literally lying on top of the houses. The buildings served the role of ceiling supports.

Other information to consider: the houses here were taller. The number of stories was the same, but the proud roofs were tall, the ceilings on each level were higher, and their outsides were decorated with carvings. It all made sense. The closer to the center of the city, the better and more beautiful the buildings. Consequently, the loot will become richer.

Enlarging the screenshot, Crow studied the cart. He grunted skeptically. The space under it was filled with bones. Beside it lay two horse skeletons. Apparently, the residents tried to run away from the cataclysm; however, the cart got smashed, so they attempted to hide under it. In the end, they didn’t manage to escape death. It was a sad scene. A grim sight, indeed. But the adventurers were hardly moved by the tragedy of long ago. Personally, Crow was more interested in the fact that one of the routes going through the nearly blocked intersection lay right next to the cart. One of the sacks lying under the cart had torn, showing the glittering edge of a silver platter. Here, everything was designed to take advantage of adventurers’ carelessness and greed. They were being lured in, encouraged to make rash decisions — and instantly pay for it in the worst of ways.

“The silver is so shiny,” whispered Mith. “I realize it’s a trap... but still, it’s so tempting...”

“These are the rooftops,” came Lori’s voice from above.

A fresh series of screenshots followed. The dwarf grunted a second time. There were numerous attic windows on the roofs surrounding the intersection. All of them, except one, were tightly shuttered. In the open window, the only thing visible was earth. Many spots on the rooftops had broken shingles; rotten, twisted trunks of dead trees stuck out of the ground; a few bones lay here and there; a broken weather vane creaked over the entire scene.

“We will have to go through the intersection,” concluded Crow.

“Agreed,” replied Lori, leaping down lightly onto the dwarf’s shoulders. “Tiptoeing around it is not an option.”

“Why can’t we go via the roofs?” asked Amou, surprised. “Are they too flimsy?”

“That too,” agreed the amazon. “But that’s not all. Think about it: What do you see?”

“Well... I see many closed windows, roofs with holes here and there, earth piled everywhere, logs sticking out. A weather vane squeaking sadly. And little white bones lying around. It’s a grim path; what else can I say? My hands are itching for the guitar; a sad song is bursting from my chest... Still, it’ll be calmer upstairs, right?”

“No. The windows are closed, aren’t they? With shutters.”

“So what?”

“We don’t know what’s hiding behind them. But I’m sure it’s nothing good. As soon as a tile creaks underfoot, the shutters will fly open. We’ll get into a fight on a rotten roof. If we fall through, we’ll end up in the attic. Some of us will fall down further. Our group will get separated, and we’ll get quickly killed off one by one. So it’s better to stay on solid pavement.”

“Yeah... sounds horrible. Alright, then! Let’s keep marching on land.”

“Maybe we should climb into that manhole?”

Crow looked suspiciously at the iron grate, rusted and covered in lichen, in the pavement.

“We definitely won’t be going in there!” he stated categorically. “It’ll be a complete nightmare. In every sense of the word. We’ll choose the middle road. And we’ll try to walk past quietly, in order to avoid waking up the undead. Then we’ll go a little further on. All we have to do is pass this intersection and reach the next one. Is everyone seeing the map being drawn?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Naturally.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Perfect. We’ll try to return via a different route. Thus, we’ll get a fairly large area mapped. We’ll divide it into squares and start combing it every day.”

“Just as expected from you, Crowcci,” said Lori with a deep sigh. “So unromantic. Pragmatic. Extremely safe. Terribly boring. This is your motto: predictability and order in everything!”

The students stayed silent, wisely choosing not to insert themselves into an argument between their mentors. Amou subconsciously moved closer to the amazon, while Mith took his place behind Crow’s shoulder.

The dwarf and the elf girl spent several seconds staring at each other. The dwarf was the first one to yield, raising his hands in defeat.

“Alright, I give up. What do you suggest?”

“On the whole, I’m fine with your plan. Mapping. Dividing. Combing... and the rest of your favorite boring little hobbies. But!”

“But what?”

“So that us girls don’t die of boredom, I suggest causing a little mayhem, here and now, while the monsters’ levels are still reasonable. We will raise ourselves a couple of levels, cause a big fight, collect all the loot, and, trampling the ashes of our fallen enemies, walk proudly onwards, amazed at our own awesomeness.”

Mith listened with his mouth open. Without taking his loving gaze off Lori, he began to slowly shift away from Crow. Amou kept nodding silently, her eyes also glued to the amazon. Now it was Crow’s turn to sigh and throw up his hands in exasperation.

“Aw, screw it. Fine. Let’s create some mayhem!”

“Hooray!” sang Lori quietly, doing a little victory dance.

“But it has to be well-organized mayhem!”

Lori rolled her eyes.

“Here we go again... okay... Let the mayhem be organized.”

* * *

The stubborn dwarf got his way.

Mayhem? Fine, let there be mayhem.

But only for the undead and other filth that inhabits this place.

Leaving his friends to discuss in whispers the details of their future battle, Crow dragged chunks of broken walls and piled earth, blocking the street with a 3-foot tall barricade. Mith, being an avid digger, noticed the dwarf’s keen efforts and immediately felt envious. Pulling out his own shovel, he joined in the fun. Together, they raised the barricade another two feet, bracing it with a couple of logs. Along the way, they gathered a plentiful harvest of trophies: mostly rusted junk and various cheap items.

The girls watched with bemusement as the men dug around in the dirt. Lori was openly fidgeting and playing with her daggers. Amou kept plucking at a single guitar string. They were expressing their impatience in whatever way they could. Nevertheless, the men showed perseverance and finished what they started. After checking the barricade for stability, the dwarf looked around. He tied one end of a rope to a leaning lamppost and fastened the other end around his waist. He checked his surroundings again. He frowned, dissatisfied. Had he had his way, he would have made far more extensive preparations. But who would let him? Just look at the impatience of those wanting some mayhem...

“To hell with it,” grumbled Crow. “Let’s do this.”

Lori perked up joyfully. “Okay! I’m sending my heartfelt gift!”

She lit a torch.

Climbing on top of the barricade, she intentionally stomped on it a few times, in hopes that it would fall apart. The men smirked smugly. Disappointed, Lori came to acceptance and tossed the flaming torch into the air.

It flew in a fiery arc and landed right under a cartwheel. The fire lit up part of the intersection and the whole cart. Lit from beneath, the cart strongly resembled a funeral pyre. One of its wheels began to crackle and smoke. Beneath the wheel, a skull began to crackle and smoke, too. Steam billowed from it; sparks flew into its eye sockets and gaping mouth.

The adventurers watched with interest.

Five seconds passed. Ten seconds... A bony hand wrapped in rags darted out of a pile of earth, grabbed the torch, and threw it away from the cart. Next, the skull came alive: its jaws clicked shut; evil green lights appeared in its eye sockets.

“That’s quite the wakeup call we gave them,” commented Lori.

“But it’s still quiet,” added Amou, tightly clutching the neck of her guitar and turning sideways towards the enemy.

The first skeleton was crawling out from under the cart reluctantly, lazily even. Unhurried, he flexed his cracking limbs, straightened his creaking spine, and tore the remains of a shirt off his chest. He turned his eye sockets directly towards the uninvited guests. Then he took his first step. Behind him, a better-preserved female undead was already crawling out. She still had her beautiful blonde hair, and her long flowery dress was almost undamaged.

The first pair went around the still burning torch and headed towards the opponents. They marched with confidence; the female undead hissed maliciously, baring her teeth.

“No matter how many times I see it, I still can’t get used to it,” confessed Amou. “So creepy!”

“You’ll get used to it,” Lori reassured her. “Follow me, my comrade in arms.”

“To where?”

“To the rooftops. Let the guys breathe in bone dust. We, on the other hand, are beautiful ladies. And beauty kills from afar, without getting its dress dirty.”

“Right!”

The girls stepped back towards the wall. Leaping to the roof like a cat, Lori threw down a rope and lifted up Amou. Turning to Crow, Mith whispered to him:

“Jokes aside, Amou is changing in real life, too. I’m not kidding! She used to wear only jeans and t-shirts, and always have her hair in a ponytail. And now she started wearing pretty dresses, and her hair is styled all the time — I don’t know how she finds the time! She also does yoga every morning and evening! And she doesn’t let me watch.”

“So? You should be happy for her.”

“She has become so pretty and so confident... I’m afraid someone will notice and steal her from me!”

“You’re right to be worried. Develop your own skills, Mith. Work on yourself every day. Become better.”

“Should I start doing yoga too?”

“It’s an option. Or jogging. Buy a couple of dumbbells. Work on yourself. And not just on your body — your brains need exercise too. Read more books. Make progress.”

“I spend all my time in Waldyra!”

“And her?”

“Hmm...”

“Exactly. She is also here all the time. But she still finds time to work on herself. Don’t fall behind. After all, you’re a man. You should be a leader, smart and infallible.” Crow smiled, then added in exasperation, “And have a thick skin when it comes to teasing.”

“What are you whispering about down there?” barked Lori from above, trying to keep her voice down. “You’re gonna get hugged by the undead girl!”

“We’re having an important discussion here!” snarled back Mith awkwardly, unloading a buckshot into the dead lady’s chest. “Shoo!”

“Save the rest for later!” Crow reminded him briefly.

The staffs were for emergency use only. However, Mith needed an outlet for his emotions, through words and... a shot into the rotten chest of a zombie. What was that quote by Al Capone? “You can get further with a word and a gun, than you can with a word alone”?

The skeleton received a huge boulder to the head. Skull and stone collided with a hollow crunch. The skeleton was thrown backwards. It flailed, trying to regain its balance. The female undead hissed furiously, her hair standing on end, and charged forwards. In her chest was a gaping hole created by the buckshot. Crouching, the female zombie crawled into a crack in the barricade, stretching forwards and nearly reaching Mith, who was peacefully standing nearby. The latter waited another second, then pulled out a supporting stick from the barricade’s base. The log at the top of the barricade sank sharply, securely trapping the female undead of Level 90. Her blonde hair suddenly flew forwards and grabbed Mith by the throat. The guy wheezed, his eyes bulging; he jumped backwards and managed to break free of the choking grip. Cursing, he grabbed a stone and began to whack it against the zombie’s skull, while beating back the blonde tresses. The sight no longer looked horrifying, but amusing; Crow laughed out loud before landing a hammer blow on his own opponent’s head.

They took care of their opponents in a couple of minutes, without the girls’ help — although they did receive a couple of scathing remarks from them. They searched for trophies and were saddened to find only a cracked pitcher and a couple of copper pennies among the two risen dead of peasant origin. Not much. However, Crow never expected any loot from these zombies. They were simply guarding an interesting suburban intersection. And there were a lot of guards here — if you accounted for those who were hiding under crumbling roofs in the surrounding houses.

“We are moving out towards the cart,” the dwarf informed the team, checking his stats. Just as with loot, they didn’t get much experience, either. But this is just the beginning. For now, they will calmly and carefully inspect the burning cart. If there is anything valuable, they’ll save it from the flames. The small fire was lighting up the intersection, improving visibility. So far, everything was going their way.

“What the heck is that?!” muttered Mith in amazement, yanking the dwarf’s shoulder.

“A zombie,” replied Crow in equal surprise. “But he seems a bit too businesslike...”

“That’s an understatement! He’s so quick, too! Girls! Do you see it?”

“We’re watching and wondering,” said Lori’s voice from above. “What the...”

The undead popped out of the loose earth right in center of the flower bed. However, he did not exit the ground in the manner of a typical zombie — slowly, clumsily, and with evil howls. He did nothing of the sort. The first thing to surface was his head. It glowed green. It popped out and swiveled from side to side, carefully checking the surroundings. While the adventurers stared in surprise, the undead emerged up to his shoulders, pulling out thin and surprisingly long arms with glowing palms. Putting his hands down on the loose soil, he briefly drummed his fingers in thought and took another look around. That’s when his eyes landed on Mith, who was standing stock still (Crow had instinctively dropped down to the ground and pretended to be a pile of something dead).

“Ah!” said the undead.

“Oh!” replied Mith.

“Ooh!” exclaimed the undead, jabbing his finger at Mith.

“Oh!” Mith pointed back at him. “Look! Look!”

“Argh!” shouted the undead.

“Uh-oh!”

“Get down!” snarled the dwarf.

“Down, quick!” came the voice from the roof.

“Ugh! Ugh!” stated the undead and... dived back into the flower bed.

“Aha!” exclaimed Mith triumphantly, before slowly lying down on the ground. He stared at the dwarf, who had suddenly jumped to his feet and was now standing still and tense. “Am I supposed to lie down or stand up?!”

“Crap! It’s — !”

“Zap! That’s — !” Lori had also jumped to her feet.

“The beacon keeper!” growled the dwarf.

“Exactly!”

“Who?” squeaked Amou.

“Who?” repeated Mith, also leaping to his feet.

The flower bed exploded in a fountain of earth. Out of the ground burst the strange undead with a glowing head, palms, and... heels. In his hands, he clutched a large dirty bundle; his head was spinning round and round — literally — its eye sockets flashing with blue flame.

“Get him!” roared the dwarf, throwing his hammer. “Get him! Beat him! Crush him!”

Flames surged from the rooftops; thunder roared. Amou, who was standing on the edge of the roof, had fired something from her guitar, which she had placed upon her shoulder. The shot soared in an arc over the intersection and landed squarely into the torn flower bed.

BOOM!

A ball of scarlet flames sent out a rain of shrapnel, a cloud of smoke, and zombies flying in all directions.

It threw back the glowing undead, too; he landed right in front of the adventurers, who were able to read his stats.

Guar-Bor. Level 70. The color of his stats was neither green nor red. It was more of a mixture of blue and scarlet, and blazing like fire. The explosion caused Guar-Bor to lose his left foot. One of his legs stopped glowing. But that did not faze him. Leaping to his feet, he jumped six feet in the air, moving so fast that the heroes simply had no time to react. Jumping off to the side, he bolted from standstill, running away with the speed of a fairly good sprinter. He would have run even faster but for his missing foot. After taking three steps, Guar-Bor lost his balance and crashed to the ground.

“What did Amou fire?” yelled Mith in shock as he frantically shuffled his deck of cards. “What did she shoot out of her guitar? It was so cool! Bazooka? It’s a bazooka, isn’t it? I’m envious! So very envious!”

“Summon something that’s fast! Quickly, Mith!”

“Appear! Already! Cobra! Wolf!”

Two creatures materialized in front of Mith.

“Get him!” he said, pointing at Guar-Bor, who was flailing around in the mud.

As if hearing the order, the zombie suddenly crouched down. He dragged another undead to himself, tore off its foot, and stuck it onto his own stump! He jumped to his feet and took off again.

“Get him!” repeated the dwarf, pushing past the swaying undead standing in his own way. “Get him! I’ll manage on my own!”

BOOM!

A clump of smoke from Amou’s guitar exploded in front of Guar-Bor, who was running towards a street. Two buildings came down with a crash, blocking his way. Getting thrown back again, the zombie howled and shouted something angrily — something meaningful and articulate. However, the noise prevented the adventurers from making out the words.

“Fire closer to the left, my friend! Aim for the roof! Spare no ammunition!” Lori was prancing excitedly on the edge of the rooftops, scanning the battlefield below.

BOOM!

The roof of one of the buildings exploded. The undead who had already begun to climb out of roof windows were thrown to the ground and covered in rubble.

“I have only one shot left!”

“Fire at the flower bed! Always fire your last shot at the flower bed, my friend! Such is the tradition of true warrior maidens! Fire at the flower bed!”

“There is no such tradition!” yelled the dwarf angrily. He tripped one of the zombies, then snatched up the hammer and flattened the head of another.

BOOM!

The flower bed bloomed in a mushroom cloud of soil, scattering all over the intersection and gifting everyone a handful of earth or a brick. The dwarf briefly raised his shield to cover Mith. Then he rushed off, weaving between swaying zombies and running right through the destroyed flower bed. In several leaps, he reached a snarling and squealing cloud of dust — the cobra and wolf had caught Guar-Bor and were trying to rip him apart. The zombie would not yield, fighting back with surprising skill and using his whole body to do so. His movements looked like a dance. He was managing to avoid most of the attacks; the rest he blocked, receiving only one hit out of ten. However, he didn’t manage to evade the dwarf’s blow. The hammer struck his shoulder, knocking off his arm. The latter immediately gripped the cobra. The wolf squealed and retreated, shaking its head — Guar-Bor had spat green slime into its face. The undead attempted to do the same to the dwarf, but he covered himself with his shield.

“Up!” cried Lori from behind his back, and the dwarf raised the shield sharply.

Diving under the shield, the amazon stuck two daggers into the zombie’s chest. With a dodge, she avoided a kick. The hammer smashed into the face of Guar-Bor, who gave a stifled cry, flew backwards, and immediately attacked again, throwing himself against the shield. Crouching down, Lori snatched up the bundle and took off.

“No! No! It’s mine! It’s entrusted! Entrusted to me!” screamed Guar-Bor desperately. “It’s entrusted to me! Nooo!”

The dwarf’s kick sent the zombie flying. Noting the health bar of the undead, the dwarf cursed aloud — less than a quarter of it was gone. And the health of the monster was quickly regenerating. Having recovered, the wolf lunged for the one-armed zombie’s throat. The latter raised his arm, intending to deliver a chopping blow. The dwarf did not miss his chance, and the undead lost another limb.

Armless, Guar-Bor threw off the animal and made an incredible jump backwards, disappearing behind the ruins of houses. From there, the players immediately heard his cry, which was insanely loud and seething with emotion:

“Kill them! Kill them aaall! Take it back! Take back what was entrusted to us! I’ll sing you a battle song, brothers! Beat them! Crush them! Smash them!”

There was a flash of light. The moaning and groaning slow-moving zombies flinched, straightened up, and began to move two times faster. They rushed as one after the red-haired amazon, who was running away with the bundle under her arm. From behind the collapsed buildings came a horrible off-key song, accompanied by the rhythmic sounds of a loud drum.

“We’re going into battle against the enemy!

We’ll tear them to shreds! We’ll trample them into dust!

Boom! Boom! Boom! Bam!

We’ll take it back, we’ll win it back! We’ll rule this place foreverrrr!”

The song wasn’t really a song, just a zombie howling, but it was working! The undead became twice as strong. They became faster. And smarter. Catching a couple of stragglers, the dwarf knocked them down and, jumping over them, sprinted after Lori.

“Mith! Use the staff!”

“I know that already! I’m firing as hard as I can!” responded the dirty faced youth, who now looked somewhat like the hero of a zombie thriller movie, armed with a shotgun.

“Amouuu!” yelled Lori, skillfully dodging between zombies, pushing them away, leaping over them and diving between their legs. “Rapid fire! Like I taught you! And the song! That one! Beat the boss with rhythm! Rapid fire right in front of me!”

Slinging the guitar over her shoulder, Amou struck her palm against the side of a blue music box hanging on her belt. The roar of heavy rock music filled the underground. Ripping two staffs off her belt, which were glowing with a silver light, Amou directed them at the intersection and sang:

“Welcome to the nightmare

where villains wear the crowns

Fools rule a broken world

and fear grows all around

There’s a bad king

a dreadful puppet on a string…”

The staffs glowed brighter. Shining threads began to form between them, vibrating to the beat of the music and words of the song. A moment later, fire and stone erupted out of the staffs, covering the city square with a roaring, smoky death. The undead were knocked off their feet and thrown into the air; earth and bricks flew up in little fountains. The insane shooter stood at the edge of the roof, continuing to fire and sing.

“Aaaargh!” responded the invisible Guar-Bor.

“AAAAAAAAH!

Jig-jig!

Smash, crush, trample, destroy, and kill!

Together, we will tear them to shreds!

Crush them! Smash them! Trample them! Destroy and kill them!”

It was no use. His pathetic attempts were drowned out by the deafening roar of rock music that was making the earth quake.

“ …King for a day

he kills the truth and looks away

King for a day

lives like the world would end today

King for a day

What do you hide, why do you lie?”

The crash of the artillery fire from the delicate little arms of the singing bard was deafening. Amou cleared the way for Lori. She spread her arms, stretching the vibrating threads between the staffs and opening a safe passage for her friend. As soon as Lori ran past, the bard brought the two staffs together again and began to shred the zombies running after the amazon. Experience points were pouring in nonstop. Mith moaned and complained about something as he continued to shoot. The dwarf cut down any enemies who lagged behind.

Amou’s staffs ran out of ammo. The music was cut off. Making a sharp turn, Lori bolted back, running in a circle and dragging along her poor pursuers. She dashed towards a wall, instantly scaling it like a squirrel; from there, she threw the bundle to the dwarf, who was standing in the center of the flower bed. They had worked together for so long that words were unnecessary. Catching the bundle, the dwarf dropped to one knee and unraveled it. There was a brief flash of silver and crystal. The crystal, framed in ornate silver, began to blink. Guar-Bor stopped singing and let out a howl.

“No! No! It’s entrusted to me! You can’t! You caaan’t! Nooo!”

“I activate this symbol!” said the dwarf clearly, sticking the crystal firmly into the ground in the center of the flower bed. A long, clear ringing filled the air. The crystal continued to blink, glowing brighter and brighter, until it began to resemble a powerful projector. Right at that moment, it suddenly stopped blinking. Steady white light flooded the intersection. With renewed howls, the zombies turned around and trudged away. Mith was finishing them off, helped by Lori, who had jumped down from the roof. Crow remained standing by the crystal. Amou was sitting exhausted on the edge of the roof. She had performed the self-sacrificial song of bards. She had conducted a whole ritual. Now, she must not move even an inch. For the next hour, her health and mana will be equal to one point. It will not be possible to raise them with elixirs, food, or mana potions. Living water is the only thing that might help — but how could they get it right now? It flows — barely dribbles, to be accurate — with one drop produced every two hours, in only two places in the entire world of Waldyra. The water is miraculous. And incredibly expensive. The bard will have to exercise extreme caution. Most likely, she will have to spend an entire hour sitting on the roof, motionless, if she wants to avoid being sent to respawn.

Nevertheless, it had been spectacular. Even the highly experienced dwarf was impressed. It had been simply magnificent. Judging not only by its lethal power, which was incredible for Amou’s level, but also by its beauty: the music, the two staffs connected by song and belching smoky death, the proud pose of the singing bard as she fired with both hands from the edge of a roof, and the cape flying in the wind behind her back...

Yes. It was cool.

Several minutes later, the intersection was empty. The zombies had hidden nearby and gone quiet. Soon, the crystal’s light will dim a bit. Nevertheless, the intersection and part of the streets were now free of enemies. They will stay that way while the crystal is still in place. For three days, nobody will be able to touch it. Meanwhile, they will be able to wipe out the remaining zombies nearby — also permanently. The beacon, as it was called, was a curious and most useful method for claiming a portion of territory. Its main property was removing the monsters’ ability to respawn. Once you kill a zombie, it will no longer reappear in the same place after a certain period of time.

The only bad thing was that Guar-Bor, that strange keeper of the beacon, had not been destroyed. He disappeared somewhere within the abandoned city. Right now, however, the team was celebrating. Everyone, that is, except Mith. The latter sat hugging his knees, staring despondently at the ground and lamenting:

“What was that just now? What do you call that, huh? Maybe I’m learning from the wrong mentor? Maybe I should go ask Lori instead? Maybe she’ll teach me how to do awesome stuff, too — to turn intersections into dust, while a soundtrack plays in the background? I’m so envious... so utterly envious... Maybe my own mentor is wasting time on other things? Maybe he has totally forgotten about his poor student? I can’t believe it... How could this happen?”

“Cheer up, Mith,” said the dwarf quietly with a smile. He placed a hand on the shoulder of his dejected friend. “We’ll have our turn in the limelight. We’re men. We will always find a way to distinguish ourselves.”

“Well, well!” remarked Lori, sheathing the krises. “We’ll see about that. But Amou did a great job! Amou! My love! You are amazing! That was fantastic!”

“Thank you, sensei! Thank you very much! How long do I need to sit here? The timer shows that I’ll be on the verge of death for another hour...”

“Stay where you are for now. Why risk dying? Did you level up?”

“Yes, I’ve increased my level by two!”

“I’m up by two, as well.”

“Me as well,” said Crow.

“And I’m up by three!” said Mith, cheering up slightly. “Not bad! But it all ended so quickly, I’m still in shock. In the beginning, everything was going slowly — I got choked a bit by a blonde girl, and then BAM! Things were happening all at once! And who was that weirdo with a glowing head?”

“The keeper of the crystal. It’s bad that we didn’t finish him off. Very bad. Ah well! We’ll talk about it later. For now, let’s gather the loot, my friends! We are going to search the houses around us. Then we load up the loot and march back to the headquarters. We did an excellent job today! But I didn’t expect to encounter a beacon so soon. I thought we would find one a couple of streets further in. It’s not good.”

“Not good,” agreed Lori grimly. “But we’ll manage.”

“Why is it bad?” squeaked Amou.

“I have the same question as our Thunder Goddess,” said Mith.

“The fewer beacons you encounter in an area, the more powerful they are,” explained the amazon. “They cover a bigger territory. This one, on the other hand, will kill respawn within no more than 200 yards of itself, at best.”

“Does that mean monsters won’t be able to resurrect here now?!”

“They won’t. Not while the crystal is still in place.”

“Well then, we have to guard it! Or else, it will get stolen — by that same glowing bastard, Guar-Bor!”

“It could get stolen,” agreed the dwarf. “But not today. Or tomorrow. For three full days, the beacon will remain untouchable. Even we won’t be able to take it down. After that, however, we will need to guard it for another seven full days. A week.”

“And then?”

“And then, an indestructible living or stone tree — we’ll get to choose which — will grow in its place, covering the area with its magic and blocking respawn forevermore. It’s a way for clans to stake out and claim new territories,” explained the dwarf. “How did you think the frontiers of Waldyra got conquered and cleared of monsters? This is how it was done. Now there are cities and settlements there. I’ll tell you what: while Amou is meditating, I propose doing a little marauding! We have an hour. Then, we’ll go to the headquarters for a brief meeting. Amou! Keep an eye on us!”

“Alright! And you look out for me! What if something crawls out and attacks me? I’m barely breathing...”

“We’ll look out for you, my friend,” Lori assured her. “We’ll keep an eye out. But, just in case, activate the Scarlet Watchman. He lasts exactly an hour.”

The Scarlet Watchman was a spell that took the form of a frail human-shaped spirit, which scampered around the spellcaster, scanning the surroundings for danger. It couldn’t spot every enemy; however, it would definitely see a zombie and warn you in time. The only problem was that it communicated in hand gestures! It would jump up and start frantically waving its ghostly limbs, pointing them in the direction of danger. That’s why napping was not recommended while resting. Otherwise, you might miss a desperate mute signal of approaching danger, and you’ll get finished off...

The adventurers managed to finish their tasks within an hour. In this time, they put out the fire on the cart, restored the cart’s back wheels, and loaded it up to the brim. The most valuable objects — including four precious colored bricks — were put away into personal inventory. After loading everything, they healed up Amou, who had recovered from her musical feat. According to Mith, she looked like a party girl who had spent all night at a rave and woke up in the morning on a roof, having no memory of how she got there. For that comparison, Mith received a threat from Amou, who promised to sort him out in the real world.

Having reached the headquarters, they used their remaining strength to unload the cart and sort the trophies. The headquarters became so cluttered from the abundance of new furniture, that it was difficult to turn around. Some of it had to be carefully moved outside the tower. The numerous paintings were hung so closely together that the walls were no longer visible. Looking around, Crow informed Mith that the next morning they were heading to Algora. It was time for a big sale. A very expensive sale. Mith rubbed his hands together excitedly, and responded with his own wish to drop by the Guild and acquire at least one more digging skill. The dwarf could only shake his head. More evidence that Mith had selected the wrong race for himself. Completely wrong. He should have been born a dwarf.

They uncorked a cobwebbed bottle of wine without a label. Taking a whiff of its aroma, they hastily poured the ambrosia into glasses and took a sip. Mmm... Good stuff...

The next ten minutes before bedtime were spent in merriment. Jokes flew nonstop across the room. The friends poked fun at each other, remembering who messed up and where. Nobody was spared. Each of them learned his lesson, in order not to repeat similar mistakes in the future. The bard received the least amount of criticism: Amou had amazed absolutely everyone with her killer — in the literal sense of the word — performance. She also enjoyed the praise, although she received it with modesty. Amou made sure to give all the credit for her success to her mentor. After this statement, Mith began to poke the dwarf on the shoulder, hinting. Embarrassed, the dwarf promised that, starting tomorrow, he will work on his student.

Changing the topic, Crow tried to talk about their undead neighbors and about the keeper of the beacon, who had escaped destruction.

Guar-Bor got away.

Crow suspected that, in the nearest future, the zombie will create problems for them.

He was the only one to be worried by this. The rest had confidently stated that if the vile zombie shows up again, he’ll get his butt kicked so hard that even his dying ashes will look extremely shocked.

Crow shook his head and sighed in exasperation. Lori’s recklessness was contagious and had already infected the entire team. Well, at least he tried.

After hanging out together for a little longer, the cheerful company parted. Amou and Mith chose to log off right from the headquarters, disappearing simultaneously. Crow and Lori went upstairs. They cast a sweeping glance over their home hill, which was submerged in the darkness of the night. They acknowledged the vigilant watchman with a nod, and then returned to their room. They collapsed on their bed — Crow noted the presence of a normal bed and lacy pillows — and immediately passed out. Today’s events had worn them out. And not much time remained until morning.

* * *

“Mine! They took what’s mine! They stole what was entrusted to me! They defiled it! They turned on the filthy light!” maliciously screeched the swaying figure of a zombie stumbling around the abhorrent source of light. “I hate them! Hate them! They took what’s entrusted to me! Stole it!”

As he passed by an undead hiding in a deep alcove, peacefully waiting for prey, Guar-Bor latched onto its arm with his teeth. With a jerk of his head, he began to rip off the other zombie’s limb. Another jerk, and he obtained an arm again. Leaving the poor one-armed guy to stand there muttering, he stepped up to a knight in rusty spiked armor who was pretending to be a statue. Here, he swapped heads, while also tearing off the helmet and placing it onto his own head. The visor dropped with a clang. Flexing his creaking neck and shoulders, Guar-Bor slowly unsheathed a two-handed sword. From behind the visor came a flash of scarlet light and a hoarse voice:

“I will get back what was entrusted to me! I will take back what’s mine! Yes, I will! I will reclaim what Master entrusted to me!”

Stomping his foot, Guar-Bor turned around heavily. He continued down the dark labyrinth of the deserted city, patiently walking lap after lap around the beacon that he so desired.

He will get it back. He definitely will. And he will punish those who dared to take what Master entrusted to him.

He must not make Master angry. That would be bad...

Very bad...

Guar-Bor let out an involuntary squeal of fear and slammed his fist into a crumbling brick wall.

He must not make Master angry...

But it’s alright. He will get back what was entrusted to him. And he’ll get it back very soon...


Chapter Four

“THIS IS A VERY GENEROUS OFFER, foreigner,” mused a gentleman named Leprecosius. The old man was barely three feet tall, with a frail complexion. In the middle of his tiny face, a huge nose stood out like an iceberg among calm waters.

Leprecosius sneezed and wiped his nose with a gray handkerchief. He glanced at Crow, who was standing in front of his table, and repeated:

“A very generous offer. What is the catch?”

“There is no catch, Sir Leprecosius,” said the dwarf, smiling broadly. Mith, who was standing behind his back, nodded vigorously.

“Well, if you say so... Let me clarify: fifteen percent of all profits are immediately transferred into my possession as soon as the quick auction is over. Is that correct?”

“Absolutely. You will also get a couple of bottles of special aged wine as a thank-you gift for your invaluable help.”

“What sort of wine is it?” The old man perked up. His interest was clearly piqued. “I don’t drink just any wine.”

“I have no idea,” said the dwarf, shrugging and placing a dusty unlabeled bottle on top of the messy table covered in papers.

They had found Leprecosius with great difficulty after searching the criss-crossing corridors and rooms of Algora’s auction building. The office they needed was found in the basement, right next to the shining copper gates of the auction building’s storage room. Along the way, they walked past numerous offices of auctioneers, occupied by dignified and confident owners. Crow, however, barely glanced at them. He knew exactly whom he was looking for; he had no intention of hiring anybody else.

They managed to seek out the little person — though Leprecosius seemed to be human, he was so short that it was tempting to call him a midget or dwarf. Judging by his body’s proportions, he was nevertheless human. His name also made you stop and think. So did his shoes with sharply curved toes.

As soon as the dwarf entered the office, he greeted the man and got to business right away by stating his offer. He was absolutely certain of the offer’s acceptance, as Leprecosius loved gold and good wine.

“I think we can reach an agreement,” said the big-nosed little man with a nod. He carefully looked over the bottle of wine, even giving it a whiff. “We will definitely reach an agreement. But this is so generous...”

“We don’t like publicity,” explained the dwarf. “Our identities must remain hidden from the general public — that’s our first condition. Also, the auction must be conducted right away; there are sixteen lots in total. That’s our second condition. All the lots will be evaluated by you, a widely known expert in your field. That’s our third condition. And that is all we ask, Leprecosius, sir.”

“Alright. I will look over the lots and evaluate them. Then I will let you know when the auction starts. I will sell off everything before noon — if the objects you’re offering are worth anything at all.”

“We will leave it up to you to judge.”

Crow began to carefully place, one after another, objects that had been unearthed in the city buried by the cataclysm.

Three small paintings. Three vases. One large porcelain tureen. A dagger with a gold handle and an obsidian sheath. Two pieces of women’s jewelry. One silver men’s bracelet. And a few more little things. The most special item was another bottle of wine.

A quick glance was enough for Leprecosius. Raising his eyes to look at the players, he nodded confidently.

“Everything will be sold before noon. What about the money?”

“I’ll come to pick it up an hour before noon.”

“Deal. Also, Crow, sir... if I understand correctly, these aren’t the last items you will have for sale?”

“Not at all,” said the dwarf, grinning as he shook the auctioneer’s outstretched hand. “Far from last, Leprecosius, sir. Next time, there will be far more lots to sell.”

“Excellent. I’m always happy to offer my services!”

“And we’re always happy to accept them.”

“Now, I must ask you to leave me. Each of these objects requires the most careful inspection and the most thorough evaluation.”

“We’ll leave you to it.”

The players left the small office. They went through a couple of narrow corridors and ascended a wide staircase that led from the basement to the first floor. Only then did Mith allow himself to speak.

“The most careful inspection and the most thorough evaluation... Crowcci, just who was that little weirdo?”

“Keep your voice down,” hissed the dwarf angrily. “What a name to call one of the best auctioneers in Waldyra!”

“How come he looks so odd? Put a pointed hat on his head, and he’ll look exactly like a leprechaun! Just look at his name! It’s a direct hint!”

“Quiet!” repeated the dwarf. “Why are you so concerned about his heritage? He could be a descendant of goblins, for all I care. What’s it to you?”

“I’m just curious!”

“‘I’m just curious,’ he says,” grumbled the dwarf. “Let’s go have a bite to eat before we continue to run our errands. What would you like for breakfast?”

“Me? New digging skills! And at least one more cardmaster skill!”

“I meant food! Fried eggs and bacon. Waffles or pancakes. How about it?”

“Waffles with elvish honey,” sighed Mith resignedly. “I’ll have those for breakfast.”

“I had no idea you were an aesthete!” said the dwarf in amazement.

“Not me! Amou! She is the one with a sweet tooth. As for me, I only tried them once.”

“Let’s go find some, then.”

While they marched across a square, the dwarf, who was dressed up in a snow-white shirt and spotless black trousers, kept shaking his head. “Would you look at that! Waffles with elvish honey!”

“Who is he, anyway? That Leprecosius...”

“An auctioneer. A legendary individual, famous at least for the fact that no one has yet been able to raise the level of goodwill in their relations with him,” laughed the dwarf. “That’s what the rumors say, anyway. In past times, I also tried. Very hard. More than once. The potential benefits are substantial: discounts on services, rumors about particularly valuable lots put up for auction, and so on. But I failed. He accepts all gifts as a given. He treats everyone in the same dry, polite manner. All my efforts were useless. It’s like he is made of stone. On the other hand, ruining a relationship with him is easy! Once you make a mistake, you won’t be able to fix it. And when he gets drunk, he turns from a leprechaun into a clurichaun — that’s how unfriendly and grumpy he becomes.”

“I see... so why do we need him? He charges so much! And doesn’t share any rumors! And doesn’t want to be friends!”

“That’s exactly why we need him,” explained Crow patiently. “With his help, we can sell our goods and remain anonymous. He’ll tell no one about the two foreigners who brought in dust-covered rarities. No one. The most important thing is not to screw up ourselves. So next time, we’ll come to him via back alleys. We need to avoid being seen by the curious eyes of strangers, so that they don’t follow us back to Gray Peak.”

“Understood. Anonymity... toootal anonyyyymityyy...”

“Stop wailing. Here is the cafe that serves waffles in elvish honey.”

Mith’s chosen dessert was indeed tasty. The honey was collected by elves and mixed with special herbs, crushed nuts, and certain secret ingredients. The treat was called elvish honey only in common speech. Its real name was far longer and more complicated. It was composed of an entire sentence. The dessert was quite popular and not cheap. It hardly needs mention that only elves made it, selling it at thrice the price for export.

Sitting down on the cafe’s wicker chairs, the friends ordered breakfast. Upon mention of elvish honey, the waitress nodded understandingly and quickly brought coffee with two tiny platters of dessert. The adventurers enjoyed their breakfast as they looked upon the crowded square bustling with countless players.

“What a huge crowd,” noted Mith with slight displeasure.

“You’re just no longer used to it,” replied Crow. “We live in the far-flung countryside, remember? Here, on the other hand, you’ll always find crowds. Many players can’t live without it — without hundreds and thousands of those like themselves. Many only come to Waldyra to socialize. They don’t even care for adventures.”

“We’re not like them! We definitely care for adventures! Just thinking about last night gives me the shivers! “

“Damn Guar-Bor,” said the dwarf, suddenly glum.

“What’s wrong, Crowcci? He ran away, didn’t he? Shamefully fled into the darkness!”

“He is the keeper of the beacon. The artificial intellect that controls him is far from ordinary. Therefore, he will definitely come back,” sighed the dwarf. “It’s time for us to strengthen the security on our land property.”

“Are you talking about...”

“Not out loud!” interrupted the dwarf. “Don’t mention any specifics. Or names. Just use general phrases. The walls have ears, Mith. And they’re hungry for other people’s secrets.”

“True... it gives me the goosebumps,” stated Mith, his face and hands sticky with honey. “Now I suspect everyone of being a spy. Oh, by the way! This morning, I did fifty push-ups, a few squats, and even tried to do a plank! I’m talking about the real world! I did it while Amou was doing yoga in the next room.”

“Good job,” said Crow, smiling. “Now, the most important part is to keep doing it. Don’t quit.”

“As for upping our security: what were you talking about? Hiring mercenaries?”

“We already have more people than homes for them,” sighed the dwarf regretfully. “It’s also too early to let in strangers. The ‘locals’ have all kinds of views and ideas. One of them may suddenly decide that his god needs to know about a certain interesting place, and will run off to tell him. Do we need that kind of problem?”

“Of course not! It’s our spot!”

“Exactly,” said the dwarf with a nod. “That’s why we’ll hire guards that are extremely loyal and silent. And strong.”

“Let me guess! You’re thinking of sunstones! I’ve heard of them! They’re the most powerful golems! A single sunstone can stand up to any enemy!”

“No,” said the dwarf, suddenly grim. “We don’t need those ugly things anywhere near us.”

“C’mon, why not? They’re beings of Light! They protect peaceful civilians!”

“They are servants of the goddess Wyllowe — remember that, Mith. Never forget that sunstones serve only the cult of Wyllowe. Occasionally, these golems are sent to particularly dangerous areas where the battle against the Dark forces is ongoing. They help eliminate any dark beasts that had broken through defensive ranks. But even then, they don’t always help! Have you seen any sunstones at all around Gray Peak?”

“Nope...”

“Nor will you ever see them. We are just too insignificant. Should we die, Wyllowe won’t so much as blink.” The dwarf’s eyes flashed with cold fury. “More accurately, not Wyllowe herself but her loyal and pragmatic servants.”

“Oho... It’s rare to see you get so worked up!” Mith pushed away his plate.

“You’ll see it for yourself. Wyllowe’s cult will make itself known yet. They’ll announce themselves loud and clear! And that moment will be far from something of the Light!”

“But she is of the Light! A goddess of life and nature. She even has daughters! I read about them this morning while having a cup of coffee — just like you told me to, I’m raising my level of knowledge regarding Waldyra.”

“Good. Keep it up. But keep this in mind: every deity in Waldyra pursues their own goals. They have only one main objective: to avoid losing their divine throne. Never forget it! Even when you’re reading through the endless list of their selfless good deeds!”

“Hmm... Everything is starting to look less rosy now...”

“I used to be the same way as you,” laughed the dwarf, shaking off his grim mood. “Exactly the same, during my first few days in Waldyra. Later, however, when my view of the world became less one-sided, it became clear that few people here could be trusted. Are you finished eating?”

“Uh-huh. Where are we going now?”

“We are going shopping for building materials! We’ll blow all the money we have on construction materials and cargo teleport. The girls will receive it and pass it on to the brigade of builders — ”

“ — and then run off in search of new adventures,” grumbled Mith, without concealing mild envy.

“They soar in the skies, while we toil on earth. But if you want, I can send you off to join them.”

“No way! You won’t get rid of me so easily, sensei! Until I master all your teachings, I won’t leave you alone!”

“I admire your dedication. We’ll go as soon as we pay for the meal. We’ll start with logs, planks, and other wooden materials. Next, we’ll buy window glass. I’m still trying to decide if we should splurge on roof tiles.”

“Yes, we should! So that our little home village can look dope!” declared Mith unexpectedly.

The dwarf looked taken aback by that statement. “If you say so. Let’s go shopping, then. So that we can look dope...”

* * *

The shopping consumed a surprising amount of time and money. Only Crow’s incredible self-control allowed them to stay within their budget. Had Mith had his way, they would have ended up buying just one pine log instead of fifty. However, that log would have been blessed, charmed, mourned, and cut down precisely during a mystic night that happens only once a month. The dwarf had a hard time convincing his friend that they simply didn’t need such top-tier building material. Actually, they hardly needed anything at all; the underground city of Gvaktal supplied them with almost everything necessary.

Stones. Bricks. Even wooden parts. And quite a lot of roof tiles. Paving stones. Wall and floor tiles. Door handles... The list was endless.

They were buying only the things they didn’t have. They also purchased items that needed to look shiny and brand new: for example, the vast majority of roof tiles, which would always be on display.

That’s why the two friends acquired only the bare necessities: pine logs, rafters from the same material, and charmed window glass. All of this was gathered into a huge bundle at their request and sent to Gray Peak with the help of a mage working in the same shop. They did not even need to bother finding a teleportation scroll for cargo.

They wandered around a little longer in Algora’s biggest construction market. Located in the southern part of town, the Home&Garden&Junk market took up several whole blocks, resembling a city within a city. Here, you could also grab a bite from any of the numerous eateries, drink some beer or kvas right on the street, and hire one or more brigades of workers.

You could find workers here for any kind of construction job. After interviewing only four locals, the dwarf received a pointer and soon appeared beside three burly men in their fifties, who were slowly sipping light beer. The men were stocky and powerful. The quart-sized mugs in their muscular hands looked like children’s toys. After skillfully conducting negotiations — while Mith stood gaping as he tried to learn the art of business and barely resisted the urge to take notes — the dwarf made an agreement with them on the same terms as the already hired brigade of carpenters.

Crow handed an advance payment of ten silver coins to their leader, along with a reminder that he will expect them to arrive in an hour. He also made sure to note their names, and introduced himself and Mith, who stood hesitant and awkward beside him. However, he did not commit the names to memory; instead, he preferred to write them down in a dogeared notebook that he carried around. The meticulous dwarf liked to make notes. He kept excellent track of financial and business documents, reviewing them for around fifteen minutes during the day and half an hour before sleep — if he had enough energy remaining.

Walking along a little further, they found a dirty-faced youth leaning against a lamp post. He wore a tall black tophat; in his hand was a tall ladder that he held aloft effortlessly. To the top step of the ladder was tied a rucksack containing his personal belongings. Negotiations with the lamplighter took ten minutes, most of which were devoted to vicious haggling. The initially ludicrous sum was lowered from one gold coin a day to two silvers a day plus meals. Once the installation was finished and only maintenance required, the wages would be one silver coin a day plus free housing, meals, washing and darning of clothes, and three mugs of beer every day. They shook hands on the deal.

Mith clutched at the dwarf’s sleeve and whispered excitedly:

“Are we gonna put streetlights underground?”

The dwarf shook his head. “Of course not. We are nowhere near that point yet! We’ll set up streetlights in the fort!”

“What fort?!”

“What do you think we’re building right now?”

“A village! A cute, pastoral village!”

“Well, no. We need a place that is attractive to players and locals. A place where a huge crowd of people can find rest, buy or sell something, repair equipment, perhaps acquire several skills, and sit for a while in a tavern that has fairly good food and drink. And, naturally, there should be some kind of entertainment, such as bards and dancers. In a word, we need a flow of people going in and out, around the clock, bringing in information and money. Moreover, all of this needs to happen on limited territory.”

“I see...”

“Check your inbox. I sent you a list. You wanted to learn new and useful things, right?”

“Well, yeah.”

“I made you a list of things to do. Some of the tasks are one-time, while others are daily. They are now your responsibility. It will be your job to negotiate with the locals, to reconcile them during disputes, to flatter and barter with them. From now on, you will also be restocking all our food supplies. You are now also responsible for the workers’ resource gathering trips outside the boundaries of the outpost. If anyone dies, you’ll have to answer to me!”

“There are over forty points on this list!”

“Yes. It’s not a short list. If you don’t want to do it, give it back.”

“I do want to do it! But I’m not sure I’ll manage... Crowcci! Sensei! You didn’t even arrange it chronologically! What should I do and when should I do it?”

“Go sit down and sort it out yourself,” stated the dwarf firmly. “Choose yourself what’s important, and what can be left until evening. However, each of these forty points must be completed before you log out of Waldyra. Don’t leave anything until tomorrow.”

“That’s so harsh...”

“Believe me, Amou has it even worse right now. I know Lori. She only appears to be easy-going and carefree. But when she gets down to business, watch out! Right now, Amou has a similar list. And her own assignments.”

“Then add another five points to mine!”

“Hmm...”

“Add them!”

“Let’s do it like this: if you manage to complete everything on the list and still have energy left, then I’ll add more tasks.”

“Deal!”

“But!”

“I’ll manage!”

“It’s not enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll manage for one day, maybe two. And then you’ll simply burn out,” explained the player patiently. “You see what I mean? It’s not enough to just manage. You need to get everything done in such a way that, by the end of the day, you’d still have plenty of time and energy left for your personal life. So that you can hang out with your girlfriend on the veranda, hugging and chatting about trivial things. Not so that you finish your to-do list and collapse on your bed to sleep until morning. That would run you into the ground. It would destroy your motivation.”

“I see... Oh! You’ve even included meals here! That’s excessive...”

“Well, no. You should take care of your real body. Very good care. I didn’t just write down mealtimes there. I also included physical exercise. Do you want to succeed and become smarter? Then do it right. Each point on your to-do list must be completed.”

“I understand,” sighed Mith. “Oh man... I’ll do it! But I need to make a schedule. There is so much listed here... trips to gather resources, selling, talking with the guards about this and that, chatting with the workers and finding out their needs, exercise in the mornings, breakfast, lunch, and dinner, restocking beer and food supplies according to a suggested list, reading books and guides about Waldyra... oh... there is even a footnote with a list of books and guides...”

“I marked the most important things with a star,” added the dwarf.

“I can see that. Basics of In-Game Business and Marketing. The Skill of Negotiation with Stubborn Locals. How to Earn a Million. Cardmaster Class: Basics and Advanced Skills. Wow... I’ll read it all! But Crowcci, I need time. At least half an hour. To think over the list.”

“Go back to the cafe and order some coffee. Then calmly think everything over,” advised the dwarf.

“OK! And you?”

“In the meantime, I’ll take a stroll and spend the rest of the money. At 11 o’clock, we’ll meet at the auction. To see what our entrusted guy got for us.”

“I’m off! See you later!”

Lost in thought, Mith pushed his way towards a small road, where he was instantly swept away by the crowd of hurrying players and locals. The dwarf, on the other hand, continued to walk along rows of merchant tables, carefully examining samples of goods for sale. Gray Peak required a lot more construction materials. However, the dwarf did not intend to drop too much cash — all the money earned from the sale of auction lots will be spent on repaying debts for the purchase of land. After that, he will need to mortgage a couple more large plots. He had huge plans. Meanwhile, his income was still insignificant. That’s why Crow was just browsing. Just browsing...

* * *

They returned to Gray Peak in the afternoon, heavily laden with supplies. The dwarf had barely opened his mouth to congratulate Mith on his safe arrival but did not manage to get any words out — his buddy had already dashed off, leaving Crow in a cloud of dust. He had run off purposefully, with a very businesslike look on his face. Crow smiled quietly. Good for Mith. He was hurrying to finish everything on the to-do list. Some of the tasks he had already “crossed off” back in Algora. And now, he was in a hurry to get everything else done.

The dwarf dropped by the watchtower, but did not find Vurrius. The centurion had left to personally patrol the surrounding area and would be back in a couple of hours. Oh well, if that’s the case... then let’s do something else in the meantime.

He walked around the House on the Hill to make sure everything was in order. He talked to the guard and the cook for a while, and then kept walking. In forty strides, he found himself next to the houses under construction.

The screeching of saws, the pounding of hammers, the calling among workers, the already shrinking supply of logs, and the significantly grown wall of a house: all of it was evidence of the carpenters’ honest hard work. Greeting the brigadier, the dwarf handed him fifty energy potions and five antidotes — the previous day, the head carpenter had mentioned coming across the occasional snake in the ground. During their conversation, he found that there were no pressing needs and that there were enough materials. They plan to finish building the first house today by nightfall. And how is lunch coming along? Crow told him, without concealing his happiness, that lunch was ready to be served. The brigadier nodded and, with a loud call, announced to the workers that it was time to take a break.

The dwarf had barely taken two steps, when he was approached by two hunchbacked old men dressed in rags. They bowed deeply. The dwarf responded in kind. He immediately pointed the wanderers in the direction of the tables that stood near the stone wall, bidding them to start eating right away. Accepting their gratitude, he promised to join them later and have a small chat. After showing the old men where to go, he continued on his walk. He was stopped a second time. This time, it was his own employee. The worker was standing at the head of a small group that seemed to have been taken straight out of the folktale about the gigantic turnip. There was a grandmother, a grandfather, a young woman, a girl of about six, a large dog, and a lazy cat in the arms of the child. Only the mouse was missing. On the ground lay hefty bags and knapsacks with the family’s belongings. All the people in the group were smiling wearily and looking around curiously.

“I’ve brought my family, Master Crow!” the worker happily informed him.

It was a bit too soon...

“Welcome, my good people!” replied Crow equally cheerfully, bowing to the elders. “Welcome! That house over there,” — he pointed at the nearly completed building — ”will be yours by nightfall. For the remainder of today, though, please stay in a tent. Forgive us for the inconvenience. You’ve arrived a little sooner than expected.”

“We can stay in a tent,” said the toothless, smiling old man with a careless wave. Looking around, he jabbed his finger in the direction of the rocky ravine. “So much land going to waste! Whose is it?”

“Mine,” answered the dwarf. “Soon, there will be fields there.”

“Would you rent out a parcel of land?” said the old man, squinting slyly.

“There is a large chunk of farmland attached to the back of the house. And a garden in front.”

“That is all well and good, of course. But still, Master: would you rent some land out?”

“We can definitely reach an agreement, my good man.” The dwarf smiled. “My name is Crow.”

“And everyone calls me Yegori.”

Shaking his hand firmly, the dwarf nodded to the worker and he hastened to lead his family onwards.

“Come join us for lunch!” shouted Crow into the distance as they walked away. Meanwhile, he went around the half-built houses and returned to the stone wall encircling the House on the Hill.

Here, he stopped beside the men digging around in the dirt next to the wall. Stones and flat tiles lay piled beside them. Shovels were stuck in the ground; pickaxes and crowbars were leaning against the wall.

“Well? How’s it going?” inquired the player.

“Not bad,” replied a bearded guy, without looking up from his work. “Everything is going according to plan. We’ll pave a strip around the wall. We’ll make it four strides wide. And then we’ll go on and pave a road towards the houses.”

“Did you find accommodations and settle in alright?”

“Of course we did! Why wouldn’t we? We’ve pitched our tents beside the stream. It is perfectly fine for us. We are used to camping.”

“Lunch is ready.”

“Yes, yes. We’re coming. We heard the lunch bell. We’ll lay down another couple of stones, then go fill our bellies.”

“Right.” With a nod, the dwarf ran off.

Not that he really ran — in three strides, he reached the place. He was still beside the encircling wall. Right on the edge of the wall, a dirty-faced youth in a tall tophat was working.

“How is it going, Lightor?”

“Everything is going well, Crow, sir,” responded the lamplighter confidently. “Today by nightfall, three lamps will be lit. Because that’s how many lamps you bought. I’m not sure what to do tomorrow...”

“You’ll get more lamps,” the dwarf reassured him. “Go have some food. The tables have been set.”

“Thank you, Crow, sir. But I’m not hungry. I come from a clan of lamplighters. We are used to eating, sleeping — and just living in general — at the top. Only chimney sweeps are above us. And I don’t suppose they ever come down from the rooftops...”

“You sure have an interesting lifestyle,” concluded the dwarf and ran on, making mental notes as he went.

More lamps. More houses. More paving stones. As for the latter, he won’t be buying them anymore. It would be stupid to do so, given the large amount of it underground. He will go and scrape some up immediately. He will make three quick trips, while also checking up on the situation below. But first — lunch!

The dwarf sat down at the edge of a table, which was rapidly filling with delicacies prepared by Grubber. He waited until the beggars had finished eating greedily before starting a pleasant conversation with them. The wanderers willingly answered all questions, without hesitating to elaborate. Soon, the player knew the most important information: there were no gray orcs in the vicinity. This fact slightly ruined his mood.

The dwarf knew gray orcs well. And he knew the goddess of war Guorra fairly well, too. Since she was the one to rouse the orcs into attacking, this won’t be over so quickly. The goddess hates losing. And she will definitely try to get revenge. There is a faint hope that she won’t pay any attention to the tiny outpost in the boondocks. However, nobody can say that’ll happen for sure, except for Guorra herself, and she isn’t going to share her plans. The plans do exist, though. They are written in holy blood on special bone tablets carved out of black dragon skulls. Should the goddess or one of her priests touch one of these tablets, one of her military detachments or squads instantly receives an immutable order that requires immediate execution. And the nature of those orders is far from peaceful... The bone tablets are kept in Guorra’s main temple. It is a horrible place, surrounded by two miles of sharp ten foot saw-edged stakes. Skewered on the stakes are the shrunken remains of representatives of all intelligent races of Waldyra. For the second year in a row, one of the stakes bears the remains of the most famous hero of the Light named Christarus the Humble. He had sworn to destroy Guorra and had died in one of the recent horrific battles, which involved players on both sides. All the world’s temples of the Light are still handing out the task of returning the body of Christarus and his famous sword Rullos. The quest is assigned to select players and those who have proven their honor. But no luck so far. Nobody can get anywhere near the temple.

Well, almost nobody.

Once upon a time, in their previous gaming incarnation, their old team was passing through those grim lands mere feet from the stake with the remains of the fallen hero Christarus. But they had a different generously paid task: to steal three bone tablets that bore orders concerning Alcaroum. They succeeded, although they barely got away while managing to remain anonymous. Had Guorra found out their names back then, they would have instantly become her sworn enemies.

Having eaten his fill, the dwarf visited the kitchen to thank Grubber. He listened to the demands of the grumpy cook. Grubber had barely mentioned a large cauldron, when the dwarf activated a scroll and a huge 500 quart cauldron slammed on the ground, suspended on a special tripod. Grubber went speechless halfway through his sentence. He carefully inspected the new kitchen appliance — if you could call such a monster an appliance — and for the first time in days, a smile appeared on his face. The old cook was pleased. His smile broadened when Crow gave him three tattered recipe books as a gift, which he bought in Algora for a silver coin each. Putting the books away into a wooden chest that stood under the kitchen canopy, Grubber returned to cooking. The dwarf remained for a while in the kitchen, closely watching the new fellow, Xevius, as he worked. The young man’s efforts left the dwarf pleased: wild onions were swiftly chopped, eggs were broken into a pot, partridge meat was deftly sliced. The guy was working tirelessly.

Diving under the hill, the dwarf rummaged in boxes, taking several items of clothing found in the underground city. He brought them out to the beggars, additionally giving each of them a couple of copper coins. The wanderers showered the dwarf with gratitude. His reputation level grew by one point. As he bid the perpetual wanderers farewell, the dwarf reminded them that he always welcomes tired penniless travelers and is willing to feed them up for free. In response, he was notified that the buzz of rumors about the kind foreigner Crow could be heard thirty, sometimes even forty, leagues away from the outpost. With every passing hour, the news were spreading wider and further. Satisfied, the dwarf continued on with his business and nearly collided with Mith, who was running somewhere at breakneck speed. Glancing in the direction from which Mith came, Crow saw the guards’ cook, who was wearing a pleased smile behind his mustache. Apparently, Mith had managed to receive a couple of tasks from the guards and was rushing to get them done. Moreover, he was going alone, though not without help: two snarling gray wolves appeared beside Mith, summoned from the cards he had bought less than an hour ago in Algora.

No sooner had Mith left the outpost than a cavalry unit of guards arrived at Gray Peak. Vurrius was the first to dismount. He looked around briefly and strode back to the watchtower. The dwarf adjusted his own plans on the fly. He dove back under the hill, grabbed some money, and rushed off to meet the centurion. Slowing down as he approached the tower, he strolled up to the door and knocked. He waited for the usual reply from within, and then entered.

“Good day to you, Crow.” The centurion was the first to initiate conversation, as he took off his armor. “How can I help you?”

“Good day to you, too, Centurion Vurrius. I want to repay part of my debt for the purchased lands.”

“That is commendable,” growled the centurion, sitting down at his desk. “And very quick. Have you received an inheritance, perchance?”

“No, nothing of the kind. But we do work hard day and night.”

“How much have you got?”

“Ninety-five gold coins.”

“Not bad.”

“We try our best.”

The centurion recounted the money, nodded and put away the heavy little money bags into a drawer.

“Ninety-five gold coins have been removed from your debt, Crow. I’ve noticed that you fight with a battle hammer. And that you are also a blacksmith.”

“That’s right! It’s my favorite weapon.”

“Later, if I shall find the time, I’ll evaluate your warrior skills. If you wish me to, that is. Perhaps I can even give you some tips.”

The dwarf nearly leapt with excitement.

“I’ll be extremely happy to accept help from such an experienced warrior, Centurion Vurrius!”

“We’ll talk more on this subject once you’ve paid off all your debts.”

“Deal!”

“You are free to go.”

“Centurion Vurrius.”

“Yes?”

“Any news of the gray orcs?”

“It has been quiet lately in the surrounding lands.”

“That’s not good,” said the dwarf, voicing his concerns.

“Bad, even,” agreed the centurion. “Very bad. Enjoy the peace, but be ready for war. Anything else?”

“I hope you and your squad do not leave us. It is peaceful with you around. Meanwhile, my friends and I spend day and night searching for ways to rid you of — ”

“I am here for now. At least until the threat of attack passes.”

“That is excellent news.”

Without concealing his joy, the dwarf bowed out the door. He sprinted away from the tower to conduct another round of supervision around his property. He had so much to do. After fifteen minutes of conversation with locals, he stopped for a bit to look closely at a group of six players that had just arrived at the outpost. It was a well-coordinated team, with player levels up to 100th, who were just passing through. After glancing around the outpost, they grimaced and continued on their way — there were no shops or taverns to draw their interest. Well. That will change soon.

Another party of players arrived right after the first one. All four guys were dressed in inconspicuous gray gear. They had green nicknames and levels over 100. They were looking around lazily. The experienced dwarf had no trouble recognizing that the second group was tracking the first. The green nicknames could be readily ignored — there were many quick ways to change them from red to green. These were definitely PKs that had decided to attack a group for their expensive gear.

Following the future killers with a long hard stare, Crow made sure that they did not stay too long at Gray Peak. The dwarf had no intention of interfering with their plans, however. The rules of life still applied: eat or be eaten.

The following hours flew by with the speed of an arrow fired from a mighty bow. All of a sudden, it was nighttime. It was as if there was no drawn-out colorful sunset — and Waldyra’s sunsets were beautiful! The dwarf, however, did not even notice the gradual nightfall and spectacular views. He came to his senses when it was already dark, as he stood in front of the recently completed house. With a series of nods, he accepted the words of gratitude from the old man Yegori, who had subtly ousted the young working relative as the head of the family. The formalities ended quickly, however, and the old man quickly changed the subject to more important matters. He tore the dwarf away from watching the burly men absorbed in their work of scouting and marking out the future street.

“We are homebodies,” the old man was saying slowly as he stroked his beard in thought. “We don’t like being in a hurry. We avoid moving places like the plague. We wouldn’t have left our home, but such was the will of the gods — and whether they are Light or Dark, who knows? All the same, here we are. Celebrating our move-in day. And by those same gods, the house ain’t bad at all! As long as we don’t get kicked out of it.”

“That won’t happen, my good Yegori,” Crow stated categorically. “You can live here in peace!”

“Master Crow is a man of his word,” said the young worker, injecting himself into the conversation. With a forceful hand gesture, the elder silenced him and, once again, directed a hard stare at the player.

“We cannot live without land. Working the soil may be hard, but it makes our hearts glad. As for me, there is no sadder or worse sight than untilled land... Like the curls of a maiden beg for a comb, so does land beg for a plow and a harrow.”

“I see...” The dwarf nodded. “I get your drift, kind Yegori. So you’d like a plot? I’ll say this right away: I’m not selling any land.”

“We won’t be able to afford buying it, anyway,” chuckled the elder. “But how about renting? We’ll pay back with harvests. We’ll give you a tenth of everything that we grow. We could give you even more — it is all up to you, dwarf Crow. You are the master of these lands.”

“A tenth would be perfect,” replied Crow with a smile. “Tomorrow early in the morning, we’ll go to the ravine and mark out a section.”

“And how big of a plot will you entrust to us?” The old man stepped closer.

“You’ll decide for yourself,” replied the player. “Whatever size you can manage.”

“Good!” The elder stretched out his hand, and the dwarf shook it without the slightest hesitation.

“Tomorrow at dawn.”

“Tomorrow at dawn,” sighed Crow, realizing that he won’t be able to sleep in that day, either.

The two men bowed to each other and parted ways. The front door swung soundlessly on its hinges and closed with a solid thud. Inside the windows glowed the first light; from the chimney issued the first smoke; muffled voices came from inside the rooms. The first house given to inhabitants was quickly coming to life.

After walking another ten big steps, Crow found himself beside another similar house, which was almost completed. Here he was met by the head carpenter Globas, who was huffing and puffing after a hearty meal.

“How was dinner, kind Globas?” inquired the dwarf.

The men exchanged firm handshakes.

“I’ve rarely eaten better. Are the inhabitants pleased with their new home?”

“They found everything to their liking,” replied the player, smiling. “How soon will the rest of the buildings be completed?”

“Tomorrow by noon, we will finish two more houses. The fourth will be done by evening. What’s next? Or are we finished building?”

“We are only getting started. Tomorrow, I will ask you to give me a list of required building materials, Globas.”

“Will do. What are we going to be building?”

“Here,” — the dwarf pointed at a spot — ”about thirty steps from this place, we need to build a market stand, with its front facing us. And on this side of the street, next to the already built homes, we need to start building three more of the same houses. Once we finish that, we’ll raise a couple of watchtower platforms at the edge of the outpost.”

“Hmm...” The head carpenter Globas could not conceal his joy. “Order understood! We’ll do it!”

“I’ll pay for the completed projects tomorrow. And give you an advance payment for the next one.”

“Sounds good! Won’t you join us for a pint of beer? To quench some thirst.”

“Maybe just one,” sighed the dwarf, skillfully hiding his unwillingness.

He had so much to do. Lots of running back and forth. But he didn’t want to offend the head carpenter Globas. The dwarf spent the next half an hour in the friendly company of the carpenters. Together with them, he drank a couple of mugs of dark, fresh beer and sang a few drawn-out folk songs. When their choir of unsteady voices was approaching the end of the second song, they were joined by a wandering minstrel, who immediately drained a mug of beer and struck the strings of his instrument. Another few locals approached them, as if they had been waiting for a signal all along. Realizing what’s going on, the dwarf brought out more beer and some snacks. He used an alchemical light orb to light up the place of the spontaneous party. After that, he slipped away unnoticed.

He climbed over the encircling wall and sat on a rock for several minutes, stroking the eagle Chrys, who had come down from above. The dwarf had no intention of apologizing for his own absence — the lovesick eagle was spending his days having an excellent time without his master, successfully wooing the beautiful female eagle. At the same time, Chrys was perfectly able to scout the surroundings and sent his master regular notifications. Moreover, as soon as tomorrow morning, the eagle will have quite a lot of work to do. Crow knew perfectly well that he won’t be able to simply start cultivating the land in peace. Just stick your hoe or plow into the ground... and wait for something nasty to happen.

A muffled groan and rustling came from above... Dust flew from the top of the wall. Next, a dirty moaning creature tumbled down, sprawling helplessly on the ground. The dwarf and Chrys critically examined the poor trembling thing. Then the eagle returned to his post, while Crow inquired:

“Well? How was it? Did you like it? Or are we giving up on your personal plans?”

“No way!” Mith instantly stopped moaning. “No way! Give me my list for tomorrow, Crowcci! But give it to me right now, so I can look over it and decide what to do and when, in order to finish everything on time.”

“What about today’s list? Did you finish it?”

“Just now.” Dropping his head back into the dust, Mith began to moan again. “I’m tired... so very tired... absolutely exhausted...”

Suddenly pausing, he raised his head again and wiped his face with his grimy hands, eyes shining:

“I want a longer to-do list for tomorrow! At least by a couple of points!”

“Can you handle it?”

“Yes, I can!”

“Did you really finish every part of today’s plan?” Crow raised an eyebrow doubtfully.

“I still have to do the push-ups. But I only have twenty left out of a hundred! I’ll do them before showering.”

“Alright. I’ll give you two more tasks for tomorrow. Now go get some sleep.”

“Aren’t you going to check my work?” Mith beat his forehead against the ground a few times. “What if I did something wrong?”

“Let’s go see,” sighed the dwarf heavily, getting to his feet. “I wanted to check it myself. But first, I have to move the anvil downstairs. It’s already nightfall. I won’t be able to work outside; I’ll make too much noise.”

“You’re still planning to smith today?”

“What options do I have? My own to-do list for today is still not completed. Let’s go already, my filthy friend.”

“Let’s go!”

The two friends dragged the smithing tools into the underground tower, checked their headquarters, and then strolled down the barely cleared streets of the buried city of Gvaktal. On the way, they destroyed three necrorats, plus one undead in ragged pants and a kitchen apron. The undead was armed with a heavy cast iron skillet and a knife; however, even such serious weapons did not save him. The adventurers reached the intersection and checked the beacon. The latter was pulsating as it should; not a single beast could be seen nearby. Mith (where does this guy get his energy?!) took out a shovel and matter-of-factly began to dig inside the flower bed, fishing out one small object after another. Rotten boards, pots, shards of weapons... He even dug out a garden gnome. What a workaholic...

Watching Mith, Crow got his second wind and began to work, too: he tore out two leaning streetlights in their entirety, placing them in a row on the ground; then he began to tear out paving stones. He placed the rectangular flat bricks in neat piles beside the torn-out streetlights. Crow gathered the building materials until he hit the limit of his character’s weightbearing capacity. Then he loaded himself up, grabbed the streetlights under his arm, and forcefully dragged Mith the Archaeologist away from the torn up flower bed.

They returned to the surface, unloaded their burdens, and parted ways. Mith leaned back against the hill and soon melted away, disappearing. He had gone back to the real world. The dwarf carefully stashed away the newly brought trophies; he went through and sorted the items Mith found, placing most of them into boxes — they will be sold tomorrow.

After scratching his head in thought, he decided not to bother the girls, who were missing as usual. To be honest, the dwarf was terribly interested to know what they were up to. However, he was not going to interfere. Let them deal with things on their own. The most important thing is that everything is going well on their end. Amou was maturing before his very eyes, turning from a shy and quiet person into a confident, skilled fighter.

The dwarf glanced over the dark, quiet hill, then descended into the underground tower and lit a fire. Soon, the heavy hammer was ringing belowground, turning rusted junk into dully gleaming ingots. The blows came one after another. After reforging the first batch, the dwarf ate a couple of chunks of bread and a piece of jerky. He drained a mug of beer. Then he picked up the hammer again, and started to forge horseshoes and crossbow bolt tips. The finished items hissed furiously as they fell into a tub of water. A large rat appeared on the tower’s threshold, lurking on the edge where light and darkness met. It clutched its front paws close, carefully watching the blacksmith with its glittering beady eyes. Glancing at the rat, Crow rummaged in his pockets and threw a piece of jerky onto the threshold. The rat scampered in panic at first, but quickly returned and dragged the meat into the darkness. Meanwhile, the dwarf continued hammering.

He got so carried away by his work that he came to his senses only after two hours. With great reluctance, he put down his faithful hammer and fished dozens of forged items out of the tub. Then he briefly glanced over his shoulder at the redheaded amazon leaning against the doorway.

“So you finally noticed,” pouted Lori. “Pfft!”

“You’ve been standing there for the past ten minutes,” said Crow, smiling. “How did it go?”

“Everything went fine! Let’s go!”

“To where?”

“To wash! Have you seen yourself? I’ve already set out a clean shirt and pants for you. And I’ve gotten the self-heating bathtub ready!”

“Where did the bathtub come from?!”

“We got it as a reward for a certain funny quest. And the reward was funny: a couple of pages from a book about the cult of Anrull, plus a cast iron bathtub that is magically supplied with spring water and heat! And that bathtub is heavy, I tell you! It’s intended for half-orcs! So we will fit in together quite easily. Let’s go!”

“Where did you put it?”

“Into the headquarters, for now. Using a spell. Let’s go, you’re filthy!”

“Can’t we wash tomorrow instead?” inquired the dwarf hopefully.

“No way! Your dirty head will not be touching my down pillows. You heard me! And what’s with this rat? Why is it staring at you like that?”

“It wants more meat,” snorted the dwarf, tossing another treat. “Let it be. Alright, let’s go wash...”

“C’mon, then! I expect bodily cleanliness and full attention from you tonight!”

“What about sleep? When do I get to sleep?”

“That’s your problem! This exhausted woman is craving attention!”

“You’ll have my attention,” said the dwarf with a smile as he exited the tower. “All of it...”


Chapter Five

THE GRAY MORNING WAS RAPIDLY FILLING with bright, fresh colors. Crow was talking to the head of the dignified, sturdy workmen, using hand gestures to mark out the edges of the future street.

“It will stretch right to the edge of the outpost,” explained the dwarf, “and be approximately thirty strides wide. It will go from the front yards of these houses straight to the entrance of the future shop. Each gate will have a separate pathway leading to it.”

In front of the player’s eyes flashed messages with clarifying questions from the main system, asking for directions and specific dimensions. On the virtual color map, the dwarf hastily marked places and drew lines of boundaries with his fingers. The man nodded slowly, accepting the task. The rest of his crew were skillfully shoveling off the top layer of turf, baring the clay underneath. Mith was bustling around next to them. He had already made friends with the builders and was now helping them with digging. The dwarf grunted approvingly: Mith had realized on his own that these diggers could teach him a few tricks of the trade. And, judging by what was happening, the cardmaster had just learned a new skill — he did a happy dance on the spot. The next time he thrust the shovel’s blade into the ground, it sank into the tough rocky soil far deeper than before. The dwarf felt a surge of curiosity: just how many digging skills did Mith acquire? Jokes aside, Mith was slowly becoming a professional in this trade. If he continues at this rate, he will someday join the ranks of true masters of digging.

“We’ll do it,” said the foreman shortly. He glanced sideways at the neat stacks of dirty stone blocks. “The material is good. It’s old — ancient, even. Basalt from the deepest levels of dwarvish mines. Quality stone, sturdy as metal, resistant to wear. You’ve made a wise choice, Crow.”

“I try my best,” said the dwarf with a smile. He had no intention of admitting that last night, and early today, he had simply taken the paving stones from the streets of Gvaktal and carried them upstairs.

“But this isn’t enough material. Barely enough for half a day’s work.”

“I’ll deliver more in a couple of hours,” the player assured the builder, and the latter nodded, satisfied.

On that note, they parted ways. The dwarf glanced at the inhabited house and sighed deeply — old Yegori was hurrying towards him, accompanied by his smiling granddaughter. The old geezer did not forget about the dwarf’s promise. Not at all. With his promptness, Yegori slightly disrupted the dwarf’s plans: Crow intended to first visit Algora, drop off a few more rare objects for sale, buy some more construction materials, and hire a couple of needed specialists. However, he will have to do it all later. Since he made a promise, he needs to keep his word.

“G’morning,” the dwarf greeted the old man first.

“Good morning to you, too! Well?” Yegori clearly intended to skip the useless small talk. “How about that land plot?”

“Let’s go down and see,” said the player, nodding and gesturing down the street.

Yes. Down the street. Three houses were fully finished; the fourth was being completed by only one builder, while the rest of the crew was already clearing a spot for the future shop. Another crew had begun to pave the way from the House on the Hill, slowly working down the future street towards the spacious resting area for the visiting caravans and convoys. The dwarf had a scrap of yellowing and partially burnt paper with a hastily drawn map on it, where he more-or-less accurately marked the locations of present and future buildings. The plan warmed the practical dwarf’s soul beyond words.

They walked a dozen steps from the outpost before stopping. The land around Gray Peak was the same everywhere, with not much to choose from. After looking around to make sure there was no danger, the dwarf turned to Yegori.

“How big of a land plot do you want, Yegori, my friend?”

The old man squinted slyly, chewed his lip thoughtfully, and, looking carefully around the ravine, replied:

“The answer will depend on how much you’re willing to help, kind foreigner Crow. Should you help with the plow or a pair of bulls — and I’ll pay everything back with harvests — then I will take more land. But if we’re to do everything with our own hands... then there is no point in taking too much.”

“It’s only right to help good people,” said the player sincerely, with a chuckle.

A moment later, Yegori followed his lead and soon, they were both laughing their heads off. The granddaughter did not understand the subtle meaning behind their words, and was watching the two laughing men with angry confusion. Soon, the child lost her patience and yanked at the old man’s sleeve.

“Grandpa Yegori!”

“It’s alright, it’s alright, dear.” The old man’s hand gently stroked the granddaughter’s wild curls. “We are having an adult conversation.”

“The bulls won’t be of the strongest kind. The plow will be a simple iron one. I will always repair it for free. And I will forge the plow myself. Does that work?”

Congratulations!
+1 goodwill in your relations with old Yegori!


“That works for me!” replied the old man. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart! As for the seeds and rootstock, we have our own. We saved some and brought them along.”

“What are you going to plant?”

“Just simple food. Common peasant fare. Nothing fancy. But it’ll still be tasty and filling. Potatoes, all kinds of greens, carrots, cabbage, a bit of elvish hops. The rest will be planted with oats!”

“Will you be selling your harvest?” asked the player with genuine interest.

“Of course! We’ll save some for ourselves, too. Fill up our stores. The rest will be for sale.”

“Knock on my door first — I’ll buy it.”

“The cabbage? Or the potatoes?”

“Everything,” answered the dwarf shortly, and then explained, “I need something to feed the convoys and caravans every day.”

“Excellent. I guess we have a deal, then. Shall I go measure out a land plot for myself?”

“Go ahead.”

“Do I need to be modest? Or can I take a bit more?”

The dwarf waved his hand dismissively. “Take as much as you want.”

Ten minutes later, Crow nearly regretted his decision. Old Yegori took over a hectare of land on each side of the stream running down from the stony mountain peak. According to the old guy, this was just the beginning. Once he successfully plows this land, then they will have another talk. The dwarf agreed, and they began to drive in stakes that marked out a rectangular plot, which was diagonally divided by the stream. Crow only passed the sharpened sticks. The old man hammered them into the ground himself, while muttering something under his breath. Here and there, purple sparks ran across his fingers — the use of magic was unavoidable. Clearly, the grandpa knew some sort of enchantment. Which is great! This type of magic cannot be Dark; magic of the Light, on the other hand, is more than welcome. Once they finished staking out the plot, Crow looked around once more and couldn’t help shaking his head — a ton of work needed to be done here. Boulders, piles of smaller rocks, scraggly and twisted pine trees... All of this needed to be broken up, dug out, or dragged away. Looks like another job for his workers, who were due to return in a couple of hours. Once back, they will immediately be tasked with more backbreaking work.

“My workers will help clear the rocks and trees from the land plot as soon as they return,” the dwarf informed Yegori.

The latter perked up enthusiastically, but almost immediately sobered and clarified:

“How will I pay you back for your kindness?”

“How will we pay you?!” repeated the granddaughter angrily, stepping up to the dwarf.

“I’ll take all the cleared wood and rocks,” answered Crow.

The old man let out a sigh of relief.

“Go ahead! I’m glad to get rid of it!”

“Alright. You can go and take your son to help you. Wait! No! I have one last request for you, kind Yegori.”

“Yes?”

“Wait until I return. While I’m gone, don’t touch a single blade of grass on that field you’ve chosen.”

“Hm.. Well, if you say so. How long will you be gone?”

“I’ll be quick,” Crow assured the old man.

Upon return, he repeated his request to Yegori and hurried towards his home hill. As he went, he scrolled through a system message in front of his eyes:

Attention!
You have rented a part of your land to old Yegori!
Rent payment: a tenth of the entire harvest
grown on the land rented by old Yegori.
Attention!
You must notify the local guards,
indicate the boundaries of the leased area, and receive your copy of the drawn up agreement!


“Bureaucratic red tape,” grumbled the dwarf. He closed the message and redirected his footsteps towards the tower.

He knocked on the door and, hearing a reply, entered. He informed Centurion Vurrius of the agreement with old Yegori.

“Cultivated land is good land!” declared the centurion and instantly drew up an agreement. He stamped it and handed it to the dwarf, adding: “I’ll give the other copy to Yegori myself. I’m sure you understand...”

“Of course,” said the dwarf, nodding and bowing.

What was there to misunderstand? All rights were reserved. Now, the dwarf won’t be able to banish Yegori from the rented land without strong and fair justification. Otherwise, he will run into serious problems with the guards. The contract can be terminated, of course, but not suddenly. He would have to adhere to all the rules, including giving sufficient time to harvest the already planted crops.

Descending under the hill, the dwarf put the contract away next to the other papers. Then he began to gather items for sale. He was not going to wait for Mith — the latter had received a long to-do list for today and was currently rushing around trying to get everything done before sunset.

He teleported to Algora, where he visited Leprecosius. The first thing he did was place a bottle of old wine on the auctioneer’s table, which was accepted with gratitude. Then he spread the carefully selected trinkets on the table. Crow had spent quite a bit of time making sure that none of the items would lead an inquisitive player to Gvaktal. The dwarf glanced at the auctioneer. The latter evaluated the collection; his fingers gently touched a slightly tarnished wine corkscrew. Crow smiled understandingly. It was a nice item. A very interesting object. Red copper, red gold, two small rubies, complex intricate engraving. Considering Leprecosius’ interest in wine and everything related to it, the trinket was sure to attract his attention.

“This item will be sold quickly,” whispered the auctioneer. “However, I would like to acquire it for my personal collection. For a fair price, of course. Sixty-three gold coins.”

“Sold,” answered Crow without hesitation and immediately received the money.

“I will sell the rest by the end of the day,” declared Lepecosius, removing the corkscrew from the table.

“See you tomorrow.”

With a nod, the dwarf left the auction building, ignoring the multitude of voices buzzing in the main hall. Soon, the daily auctions will start. The hall will be filled to the brim with clan representatives wishing to acquire rare and ultra-rare alchemical ingredients, high class gear, and other important items sought by clans. Here, money rules.

The next point of visit was the livestock market. All kinds of farm animals were sold here, including some truly incredible specimens. However, the dwarf needed a pair of banal bulls of the Caelian breed — strong, tough, easy to feed, and surprisingly docile. These positive bovine qualities were highly prized, which was reflected in the price tag. Each bull cost the dwarf fourteen gold coins. The spell for cargo teleportation also cost quite a bit. Here, however, the dwarf used a little trick: he loaded the bulls with sacks filled with vegetables bought from a nearby greengrocer. He paid a quick visit to a small shop, where he acquired two blacksmithing recipes: an iron Rotterdam plow and harrow, made entirely of metal. They would take a long time to forge, but it’s worth it. He urgently needed to raise his skills as a blacksmith and to sell his crafted items.

He returned to Gray Peak and stumbled across Mith, who had lied down to rest. The cardmaster was lying on a large, tightly stuffed sack.

“Cool bulls, sensei!”

“How goes it, O young padawan?” inquired the dwarf interestedly.

“Ohh...” moaned Mith. “For the first time, I received a quest from the guards that’s not in our area! Can you believe it? I had to travel all the way over to a small town called Lagenbrock. It’s a pretty, sleepy sort of little town. There, I helped a female relative of one of our guards — I had to fight some Dark stinging nettle! I didn’t even know it existed! Its full name: Dark Evildoer’s Spearlobed Stinging Nettle! I almost died there! On the bright side, I got a jug of ale as a reward, plus a sack of evil red onions! I drank all the ale... and I’ll leave the onions with Grubber.”

“Good job,” said the dwarf.

“How does stinging nettle turn Dark?”

“It takes six days to grow. And on the seventh day, it gains self-awareness: it suddenly grows three times bigger and begins to hunt living things,” explained Crow. “If you don’t destroy it, then in another seven days, it grows three times bigger still. That’s when it acquires a whole bunch of troublesome skills. And thus, the 7-day cycle repeats indefinitely. This type of stinging nettle is usually tied with magic strings to places inhabited by those on the Dark side. So it wanders around the area, letting allies through and destroying unwanted guests. It’s a serious opponent.”

“Burn it!”

“After the second power-up, the nettles become almost fireproof. How’s your schedule?”

“I got a lot of stuff done. I completed three quests from the guards, sold all the food to three caravans, made sure that the breakfast table was set properly for our workers, and made a trip to gather wood. But I’m running short on time.”

“Will you set half an hour aside for a fight?”

“For a fight? Anytime! With whom?”

“I rented out some land to old Yegori. He can’t wait to start working it. The bulls are for him. Today, I will also forge a plow for him. However, as soon as Yegori begins to clear the field from everything unwanted, the surrounding monsters will instantly attack. I’m about 95% sure of this. Thus, we will have to defend the grandpa against evil monsters. Will you help me out?”

“Of course! I still have a couple of interesting cards left!”

“No!” said the dwarf flatly. “No cards. You won’t be using your class skills today.”

“What do you mean?” Mith stood dumbfounded.

“Exactly what I said. You want to become a generalist fighter, right?”

“Of course!”

“Great! You’ll get to practice today. Think of it like this: What if, one day, you run out of cards but still have tons of enemies left? What will you do then? Die? That’s not an option. Thus, you’ll be using regular good ol’e weapons. I’m giving you ten minutes to choose something suitable from our headquarters to arm yourself with. Then come to the stream at the edge of the outpost.”

“That’s quite a task...”

“Get on with it.”

“Understood!

The dwarf watched his friend run off, then picked up the forgotten sack of onions and hauled it to the kitchen. Returning, he took the bulls and led them along, greeting every person on the way. He met a big-bellied stranger — a local who sat in the driver’s seat of a small wagon hitched up to a couple of bay horses. On the wagon’s tent was an old, faded sign: “Miscellaneous items for sale!” A wandering merchant. A profitable venture, though a dangerous one. The merchant traveled without accompanying guards, while the heavy crossbow that rested near his hand was unlikely to be enough to save him from a band of robbers. It seemed that the merchant was rather stingy, since he didn’t want to spend on hiring guards. Either that, or his business was not doing too well lately. No sooner had the wagon halted than Crow started a conversation:

“Good morning to you, traveler. My name is Crow.”

“Good morning to you, too, foreigner,” quickly answered the seller. “I am called Scource Peggins. Would you like to buy something?”

The seller’s soul craved to hear the sound of coins. The dwarf did not disappoint him, nor did he particularly assure him:

“That depends on your goods, kind merchant. What are you selling?”

“A little of everything: tools, clothes, food, all sorts of small metal objects. Would you like to take a look?”

“Yes...”

They parted ways five minutes later, after a short and brutal bout of haggling. For four gold coins, the dwarf acquired cheap yet strong tools, blankets, dried meat, and two small barrels of linden honey. Overjoyed by his profits, the merchant began to water his horses, telling them that it was time to get back on the road, seeing as business was booming.

Putting the purchases behind the encircling wall, the dwarf dragged the food over to Grubber and hastened towards the future farm field, taking the bulls along with him. Upon reaching the place, he met Yegori, the worker, and Mith, who was fidgeting in anticipation. The cardmaster had donned a durable cloth outfit, put on vambraces of tanned leather along with tall boots, a short woolen cape, and a wide woven belt. Hanging on his back was a crossbow; in his hands were two darts; on his belt hung a magic staff along with two long knives. A light axe with a long handle was leaning against his leg. Well... Not bad, thought the dwarf.

“Your bulls, kind Yegori. You don’t need to pay for them, but you will need to feed them yourselves. We will build a shed for them behind your house.”

“Thank you, foreigner Crow!” The old man smiled brightly as he walked up to the bulls. “Thank you. We’ll be able to feed them! So! May we begin?”

“You can begin without worry,” said the player, nodding. Then he beckoned to Mith.

The latter bounced up to him, and the dwarf began to talk quietly:

“We won’t have to wait long. The field has already been marked out, and Yegori has taken over its ownership. As soon as he pulls out a couple of boulders or cuts down a tree, the monsters will attack. Our job is to protect the workers.”

“Monsters here are a piece of cake,” said Mith derisively, but quickly added, “though it depends on their numbers.”

“Their numbers are nothing to sniff at. There will be a host of them. Get ready. You’ll be on the workers’ right. I’ll be on their left.”

“Alright, let’s go!”

The laborers felled a pine tree and even had enough time to root out a rotten stump. That was enough to draw the attention of monsters. The first to attack were partridges and vipers. The protectors successfully dealt with the onslaught, without receiving any experience for it. While destroying enemies, Crow kept glancing at his partner battling nearby, occasionally throwing warnings and bits of advice his way. And Mith listened to the good advice. With every passing minute, his movements became more conserved. He spent his energy more wisely and delivered blows with the unfamiliar knives more skillfully, while also picking up and throwing rocks. The players had barely finished defending against the first wave of enemies, when the second onslaught came. This time, jackals joined in the battle. The dwarf had not forgotten to involve his pet: the eagle Chrys killed the enemies mercilessly, carrying them off into the skies and then dropping them down onto rocks, while also warning of danger with his cries. The battle concluded quickly, bringing Mith new knowledge.

The players accepted thanks from the workers and returned to Gray Peak, where they promptly parted ways. Mith was in a hurry to finish a couple of tasks, before a huge caravan from the North — spotted by Chrys — arrived at the outpost. As for Crow... It was time for the dwarf to return to the Dukov clan’s forges, to meet with his teacher Tormund and learn something new in the smithing craft.

First, though, he must forge a plow. The dwarf finished the task within half an hour, spending thirty-four iron ingots to produce a durable simple plow. Its blade bore the inscription: “Forged by blacksmith Crow of Gray Peak.”

Crow admired his handiwork. Then, he gathered his tools, opened a teleportation scroll, and instantly found himself at the start of a long pathway that led to the doors of the Dukov clan’s forge. Upon entering, the dwarf looked around. He did not see a single one of Tormund’s four other students. Either they worked at night, or they preferred to do something else today. Tormund also was nowhere to be seen. Oh well. Taking his place by the furnace, the dwarf took up a shovel and began to throw in coal. He labored like this for two hours without breaks. He would have kept going — in order to prove himself as a hardworking student — but Tormund had finally appeared and beckoned to him.

“Good day to you, Master Tormund.”

“And to you. Haven’t you been gone for too long?” inquired the dwarf grumpily.

What a dangerous question. A careless answer could get Crow thrown out as a student. However, he had an excellent reason ready.

“An attack of the gray orcs forced me to stay home,” said the dwarf, shrugging. “We managed to defend our homeland. And then, we had to rebuild everything that got destroyed in the fight.”

“I see... Well, war is a serious matter. It’s great that you managed to win. Take up your hammer, trainee. What do you plan to make today?”

“I’d like to forge an improved spiked copper horseshoe and an improved iron scramaseax, Master Tormund. Improved thanks to your advice. I’d also love to forge an iron hammer and get your advice on how to improve it.”

“Well... Alright. But why not try to forge a scramaseax out of copper? What do you say?”

“I’ll try it! But I don’t have the smithing recipe for it.”

“You’ll get it. You can leave your forged scramaseax as payment for the recipe — along with a second one that you’ll forge right after. Go get started. Your place is by that forge at the end.”

And so, Crow began. He laid out his own tools in a row. He studied the given recipe. He gathered some copper and iron ingots. He paused in thought, choosing the order in which to forge the items. He decided that, for starters, he will forge an iron hammer.

He gently laid the ingots into the heart of the forge. Then he pumped the noisy bellows. As soon as the ingots heated up, the dwarf deftly snatched them out of the fire and began to pound them with a hammer. He did not turn around, focusing entirely on his work. However, he knew that Tormund was watching him closely.

Having finished, he cooled the hammer in water and placed it on the table. Then he started on the copper horseshoe, forging it in record time for himself. And so he continued with his work. Half an hour later, he finished and turned to his teacher. Tormund came up to him and closely studied each finished item, starting with the hammer.

“Well... Your hammer is sturdy and hefty. Still, its durability is a little low. Here, you should pound it a bit more; and here, you messed up slightly...”

You have accepted the advice
of the senior mentor and junior master blacksmith Tormund Dukov.
Your learned recipe for “Iron Hammer” has been improved! (see details below)...


“The horseshoe... Well, now it’s of decent quality! As for the scramaseax... I see plenty of mistakes, but they’re all forgivable, since it’s your first time making heavy daggers out of copper. Look...”

A few comments later, Crow removed another notification from the screen.

You have accepted the advice
of the senior mentor and junior master blacksmith Tormund Dukov.
Your learned recipe for “Copper Scramaseax” has been improved! (see details below)...


“Thank you for sharing your wisdom, Teacher. Will you let me fix my mistakes?”

“Go ahead. Keep in mind: the scramaseaxes will be given to the Dukov clan. They’ll be good enough for sparring. Or maybe even for sale. Do your best, as each of them will bear your stamp.”

“I’ll try.”

Again came the ringing of pounding blows, and again the dwarf forged a hammer first — an improved version — and received several corrections regarding its quality. Yet again, he reforged it. This time, there were no complaints. Crow, too, was happy with his third attempt — the hammer had become lighter, while also being more durable. The strokes it delivered were stronger and more precise.

Stepping away, Tormund said:

“I’ll be waiting for your scramaseaxes. And if you have enough time, would you like to attempt forging copper throwing axes? In reward, I’ll give you a smithing recipe.”

“How many axes do you need?”

“For three axes, you’ll get one recipe from me. For five, you’ll get two. We only need to make five axes for today. I’ll teach you the secrets of making one-handed copper throwing axes for free.”

“I’ll do it, teacher.”

“But first, you must finish the scramaseaxes and the horseshoe.”

“Of course.”

After some backbreaking labor, the dwarf, blackened by soot and heat, laid out the forged objects in a row before Tormund. Axes, horseshoe, and heavy daggers. All of them had cost quite a bit of time and effort. Nevertheless, the stubborn dwarf had not taken a single break. He had worked in total concentration, moving his eyes from the forge to the anvil, and not looking anywhere else. Having finished evaluating the dwarf’s handiwork, Tormund grunted in approval.

“Well! Your efforts have borne fruit, trainee Crow. Not bad! I’ll take the axes and daggers with me. You can have the horseshoes. As a reward for your quick and hard work, you get five copper ingots from me, plus the recipes of your choice. Which ones would you like? Recipes for weapons? Or armor? Choose whichever two you prefer.”

“I’d like a recipe for a copper corselet, if you have one. And a recipe for a spiked copper ox shoe.”

“Those recipes are available.” Tormund paused to consider him. “But I thought you would ask for the more expensive ones.”

“So far, I haven’t done anything that would be worth an expensive recipe,” said the grimy dwarf with a toothy white smile.

“Here are the two scrolls. Congratulations on moving up in the blacksmithing craft.”

Tormund was right in this regard — the hardworking dwarf had raised himself to the next level. Crow thanked his teacher again. They said their farewells, and Crow assured him that he will definitely be back tomorrow, or maybe even tonight. For a moment, the master studied Crow, rubbing his own beard in thought. Then, making up his mind, he asked:

“Shall I leave you with a task, trainee? We always need more working hands.”

“I would love to complete a task from you, Master Tormund.”

“That is commendable. Would you like a big task? A small one? Or a medium-sized one?”

“A big one!”

“I hear you, trainee. I will give you a task that you must finish before the sun sets tomorrow.”

A work assignment!
You have received a big work assignment from the master Tormund Dukov!
Details of the assignment will be given during your next visit to the clan forges of the Dukovs.
Minimum requirements for completing the assignment: finish the task before tomorrow’s sunset.
Reward: unknown, to be selected later.


“I won’t let you down, master,” replied Crow.

On that note, they ended their conversation. Once the master departed, the student grinned widely. Success! Now he had to grow it — the assignment itself was just a prelude. Most importantly, he must not fail the task. In the next few days, he will plan to devote much more of his attention to smithing.

For now, though...

Nobody was chasing him away from the forge, and he had a few copper ingots handy. So why not try to forge an ox shoe according to the new recipe?

* * *

The dwarf returned to Gray Peak at the very moment of peak sales. Two large caravans had literally besieged the House on the Hill and occupied all the tables that had been set out. Mith was running around wildly, barely managing to serve food while also dropping by the market stand. At the same time, the number of new arrivals kept increasing.

“I’ll cover for you here,” said the dwarf, taking Mith’s place behind the market stand.

“Thank you, sensei!” yelled Mith back gratefully and dashed off towards the kitchen, where Grubber growled at him to hurry up and take the already prepared porridge.

“No, thank you,” called back Crow, before immersing himself completely in sales. He remembered to lay out the still-warm ox shoes onto the sales table, and they were instantly sold. On each of the horse and ox shoes the caravaners bought was a symbol that marked the item as forged by the blacksmith Crow of Gray Peak.

“Any news from the girls?” yelled Crow, when the caravaners finished shopping and left the market stand.

The cardmaster was setting the dining tables with bowls of porridge and salad greens.

“They came by,” he shouted back. “Helped with gathering wood and stones, left a couple of books, threw six raw bear hides into a wooden chest, and ran off again.”

“Into a chest?” muttered the dwarf curiously, throwing open the lids of all the chests at once.

He quickly found what he was looking for. The girls’ trophies. Six good-quality whole brown bear hides. With these alone, however, it was impossible to tell where the troublesome duo had been — brown bears can be found in many regions of Waldyra. It’s a common beast. In addition to the bear skins, he found a dozen rocks rich in copper ore. The rocks were heavily striped and speckled with bits of copper. Beneath the skins lay bear fangs, claws, and three skulls. In the neighboring wooden chest, Crow came across a jumbled mess of thin ropes, two crossbows, several bolts, and a dozen little planks studded with sharp metal spikes. The latter were disarmed traps. Apparently, Lori was training Amou to disarm traps, and was doing so quite intensively.

Also among the girls’ trophies was a little pink bow.

Now that’s food for thought: six bears and a little pink bow...

The dwarf left the traps lying where he found them. Everything related to the dead bears was set out on the sales table. Ten minutes later, it sold for a pretty good price.

As for the books...

He didn’t have many customers right now. He could spare a moment. The dwarf ran back under the hill and fetched the books that the girls had brought. The titles were impressive:

“Darkest of the Dark: The Cult of Anrull.”

“Dark Curses of the Undead.”

“Demonic Possession: To Fight or Give Up.”

“The Road of Death for Followers of Anrull.”

The books weren’t too thick. Lowering them under the sales table, away from prying eyes, Crow immersed himself in reading, while occasionally noting down interesting information. He spent a whole hour reading, taking the rare break to serve a customer. When his free time was over, he took the books back and helped Mith clear dirty dishes off the tables. At the same time, the dwarf snapped at the assistant cook to make him move more quickly. Then he went to check on his returning laborers, many of whom had brought along their relatives or even entire families. Soon, all four of the constructed homes had inhabitants in them. Each one housed a family. The rest — those who had brought brothers and uncles — had settled comfortably into the underground rooms.

After briefly questioning and counting the new arrivals, the player wrote down their names and skills. He took a short break to look over his notes, while the newcomers were eating soup and meat porridge.

There were seven new people in total.

Two of them had no skills, but were full of energy and ready to work. He will assign them to manual labor.

The young woman had a few cooking skills. Her specialty was baking. However, she was fully capable of cutting vegetables and other ingredients. He will immediately send her to help Grubber on a full-time basis. The kitchen was currently overwhelmed.

Four of the newcomers possessed fighting skills, and had brought their own gear and weapons. But they were also ready to take on peaceful work. However, a swordsman should not be forced to swing a shovel; nor should an archer be sent to chop trees. Let each of them work in their own profession.

The dwarf split the warriors into two pairs: the first one he immediately sent to the field being worked by Yegori; the second one went on patrol, taking the dogs along with them. The dwarf made sure to explain to each pair that he does not require self-sacrifice from them. In case of serious danger, they must raise the alarm and retreat — no sacrifices, no blocking arrows with your chest.

As soon as they departed to carry out their duties, the dwarf immediately felt a wave of relief. The property and workers must be continuously supervised, just in case anything happens. The guards, naturally, are nearby and always willing to help; nevertheless, it is better to rely on your own strength and resources.

After a quick lunch, Crow dived into his underground smithy. He put his tools back and went for a brief stroll down the underground streets. The undead were showing signs of activity again. He was forced to fight, flattening the heads of a couple of zombies and squashing several necrorats. He also met a live rat, the one from before. The dwarf did not hurt it, and fed it a bit. Then, he spent a few long minutes standing at the intersection, looking around.

It was quiet...

Too quiet.

That damn beacon keeper, having evaded death, was now wandering somewhere in the vicinity.

After not spotting anything suspicious — which only served to disappoint the dwarf — Crow began to gather paving stones. Soon, he had amassed a mini-mountain of stone. He made sure to load up his own inventory as much as he could, while also throwing into it all sorts of small objects as he encountered them, such as rusted nails and clay pots. He favored anything made of metal that could be recycled into ingots. He then hoisted two street lights onto his shoulders.

Before leaving by cargo teleport — the cheap type, which only worked for distances less than a mile — the dwarf cast a lingering glance at the dark street beyond the intersection. It led to the center of Gvaktal, the place where their particularly important plans converged... but now was not the time for it.

Returning to the surface by teleport, Crow found himself right next to the builders laying paving stones. The workers were happy to receive the gift, looking with approval at the impressive mountain of stone. At the same time, they showed the employer their progress. Beginning at the wall encircling the House on the Hill, they had paved one end of the future street that would go between houses and the yet-unfinished shop. Currently, the workers were busy paving the resting place for the caravans. Dirt was rapidly being covered by even pavement; the area was improving before the dwarf’s very eyes. Thanking the workers for their outstanding effort, Crow paid them for yesterday’s and today’s labor. Then he marched over to the lamplighter. He paid him, too. Then he handed over the street lamps and indicated where to install them. He inquired about the state of progress and was left satisfied: the encircling wall was already partially lit; and today, lamps will be installed beside the shared dining tables. Plus, a couple of lamps will light up the resting place for the caravans. Just like open dirt, nighttime darkness was slowly retreating from Gray Peak. Darkness, but not the Dark — the dwarf did not forget about the gray orcs and about the Dark nesting in the heart of Centurion Vurrius.

Okay then... Now he needs to give an urgent task to Woodman. He will also take the opportunity to have an idle chat with the grumpy old guy.

The dwarf spent the rest of the day on chores around the outpost, missing the colorful sunset as usual and only getting a break once the street lamps have victoriously burst into light. Under some of the lamps stood wooden benches made by Woodman. The benches were nothing special; however, they were comfortable, high-backed, and sturdy. The spots on the benches were already claimed by resting people. A trio of guards marched down the pavement; as they went past, they greeted the tired dwarf, who had sat down on a bench.

Another dwarf sat down next to Crow: the stonemason Lucri. On Crow’s other side sat Romarr — another warrior that was fairly skilled with a war hammer. It would be good to find him a partner. A third patrolling duo would be useful. On the other hand, Romarr was doing just fine on his own. Few people wanted to mess with a giant snarling half-orc armed with a huge hammer.

“Did you summon us, master?” they chorused.

Crow nodded. “I did,” he said, trying not to show his tiredness. “Go back to your homeland today, Lucri. Find yourself two good helpers. You have until tomorrow morning.”

“Will do.”

“Excellent. Here are four teleportation scrolls. And a gold coin.”

“Thank you! I’ll be back by tomorrow morning!”

Lucri disappeared in the teleportation whirlwind, while Crow looked over at Romarr.

“Would you teach me a few fighting moves with a hammer? For an additional fee?”

“Well... I have no reason to say no. But my battle moves are more suited to orcs and half-orcs, Master Crow. I won’t charge much. But will my lessons be useful to you? No offense meant, sir, but you aren’t tall enough.”

“I’ll manage,” said Crow with a smile. “First lesson tomorrow morning?”

“Alright,” growled Romarr and stomped off towards the dining tables, clearly intending to have a solid meal.

The dwarf allowed himself a long yawn. He rummaged in his pockets and dug out today’s earnings from a large jewelry box. Then he marched off to visit Centurion Vurrius, to whom he handed over all the money he had collected: twenty-four golden and forty silver coins. These went towards paying off the debt. Crow did not mention anything about buying the next parcel of land — that was a subject for tomorrow. Today, he intended to start a new project, which could only be carried out with the permission and help of Algora’s guard.

“A fort,” declared Crow. He looked at the centurion expectantly. “It would be nice to build one here.”

“Ha! Not at this time, Crow, my friend,” said the centurion, laughing hoarsely. He poured more tea for himself, making sure to splash some into the dwarf’s cup, too. “It’s an expensive endeavor! After the damage from the recent fiasco, money from the royal treasury is being spent on hasty repairs. There is not enough working hands or money in the treasury for building anything new right now.”

The dwarf shrugged. “We’ll build it ourselves. As long as we have a building plan of the future fort.”

The old veteran chuckled. “Aren’t you biting off more than you can chew? You still haven’t completely paid off your debt for the land you bought. As for the cost of a fort... You would need boatloads of money, not to mention a great number of workers...”

“I just need the plan,” repeated Crow. “And permission. I’ll take full responsibility for everything else. I’ll start building immediately. However, progress will be slow — I think I’ll start with building a corner tower of stone. Next, I’ll build a second one. Then I’ll connect the two towers with a tall wall. I’ll build the fort part-by-part. It has been done that way before.”

“So it has,” agreed the centurion, rubbing his ear thoughtfully. “Both in the past and in the present. Especially in places inhabited by dangerous beasts. Alright, I’ll be direct: are you confident in your plans, dwarf Crow? Are you sure you’ll be able to finish what you started? Are you sure this isn’t more than you can handle?”

“I’m sure,” the dwarf answered shortly. “If I get permission before dawn, I’ll lay the first stone in the foundation of the future tower by noon.”

“Then it’s settled! All the expenses will be your responsibility: hiring workers, feeding, protecting, and healing them — it’s all on you! I’ll help you with protection, since this place is quiet for now. Hm... I’m sure you’ll choose to protect your own lands first, correct? And you’re clearly not building a fort for the guards’ benefit...”

“The fort will be mine,” confirmed the dwarf. “But that should not come as a surprise, either.”

“It is no surprise,” agreed Vurrius. “Let it be as you say.”

It was a perfectly honest statement. In Waldyra, there are many forts, most of which belong to the clans that built them. Meanwhile, the guards simply use these forts as secure protected places for peaceful civilians.

“I’ll obtain the permission. I’ll show you the plans tomorrow. You can choose which ones to build. Then you can start. Time will show what your new idea will lead to. For now, though, I haven’t seen an instance where you haven’t kept your word.”

“Thank you for the kind words.”

“You have nothing to thank me for. It’s all pure truth. I’ve seen your new warriors out patrolling. That’s good — it means less work for us. Thanks to that, today I was able to send out not one, but two squads on long-range patrol. And they did a good job thinning out the local jackal herd. So keep doing what you’re doing, dwarf Crow. Keep it up. Just don’t overstretch yourself!”

“I’ll do my best.” The dwarf smiled and, finishing his tea, got to his feet. “I’ll do my best!”

Having finished most of his to-do list, the dwarf allowed himself to fall into a deep two-hour sleep. The last thing he needed was for the angels to arrive and force him into sleep with a click of their fingers. Anyway, his brain, overfilled with thoughts and emotions, was already protesting loudly and demanding a break. Leaving Mith behind the market stand, the dwarf covered himself with a blanket smelling of dust and mold, and passed out.

* * *

Darkness. It was already past midnight. Nevertheless, the Dukov clan’s forges were functioning as usual. The night shift was hard at work. Bellows huffed, while furious flames raged in the furnaces. The smell of smoke and hot metal, the ringing of hammers, and the brief, sharp calls among the smiths... It was a homely atmosphere for any self-respecting dwarf.

The dwarf found out his assignment from the senior supervisor of the night shift. It was a list of required forged items from the trainee Crow. Having read it, the dwarf let out an involuntary whistle. The task was definitely not a small one. And things were definitely amiss in the dwarvish kingdom, since every point on the list was directly related to warfare.

The list only contained two items.

Forge heavy two-handed hammers. Material: iron. Amount: 20.

Forge heavy daggers. Material: copper. Amount: 20.

If time allows, forge all-metal armor-piercing crossbow bolts. Amount: 50. Material: copper. Recipe is attached.

At the bottom was a brief note: should the dwarf make the master happy by finishing the entire assignment, he can fully expect a bonus.

Flexing his shoulders and cracking his neck, the dwarf marched up to his workspace, pulling out his tools as he went.

Completely finish the task?

That’s not enough!

Today, Crow intended to surprise his mentor Tormund.

First, he loaded a furnace with a respectable amount of iron ingots. Then he grabbed the bellows and diligently pumped them until the ingots grew white hot. He grasped his hammer more comfortably and began to forge. Blow after blow. Blow after blow. While absorbed in his work, the dwarf’s keen gaze did not miss the arrival of another student of Tormund’s: the half-orc. The latter also received an assignment and quickly got to work, glancing sideways at Crow. The players did not exchange a single word. They weren’t friends. They did not come here to talk. Worse still, they were in direct competition for the title of Best Trainee. The title itself was not the goal; it was the bonuses given to the winner.

The rivalry between the dwarf and the half-orc became apparent after only half an hour — neither of them paused for a break to let their energy bars regenerate. They continued to sweat away, bringing their hammers down on the anvils, again and again, with iron-willed tenacity. It was a contest of strength — a game played by men since time immemorial.

However, Crow already knew who was going to win.

Standing in a relaxed position and saving every drop of energy, he moved as little as possible, without taking any extra steps or making any unnecessary swings with the hammer. Anyone standing on the other side of the smithy and looking through the clouds of smoke might think he isn’t seeing a dwarf at all, but rather some strange mechanism that moves with the steadiness and accuracy of a metronome.

The half-orc did not possess such knowledge and skills. He relied on strength and endurance. He was making far too many unnecessary movements. Thus, he soon began to fall behind. Moreover, he began to fall behind on all fronts, including the number of things he forged — even if you did not count the items Crow had forged before the half-orc’s arrival.

He doesn’t know how to lose with grace, thought the dwarf to himself. He watched the angrily losing player gulp down an energy potion and snatch up the hammer again in a frenzy.

Boom! Boom! Boom! The precious gems inserted into the handle of the hammer flashed furiously, reflecting bursts of raging flame in the furnace. Colored gray with soot, the half-orc looked like a mythical being, a muscular titan. The guy had a beautiful appearance. Perhaps he even had some blacksmithing experience in real life — his correct stance and wariness towards a blazing furnace were very telling. However, he still lacked good sportsmanship when losing. After two hours of increasingly falling behind, the half-orc could no longer contain his anger. He threw his hammer back into his sack and left the items he had forged on the workbench. After briefly reporting to one of the night shift supervisors, he left the forge without looking back or saying goodbye. And so he left, gray as a stone statue, with the raging flame of irate anger burning him up inside. He seemed to have forgotten that the main goal was to complete the task, to fulfill the assigned quota. It made not one iota of difference who crossed the finish line first. Everything was fine, as long as you didn’t quarrel with the master. But the half-orc gave in to his feelings and lost to his own emotions. Weakling, thought the dwarf.

Crow continued to work.

First, he forged thirty hammers and thirty heavy seaxes. Then he allowed himself ten minutes of rest. He checked his inventory, unhurriedly brought over a fair amount of copper ingots, and loaded up the furnace again. He shifted the tables and anvil slightly closer together — he was going to be working with small objects, so he needed to make some minor adjustments for comfort. Reducing excess movements would lead to a greater number of items forged in a smaller amount of time. It was one of the main principles of blacksmithing.

Upon learning the recipe, the dwarf pulled the first hot ingot out of the furnace. He raised the hammer and suddenly paused, holding it still over his head. A smile spread across his sooty face as he recited out loud:

“The smith, a mighty man is he, with large and sinewy hands; And the muscles of his brawny arms, are strong as iron bands...”

“You’re not complimenting yourself, are you?” said a passing dwarf smith, narrowing his eyes.

“Not at all, sir,” said Crow, grinning even more widely. “Not at all. It’s from an old poem. It’s called The Village Blacksmith. I just suddenly remembered it.”

“Well, since it’s about a blacksmith, it’s good that you remembered it!” firmly concluded the master and continued on his way, shouldering an iron rod that obviously weighed no less than 400 pounds. Despite the weight, he walked as if he were carrying a feather pillow.

“It’s good that I remembered it,” repeated Crow quietly, bringing down the hammer.

Bam!

After a short pause, he evaluated the result, and then again — bam!

And so the hammer’s song began from the rather modest corner of the forge of the Dukov clan. And it continued until nearly dawn. The dwarf worked quickly and carefully. After every batch of twenty bolt tips, he would stop, think over the results, evaluate them and estimate where he needed to strike more and where he could withhold his hammer. How was he placing his feet? Perhaps he should keep them still like a statue? That would speed up his work. Why keep shifting his feet? This wasn’t a theater stage, after all. It’s actors who need to be expressive and light on their feet, for additional dramatic effect. Blacksmiths, on the other hand, are judged on the quality of their work and their time to completion.

The dwarf forged a hundred bolt tips. Here, too, he deliberately doubled the output. And he equally deliberately did not forge any more — although he could have made at least another twenty crossbow bolts and several hammers or seaxes before Master Tormund’s arrival. However, he decided not to do it. Why give it your all? What if tomorrow Tormund asks to forge three times as much? Then what will he do?

Actually, the wise dwarf knew quite a few ways to speed up the smithing process. However, he had no intention of resorting to them unless absolutely necessary.

“Trainee!” Tormund’s exclamation was loaded with emotion.

“I did the best I could, teacher.” Crow humbly bowed his head, demonstratively wiping his blackened face with a dirty singed sleeve. “You helped me overcome my illness. I’m trying to repay kindness with kindness.”

“Your effort is outstanding, trainee Crow!” The player received a powerful clap on his shoulder. “Absolutely outstanding! I am grateful to you. And I will happily give you a reward. Pick one: a minor smithing skill of the Dukov clan, or a smithing recipe of your choice? I can’t offer anything particularly special, since you’re not even a junior blacksmith. Just a little boy fanning the furnace flames. But you’re growing quickly, and I’m sure you’ll achieve a lot. Unless you stray from your path, of course.”

“I won’t stray from it,” the dwarf reassured him with a smile. “Hm... Teacher?”

“Yes?”

“Can I — with your permission, of course — choose not one minor skill, but two very minor skills? Ones that are almost supplementary to the work of a blacksmith?”

The mentor dwarf furrowed his bushy brows. “Explain.”

“Every day, I need to process considerable amounts of rusted metal into ingots. This takes up a lot of energy. But I’m especially sorry to waste so much time on it.”

“This is wise... Metal should not be allowed to rust. Meanwhile, neat rows of ingots will always warm the heart of any proper blacksmith. And yes, we have a skill for that. It isn’t hard to teach. What about the second one?”

“I end up needing to haul quite a bit of metal. A skill to lighten the load would be most useful to me.”

“We have lots of skills like that. Alright! You’ll receive the lowest ranked one. If you prove yourself worthy, I’ll teach you the next one, too. Are you ready for a lesson? Or are you tired and need a break?”

“I’m ready!”

“Then take a hammer and repeat after me. When reforging a rusted corselet or broken sword, you must always remember the most important principle...”

Half an hour later, the dwarf tumbled out of the Dukov clan’s forge, out of breath and smoking from the heat. He collapsed into a drift beside the stony path. He could almost hear the snow hiss as it melted. He lay still for a while, resting. Next, he began to roll around. As he did so, his sooty skin and clothes grew lighter and lighter, while the fluffy white snow quickly grew black and compressed. By the time Crow stood up, the spot where he had been lying had turned into a thick black pancake that looked rather sombre against a white background.

Having cleaned himself a little, Crow used a teleportation scroll. Meanwhile, he was careful to look down at the ground to try to conceal a huge grin, which he could barely suppress.

He had received two skills from the Dukov clan. The same skills were possessed by only two other dwarvish and four half-orc families — and that’s among those who worship gods of Light or remain neutral. Similar skills could be learned from those on the Dark side, too — but only if you thoroughly stain your own hands with other people’s blood and partake in enough shady dealings. Then they’ll teach you.

You have successfully learned the professional blacksmithing skill
“Dukovs’ Rapid Reforgery — Tier 1.”
Reforging of recyclable materials into metal ingots is accelerated by 5%.
Current acceleration: 5%.
You have successfully learned the professional blacksmithing skill
“Dukovs’ Strong Back — Tier 1.”
Weight of any carried metal is reduced by 2%.
Current reduction in weight: 2%.
Achievement unlocked!
You have achieved “Apprentice of the Dukovs — Tier 1”!
Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu.
Your reward:
+1 everyday tasks assigned by the Dukov clan,
+1 difficulty of everyday tasks assigned by the Dukov clan.


Returning to Gray Peak, the dwarf — who was still grimy despite washing himself in the snow — collapsed into a stream. For a while, he lay in the narrow riverbed, allowing the cold clear water to run over his body and carry away the remains of furnace heat and black soot. His hand came across something smooth. He grabbed the object and glanced at it. It was an empty wine bottle. Curses... Even here, people are starting to throw garbage everywhere. Must have been a player who had finished his wine and tossed the bottle over his shoulder without looking. It’s better to remove it.

After spending enough time lying in the stream, Crow got up with a grunt. Yawning mightily, he trudged home. On the way, he nodded to two guards who were heading out for their morning patrol. The pair looked like they had walked off the cover of a men’s army fashion magazine. They were fit, trim, clean-shaven, and well combed. Their polished chainmail sparkled; the shine reflecting off their boots and belt buckles was blinding. Their faces were strong-willed and purposeful, with chins raised exactly to the right height.

The guards watched with mixed emotions as the dwarf stumbled past them. Here was a respectable citizen, a local resident, the first settler, a hardworking and polite man, who has repeatedly shown valor in battle and has always kept his word. He has a beautiful girlfriend, too, though she is an elf — but you can’t expect everything in a family to be ideal! The dwarf runs a strong household, pays his workers on time; while the latter only ever say good things about their master, and sincerely at that. Moreover, he generously invests money in the outpost: he has built several homes, is paving a street, and has almost finished building a grocery shop. In short, the man is pure gold.

And yet, here he was, swollen-faced, dirty, in torn wet clothes, with a lopsided smile and an empty bottle in hand, barely dragging his feet as he walked home, swaying with every step. Apparently, the drink must have made him really sick, since he had to lie down in a stream. Just how much did he drink? And that’s considering the fact that dwarves are known for their alcohol tolerance: they can down a keg of beer in one go and still remain on their feet.

Hm...

Exchanging looks, the guards shook their heads and continued on their patrolling walk.

Well, what can you do? Life is a complicated thing. Maybe his wife will talk some sense into him? She is also a strong-willed person, even though she is an elf...

There was a flash of light.

Out of the bluish white teleportation flash fell out a woman.

The guards involuntarily halted. Their jaws slowly dropped.

Who is this? What is this?

Making elaborate pirouettes and swinging her arms in an attempt to keep balance, the warrior maiden Lori was barely managing to stay on course as she headed towards the House on the Hill. She did not forget to say hello, and the guards responded dumbfounded, no longer concealing their shock. And how could they hide it?

The girl’s face was covered with multicolored blotches. Her hair was tousled and sticking out in different directions, with clumps of grass, sticks, small bones, and colorful bird feathers tangled in it. Her arms were covered up to the elbow in mud. Her feet were bare and also black with dirt. Her short and once cute blue skirt was ripped at the left thigh, with the rip reaching up far too high.

The guards followed the girl with lingering stares. Too lingering. Then they exchanged glances, sighed heavily, and continued on their patrol, talking quietly with each other.

“I feel sorry for both her and him. But for him especially.”

“No kidding. He is a workaholic that spends the whole day moving boulders, felling trees, serving caravans, and bringing every penny back to the household. And her? Every day, she runs off somewhere with her elf friend. Returns late at night. And today, she came back almost at dawn!”

“She couldn’t even walk straight...”

“Did you notice her smell?”

“How could I not notice! The entire outpost noticed! Did you hear the centurion sneeze in the watchtower? It’s orcish booze! The worst kind of swill! They say that it’s force fed to young dragons who are too afraid to fly. Well, after a single gulp, they soar like eagles across the skies! Only to land at the nearest puddle to drink, in order to somewhat relieve the fire in their throats! Like I said, it’s booze made from mushrooms... You’ve never tried any?”

“Me? No, no, no! Never!” The younger guard shook his head firmly. Too firmly.

The older guard regarded his younger comrade with suspicion, then brushed a fallen leaf off his own shoulder and glanced at the House on the Hill.

“We should tell the centurion. He likes the dwarf. He will knock some sense into him.”

“That’s true. The girl can’t be saved at this point. If an elf girl has reached for orcish booze... there is no way to stop her drinking that poison now. But the dwarf can still be dragged out of that deadly pit. The centurion definitely can do it.”

“Let’s delicately bring the matter up to him... very delicately...”

“Oi!” The angry shout from the watchtower made the guards flinch and turn around.

The huge gray-haired centurion was standing on the threshold with his hands on his hips.

“Why are we standing around, warriors?” he inquired hoarsely. “Off you go! To patrol!”

The guards jumped and straightened up.

“Yessir!”

“That is exactly where we are going, sir!”

“We saw the dwarf Crow pass by drunk, followed by his elf friend Lori — and she was completely sloshed! It’s terrible!”

“Hm... Off you go now.”

“You should have a word with him... maybe there is still hope...”

“Go patrol!”

“Yessir!”

Vurrius followed the guards with his gaze as they speedily departed. For a moment, he looked at the House on the Hill, which was still asleep, and scratched his stomach thoughtfully. Then he returned to the tower, closing the door quietly.

A small white dust cloud appeared in the distance, where the road met the horizon — another cargo convoy was heading towards the outpost. It was the beginning of a normal peaceful day. And the morning looked promisingly sunny.

Breaking news!

Victorious drunken dance!

Nobody will believe it; nevertheless, it’s pure truth!

For the first time in a long while, a player managed to emerge as the winner in the famous orc dance competition — if that is an appropriate term for an event where, during the dance, competitors consume the strongest of alcoholic drinks directly from the bottle, swing weapons, holler insulting sings, and jump over the raging green flames of a special bonfire.

Yes. That’s right. We are talking about the famous Boozefest, which takes place once every two months not far from Roghalroum.

Anyone can participate. Nobody can win. And you certainly won’t win if you are not a half-orc.

For the second time in the entire history of Boozefest, a player became the winner! Actually, this time there are two of them! Two beautiful girls who won as a pair.

The names of the heroes? Amougla Prexi and Lorelenna the Awakened!

And! And! And! They are elves! Two gorgeous female elves won at the famous Boozefest of the orcs! They out-drank and out-danced the surly green-skinned men, who have now hidden themselves in shame and are bawling their eyes out over their defeat!

This is a day to remember!

Naturally, the girls received some pretty good prizes.

In addition, they also got two hundred bottles of the booze! This is the strongest orcish drink, capable of melting even the hardened heart of a dwarf. It can make him frolic like a young mountain goat upon the snowy hills of his youth and sing praises to all the ancestors of those who have brewed this potion.

However, the correspondent is already getting a little carried away — blame the booze! — therefore, he will end the story here and join the dwarves in frolicking upon the hills of his youth...

Congratulations to Amougla and Lorelenna! Bravo!

P.S. Will they try to defend their title of best dancers in two months? Since, if they win, they will receive far better prizes, in addition to five hundred bottles of booze!

P.P.S. We tried to contact the one and only previous winner of Boozefest. However, it turned out that she had left the world of Waldyra a long time ago. That is why, unfortunately, we were not able to interview her.

Classified Ads:

Assorted potions by Boldt Lightborne!

The best quality for an affordable price!

Free delivery with purchase of twelve or more medium potions!

Payment upon receipt.

Pre-made sets of strengthening potions for many player classes!

Also, will buy large amounts of alchemical ingredients. If interested, PM me!

*

Wholesale purchase of medium and large-sized ships.

Contact any clan member of the Architects.

*

Looking to buy a monster card with a Polar Husky! Willing to pay a high price! Urgent!

PM your offers to Turandre Snow

*

Looking to purchase plenary indulgence

and a scroll of golden right to satisfaction. Willing to pay a high price.

Need those that work in all Great Cities.

Direct your correspondence to the barman of Two-Eyed Cyclops in Algora.

Password: dagger and roses of fury


Chapter Six

“DON’T...” THE READHEADED AMAZON moaned piteously. She was lying limply in bed, stretched out on a blanket. “I’m fine like this...”

“Shut up, you elvish boozehead!” grumbled the dwarf hoarsely as he wrapped the amazon in a blanket and hoisted the entire bundle onto his shoulder. “I woke up from your smell. From your radioactive off-gassing! You pointy-eared wreck! Aren’t you worried for your digital liver?”

“But I won... again! Together with Amou... Don’t take me out into the sunlight. Please! I beg you! Have mercy! Let me sleep!”

“Go ahead and sleep. But do it outside. You’re an elf, remember? You recover slower underground.”

“I don’t care. My bedroom is here... it’s my sanctuary...”

“It’s mine, too.”

“You wish,” said the voice from the wrapped bundle.

“Mmmm...” said the dwarf, then marched decisively down the corridor. “If that’s how it is — ”

“I’m sorry! I got carried away! It’s yours, too! Just don’t do it... please... don’t...”

“Don’t even bother.”

“At least grab my pillow...”

“I can do that.”

Ignoring his friend’s moaning, the dwarf grabbed a pillow, along with a tattered novel. He dragged everything onto the surface, brought it almost to the hilltop, and dropped it onto the hillside covered with soft grass.

“Ouch!”

“Okay, let’s see...” The dwarf paid no attention to the angry grumbling coming from the bundle. He scratched his cheek thoughtfully, nodded to himself a few times, and ran down to the kitchen. Grubber and his helpers were already brewing up something under the canopy. The dwarf said a quick hello to the workers, grabbed a large beer mug, and paused over a table with some simple spices.

The spices were few but varied — the dwarf had been using every opportunity to buy some exotic seasonings from passing caravans. So there was still plenty to choose from. After checking the spices, the dwarf got to work.

Sea salt, chili pepper, Zigurdian dried horseradish, eight drops of vegetable oil, one tablespoon of apple cider vinegar, eight raw eggs, one glass of white wine, and one glass of pickle juice. Mix everything together well and force feed it to the patient. That is exactly what the dwarf did, climbing back uphill and ignoring Lori’s furious struggles. She had to drink the entire mug, after which the dwarf left her to sleep in the sun.

He had to act so cruelly for one simple reason: all orc potions, even their banal booze, possess strong and lasting side effects. They are, in some ways, similar to a hangover. The cure is almost the same — if you know one of the many recipes. The dwarf knew a few. He did everything necessary, so that once Lori wakes up, she would not suddenly find that her character can barely see or move. Messing with orc potions is a bad idea. Very bad. As for sunlight, it is important too. It helps break down the negative effects faster, sharply reducing their duration.

Returning to the kitchen, the dwarf sat down at a table. Immediately, a huge skillet with a dozen fried eggs and ham was placed before him. Beside it stood a cup of coffee and a plate of pancakes drizzled with honey. Here it was: the breakfast of real men. The breakfast of champions.

While munching on the delicious food, Crow wrote to Mith. The latter responded surprisingly quickly. It turned out that Mith was still in the real world, and was also having breakfast while sitting in front of a computer. However, he was already planning to dive into Waldyra. Amou was still asleep, and will keep sleeping for the next several hours at least, because she spent last night dancing and getting drunk, according to her sleepy explanation.

Chortling, the dwarf shared the anti-hangover recipe with Mith, in case Amou appears someplace other than Gray Peak. The cardmaster promised to prepare the hellish cocktail exactly as specified. Then he went silent.

The dwarf was slowly finishing his fried eggs when he received an unexpected question:

“Should I give her the cocktail in the real world?”

“No! In Waldyra! In Waldyra only!” hastily wrote back Crow.

Sheesh...

Young people these days... they are always in a hurry. The black-haired dwarf shook his head in exasperation, imagining real-world Amou’s potential reaction to being forced to drink an anti-hangover cocktail made of such unusual and rather unpleasantly tasting ingredients. That could get Mith killed...

Having finished his breakfast, he slowly drained his coffee cup. Then he sat awhile at the table, mentally gathering himself. He wanted to sleep... but he couldn’t allow himself the luxury. Work awaited him. Lots of work. Loads of it.

He began with a stroll around the property, encountering several patrolling groups as he went, including those composed of his own workers. He talked with each patrol group, then stopped by a grocery store that was under construction. The builders had begun to set up the rafters. The walls had already been raised, the door hung, and the windows inserted. Today by noon the grocery shop will be completed. The builders will be done well before lunchtime. After that, they will begin to clear space for more homes.

No sooner had the player reached the houses than he was overwhelmed by workers and their relatives. Some of them had arrived yesterday; some only recently. Each of them needed a place to sleep.

Well... Crow managed to solve this problem. Except no matter how you look at it, no matter how hard you try, the remaining three empty homes will not be able to house over twenty people, all of whom were new arrivals. Selecting three families, Crow moved them into the houses and listened to their outpouring of gratitude. He talked to the rest, asking them to sleep for a couple of days in tents and under canopies. He assured them that as soon as today, he will find each of them a paid job.

While he was talking with the girls and guys, he noticed that the newly moved-in families had begun to settle in and even dig in the soil. They were already strolling among the future garden beds behind the houses.

In front of his very eyes, Gray Peak was filling up with permanent residents.

Crow’s biggest concern right now? Their professions.

The vast majority of the newly arrived had no specialization. Most often they were unskilled laborers. Stocky, sinewy guys and young smiling ladies. Each of them was ready to work hard and follow orders perfectly, but only when the assigned task was simple and easy to understand: wash dishes, chop down a tree, dig a hole, chop firewood, etc. Well, there was plenty of unskilled work that needed to be done on Crow’s land.

He quickly gathered a team of sturdy guys and placed them under the leadership of one of his old-timers. The entire crowd — a dozen guys! — went off into the ravine for stones and logs. One of the patrol teams marched in the rear of the group, in order to keep an eye on it and make sure nothing bad happens. The main task of the brigade was to bring enough long and straight pine logs to build the future watchtower platforms.

As for professions...

This was a tougher situation.

Seven of the newcomers who were older possessed professional skills.

But these were hardly in demand.

A bookbinder.

Two potters.

One fisherman.

An apprentice carpenter.

An apprentice stonemason.

An apprentice clerk.

Two of them — the stonemason and the carpenter — the dwarf immediately assigned to further training under his own workers, ordering the apprentices to obey their mentors in everything and to study diligently.

As for the rest...

Crow found a job for the bookbinder pretty quickly, too — the dwarf handed him the most tattered books, ordering him to fix them up. No tools or materials? Here is some money and a teleportation scroll. Have at it. Take the potters with you, and buy some groceries from this shopping list on your way back. And get some beer. And take the fisherman along, too — he’ll lend you a hand.

As for the fair sex...

In this case, everything was much simpler: they will be sent to work in the kitchen. Thankfully, each of the girls and women possessed basic skills in cooking, washing dishes, etc. The number of eaters was increasing with every passing day. The servers were constantly running back and forth, bringing food and taking away empty plates.

Having finished, the dwarf sat down on a pile of rocks and rested awhile. He watched the busy folk disperse, each to his task.

He had almost sixty locals under his command! Crazy! Or is it more than sixty? He had already lost count. And that’s not all: two workers have informed him that three more small families will arrive today by nightfall. In short, the workers have overachieved in the task assigned to them by their boss, and were deservedly proud of it. Meanwhile, the dwarf must now rack his brains about where to house all the arrivals. He had no intention of hiring more builders. The ones he already had produced quality work quickly and cheaply — what more could he ask for?

As he sat on the rocks and without getting up, the dwarf started a conversation with the lamplighter, who was passing by. The latter took obvious pride in explaining and showing his work. It immediately became clear that his pride was well earned. He had finished installing almost all street lamps. They had shone flawlessly all night. The House on the Hill was lit on all sides, just like the resting place for caravans and a part of the street in front of the four finished houses and unfinished grocery shop. The young lamplighter was fishing for praise, and the dwarf did not disappoint. Moreover, he thanked the worker sincerely, without pretense.

Ending the conversation, Crow was about to move on when he saw a swaying red-haired barefooted ghost in a gray tanktop and red shorts. Lori staggered and shook like a thin blade of grass in a hurricane wind. Nevertheless, she was smiling cheerfully.

“What sort of hellish mixture did you pour down my throat, O wise blacksmith?” asked the amazon. “Last time, I couldn’t stand on my feet for ten hours after the competition. The game system kept screeching like crazy. But now, I can walk perfectly fine!”

“I wouldn’t call that ‘perfectly fine.’“ The dwarf sighed and grimaced, glancing quickly at the guards walking by. “Heaven forbid they label you an alcoholic.”

“What?!” Lori looked insulted. “But I’m an innocent creature! And to hell with what they think, anyway! It was worth it!”

“Was it?” said Crow doubtfully.

“Of course! “ The girl smiled victoriously. “Where could I show you the page?”

“What page?”

“Actually, it’d be better to send you a screenshot. Crowcci! This is something! Really something! You gotta sit down for this. And I’ll lie down for a bit. And lie with my eyes closed, while you look at the royal spoils.”

“This better be worth it,” grumbled the dwarf, obediently sitting down on a warmed rock and throwing his cloak down on the grass. The amazon instantly plopped face down on it and moaned blissfully:

“The world stopped spinning! The world stopped spinning!”

“Whoa!” exclaimed Crow in open amazement. He looked down at Lori. “Incredible!”

“I told you so!”

“How did you find out?”

“A certain fanged green-skinned fella accidentally let it slip. That, apparently, it will be possible to receive not only the winner’s cup, but also choose from several prizes. And that, among those prizes was even a partially burnt page about some sort of cult of death — a prize that nobody wants. That’s when me and my friend took up the challenge. We spent a day and a half preparing in secret! And won!”

“You guys are amazing. Simply amazing...”

Before the dwarf’s eyes, visible only to him, hung a detailed screenshot in full color. It showed a yellowing page with burnt and blackened edges, either torn from a book or perhaps the only surviving page of said book.

The page was dedicated to spiritual possession. It was directly related to those poor creatures who had, of their own free will — this phrase was highlighted in bold red ink and thrice underlined — of their own free will, allowed the spirit of a follower of the cult of Anrull to enter their body. Part of the text was missing; nevertheless, the illustration was fully preserved. It showed the faint outline of a man’s silhouette, who was leaning back as he screamed, his hands clutching his head. The body outline was faint, yet the heart was depicted in the finest detail. And so was the bony, clawed hand clutching the heart. The claws had sunk in deep. They were holding the heart in a vise-like grip. Black blood was dripping out of the wounds.

Beneath the drawing were only a few lines:

For tricking Anrull, you’ll pay in full

Playing tricks on Death is the errand of a fool

With your heart and your soul you’ll pay for the lie

Once you give up the ghost, you’ll be thrown into hell,

Where dead gods endlessly scream and yell!

A toy for the mad you’ll forever become

So think long and think hard,

And make your choice wise:

Are games with Death worth paying the price?

“Hmmmm,” drawled Crow. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Who cares! Did you read what it says about the destination of those who let the spirit of a cultist into their body and do not fulfill their promises?”

“‘Once you give up the ghost, you’ll be thrown into hell,’“ recited the dwarf. “‘Where dead gods endlessly scream and yell.’ A short and clear address: Hell for gods.”

“Tantariall,” whispered Lori, lowering her voice. “Whaddaya say?”

“What’s it to us?” sighed the player. “We definitely won’t get sent there. Even if Vurrius gets thrown into it — what’s that to us? We won’t even be able to contact him.”

“But what if?” The amazon squinted up at him. “Bind his soul to some sort of powerful beacon spell. Track the signal. Get the final destination point. Then start to look for a way to get there, by trying places at random and punching faces as we go. We’ve already done things this way, Crowcci. More than once.”

“This isn’t an elvish prison hidden god knows where. Nor is it the secret orc mithril mine of the Forbidden Word.”

“That mine was so cool, though!” said Lori nostalgically, shutting her eyes tight again. “What a legend! What a map! What monsters! And the prisoners, who had their voices burned out permanently by magic... and so did the guards... all in order to prevent anyone so much as whispering the name of the Master of the Mine, who slumbered on the lower levels... but we managed to sneak in there. We spent so much time strategizing, remember? How to sneak past the guards into the barracks, how to find a single particular dwarf we need among a hundred dirty workers... And that’s when our leader gets up and, with enormous contempt in his voice, declares: ‘ Bloodcolorthundastruck?! What kind of stupid name is that?!’“

“That’s when it all happened,” the dwarf sighed with equal nostalgia, smiling widely. “For the first time in my life, I’ve witnessed black orc troops fleeing in panic — and they are supposed to be top of the elite! But they ran for their lives. And all this happened in total silence...”

“Unless you count Lu’s mocking, contemptuous laughter...”

“So, what does the page give us?” said Crow sharply, snapping back to reality. “We are not locals. We are not gonna get sent to Hell! Did you get drunk and dance for nothing?”

“Read the bottom of the page!” pouted the amazon, offended. “There is a half-erased note.”

“Mmm?”

The dwarf enlarged the screenshot, rotated the page slightly, squinted, zoomed in a bit more, and, barely deciphering the scribbles, read:

“‘Saint Borisol’s Banishing Ritual.’Hm... Never heard of it. What is it?”

“Yesterday, immediately after winning, while high on orcish booze, we visited a public library. There, we almost poisoned the old and constantly yawning old librarian with fumes of booze. And do you know what we found?”

“Stop teasing. What did you find?”

“A mention of Saint Borisol’s ritual, which allows one to banish a dark entity that has taken up residence in another’s body. At the same time, it forces that same dark entity to forget the name of the one whose body it possessed!”

“Superb!”

“No kidding!”

“Doubly superb, even,” added Crow. “Since had we decided to banish the cultist from Vurrius — ”

“Then Vurrius would have met his end. And we would’ve gotten dragged around courtrooms for murdering the brave centurion and war veteran Vurrius. We dodged a bullet!”

“This calls for formal praise in front of the whole team,” the dwarf announced solemnly.

“And where is this team?” asked the amazon, looking around.

“Give me the page. I’ll give it to Vurrius. It will serve as a warning against him making rash decisions, and simultaneously as proof of the fact that we are doing our best to save his immortal soul.”

“Fiiiine... Tonight, though, I expect a proper thank-you! A romantic dinner with candlelight and so on!”

“Deal,” said Crow, smiling. He took the page and immediately put it away into his inventory. “If you will be home before midnight.”

“I will! Now go away. I need to sleep.” Lori dropped her head onto her crossed arms and went quiet.

The dwarf stroked her hair tenderly, allowing himself a few minutes to admire the sleeping amazon. Then he carefully lifted her along with the cloak and returned her to the hillside, where she would not be disturbed by anyone. He covered her with a blanket and quietly kissed her on the cheek. Then he ran down the hillside, heading for the stone watchtower — the headquarters of the local authorities.

* * *

Centurion Vurrius was gently holding the page. He slowly read it over and over, over and over, over and over.

The dwarf was leaning against the wall with his shoulder. He showed no outward sign of impatience. Instead, he calmly waited while studying the old centurion’s battle hammer from afar. It was a terrifying weapon. Its appearance alone was enough to generate fear. And if you see it raised over your head...

Vurrius set the page aside, motioning to Crow that it is okay to take it back, which the dwarf did. “So, does this mean that, if attempts to drive out the creature possessing me are successful — ”

“Then the banishment of the cultist against his will would result in your instant death. Death of the body is not the worst thing,” — the dwarf gave a shrug — ”but the soul... If the poem is correct, then your soul would be sent to Hell for deities, where it would forever be a toy for insane gods.”

“Fallen gods,” corrected Vurrius.

Crow nodded, accepting the correction. Officials love to embellish the sad facts of reality.

“A toy for fallen gods.”

“So what do we do now? Give up?”

“By no means, centurion,” said the dwarf, shaking his head. “On the contrary, it’s a huge step forward! A hint! Now we know what to do: search for Saint Borisol’s ritual. And that exactly what we’ll do — and do it immediately.”

“Yet again, I thank you from the bottom of my heart, my friend Crow,” said the centurion slowly. He leaned back in his armchair, studying the sturdy black-haired dwarf in front of him. The dwarf had a steady, direct gaze and powerful arms held loosely at his sides.

The centurion couldn’t help remembering his own long-deceased father, who had always said that a man can and should be judged by only two things: his arms and his gaze — they never lie.

They weren’t lying now, either.

The dwarf radiated calm confidence.

And the centurion has already seen, more than once, that the dwarf always keeps his word.

“I am grateful for your help and protection, Centurion Vurrius,” responded the player in kind, inclining his head respectfully.

“Is there anything I can help you with? I understand that acquiring evidence eats up a lot of your time and resources. I don’t have a lot of savings...”

“We aren’t spending that much time or money,” said the dwarf, not entirely honestly. “What is truly difficult is the search for hints. The little keys to the truth are deeply buried in a swamp of fiction. We have to scoop and scoop the foul water, and sift through empty sand. We have to expend quite a lot of energy in the search for the rarest golden grains of truth.”

“You sure know how to paint a picture. So then, how can I help?”

“Saint Borisol. Who is he? We only recently found out about his ritual. We haven’t yet had the chance to gather evidence about Borisol himself. Who is he? A high priest in one of the temples of Light?”

“Borisol... I have heard of that name. And I hear it less and less with every passing year — even though he did a lot of good. Borisol is long dead. He was buried with modest honors.”

Crow was not disappointed by this fact — he had expected it. The page was far too ancient. So ancient that it was immediately obvious that any persons mentioned in the text were presently dead, and their bodies had long since decayed.

“He had never been a high priest,” continued Vurrius. “Not even close. According to legend, Borisol had been an orphan since early childhood. He had spent many years wandering the streets barefooted, eating whatever he found on the ground or any food gifted to him by kind travelers. Once, he became seriously ill. He lay dying on a muddy road in pouring rain. As he lay there, gasping and dying, he was picked up by a female pilgrim who was passing by. With huge difficulty, she carried him on her already hunched back to the gates of a small mountain temple hidden among grim snowy peaks not far from Khradalroum. This trip on the cracking strained back of the elderly woman pilgrim became Borisol’s last journey ever, as he never left that temple since. He is buried there. Buried with modest honors and in accordance with the ritual of the Holy Snowstorm.”

Crow involuntarily grimaced and gave a fake cough to hide his emotions.

The Holy Snowstorm.

That nasty thing! Very powerful, though.

It was a magical ritual performed on those deceased individuals whose dead bodies were likely to become an object of interest to players. This is because the dead were buried along with many important personal items, which often happened to be powerful artifacts, correspondence, unique weapons, and the like.

The Holy Snowstorm guarantees one thing: the body will remain untouched. It will be forever trapped inside a large chunk of translucent white stone. Inside the stone is a perpetual blizzard. The swirling white and gold sand particles will sometimes part, allowing one to see the perfectly preserved body of a famous hero, a well-known saint, a deceased king, or some other important person.

The Holy Snowstorm is permanent: this magic cannot be undone. The stone is impossible to damage. It cannot even be scratched. Although it doesn’t seem to be classified as an indestructible object, so far nobody has managed to put so much as a scratch on it. And here’s the problem: if you hit the stone, kick it, or do something similar to it, then your name becomes instantly known in many of the temples of Light. No amount of camouflaging will help you. No hiding spell will save you. It has already been tried and tested. As soon as you try to desecrate the grave — and it’s a grave, no matter how you look at it — someone will come after you. As a whole squad, most likely.

In short, if the description of the ritual invented by Saint Borisol is currently lying beside him inside the Snowstorm, then it’s over — there is no way to retrieve the writings from there. All attempts will be useless.

Well, maybe not entirely useless...

The occasional attempts of desperate players have proven that the unique stone does not give the system message “This object is indestructible.” There is probably a way to destroy it, but nobody has managed to find it yet. The attempts continue to this day. They are usually performed by the hands of those players who, for some reason, are planning to delete their character. They get generously paid for it. Armed with unimaginable weapons or magic, pumped up on elixirs, and wrapped in auras, the players come to one of the Snowstorms and deliver a powerful blow. Then they leave Waldyra forever, or get reborn as someone else. It would be stupid to continue living in this world while having such a large number of Light deities and high priests as enemies. An act like that is equivalent to desecration of a shrine. And it is punished accordingly. An offense of this magnitude is almost impossible to atone for; it will not be simply forgotten, either.

Recently, the white stones have been made impossible to lift. This was done to counteract those smartas... those who are so smart and cunning that they had the idea to bring along a portable holy tomb to one of the clan conflicts. They took it and used it as a shield. The opponent hit the holy tomb with full force — and received lifelong problems of such magnitude that it forced him to raise his voice to the heavens, addressing the Immortals: Save me! I’ve been set up! Clear my name!

And so they pleaded. And the Immortals came down. They spent a lot of time sorting out the problem. They finally managed to fix the situation. After that, the holy bodies trapped in stone stopped being portable. You can’t lift it. Even if you manage to move it from its spot, it will magically return to its original place moments later.

With a brief shake of the head, the dwarf exited memory lane and concentrated on the present.

“The location of that mountain temple is probably hidden and forgotten, right?” he inquired with a sigh, preparing to hear the most disappointing news.

“Not at all! Why would you think that?” asked Vurrius in surprise. “The temple is still in the same place, as far as I’m aware. The last time I visited it was two years ago. Do you need directions where to find the temple?”

“Oh yes!” Crow nodded. “We do! That would make things much easier for us.”

“Here you go.” The centurion scribbled a couple of lines on paper and handed the sheet to the dwarf. “I’ll say it again, my friend Crow: I’m deeply grateful. I won’t forget your kindness and the help of your friends.”

“We aren’t doing this for profit, Centurion Vurrius. And we don’t expect any payment.”

“Still. Anyway! We have been sitting and standing around for too long. Shall we take a walk?”

“With pleasure,” said the dwarf, nodding.

The centurion threw on a cape and grabbed his hammer, and they left the tower.

Surprisingly, despite their major differences in height, body shape, age, and position, Crow and Vurrius elicited equal respect as they walked side by side. Those who greeted the centurion also made sure to acknowledge the player Crow. And vice versa. No matter how you looked at it, the two persons currently strolling across the grounds were the outpost’s top leadership. The centurion had been stationed here by the Guard of Algora, and therefore, by the king. Crow had arrived here himself; however, he had quite a few workers under his jurisdiction. Thus, the dwarf had a lot of influence here. And it was still up for debate whether the locals living here had the same level of respect for both the centurion and the dwarf. Many of them openly called the player their breadwinner, benefactor, protector, and patron of the poor and orphaned. And that is exactly what he was. Moreover, he did not rest on his laurels but constantly kept himself busy.

As they slowly marched across the outpost, the two incredibly different looking warriors talked leisurely. First they reached the wall around the House on the Hill. They stood awhile under one of the lampposts, looking at the fully paved parking lot for caravans and convoys. After having a good look, they continued their conversation as they walked down the future street. Vurrius asked no questions; however, the dwarf was eager to show and tell him everything without prompt.

“Here are four houses that have been fully completed. Four families have already moved into them. The family that lives in the first house — they have a restless grandfather who is as strong as the root of an oak tree. He rented some land from me for cultivation. And he got a pair of oxen.”

“I noticed,” said Vurrius, nodding. “The soil here is poor, but with proper care, it will yield a harvest. And if you fertilize regularly and don’t skimp on magic, then the harvest will be plentiful.”

“I don’t doubt it. And here, I plan to open a grocery shop by noon tomorrow,” said Crow, pointing.

“It is much needed. The number of travelers keeps increasing. Anything can happen on their journey: from a leaky shoe sole to a sword shattered against an enemy skull.”

“My thoughts exactly. I want every visitor to Gray Peak to be able to acquire all travel necessities for a reasonable price.”

“Very wise. My advice to you: check the product quality yourself. This is to prevent rusted and rotten junk from being sold. Otherwise, it is your reputation that will suffer.”

“I will check everything thoroughly,” Crow assured him. Then he gestured for them to move onwards, proudly showing the next section of the street. “More family homes will be built here. They will be ready to live in as soon as they’re finished. Meanwhile, I have been housing all new arrivals in tents and under marquees, but it’s a temporary measure.”

“Alright. I see the houses’ yards are small?”

“I’d like to build the homes closer to each other in the center,” explained the dwarf. “Side by side. Their yards won’t be too big. However, they will have a front garden and a backyard for growing vegetables.”

“I see. And where will they put a bathhouse? Where will you have them wash themselves? Or will you build the bathhouse yourself? As I’m sure you understand that without good hygiene, trouble will come knocking soon. If they don’t wash thoroughly at least once every two days and scrub themselves clean, there will be problems. All kinds of diseases will be brought here.”

“Erm... I’ll start building the bathhouse tomorrow, or maybe even tonight,” said Crow with an awkward cough.

“What about the water source? Will they need to dig wells? The stream, although strong-flowing, won’t be enough for everyone.”

“They won’t be digging any wells,” stated the dwarf categorically, almost waving his hands in protest. “It won’t be necessary. I will provide a constant and abundant supply of fresh water. There will be plenty of water!”

“Naturally, the water will be free?” clarified the centurion.

“Of course! Fresh, clean, crisp, and free.”

“Good. Why did you leave this spot empty?”

“A tavern,” briefly explained the dwarf. Then, unable to stop himself from spilling the juicy details, added, “It’ll be two stories high and made of stone! On the first floor will be a large hall for visitors and a kitchen. Behind it will be a spacious square yard. Accommodations will be on the second floor.”

“Oho... You have some big plans, dwarf Crow. Actually, I’m not surprised. Most dwarves are quite industrious and have an amazing sense of purpose. It is rare to meet one who isn’t. So keep doing what you’re doing. And don’t slow down — that is my advice to you.”

“I will always heed your advice, Centurion Vurrius,” said the dwarf, with a note of flattery.

“I appreciate it. And what did you have planned here?”

“Wooden watchtowers.”

“Wooden,” repeated Vurrius, grimacing.

“Wooden,” sighed Crow, also grimacing. “But what choice is there?”

“It should be stone. And tall. And square. Like the outline on this plan.” The centurion took a blueprint out of an inner pocket of his jacket, and handed it to the dwarf.

“No way...”

“A fort. A square one. With eight towers. And thick walls. Good-sized barracks for the guards, a kitchen, and stables. A spacious area in case of a siege — all the local residents can easily fit there. And an arsenal, of course. There are a lot of things mentioned there, as you’ll see for yourself.”

“Thank you! Thank you very much, Centurion Vurrius! Thank you from the bottom of my heart!”

“There is nothing to really thank me for. Your reputation precedes you, dwarf Crow. With every day, you make more friends. No enemies in sight. But I know that, even if you have enemies, they will soon meet a cruel end. That is because of your... peculiar nature, as they say nowadays.”

The centurion gave a short laugh and clapped the dwarf on the shoulder. Then he looked around, walked about fifteen strides, and jabbed his finger towards the ground at his feet.

“Start building a tower right here — the one that’s labeled with the number one on your plan.”

“Will do!”

“When will you start?”

“As soon as tomorrow.”

“Wasn’t tomorrow supposed to be for building the bathhouse?” said the centurion, narrowing his eyes.

“Building a bathhouse, homes, providing a generous supply of fresh and clean water, buying and selling, forging, laying foundations for the tower, paving the street, installing streetlights... I have more than enough on my plate, Centurion Vurrius. But I like being busy.”

“You seem to be managing, for now. But don’t forget: a single extra straw can break even a camel’s back.”

“With the help of my friends, I’ll manage.” Crow smiled brightly. “I’ll definitely manage.”

“Very well,” boomed the veteran and, waving his hand in farewell, marched off to meet a mounted patrolling squad returning from the ravine.

The dwarf followed the centurion with his eyes, then turned around and trotted back towards the House on the Hill. On the way, he ran into Mith, who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere. They had no chance to talk, as the cardmaster was in a hurry to finish several mandatory tasks from his daily to-do list. Today will be a rough day for Mith. Although he doesn’t know it yet, the dwarf will soon have to break these sad news to him. In the meantime, the dwarf yelled to his retreating back that they will have a meeting in one hour. All four of them.

And now...

Now he had to condense four hours worth of work into just one hour.

There was no point in wondering whether this was possible or not — there was no time for wondering.

Diving under the hill, the dwarf began to complete one task after another. He dug out everything made of iron that was fit for sale. He maxed out the rest of his weightlifting capacity with bricks and paving stones, and dragged it all outside. He made three more similar trips, always trying to do them at a run. On his fifth trip, he hauled over three slightly bent streetlights and handed them to the young master. On his sixth trip, he dragged over to the builders three miraculously preserved logs — he had found them on a lopsided cart that stood at a dead end of a street. On the way, he had to finish off four necrorats and one huge, scary but low-level bat.

The bat, by the way, was remarkable. It was striped like a zebra, with large pointed ears and huge eyes with cross-shaped irises. It was surprisingly sharp-clawed, in order to better grip the heads of its victims. It had no jaws. Instead, it had a saw-toothed and hollow short harpoon. Its level was 64. Its name? Brainsucker Tregha.

The name fully explains the food source and feeding method of this cute little beastie.

They had never been present in the mapped portion of Gvaktal before — the dwarf was certain of this fact. The beasts had appeared recently. They avoided going near the pulsing beacon. Something was quietly changing in the ancient lost city. They urgently needed to strengthen their defenses. And they needed to do it no later than tonight. They’ll do it as soon as they return.

Return...

He hasn’t even left yet!

He spent the rest of the hour bringing out useful building materials. After making sure that his workers had everything they needed, the dwarf allowed himself to have some breakfast. As he ate, he talked with two wandering beggars, while watching the lively sales out of the corner of his eye. Behind the sales table stood Mith, helped by Amou and Lori. If you could call it help, that is. The girls had not yet fully recovered and were swaying dangerously on their feet. Yet, somehow, they still managed, and were doing better with every passing minute. Finishing his meal, the dwarf gave the beggars some change and shabby clothes, said goodbye and dived under the hill again. He reached the headquarters and plopped down into one of the armchairs. However, his restless pragmatic nature forced him to get up again and start preparing for the team’s next outing.

Alchemical potions, strong and lightweight gear, armor, staffs... The dwarf was prepping thoroughly, with total focus on the task at hand. Unsurprisingly, when he was finished with basic preparations — just basic ones! — and looked around, the first thing he saw was his friends’ eyes shining with excitement.

“So where exactly are we going?” purred Lori as she lounged in one of the armchairs. “Mmm?”

“Yes! Where?!” demanded Mith, as he leaned forward and unsuccessfully tried to look calm and indifferent. “Where are we going to gain new deadly experience?!”

“I’m ready,” replied Amou in a surprisingly short and calm way.

Oho... The dwarf did a double take at the young girl bard. Not that long ago, she wasn’t even a fledgling. And look at her now!

“Poor, poor Mith,” sighed Crow heavily, rubbing the cardmaster’s shoulder. “Keep working! Work hard! And don’t give up! Then maybe you won’t be abandoned...”

“What’s going on? I don’t get it!” said the cardmaster nervously, looking around at his friends. “I don’t get it at all! Why am I suddenly being abandoned? By whom? And for what? Amou? It’s Amou, isn’t it? I can’t believe it! How could you do this to me...”

“I’m not leaving you,” said Amou with a smile, then, turning away slightly, with a distinct note of malice in her voice, added, “yet...”

Mith grabbed at his own head, and, pulling at his hair, howled something unintelligible. For the next couple of minutes, the headquarters filled with collective laughter. Only for a second did the dwarf’s laugh falter, sounding fake — he had involuntarily remembered how, in his previous life, they had laughed together and lightly teased each other just like this. Back then, they were happy. Truly happy. Right until the moment the fire dragon appeared...

A huge talking dragon with fiery breath, who did not manage to incinerate them while they sheltered inside an impregnable tower; a dragon who belched an all-consuming flame while circling around them. The dragon who, before flying away, promised that they will not escape his flames. The dragon who promised to burn them. He will definitely burn their bodies to ashes...

It sounded horrible. It sounded terrifying. It sounded menacing. It sounded in the spirit of Waldyra...

Hidden behind walls and magic shields, they watched the dragon disappear in thick white clouds and roared with laughter, rejoicing at their narrow escape. They laughed and teased each other over their facial expressions and how they had run scrambling from fiery death...

That was their last happy day in Waldyra.

A little later, the next day but in real life, came the last evening of their lives...

The dwarf’s laughter faltered only for a moment and then sounded sincere again. For a moment, Lori faltered too. They — carrying one and the same pain that was both physical and emotional — exchanged brief glances. Mith and Amou did not notice anything. They were roaring with laughter, having already embraced. Glancing at this couple, Crow chuckled and pulled Lori close.

“What’s gotten into you?” snorted the redhead.

“We are just as good,” replied the dwarf with a smile. “Alright, dammit... I give us another couple of minutes for jokes and negging. Then we’ll have a brief meeting — and off we go!”

“Finally! I was wondering when you were going to get tired of building little houses and digging in the dirt!”

“Digging dirt?! We’ll never get tired of it!” exclaimed Mith, proudly placing his hand on the shovel standing nearby. “We are born and raised diggers!”

“Your dad is an accountant,” squeaked the bard in confusion. “What born and raised digger? And your mom works at a zoo.”

“No disclosing personal details of this nature!” sternly declared Crow, frowning. “Ever!”

“Alright, sensei... but damn... a born and raised digger, my foot...”

“That’s figuratively! Figuratively speaking! So, where are we going, Crowcci? And how many cubic feet of soil will we need to churn, groaning while gripping the handles of our faithful shovels and feeling the bursting of bloody calluses on our overworked palms...”

“Ahem,” began Crow in surprise after a confused pause. “I’ll start with bad news for some of us: digging will not be required.”

“Yaaaay!”

“Yay!”

“Noooo... What kind of adventure does not involve digging? Crow! Are you sure?”

“We won’t need to dig. Oh, come on — adventures can be had without messing around in the dirt! Besides, I think routine tasks await us. Questioning, smiling, talking. And nothing more...”


Chapter Seven

“I KNEW IT!” MITH DECLARED victoriously in a hoarse voice, wrapping his nose in a fluffy yellow scarf. “I knew it! Digging is sacred! We won’t get anywhere without it!”

“A plague upon my beard!” cursed the normally calm dwarf, pulling the fur cap off his head. “And a crack in my hammer! How can this be?”

“Like this,” said Lori grimly. In one smooth movement, she landed on the dwarf’s shoulders and began to scout the surroundings from her new perch. “The forces of digital nature did quite a number on this place... and so did the rain...”

The rain was worth mentioning.

It was fairly heavy and unusually monotonous, as if some invisible heavenly hand was holding a watering can over their heads. There was not even the slightest hint of wind. The streams of rain fell vertically. From the gray skies came slightly mocking rolls of thunder. What was surprising: the adventurers were already standing knee-deep in clouds, which were slowly crawling north. The clouds at their feet seemed to be absorbing the moisture as it literally poured down on them from the clouds above.

What was even more surprising: if you were to descend a quarter of a mile, down to the place where they got chucked out by teleport, to the start of a narrow winding trail, the place there would be absolutely dry. There would not be a single hint of rain, not counting the solid mass of clouds moving overhead.

It was raining here only.

Lori, who continued to stand on the dwarf’s powerful shoulders, pulled up the hood of her jacket. Then, with a click, she opened a dark red umbrella over her head. A second later, Amou followed her example and opened a yellow umbrella decorated with black designs. Discouraged, Mith reached for the hood of his own jacket, but, noticing the grim and indifferent frown on the dwarf’s wet face, lowered his hands. Together, they stared across at the mountain temple.

Rain is nothing. A minor inconvenience. Let the digital water pour down from the heavens — who cares? A good few inches of rain could only benefit cultivated fields, orchards, well-groomed parks, and personal lawns — that is what any valley dweller would tell you with confidence, having never ascended into the mountains where water rushing down steep slopes presents serious danger.

Especially when the mountain slopes are made of loose earth... that’s where real trouble begins.

As was the case here.

During his discussion with the dwarf, Centurion Vurrius mentioned that the last time he was here was two years ago.

Well...

Many things had happened in that time. The temple, cut into the mountainside, had been abandoned. Out of a busy location teeming with pilgrims, the place had turned into a squelching swamp. It had taken on the form of a slow mudslide, which gradually slid downhill, disappearing in the cloudy mist.

Waves of mud flowed over the temple’s stone walls, briefly lingering in the square courtyard and swirling around the mud-clogged buildings. The waves vaguely resembled a crowd of tourists, which had flooded the holy ruins and was greedily examining and photographing every pebble. Having had enough of the temple, the mud slowly exited the temple gates and flowed down the slope. New mud flowed in to replace it, bubbling from the heavy rain drops.

The temple was drowning in mud, rain, and neglect. A young olive tree had found its way through a crack in the roof and was holding up well in the hammering rain. The vibrant green color of its foliage slightly brightened the gloomy grayish brown landscape. Reaching with all its might towards the young olive was a faded yellow vine, wrapped around a fallen dead tree. Mud flowed slowly beneath it, hungrily absorbing rainwater and small yellow leaves. The dead tree had fallen across two buildings, turning into a semblance of a bridge. This bridge bristled with sharp dead branches and did not evoke the slightest desire to step on it.

Taking a deep breath, the dwarf spoke in a singsong voice:

“On to a bridge

Suspended over a precipice

Clings an ivy vine

Body and soul together.”

“That fits,” said Lori approvingly as she stood still under the red umbrella, with one hand resting on the handle of a dagger hanging from her belt. “Who wrote that?”

“Bashō.”

“It fits,” repeated the amazon. The umbrella in her hand shuddered as it rained harder. “Although, I think the famous one about the tenacious snail is more fitting in our situation.”

The dwarf obliged:

“O snail

Climb Mt. Fuji

But slowly, slowly!”

“It seems like we will have to repeat the feat of the tenacious snail,” said Amou’s musical voice, breaking the silence. “But I don’t mind. This yellow vine promises to support our weight. Although many of its leaves are dyed red and gray... It’s dying, so we should hurry... I see thatched roofs in the distance, behind the temple.”

The girl looked meaningfully at Mith, who was standing with his mouth open. She moved her shoulder slightly, and he scrambled to grab the handle of her umbrella, raising it slightly over her head. The bard gently stroked the strings of the guitar and recited:

“Beneath the water

Dead leaves fall

To the rocks.”

“Beautiful,” said Lori, closing her eyes. “A fine choice that reveals a true connoisseur.”

“I have to agree,” said Crow, barely nodding, with a note of approval in his voice. “An amazing choice. Although, if I were Amou, I would have mentioned these equally relevant lines.”

With a tiny cough, the dwarf cleared his throat and quoted:

“The winter wind

Flings pebbles

At the temple bell.”

Everyone strained their ears. A barely audible ringing was, indeed, coming from the other side of the temple, directly from the sopping wet thatched roofs previously spotted by Amou.

“Perhaps the inhabitants of that village are calling specifically to us,” suggested Lori, hopping down from the dwarf’s shoulders. “Or maybe they are warning us. Shall we make a small detour and have a couple of cups of strong, bold green tea with them?”

“I’d rather have a large cup of warmed sake,” said Crow, cracking his neck and shaking rainwater out of his hair.

“To stretch out our feet towards a bonfire that warms a sooty copper pot with thick fish stew,” said Amou dreamily. “To gently dry my slightly wet guitar... I absolutely wouldn’t mind making a small detour. We’ll have time to visit the temple later.”

“It’s decided, then,” said Crow and then turned to Mith. “My faithful friend, what say you? Your voice is just as important.”

“What say I?!” croaked Mith. He swayed heavily as he took a step forward, one hand clutching at his head and the other his heart. “What say I?! This is what I say!”

He opened his mouth wide and shouted; however, at that moment, a long roll of thunder came from the skies, drowning out all other sounds.

“ — and why in the name of — ”

“Booommm...” said the skies gravely.

“ — did everyone suddenly start speaking in verses, I don’t get it! But! I never expected you, Crowcci, out of all people, to pull — ”

Boooommm...

“ — like this! Did you spend time preparing? And didn’t tell me? And now I look like a Japanese peon in front of a samurai, wearing torn pants patched with sakura petals and a dead carp hanging off my belt! You, Crowcci, are a real — ”

BOOOOM!

The sound of the gong became louder, more frequent, and more demanding.

“The summons are so desperate and impatient...” said Amou. “Shouldn’t we show some manners and respond?”

“That is exactly what we will do,” said the dwarf with deliberate slowness, drawing out each syllable. Then, snorting with laughter, he grabbed the red-faced furious Mith by the shoulder and turned him around, pointing ahead.

“And what am I supposed to be seeing? ...Oh.”

Hidden behind a pile of rocks, a roughly hewn stone plate stuck out of the ground. It was placed slightly to the side of the temple ruins, adding to the sad scenery without blocking the view. Deeply carved into the plate were the following words:

“Say a couple of haiku. This sad place deserves at least that much! - Weeping Narriot.

P.S. I tried, but got tired and failed.

P.P.S. Serene and still

The mountain-viewing

Frog

Kobayashi Issa.”

“And so we tried to say a couple of haiku,” explained Lori and burst out laughing.

“How come you all know them?!”

“I know a couple,” said Crow, shrugging.

“Internet,” snorted the amazon.

“Internet,” agreed Amou and gently stroked Mith’s cheek with her hand. “Let’s go, peon in trousers patched with sakura petals.”

“It was cool,” admitted Mith, returning to his cheerful self. “Extremely cool. Everything just came together to set the mood... Hang on! Where did that plate come from?”

“Someone had tried to do something,” said Crow with another shrug as he studied the text on the stone. “But didn’t succeed. It’s a player. And clearly not an ordinary one. Let’s go visit the little village behind the temple.”

“It’s not just haiku you can find online,” reminded Mith. “You can also dig up info on this temple if you search a gaming forum.”

“No! “ said Lori resolutely.

“No! “ concurred Amou, also shaking her head. “That’s boring! Let’s try to find out by ourselves first!”

“Agreed,” said the dwarf. “We all need practice. That’s why we’re not using any hints from the side. We’ll try to explore everything here on our own.”

“I’m not against staying here a little longer,” said Mith. “Such an interesting mood in this place... I can’t even describe it...”

“Let’s keep moving,” said Crow, and the small group began the detour, carefully stepping on wet stones and hopping over puddles. The girls were still covering themselves with their umbrellas, two bright spots sidling among gray stones, red and yellow, looking like flower blossoms swirling in the rushing water.

Their way lay towards the wet thatched roofs...

Nature has no bad weather!
Today, herbalists have a real reason to celebrate!
In rainy weather, all plants grow twice as fast!
You have a chance of coming across rare medicinal herbs! Mushroom gatherers will have plenty of luck, too!
But don’t forget that rainy weather brings out unpleasant creatures
such as web-footed sporenoses, spitting slugs,
scarlet rain trytoglots, thunder spiders...


* * *

They had to spend quite a bit of time walking around the bubbling cauldron of mud. Had less experienced players found themselves in their position, they would have needed twice as long. Crow and Lori knew perfectly well how to move across such terrain, and generously shared their knowledge with their eagerly listening students.

The sopping wet village greeted them with the jangling of goat bells, the thud of sliding doors, and the smell of smoke. Standing in the middle of a flooded muddy street, the adventurers took their time to look around, keeping their hands in plain view.

There were only six small huts. They were of rather strange construction: wooden log frames firmly plastered with red clay; doors and windows covered with oiled paper; hunchbacked thatched roofs pushed low over the walls. Higher up the slope, where a narrow chasm leading up to the mountaintop began, was a tall tower. There, swinging and barely audibly ringing under the hammering raindrops, was a large bronze gong with a flowering branch design carved into it. Under the gong hung a mallet. The tower’s platform was deserted — whoever had been recently calling them here, having achieved his goal, had left his post and was likely to be currently busy drying his clothes.

Goats...

The clanking of their bells came from every direction. Variously colored but all equally long-coated, with huge un-goat-like horns, they wandered around the village. Incredibly agile, they climbed onto the steepest slopes and greedily consumed everything edible, whether that was a green sprout growing through a crack or a swollen spherical mushroom of a dangerous orange color. The bright warning coloration was not for nothing: the sharunchi mushroom was extremely poisonous.

“Today, the sun is in no hurry to grace us with its smile.” A man standing on a threshold took off his hat, bowed slightly, and motioned with his hand towards an opened door. “Welcome, good foreigners. Step inside and warm up. Have some hot green tea. Dry your clothes. We won’t ask for any payment.”

“Thank you,” said Crow, bowing politely in response. “Your hospitality warms our hearts no less than the flames of a bonfire.”

“Come in.” The man stepped aside to let them through. “I’m Boiso. This is my second year as the village elder, ever since my poor father died.”

“Please accept our condolences, Elder Boiso,” said Lori, entering the conversation and stepping first across the threshold. With a graceful movement, she shook rainwater off her red umbrella. “It is unusually rainy today.”

“Not at all, my good lady,” said Boiso, smiling. “Today’s weather can almost be called fair. We get days that are much worse, when air currents blowing down the mountain bring snow and cold. As for the sun... it rarely shows up here. But maybe it’s for the best? Since it makes us value these rare sunny days all the more, and enjoy every minute of them while they last. Sit down by the fire, dear guests. Take off your shoes. The kettle will boil soon.”

The players sat down in a semicircle around a ring of sand in the middle of the room. In the sand circle burned a fire with a tripod installed over it. From the tripod hung such a massive copper kettle, that the dwarf immediately fell in love with it and unconsciously began to move his fingers — so badly did he want to touch this incredible piece of kitchenware.

The red copper was lightly dusted with soot. It held no less than forty quarts. It had a surprisingly thin spout, a wide high-arching handle, and steep sides. It was immediately obvious that the kettle had a super thick bottom. It was a hefty object, made for a male hand, to serve a fairly large family. The kettle could be readily called the pride of the house.

Crow instantly made a vow to himself to acquire a kettle just like it for the House on the Hill. For personal use. Once he finally finishes the building at the top of the hill, he will attach a small veranda to it. He will pour a circle of sand just like this one, set up a tripod, and hang a gleaming copper kettle over birch logs. He will read a book while listening to the spring water boiling noisily and the steam beginning to whistle in the kettle’s spout. And it would be raining outside, the same way as here: heavily, vertically, monotonously, and endlessly. After reading a couple dozen pages and drinking several cups of green tea, he will flip onto his side, cover himself with a blanket, and fall into a calm peaceful sleep — right on the veranda, while hearing the kettle’s continued whistling behind his back...

“I want a kettle like that,”came a message from Lori.

With a slight smile, the dwarf replied:

“You read my mind.”

Then he turned to the elder Boiso:

“We wouldn’t say no to a bit of wine, dear Elder Boiso. Naturally, we will pay. As I understand, there was once a large eatery here?” The dwarf looked around with interest.

“Indeed,” said Boiso, bowing his head. “For generations, my family had owned an eatery. Every day, we would work hard to feed the pilgrims who came to the temple. We also gave them a place to stay overnight, if needed. Our recipe of the soup made of goat meat and local herbs, with plain flatbread on the side, was famous throughout the area.”

“It would be our great pleasure to try your famous soup, kind Boiso,” said the dwarf, bowing slightly. “Please prepare it for us. We’ll pay you generously for the treat.”

“The rice wine will be brought in a moment. As for the soup... Its preparation will take time. Foreigners, such as yourselves, are always in a hurry. Much like a mudslide hurling down a mountainside, they rush and rush until they are exhausted. My apologies if my judgment offends you, good travelers.”

“Of course not, Elder Boiso.” The amazon smiled so sweetly and charmingly that the local swayed, clutching at the floor to keep his balance and crumpling his goatskin hat. “We are always happy to have a tasty meal, some hot tea, wine, and a pleasant chat. We will wait until your famous soup is ready.”

“I thank you in advance for your patience!” The elder got up and bowed. “I’ll give the order.”

No sooner had he left than the dwarf turned to his friends and said in a low voice:

“The rain is not a problem.”

“Agreed,” said Lori, nodding.

“It’s an everyday occurrence to them,” agreed the bard, laying her guitar across her lap.

“Everything here is tailored to withstand continuous rain,” observed Mith in a whisper. Throwing his crossbow over his shoulder and out of the way, he began to count on his fingers: “As for animals, there are only the long-haired goats here — and rain runs off them like water off a duck’s back. I also saw some geese, but they were weird: huge, black, with large bills and dimly glowing red eyes.”

“Lupran’s Geese,” answered the dwarf. “It’s a breed of geese that isn’t very tasty, but is very hardy. They are even capable of withstanding wolf attacks.”

“Awesome... We need some of those at Gray Peak.”

“That’s an idea,” mused Crow. “A rather good idea...”

“Also, as far as rain: all streets are sloped, and there is not a single puddle. Roofs are thatched and steep, so water runs off instantly. As far as the villagers, I’ve seen three — and all of them were dressed in clothes made of goatskin. And the umbrellas... where do I begin...”

“Sooo many umbrellas,” said Amou. “They are big fans of umbrellas here!”

There were, indeed, a lot of umbrellas. They were everywhere you looked: they stood in huge baskets near entrances, hung on walls, and dangled open from ceilings. The umbrellas were vastly different in function: from practical ones made of brushed goatskin, to almost weightless ones covered by oiled paper and painted with designs. This is how the local fashionistas would be seen in public: walking along a soaking wet street in clattering high clogs, holding an elegant umbrella over their intricate hairstyle.

“Oho,” said Mith suddenly, looking pointedly outside into the street.

“Don’t interfere,” said the dwarf quietly.

“Ignore it,” said Lori a fraction of a second later.

“Got it.”

“Okay,” squeaked Amou, unwillingly lowering her eyes, which were sparkling with curiosity.

Actually, there wasn’t much to look at.

It was just a husband returning from work early and being greeted by his happy wife at the door. She immediately handed fur slippers to the tired man — and Crow was willing to bet that before this, the fur slippers had spent a long time warming by the hearth at a safe distance. The man crossed the threshold and put his feet into the slippers. He hung a heavy sword and shield on a nail driven into the wall. Then he shrugged the cape off his shoulders and pulled his wife into an embrace. With his foot, he shut the door behind him. The intensifying rain hid the house behind a dense curtain of water, making it almost indistinguishable.

It was a typical family scene — cute, heartwarming, and quite enviable. Here it was, a real family — where the wife can’t wait to see her husband, and the husband can’t wait to go home to his wife. A true family ideal. Isn’t that what everybody wants?

There was, however, one minor caveat: the wife was a local. The husband, on the other hand, was a player.

And judging by the warmth of their greeting, he wasn’t even a frequent visitor, but a permanent resident here. He really had returned home from work. From hunting, specifically. A hunting spear stood by the door, with a bulging backpack tucked next to it.

“Everyone has their own private life — let them be,” concluded Crow. “But heaven forbid the little village gets wiped out by PKs.”

Lori shivered in horror and glanced at Crow.

“Do you remember that crazy girl? I still feel sorry for her.”

“Of course I remember. Something like that is impossible to forget,” said the dwarf, suddenly grim. Without waiting for prompts from his students, he explained, “Once upon a time, we came across a certain little village. There was a player. She had fallen in love with a local. You know what I’m saying? Not just hooking up with him, one night stands and all that. No. She fell in love with him. And began to live with him. They walked arm-in-arm everywhere, laughed together, visited restaurants, pored over books, and completed her clan’s quests. But he got killed in a conflict. That happens. And that’s when, for the first time in my life, I saw what an unhinged woman looks like...”

Crow paused for a few seconds, then added:

“It’s a scary sight.”

Lori took over for him:

“She killed everything in her path. Anything living at all. With a sword, she cut down trees and lopped off heads with equal fury. She screamed... screamed something horrible... and cried...”

They heard the thunk of a door. The master of the house entered, interrupting the rather unpleasant story. He informed them:

“A young goat has already gazed for the last time upon the misty, rainy mountainside. Juicy herbs have bowed obediently before a sharp sickle. The cleanest spring water has joyfully filled a shiny copper cauldron. We will prepare the soup in front of your eyes, kind travelers. And we’ll pass the waiting time with music and stimulating conversation.”

“Sounds wonderful, Elder Boiso,” said the dwarf, smiling broadly and taking off his fur cloak. “Simply wonderful.”

“You...” The innkeeper hesitated. “How much soup would you like?”

“We are hungry!” Lori assured him.

“We will be happy to purchase an entire cauldron full,” added the dwarf.

“And we will eat it all, down to the last spoonful!” said Amou, bravely clutching her fist.

“We’ll even clean up the last drops at the bottom!” chimed in Mith, also taking off his cloak.

He flinched, suddenly remembering something, and pulled out a piece of paper from his inner pocket. He buried himself in reading, wrinkling his forehead and tutting concernedly. The dwarf did not interrupt him. With a brief gesture, he stopped Lori, who had leaned over in curiosity.

Mith was checking his daily plan. Cruel Crow-sensei did not even think about reducing Mith’s workload. Mith would have to cope on his own or give up the trip to the mountain temple. Mith assured him that he’ll manage. Right now, he was rechecking the list of his daily duties, and trying to figure out how and where to carve out more time, what to prioritize or deprioritize.

Crow gave a tiny chuckle. Mith is doing a good job. He is getting better. He hasn’t noticed, and still considers himself a newbie and a klutz; however, he has long surpassed his own gaming peers by a mile. The dwarf was sure that, if Mith ever happened to have a run-in with a player of similar level who had started to play at about the same time, the cardmaster would emerge from the fight victorious. But Crow had no intention of telling him that. Not yet. Let him continue to strive to improve and grow strong like a young oak.

The elder cleared his throat.

“Would you like some mountain trout baked on coals?” he offered.

“With great pleasure,” replied Lori. “Would you happen to have some mountain honey, as well?”

“Of course!

“To go together with the flatbread.”

“I’ll bring it right away.”

“And have the flatbread made of dough mixed with the famous local spicy red pepper, Elder Boiso.”

“Ah... I see you are familiar with our cuisine.” The owner of the eatery gave a much deeper bow. “Everything will be delivered immediately.”

Lori smiled and tapped her index finger twice on the large felt mat spread on the floor. Her companions understood the signal: the redheaded amazon had received +1 reputation with Boiso. Thus, she should be the one to continue the conversation, using the tiny bonus and building on her success.

“I didn’t search online about the pepper and flatbread,”came a message from Lori in their group chat. “I just looked at that woven carpet over there.”

Everyone turned their heads in unison. Indeed, on one of the walls hung a faded old carpet — actually, more of a small rug — artistically depicting still life. It showed dried bunches of peppers, a stack of flatbread on a copper plate, a kettle, and a large bowl of honey with a spoon stuck in it. The hint was, admittedly, in plain view. Whoever searches for it will see it. The rest will miss it.

After pouring wine for his guests, the elder left the room again. He was replaced by a thin woman, who gave the girls a shy little smile while ignoring the men. She accepted the most important thing from the girls: their umbrellas. She took them, gave them a shake, looked them over, and carried them away into the furthest corner, where she hung them from the ceiling. She deftly spread out a worn rug on the floor and sat down cross-legged. She smoothed the hem of her blue dress across her lap, put down two more rugs in front of her, and looked questioningly at the girls. Lori and Amou reacted instantly — they got up, took a few steps, and sat down next to the woman. The men heard muffled words of greeting and snatches of a flowery ceremony of mutual acquaintance. The hostess recited a three-lined poem suitable for the occasion. Then, the conversation turned sharply towards the most important subject: umbrellas.

“Look away,” said Crow quietly.

“Mmm?” Mith turned his head.

“Don’t stare at women who are having a private conversation,” explained his mentor. “It’s a bad look. And it’s rude. Don’t forget: we are currently being observed. We are trying to create a good first impression. Once that impression has been made, it can often be quite difficult to change. Anyway, staring at women who have stepped aside to have a private talk is very unbecoming for a man.”

“It’s just that they were saying something about special umbrellas. So I got curious,” admitted Mith, abashed.

“I’m curious, too,” said the dwarf, smiling. “Very curious. But we’ll have to resist the urge.”

“Then what should we do instead?”

“The things real men are supposed to do,” said Crow, shrugging.

“Watch TV?”

“Funny... no... remember what I taught you. Who are we trying to position ourselves as?”

“Hmm... lemme think... hold on... don’t tell me! I can do it myself! Hmmm... Okay! I got it! We are trying to position ourselves as an experienced team of adventuring foreigners, who can look after themselves, who aren’t looking to start trouble in peaceful settlements, and who always pay for their food and lodging. You could say that we are budding heroes. In every encounter, our minimum goal is to leave a positive impression on the hosts, or at least a neutral one. Having our reputation level sink below neutral would be unacceptable.”

“That’s right. We can’t speak for the girls — they’ll figure it out themselves. And how should two experienced warriors behave when they find themselves in a peaceful place, even though they may be tired from their journey? What should we do first?”

“Check our weapons and gear!”

“Correct. So let’s begin. And don’t do it just for show! Do it for real.”

“With pleasure. I’ve brought my work with me. In the real world, this would be called ‘taking your work home.’ In my case, though, I take my work along on my adventures. Ha!”

“Well, why not? Many players do routine chores during breaks. Why should we be different?”

“We’re not! We’re better!”

“Exactly,” laughed the dwarf. He laid his hammer across his lap and began to look it over thoroughly while wiping it with a clean dry cloth.

After nodding vigorously in agreement, the cardmaster laid out a huge bundle of crossbow bolts that did not have tips attached yet. Beside the bundle, he placed the bolt tips and, humming a simple little tune under his breath, got to work.

Today, Mith needed to make two hundred crossbow bolts, which would be sold later. And they will sell out quick! Currently, the bolts were being sold with regular iron tips — the tips being part of the last remaining batch forged by the dwarf. The next set of bolts will be fitted with improved tips, bearing the personal mark of the blacksmith from Gray Peak.

Several minutes later, the door silently slid open and the host entered, bringing two short little tables. He placed them apart from each other — one for men and one for women. It immediately became clear that the women’s conversation will drag on for a long time. Moreover, they have already taken down a few umbrellas from the wall and were examining them with great interest, discussing something. The guys no longer paid them any attention — they had buried themselves in their own work.

Mith kept glancing at the list lying at his feet. While lost in thought, his hands moved automatically, getting the crossbow bolts ready for battle.

As for the dwarf... Having finished with the hammer, he thoroughly checked the rest of his gear.

His voluminous backpack contained quite a few useful objects.

Thirty meters of strong thin rope capable of supporting the weight of a fully armored half-orc.

Two spare heavy seaxes for Lori.

Another smithing hammer.

Fifteen medium and five large health elixirs.

Ten medium elixirs for mana.

Four energy elixirs.

Two potions of “Fox-like Agility.”

Two potions of “Bull’s Strength.”

One potion of “Rhino Fury.”

A couple of sturdy waterproof tall boots.

Two teleportation scrolls. Four crystals for returning to Gray Peak.

Five regular torches. Magical smoldering coals in a ceramic pot — to go along with the torches. These were received from one of the convoys that had recently passed through Gray Peak, in exchange for three health potions.

Two darts of average length with armor-piercing tips.

Two gold, five silver, and a handful of copper coins, all kept in an old leather coin purse. The same purse also contained a small ruby and a couple of tiny emeralds. Oh, yeah — and six rainbow seashells accepted as payment during the last sale of food supplies.

Old smithing tongs. A small hefty hammer. Small bellows. A small package of anthracite.

And that was far from the exhaustive list of the contents in the bag of the thrifty dwarf, who hated being caught unprepared in any situation. He always aimed to foresee if not all, then at least the majority of unpleasant surprises and to be ready for them.

A twice repeating double tap informed them that both Lori and Amou had achieved an increase in goodwill in their relations with the hostess. A minute later, the dwarf looked up in surprise — the girls had repeated their happy double tap. That was quick... They sure know how to get on a stranger’s good side.

The next surprise came from Mith. Even though he seemed to be absorbed in his work, he still managed to look up, notice, and realize the potential importance of what he saw. He touched the dwarf’s sleeve and nodded towards a wet goat that was passing by the door, which had been left ajar.

“Their hooves,” he informed Crow in a whisper.

Slightly rising from his seat, Crow looked where Mith had indicated, raised his eyebrows, and nodded to his friend in thanks.

The sharp little goat hooves had shoes: tiny ones, a bit funny-looking, made of gleaming red copper. Squinting slightly, the dwarf leaned a little more towards the door and looked closely. After a short inspection, he was sure that only three of the four hooves had shoes.

Well...

“You have scored a possible jackpot, Mith, my friend. The only thing left is to start up a conversation. Can you do it?”

“I’ll try. Topic: goats and goat shoes?”

“Almost. The topic is the wisdom of shoeing goats, who constantly climb mountain slopes that are perpetually slippery from the rain. And complaining about how frequently and easily these mischievous creatures lose and break said shoes. Speak of the goats with respect. They are the main source of food around here. If you manage to get the host talking, listen to what he says, agree with everything, and try to get a feel for his mood. Steer the conversation towards the fact that, if needed, we are able to help with the problem of missing shoes on goat hooves. But not for free, obviously. We would be happy to accept a small payment in the form of information about the local current events.”

“Oof... That sounds difficult! Maybe you should do it yourself, sensei?” Mith gulped nervously. “I’m afraid I’ll screw up.”

“Maybe you will,” said Crow, shrugging. “Or maybe you won’t. Most importantly, don’t rush the conversation! Talk slowly. Break up the main conversation with flattering comments about the tea, flatbread, and honey. Accept compliments from the host. And always come back to the main topic.”

“And what if it doesn’t work?”

“Then it doesn’t work. I’ve made plenty of mistakes myself, I’ve ruined conversations... a couple of times, I even got thrown out into the street — literally.”

“Seriously?! You got thrown out?!”

“Yup,” laughed the dwarf. “Back then, I was just starting to play Waldyra. I tried to win locals over with thoughtful reasoning and incontrovertible logic. However, my two greatest weapons weren’t always effective — far from it. Oh, look... Here comes the host. Go get started. Good luck!”

Mith took a deep calming breath.

He sat for several seconds, drumming his fingers and gathering his thoughts. He looked up just in time to see a serving tray with cups and bowls being placed on the little table before him.

“You have wonderful goats here, kind Elder Boiso. They are not afraid of rain, nor fussy about food. They have a peaceful disposition too, as I can see.”

“Indeed, foreigner!” answered the host readily. After hesitating for a bit, he did not leave this time but sat down on the opposite side of the table. “It is just as you say!”

“My name is Mith, kind B... Elder Boiso.”

Caught himself in time, noted the dwarf inwardly.

Not always, but fairly often locals valued their own positions and titles. If you happen to call some village elder by his name only, he may very well get offended! Then you’ll have to sweat to restore your reputation.

“Nice to meet you, foreigner Mith.”

“My name is Crow, dear Elder Boiso,” said the dwarf, inclining his head and making sure to set aside the potions in order to introduce himself properly and not with careless indifference.

“Nice to meet you, foreigner Crow.”

Next, Mith took up the conversation again, returning to the subject of goats and continuing to praise them. The jump in reputation had to have happened when Mith, in the spontaneity of the moment, equated the goats to milking cows, confidently stating that a decent goat from a good bloodline is in no way inferior to a cow — even if the latter has been raised on alfalfa grown in the Lake District on the shores of Naikal. Elder Boiso’s heart melted. A moment later, Mith did a triumphant double tap with his finger against the floor mat. His relationship level had grown. Upon hearing the taps, the girls exchanged jealous looks and drew closer to the hostess.

An unspoken competition between the three participants had begun.

Mith against Lori and Amou.

Crow openly remained neutral, inwardly noting Mith’s failures and successes, while simultaneously continuing to check his own gear. That is what he kept doing until the moment when the elder turned to him and asked:

“So you are a blacksmith, foreigner Crow?”

“Indeed,” said the dwarf, putting aside his task again. “I am a blacksmith. We are here on business. Otherwise, I am always at the outpost of Gray Peak, which is located to the south of the Great City of Algora. I have a small smithy there. Nothing special. But as far as horseshoes, iron wheel axles, certain tools and weapons — those I forge every day.”

“Even horseshoes?”

“I especially enjoy making horseshoes.”

“Have you ever made goat shoes? Spiked, copper ones.”

“Unfortunately, I’ve never had that experience,” sighed the dwarf, spreading his arms helplessly.

At that moment, Mith chimed in with a gentle hint for the elder:

“But if he were given a smithing recipe for the goat shoes...”

“Then I would definitely be able to forge them!” agreed Crow. “However, I would probably need special nails for it, too. Made of copper, I’ll bet. Absolutely tiny ones.”

“Oh, yes!” The elder’s face glowed as if the dwarf had given him a personal compliment. “Tiny ones! Very tiny! And yes, I have a smithing recipe for goat shoes — it has been used in our village of Singing Rain for several centuries! I will be happy to let you look at it, Blacksmith Crow... if you prove to me beforehand that you indeed can forge a worthy shoe.”

“If I could only find a place sheltered from the rain, where I could make a fire,” said the dwarf, smiling. “Apart from that, I have everything I need with me.”

“We have a place like that, foreigners. Right after lunch — ”

“The soup takes a long time to prepare,” said Mith in a honeyed voice, reminding them of his presence. “We have more than enough time to forge a couple of shoes.”

“True,” said Crow, nodding. “We have plenty of time.”

“Well, then! Follow me!” The elder sprung to his feet, rubbing his hands in anticipation. “I believe in your skills! I want to believe in them! So many bad things happen to unshod goats — they have trouble with footing on the mountain slopes. They keep falling and dying... Follow me. And I’ll take some tea along...”

* * *

The elder turned out to be a picky guy.

He spent a long time examining the horseshoe made by the dwarf. He checked its sturdiness and tapped it against stone, listening closely to the bright and clear ringing of copper.

The players did not interfere. They sat quietly under the leaning canopy, their legs stretched out towards the blazing hot smithing hearth. The rainwater ran down slopes and canopies, churned in holes, collected into streams and, sweeping along fallen leaves and sand, began a long journey to the foot of the mountains. A bright yellow-red leaf got caught in a whirlpool of foaming water and dragged past the dwarf’s eyes. Crow flinched. For a moment, he thought he saw not a tree leaf, but a crackling tongue of angry flame shooting out of the water...

“This is a very worthy horseshoe, good foreigner Crow.”

Elder Boiso bowed his head in such deference that he may as well had been holding a golden crown in his hands, rather than a simple horseshoe — one made of copper, spiked, strengthened, and approved by the master blacksmith Tormund.

“You did not exaggerate,” continued the elder, nodding in approval as he spoke. “The horseshoe is sturdy, cleanly forged, and will last a long time.”

And here comes the critical moment... The players tensed, awaiting the verdict...

“Well! I would be happy to share our village’s smithing recipe,” concluded Boiso, smiling broadly. The players smiled back, clearly relieved. “Fire up the hearth, Master Crow! Fire it up!”

“Yes, sir,” said Crow, springing to his feet, and immediately added, “But I am far from being a master, Elder Boiso. I still have a lot to learn.”

“You are modest and skilled. I am sure that a bright future awaits you.” The elder turned his gaze towards Mith. “You are talkative, funny, and never idle. An excellent future awaits you, too. Wait here.”

The elder left, disappearing behind the curtain of pouring rain. Suddenly embarrassed by all the compliments, the dwarf scratched his stubbly cheek and began to load coal into the smithing hearth. With a slight cough, Mith glanced at the crossbow bolts clutched in his hands.

“I was just making these on autopilot. To fulfill my daily quota faster.”

“That is exactly what the elder appreciates about you,” replied Crow, his back still turned. “In mountain villages, people have to work hard to survive. They do not have fertile soils that give harvests three times a year; nor do they live next to busy roads full of passing convoys and caravans. And even if they did come by — what could the villagers offer them? Goat milk and rare mountain herbs? They barely have enough of those for themselves. That’s why the locals here value hard work, honesty, and skill, above all else.”

“They sound really cool!” concluded Mith, returning to fitting the crossbow bolts with redoubled effort. “And where is the rest of our team going?”

“I don’t know,” said the dwarf, shrugging. He looked up and followed several blurry female figures in the distance with his gaze. “Elder Boiso’s wife is with them. She has a bow on her shoulder. They must have gotten a couple of quests or permission to help.”

“We aren’t falling behind.”

“We aren’t falling behind,” agreed Crow.

They weren’t just keeping up — they were trying to get ahead.

Elder Boiso was pleasantly surprised by the efficiency and purposefulness of the foreigners who had chosen to visit his village. No sooner had he handed a copy of the ancient recipe to the dwarf than the latter snatched a hot copper ingot from the hearth, placed it on the anvil, and raised the heavy hammer.

Boom!

The dwarf’s helper leaned hard on the smithing bellows, pumping air into the hearth and making it hotter. It became so hot under the canopy that the water seeping into the shelter began to turn into steam two steps away from the blazing hearth, and to evaporate with a hiss within one step.

Boom! Boom!

Skillfully concealing the worry overwhelming him, the elder Boiso quietly lowered himself onto a rock, leaned against a beam supporting the canopy, and waited quietly. He had a lot to worry about. It had been a long time since any pilgrims or foreigners visited the village. There had been absolutely no trade. Hunting was poor. Moreover, since an old female merzoksha, whom the villagers nicknamed Gnogza the Terrifying, took up residence nearby, it became dangerous to hunt and the goats began to disappear one by one.

Goats...

They were important.

They were very important for the survival of the small village.

Goats gave them milk, meat, skins, and sinews and horns for making hunting bows. Their entire existence depended on goats. No goats, no village.

As if those problems weren’t enough, they also ran out of copper goat shoes. And without shoes, without this important detail, the goats fell from the steep and perpetually slippery mountain slopes. They fell down and died.

Just yesterday, he had spent half the day sitting on a praying terrace secured to a cliff wall, overlooking the abandoned temple lashed by the rains. He begged and begged the gods of Light to save them. He had sunk into bitterness and couldn’t keep words of blame from escaping his lips.

Why is the neighboring village — located only half a day’s journey away when traveling by mountain roads — flourishing, while they are stagnating? Why is that village positioned next to a trading route that, despite being minor, is still fairly busy? Why is that village constantly full of foreigners, who will sometimes take on even poorly paid jobs? Why? What did they do to anger the gods? They have always led honest and honorable lives!

Elder Boiso spent a long time praying yesterday, sitting motionlessly under a special hole in the cup-shaped roof of the terrace, holding steadfast as the icy water poured over his head and shoulders. Such was their village’s tradition: only ask the gods for really important things, and don’t disturb them over trivial matters. And even then, you must prove your need for divine help — at least by sitting under icy pouring water.

He prayed...

His body froze stiff. His wife had to spend a long time pouring hot tea into him, and then spoon-feeding him burning hot soup. He himself could not even move a finger.

And today, for the first time in a very long time, their village welcomed four smiling foreigners...

Elder Boiso sat on the rock with his eyes half-closed, waiting patiently.

“They’re ready.”

The dwarf’s calm and confident voice inspired hope.

Opening his eyes slightly. the elder glanced up and, unable to restrain himself, grabbed four still-hot copper shoes off the dwarf’s rough palm. He held them up to his eyes, turned them over in his hands, and tried to squeeze them.

They were...

Beautifully made spiked copper goat shoes. It was quality work, done according to all rules, without the slightest flaw. Four shoes...

“We can’t offer you much in payment.”

“You have already paid us, good elder,” said the dwarf, smiling. “You have shared the recipe. For me, a blacksmith who is always searching for new recipes, this is a most worthy reward. Shall I continue to forge?”

“O-of course!”

“There is a damaged wall over there.” Mith pointed at a ruined stone wall that had used to protect a long and narrow strip of garden from endlessly pouring streams of rainwater. “I am no tradesman, but I can still help fix it. I can bring over stones. I can dig into that pile of dirt below the garden. I can divide it into rocks and soil. I’ll do it for free, for the sake of gaining work experience. After all, I come from a family line of diggers and was born with a shovel in hand!”

“We would be deeply grateful to accept your help, my friends,” said the elder Boiso, finally giving up all pretense and bowing his head.

The adventurers exchanged swift looks — each of them had received another point towards goodwill in relations with the elder. Things were moving along. Soon, they will be able to get to the main goal of their visit to the mountain village.

They needed to put in more effort.

Or Mith did, anyway.

The dwarf continued to forge and forge.

Goat shoe after goat shoe was born from beneath his hammer. Mith, on the other hand, armed himself with a shovel and got to work. He began to dig with such energy that Elder Boiso opened his mouth in surprise. Judging by the tempo at which Mith worked and the quickness of his sharpened shovel, it was certainly possible to believe the young guy’s assurances that he had been born into a family line of diggers...

* * *

Within an hour, they gained Boiso’s sympathy and trust. In what seemed like a very short space of time, the visiting adventurers forged quite a respectable supply of goat shoes for the villagers, fixed rain-damaged walls, and cleaned off the mud that had washed onto the narrow footpaths and streets, returning the soil to the gardens from where it came. Along the way, the foreigners cleaned several chimneys, took a dangerously leaning house apart stone-by-stone, brought over a bunch of firewood for the village’s seniors, and cleaned debris out of the gutters.

The village was transformed.

No more mud on the streets — just good ol’ wet stone. Columns of smoke rose unimpeded from cleaned-out chimneys. The water rushing downhill bumped into the rebuilt walls that served as dams, and, churning angrily, flowed off to the side, no longer washing away garden soil or carrying mud onto the streets.

As if that weren’t enough, the foreigner girls and the elder’s wife returned to the village, bringing the remains of the old female merzoksha Gnogza the Terrifying. She was no longer terrifying, though. That was because she had been turned into a collection of impressive fangs, claws, a couple of ears, a torn gray hide, and several sizable chunks of meat. The latter were immediately tossed into a big copper pot hanging over the hearth in a shared house. That is where all the villagers soon gathered. They left their umbrellas at the door and, one by one, sat down on goat hides, throwing warm knitted shawls over their shoulders and crossing their legs.

The players, on the other hand, skillfully and tactfully declined the invitation to stay for the joyous feast, while managing to avoid offending anyone. Instead, they retreated with the elder to a distant corner, where they froze in anticipation. Elder Boiso did not keep the four heroes waiting. He let out a few sighs, glanced warily outside through the window into the perpetually rain-soaked street, and began to speak. The players listened attentively.

And the elder sure knew how to tell a story...

As usual, nobody could have predicted the coming disaster. The temple of Light, which was located on the side of the neighboring mountain, had always attracted pilgrims from all over the world. And in the last few months before the disaster, it was as if a dam had burst somewhere — people began to arrive in droves! They brought generous gifts and prayed for several days. At night, hundreds of golden magic lights rose up into the sky — those were the pilgrims’ well-wishes sent upwards. Naturally, the pilgrims also spent a lot of time praying beside the holy indestructible grave of old Borisol, who was locked inside the Snowstorm. And apparently, Borisol’s holy relics did, indeed, help with disease, cure blindness and lameness, bestow peace upon grieving souls, and help conceive a child.

Crow and Lori exchanged looks. The wide assortment of benefits provided by Borisol’s Snowstorm, as described by the elder, indicated that the relics contained a huge amount of holy grace, i.e. holy energy. Otherwise, the deceased old saint would not have been able to help so many suffering people.

Thanks to the temple, the village flourished. Actually, several houses had already been built right beside the temple itself, and their number was growing quickly. The temple was becoming surrounded by homes and could soon find itself in the midst of a settlement — and later in the future, maybe even a small town. However, none of this had any impact on the village’s profits — there were so many pilgrims that there was barely enough food and sleeping accommodations for them all. Additionally, all pilgrims performed a certain necessary ritual: they sat on one of the three village terraces hanging over the cliff, while covering themselves from the rain with large umbrellas and sipping burning-hot tea. They would spend a long time gazing at the beautiful small temple on the opposite side of the chasm. It was a scenic view. It was even more scenic at night, when hundreds of small golden lights floated up into the sky.

However, it all ended one day.

What can you do?

Nobody has power over nature — sometimes, not even the gods.

Something happened to the mountain that carried the temple on its shoulder. Slowly but surely, globs of mud began to crawl down the mountainside. The speed at which they crawled was almost comical: no more than half a stride per hour. And that is despite crawling from a significant distance away. In order to reach the walls of the temple, they needed a week. Seven days. During this entire time, the pilgrims and priests did everything possible and impossible, in order to stop the onslaught of nature. They tried to stop the mud avalanche. But they did not succeed. Building dams did not help — the mud rose up and splashed over them. Summoning large boulders of stone to the mountainside to divert the path of the flow away from the temple did not help, either — the mud simply moved the boulders and sent them rolling downhill. The terrifyingly huge rocks came crashing down, wiping out trees in their path and destroying ancient trails.

Had they united all their efforts and sent for the help of powerful mages, they might have managed to tame the raging mountain and to divert the deadly flow away from the temple. That was exactly what they were planning to do next. And they did send for help. Everyone agreed to help, since the temple brought so much good to the world. What kind of follower of Light could ignore its pleas?

But they did not make it in time. Unfortunately, the mountains got hit by bad weather. Horribly bad weather. A snowy, howling hurricane of the likes they had never seen before. Howling like an evil beast, the hurricane circled over the mountains for two days. The help got stuck in the snow, teleportation became impossible, and nobody was able to push through the storm to reach the dying temple...

… nobody except for a handful of brave individuals in white and green robes. They bore the image of a weeping willow on their chests. These brave individuals did something incredible: they withstood the hurricane and unstoppable mudslide long enough to prepare for the teleportation of everyone who had been hiding inside the temple. Plus, of course, they saved its main treasure: Borisol’s Snowstorm. They barely managed to do it in time. No sooner had they disappeared in the flash of rescue teleportation than a huge boulder crashed onto the territory of the temple, demolishing several buildings and burying the temple beneath it.

Thus, the holy shrine was destroyed.

Thus, the temple ceased to exist.

The mountain paths leading to the temple became deserted.

The village’s streets became deserted, too.

The area now lay desolate...

To this day, the villagers speak very fondly of the insane bravery and selflessness of the goddess Wyllowe’s priests and warriors, who got through the hurricane, went up the icy mountain slopes, and held back the onslaught of the mudslide and blizzard until they had saved every single person...

The elder also remembered to mention that, for many months now, they had been waiting for a famous master dwarf to arrive with his helpers — they were planning to carve out a commemorative bas-relief nearby. The bas-relief will mourn the temple and glorify the heroic envoys of the good goddess Wyllowe.

Had Mith and Amou been more observant, they would have instantly noticed how their two friends’ faces had suddenly clouded over at the mere mention of the goddess Wyllowe and her wonderful priests. Actually, “clouded over” was an understatement. Crow barely managed to keep at least some semblance of a normal facial expression, while Lori had to duck down behind his back to hide her face — and to stay that way for a while.

Having finished his story, Elder Boiso straightened up, looking satisfied. He poured himself more tea, his eyes shining, and offered the guests some wine. The elder was in a splendid mood. For the first time in a very long while, the village had come alive; a gust of invigorating wind blew through its streets. Indeed, some great deity must have sent immortal foreigners to their world...

Bringing his emotions back under control, Crow calmingly put a hand on Baby’s shoulder. Then he leaned forward, staring hard into the elder’s face. They got little, far too little, information for their efforts. In order to find out what had happened to the temple, it would have been enough for any of them to complete a couple of quests from any of the villagers. And the villager would have then told them about the tragedy in detail — since it’s no secret and no great mystery. It happened in front of everyone’s eyes and through no fault of theirs. There were others who had witnessed the temple’s demise.

Moreover, the wise and perceptive dwarf noticed that the elder had shifted uneasily in his seat a couple of times, as if about to say something, but then closed his lips again and, after a brief pause, continued his story, clearly leaving some things unsaid.

Leaning forward, Crow poured more tea into Elder Boiso’s proffered cup. As he did so, he glanced directly into his eyes and asked in an intimate voice:

“What else did you want to say, kind Elder Boiso? You said you heard something...”

Hesitating, the dwarf added:

“Maybe saw something?”

The elder gave a tiny flinch. Crow nodded smugly. He hit the mark. Leaning even closer, he asked:

“Tell us. As friends.”

“Oh, it’s nothing...” The village elder waved his hand airily, nearly spilling his tea.

“Still...”

“Well... There isn’t much to tell, to be honest. That night, when the first waves of mud suddenly began to crawl down the mountain...”

The elder’s story turned out to be short.

Everything he said came down to two bright flying points of light.

One night, when hundreds of golden lights were soaring upwards into the starry sky over the temple and village terraces, the elder had been sitting among guests and counting the day’s earnings. That was when he accidentally looked up at the sky. As always, he saw the stream of lights that had already been caught by the cold winds, which blow endlessly up above. The lights would soon enter into the rainclouds. He was about to lower his gaze back to the money — and looking at money never gets boring — when he suddenly noticed that one of the lights, for some reason, was not carried along by the wind with the others. On the contrary, it was moving against the wind, rapidly approaching the temple. The little point of light stopped over the temple, hovering in place. It seemed to grow bigger and brighter. Its color appeared to be closer to red than gold. It hung motionlessly in the air for quite some time. The elder continued to watch, having forgotten about the money. Then the little light began to circle, spiraling upwards, until it was lost among the stars.

Perhaps it was a bird. Or some other mysterious creature that had been lured here by music and golden lights. It happens. The elder put away the money bag and, together with the village guards, took a walk around the entire village according to his own personal tradition. Then he lay down to sleep in the courtyard, on an elevated clay platform under an old tree that had almost dried out but could still protect fairly well from the rain. He lay down, covered himself with a fur blanket, folded his hands over his chest, and, after reciting a short prayer, blew out the tiny flame of the oil lamp.

Funny, how it turned out. The dim little flame in the lamp went out. At the same time, a bright little flame lit up in the sky. After streaking over the temple, it stopped near the mountaintop, briefly vanishing from view. From there, a bright blue light flashed a couple of times, after which the little point of light reappeared and sped away, rising in a steep arc into the sky. Soon, the elder found himself unable to sleep as he heard a loud noise coming from far away. It was a strange sound — hollow, but with crackling notes. And the following morning, they saw the waves of mud crawling slowly towards the temple...

Elder Boiso had never told anybody about the strange lights that he saw. Why should he? There is no way they could be connected to what had happened — this was a natural disaster that had struck here. It happens. Something like this could even happen to their own mountain — then they would need to move to some other mountain that isn’t occupied yet.

“Thank you, Elder Boiso.” The dwarf bowed his head in gratitude and, without giving the old man a chance to respond, sprung to his feet. “Unfortunately, we have to go.”

The elder sighed. “You didn’t even get the chance to stay and visit properly,” he said, looking sincerely disappointed.

“Destiny may lead us here again in the future,” said Amou, smiling, as she got up after Lori. Mith got up last, staring in surprise at his friends, who seemed to be suddenly going somewhere.

“We will definitely tell about your village to everyone we meet on our way,” promised the amazon. “Everyone who is good, that is. Those who can appreciate the local cuisine, the bleating of goats, the ringing of bells, and the perpetual sound of rain.”

“We hope so,” said Elder Boiso, standing up and bowing. “On behalf of the entire village, I wish you a safe journey, my friends! Don’t forget: in times of trouble, we will be happy to take you in, give you food and shelter. Farewell! And good luck to you!”

No sooner had Crow and Lori finished the ritual of saying goodbye and exited the village, sheltering under the gifted umbrellas, than they immediately sped up, gesturing to their friends to follow them. The latter transitioned to a run — while Baby and Zap didn’t seem to be running, they were moving so quickly off-trail that it was difficult to keep up with them.

“Are we going down?” inquired Amou.

“Down, and then uphill, past the temple and higher,” explained Lori. “Almost to the very top. Do you already have an idea where, Crowcci?”

“From the terrace, the elder saw the light suddenly disappear at the mountaintop,” replied the dwarf. “And then he saw the flashes. From this distance, I can see only one place where it could have happened. Let’s hurry.”

“Let’s hurry,” echoed Lori.

Mith and Amou exchanged looks, but didn’t say anything aloud, having somehow understood that it was better to withhold their questions for now. They had grown to know their more experienced friends quite well. And they realized that now was not the best time. The dwarf was angry. As for Lori... the amazon was absolutely livid. Her beautiful face was rapidly twitching in anger, while her hands were stuck to the handles of her heavy daggers. However, regardless of the mood Lori and Crow were in, they were moving along quite quickly. That’s why the cardmaster and the bard made every effort not to shamefully fall behind. And keeping up was difficult. Right now, they were moving downhill. What will happen when they start going uphill?

* * *

“It’s him,” grunted the wet and dirty dwarf. He had calmed down and was standing up to his neck in moving black goop belched by the mountain.

“Uh-huh,” agreed Lori, who was standing on the dwarf’s shoulders under an umbrella. “It’s definitely him. HIM.”

The way she had said the word “HIM” ... these steely notes in her typically laughing voice.. For some unknown reason, it made Mith, who was standing next to the dwarf, shudder. Because of this, Amou, who was balancing on top of Mith, nearly toppled into the mud.

“HIM?” repeated Mith. “Doesn’t sound like much... but certainly looks scary...”

“Agreed,” squeaked Amou. “Who is he? And yes, he does look scary.”

“A dragon,” said the dwarf grimly. “He is a dragon...”

“Dragon,” echoed Lori. “A flame dragon...”

Mired in mud, the group of four stood on logs they had found on their way. They stuck them between two walls of a deep crevice that ran down from the mountaintop. The logs had sunk into the mud but were still holding up, allowing the adventurers to stay above the muddy swamp that poured out of a hole in the melted wall. That’s right: melted. And then punched through.

There was a huge oval patch of molten rock on the wall. This couldn’t have been created without monstrously high temperatures. In the center of the strangely shaped patch was a hole, whose outline, from Mith’s point of view, initially appeared to resemble a singed four-leaf clover. After a while, he realized that it was a mark left by a huge clawed paw that had punched through the semi-molten wall.

“Is there anything else you wanna tell us?” asked Mith, finally losing his patience. “Mm? I know that the sight of a regular dragon would not paralyze you like this. And also: how did you make the mud level go down?”

That was a fair question. When they arrived here and stood on the logs, there was no semblance of an outline for the hole — just a jet of gooey mud shooting out of the wall. Then, Crow loudly recited almost an entire speech in a strange language. Several minutes later, the level of goopy mud went down significantly and its flow grew weaker. This allowed the group to bring the logs down a little and find themselves right in front of the hole in the form of a clawed paw.

“I prayed to a minor deity,” answered the dwarf automatically. “A patron of wells and springs. I asked him to raise the level of water and increase the pressure — that is what people do when the wells in their villages run dry. But if you recite the prayer in a place where there is no shortage of water, then the deity will get offended and force the water level to go down instead, and the water pressure to decrease. But the effect won’t last for long. For another couple of minutes, at most.”

“I see... That’s cool. And do you want to tell us about the dragon?”

“No. But I’ll tell you anyway.” Raising his hand, the dwarf grasped the rock overhead and began to climb up the steep wall, with Lori still standing on his shoulders. “I’ll tell you as soon as we get to the top.”

“Thanks for that! But why will you tell us if you don’t want to?”

“This dragon... he burned us alive.” Wet and filthy, Crow glanced down from above at Amou and Mith, who continued to stand on the creaking log.

“He burned us for real,” added Lori. “Come up. We’ll talk once we get to the top...”

* * *

The top.

It is a loaded word. Almost everyone strives for this word — for its meaning, for its literal concept. But there are few who reach it — the top. But even the journey itself is breathtaking. Especially if this is a real mountain top.

The mountain that housed the currently destroyed temple on its mighty shoulder had every right to be proud of its peak. It might not be too tall; however, it still had steep snowy slopes without a single human footprint. It also had icy terraces and huge boulders that were only frozen to the snow by the tip of their belly: give them a little push, and they’ll come tumbling down, demolishing everything in their path! And it had emptiness... It was lifeless here: only ice snakes crawling lazily away, drawing their translucent bodies deep into their burrows. The gusty wind whispered something into the adventurers’ ears, leaving an icy crust on their faces and clothes. The crust crackled with every step they took, becoming thicker and thicker.

Crow ascended automatically without looking back — not even when they crossed the cloud line and stopped being soaked by the rain that pours nonstop in these parts. After walking through the cottony dregs of mist, he sped up, forcing his way forward by easily breaking through snow drifts and glass-like wavy walls of ice.

He was the first to reach the top. He ignored the plethora of marking objects and little fluttering flags left behind by other players. Plopping down on the nearest rock, he stretched out his legs and stared into the distance overtop of the clouds while patiently waiting for the rest of his team. They didn’t take long to catch up. Lori was the second one to pull herself to the top. She sat down next to the dwarf, leaned on his shoulder, and covered herself with the edge of his cloak. At the same time, she reached into his backpack — she had received permission for this a long, long time ago — and started to thoughtfully sort through its contents, mainly elixirs. The cunning amazon remembered well that they still had an unfinished task ahead of them — the one inside the temple buried by mud. As for the talk at the mountain top... well... it’s important... but it doesn’t relieve them of the task at hand, and thus doesn’t change anything. So then, why make it worse by sitting there with a frown, like this stubborn guy Crow? He will surely start off by saying something grim and scary — that would totally be his style...

Glancing up at Mith and Amou after they ascended, the dwarf Crow was silent for a moment, taking a significant pause. Only then did he speak.

“We have come to a fork in the road. If you follow us, it will be dangerous. Very dangerous. That’s why it would be better for you to take a different road.”

“A fork in the road?” Mith knocked the snow off his shoulders and smiled broadly. “We’ll just kick it in the crotch! Why are you trying to scare us, Crowcci-sensei? You shouldn’t do that.”

“Hear, hear!” agreed Amou, nodding vigorously. “Don’t try to scare us like that! Or we really will get scared! We are together with you until the very end, anyway! That means we’ll walk, trudge, march, and hobble on towards our goal even while scared. And this is much better done in a good mood! Isn’t that right, mentor Lori?”

The redhead waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t pay any attention to him. I’ve already told you many times about his perpetual paranoia, and his stubborn attempts to foresee and plan for every little thing!”

“When exactly did you tell them this?” asked the dwarf, perking up and somehow losing all his doom and gloom. “Mm?”

“On many occasions,” snorted the amazon.

After this statement, she got up and stretched with her whole body, turning into a thin trembling reed that, for a moment, stood right at the top of the mountain, and then... she threw herself backwards into a fluffy snowdrift that had formed on the leeward side of a large boulder. Lying in it, she thrashed around with pleasure in the stinging cold digital snow.

“This is awesooome!”

Her joyful cry echoed from the top of the mountain, carrying off into the distance. It carried far — a mile away from the mountain, it was heard by a green worker dragon, which was carrying three dwarves and several huge sacks of rich ore. The dragon turned its massive head towards the sound, determined its source, but did not pay much attention to it. He had more important things to consider, such as the dragon tailing it. The pursuer was also a green dragon and equally heavily laden, except it was carrying a turret with a powerful quadruple arrow launcher and five heavily armored fighters with excellent weapons. Moreover, he was dragging along six winged “sausages” on a chain, which bore riders readily anticipating the signal to accelerate and attack. Who cares about a shout from a faraway mountain... this is not the time for it...

The worker dragon hastily dived into gray cotton-like clouds in a futile attempt to escape. The pursuer immediately copied the maneuver. A minute later, the clouds were pierced by shining arrows, which tore through the cottony haze to leave a sharp silvery trail in their wake. The arrow launcher had been put into action...

Without even suspecting the air battle that had begun nearby, Lori continued to frolic in the snow with squeals of joy. Meanwhile, the dwarf sat in the pose of the Thinker and looked in hopelessness upon his carefree girlfriend. He sighed, feeling the black gloom of grim memories swiftly leaving him and the heavy weight of a bad mood lifting from his soul.

“So, what were you gonna say, Crowcci? We are prepared to hear the worst!” Amou assured him, having finally had enough of watching her frolicking mentor and clearly wrestling with the huge desire to join her.

“Oof,” sighed the dwarf, making a quick snowball and pelting it at the amazon. The latter did not seem to be even looking in his direction as she admired the snow swirling in the sky; nevertheless, she still easily deflected the enemy attack and snorted with disdain.

“Go on,” added Mith, whispering for some reason, as he pushed the dwarf to talk.

He and Amou had long been suspecting something. They knew that the black-haired dwarf and redheaded amazon, their incredibly wise friends and mentors, were hiding some sort of secret. And their secret was probably a grim one.

“Alright,” said the dwarf, throwing up his hands in defeat. “To hell with you. I’ll keep it short and simple.”

“About time,” muttered Lori.

Ignoring his girlfriend, who was clearly trying to pick a fight, Crow continued:

“This is just between us.”

“Of course!”

“To put it simply, it’s a story of revenge,” said the dwarf with a wry smile, sliding off the boulder and leaning his back against it. “A vendetta. Revenge is a foolish, dangerous, and cruel business. Why are we seeking revenge? For a good reason. In the not-so-distant past, we lived happily in Waldyra as a tight group of professional mercenaries, who would also go on adventures for their own enjoyment. We did not fear enemies, did not betray friends, did not touch the weak and tried to help them whenever we could, and did not fear the strong. We were always ready to take on a challenge and try to do something that had been considered impossible. That’s how it was until we crossed a certain powerful and malicious person, thwarting some of his plans. And for that, he promised to kill us. To burn us alive. He promised to turn our immortal souls to ashes. And he partially succeeded.” Crow gave another grim smile and scratched the overgrown stubble on his cheek. “Not many of us survived.”

“But then you resurrected and...” Mith leaned forward. “Wait... I don’t get it. What do you mean, turn your immortal souls to ashes?”

“Does that mean...” squeaked Amou. “No... that’s impossible... that this someone...”

“He got us in the real world.” Lori sat down suddenly, sending up a cloud of snowy dust that was instantly blown away by the wind. “And he burned us.”

“Oh my god,” gasped Mith, going speechless. His gaze flitted between Lori and the dwarf, who looked grim again. “Burned... in the real world... that’s...”

“It’s murder, Mith, buddy,” said the dwarf, returning to his normal self and smiling with his regular warm friendly smile. “A mass murder of real people made of flesh and blood. Not everyone died. For instance, Lori and I survived. But we will never be the same again. We... we have really changed in appearance,” said the dwarf, trying to avoid the worst points, but the amazon interrupted him:

“You can’t look at the survivors without crying or wanting to throw up. Burns... severe burns... many of them... and that’s not even the worst problem. Had you seen me in the real world... Without any makeup, I can easily star in the leading role of some sort of movie about nightmarish freaks, who move around in all kinds of sophisticated ways that do not involve their legs...”

The girl’s shoulders shook. Reaching over, the dwarf pulled her toward himself and hugged her. He glanced at his friends, who stood frozen in shock.

“So that’s what happened. Lori spent a long time in a coma. To be honest, I thought she was going to stay that way forever. That’s why she wasn’t present when we gathered for our meeting at a small hospital ward, where we discussed our plans in wheezes, hisses, and moans. After that meeting, after a difficult recovery from our crippled condition, three of us dived into Waldyra forever — and I am one of them. Money was not an issue, so we moved into Waldyra’s Embassies. Lori was left in the real world. Another one of our allies deleted his character and began on a new journey together with us. Together, but apart — after a brief discussion, we had parted ways.”

Pausing, the dwarf gathered handfuls of snow and firmly rubbed them over the ears of the amazon, who shrieked with delight. Only then did he continue:

“I was born as the dwarf Crow. My path led me to the recently founded outpost of Gray Peak, where I became the first settler and began to dig my way towards the lost city of Gvaktal buried under the rocky ravine. The second member of our group, our leader, was born much further south, in the tropics of Waldyra. His destination lies even further south, and his mission is much more complicated. I can’t give you his name — I would need to obtain his permission first.”

“Understandable,” said Mith, nodding mechanically as he stared at the snow under his feet. “But damn... to burn up immortal souls... all because of a game... What sort of cruel bastard does that? This isn’t the first time I hear about gamers beating each other up in real life, stabbing each other and even killing each other over their favorite games. But to burn a bunch of people alive... How did he even find you?”

“We were together. Celebrating. Drinking. Without a care in the world. The only thing left for them to do was to snap the mousetrap shut and splash some gasoline on the squeaking little mice.”

“‘Them’?! Wait a minute. ‘Them’?! So there was more than one...”

“Mercenaries,” said the dwarf, shrugging indifferently. “Just hired hands. They’ll answer for their actions someday. But first, we must get to their boss: the one who had sent them on this mission.”

“Shit... shit...”

“Mith!” snarled Amou indignantly and elbowed him in the ribs. “Be quiet, damn it! Sensei, please continue. Three of you dived in. One went to Gray Peak, to the city of Gvaktal. That’s our reality. Our scarlet thread of fate.”

“Mmm?” Crow’s jaw dropped slightly in surprise. “What thread? What fate?”

“Well...” Amou suddenly looked shy and tried to explain in confusion, “We’re here, aren’t we? Together with you! It’s the point where we’ve met. The intersection of our realities, the mixing of our common goals...”

“Mm?” Now it was Mith’s turn to be surprised. He gaped at Amou.

“You’ll get used to it,” said Lori, waving her hand impatiently. “Amou is smarter than both of you dimwits. She just hasn’t learned to explain properly yet. Yes, my friend. Gray Peak is our reality. Our thread. Our frontier.”

Amou gave the amazon a grateful smile and continued to count on her hand:

“The second one went south — the one you called your leader.”

“Pfft,” snorted the amazon again, unable to contain herself. “Leader... well, I guess you could say that... leader...”

“He has his own mission. Hmm... let’s call it an emerald thread?”

“Better call it royal blue,” laughed the dwarf. “Since he is of royal blood. Literally. Let his thread be a rich blue, in true royal fashion. Also, there is a huge blue ocean where he is. I say, let’s have our thread be emerald instead of red.”

“Scarlet. But okay. We are Gray Peak, and we are the emerald thread. The leader is down south, where the ocean roars, and his thread is royal blue. I see. Hm... but why aren’t we red? Red is a bright color. It draws attention! It’s highly visible!”

“We don’t want to be highly visible, though,” answered the dwarf, and, after some thought, added: “Red color is better suited to those who are currently surrounded by a lot of hype.”

“Hype? Then red would be ideal for the Great Navigator,” laughed Mith.

Lori nodded.

“For sure. Everyone is talking about him. The Great Navi. His thread is definitely red. But we have nothing to do with him. And he has nothing to do with us. So I doubt our paths will ever cross in the future.”

“Alright,” said Amou, nodding, as she continued to count on her hand. “So we have an emerald and a royal blue thread. Forget the red one, as it’s not ours. What about the third one? Since you said three of you dived in...” Amou’s smile vanished. She covered her face with her hand. “Crap... I’m still shaking... They burned you alive! Bastards! Sons of — !” Getting up suddenly, she walked off.

Mith, glancing at the dwarf and the amazon, sighed heavily and rushed off after his friend.

“We’re staying with you!” he shouted briefly over his shoulder. “We’ll help you! We’ll make them pay! Every one of them! Just give me a moment. I’ll get her to calm down and come back.”

While waiting for their friends, Crow and Lori, Zap and Baby, simply lay in the snow, looking at Waldyra’s bottomless sky, which was crossed by sharp lines of snow carried off from the peak. They simply lay there and watched. They did not talk. There was no need for it. They felt fine without it.

They were quickly turning into a snow drift. Crow was beginning to doze off when the two friends finally returned. Amou was still wiping tears from her face without attempting to hide it. Sniffling, she grabbed Lori by the hand and dragged her aside. Stopping several steps away, she pressed against her with her whole body, hugging her tightly. The men heard muffled sobs and snatches of conversation. The girls stood embraced on the edge of a cliff. As she hugged her friend, Lori looked down at the lazily drifting clouds below, whose lumpy surface was occasionally pierced by sharp dorsal fins and edges of wings belonging to some unknown sky-dwelling creatures.

“Women,” sighed the dwarf.

“Women,” agreed Mith. “I.... I offer my condolences, Crowcci. From the bottom of my heart. This is...”

“Thank you.” The dwarf smiled. “And calm down. It’s all in the past.”

“May I ask — ”

“Of course.”

“ — an unpleasant question.”

“What is it?”

“Did it hurt?”

“Yes,” answered the dwarf, without any hesitation. “A lot. Fire is cruel to living things.”

“I see...”

“I’m alright,” said Amou, wiping tears with her hands. She settled into the snow and poked Mith, who hurriedly embraced her. “So... where did the third one go? Did he travel north? West? East?”

“The third decided not to take revenge and went there,” chuckled the dwarf, pointing his finger at the sky. “He ascended. Having become a powerful winged being, he hovers in the skies and keeps an eye on the world’s affairs. His code name is Angelic Bastard.”

Having uttered these blasphemous words, the dwarf stared harder at the sky. The sky, however, remained tranquil.

“Wait a minute,” said Amou, staring in surprise. “An angel? An Immo...rtal?”

“Yup,” said Lori, nodding. “An Immo. He had become an Immortal. One of Waldyra’s administrators. He,” — the elf-girls finger poked the dwarf’s cheek and pressed it hard — ”he was also offered a pair of wings and a pretty robe. But he refused.”

“How high was your level that you got offered something like that?” asked Mith in astonishment.

“And you?” jealously inquired Amou. “Were you offered wings, Loricci? You? You deserve it!”

“Fluff and feathers aren’t my style,” snorted the amazon and demonstratively patted one of her heavy daggers. “Here is my fetish: honed steel.”

“So, we can cross out the third... he ascended into the skies.”

“Correct.”

“The fourth one is Lori. Right?”

Upon receiving confirmation, Amou nodded in satisfaction and counted off four fingers on her hand. She glanced at her hand, and then at Crow. The latter shrugged.

“There is nobody else left from our former squad.”

“What about the one who deleted his character and created a new one? And why did he delete it, even? The game cocoon still recognized him, didn’t it?”

“Lots of reasons,” replied the dwarf. “I don’t have enough fingers on my hands to list them all. To leave his old social circle. To lose all connections to us — we used to meet up with him and even completed a couple of assignments together. Hmm... What else?”

“In order to leave behind his old reputation!” Lori gave a loud laugh full of mirth. “Just tell it straight! The bane of peaceful vessels, the famous pirate with a long scarlet b — ”

“Baby!”

“Alright, alright. Our friends’ personal secrets are their personal secrets. That’s what you always say. I know. But yes, you can consider him the fifth. He is part of our plan.”

“What’s his mission?”

“He has a bunch of small tasks. He is responsible for all communications. He is responsible for searching out those who are able to help us — both among players and locals. He is responsible for obtaining additional funds. He is responsible for finding anything that might be helpful to us. He is also responsible for eventually opening up all of our numerous hiding places.”

“You have hiding places?”

“Of course,” said the dwarf, raising an eyebrow at Mith. “Every self-respecting adventurer must have a minimum of four major hiding spots in all sorts of different corners of the world. Otherwise, he is not a serious adventurer — just a small fry.”

“Well, damn... So that means you have some, too?”

“Uh-huh,” said Crow, nodding. “We had a lot of hiding places. However, they could be opened by only one character — the one that had been erased. If anyone else tries, the hiding place and its contents will be destroyed. But there are still a couple of hiding places left that can be broken into — although I’m not yet at that level. They’re in dangerous locations. Lori has a few there, too.”

“Yup,” sighed the elf girl. “Lots of good stuff in there.”

“I only have two hiding places for now,” said Amou apologetically.

“What?!” yelped Mith. “Two?! Just when did you — ?! Where are they?!”

“Let’s not change the subject,” said Amou, turning away from her friend. “Alright... so that makes me and Mith sixth and seventh, correct?”

“This is exactly what we need to discuss here,” said Crow, clearing his throat. “Have you listened to the most important part, kiddos? Let me try again. We are avengers. And vengeance is a dirty and dangerous business. We are up against an enemy who already beat us once. This is an enemy who burned us alive in the real world. I repeat: he burned us alive in the real world. He killed many of us for real. He made the rest of us into ugly freaks and cripples. He almost ruined our lives. And he certainly changed our lives forever. You see what I’m saying? I cannot ask you to come with us on this journey. I have no such right.”

“You don’t need to ask us,” growled Mith angrily, clenching his fists. “I’m in! Amou, on the other hand... I, of course, will tell her to stay away from this matter, and she will obediently — ”

“In your dreams!” snapped Amou. “I’m in! And that’s my final decision! And now, just as my mentor Lori taught me — give me more details, please. I need more information. Who is he?”

“Amou...” began Crow.

“I’m in!”

“That’s enough, Zap,” said Lori quietly. “You won’t change her mind.”

“I’m in,” repeated Mith. “We will destroy this foul beast! Who is he?”

“Who is he?” said Amou, leaning in. “Tell us! What is this bastard’s name? Do you know what country he is from? Do we need to provide real proof to the police of his involvement in the crime? Are you in Waldyra because this is the only place where traces of his involvement can be found? I don’t understand.”

“We are in Waldyra because our enemy lives in this world,” answered the dwarf, and, after a brief pause, added: “And he lives in this world only.”

“Right...” Mith fairly quickly digested the new information. “I see. He is also a permanent resident. He lives in Waldyra’s Embassy, right?”

“No,” answered Lori and Crow simultaneously.

Looking deep into Mith and Amou’s eyes, the redheaded amazon lowered her voice to a whisper and said:

“Our enemy is the terrible flame dragon whose footprint you saw on the cliff. But it is rare for him to appear in this form. Typically, he is the highest priest of the goddess Wyllowe, and his name is Vitalis the Wise.”

“B-but...”

“But he is a local!” Amou burst out, incredulous. “He isn’t... real!”

“He is digital,” agreed Mith. “He is a... son of a—!”


Chapter Eight

“VITALIS...” MITH SAID PENSIVELY, looking at the sky.

“Vitalis,” echoed the bard Amou, who was lying beside him and fingering a strand of her own long hair.

“The highest priest of the goddess Wyllowe.”

“The highest priest of Wyllowe, the good goddess of the Light,” added Amou.

“He hired real people for real murder in the real world.”

“Too many ‘real’ words... but yeah... shit... I’m gonna start bawling again...”

“Enough snot and tears, my friend.” Lori’s graceful but firm hand grasped Amou by the scruff and dragged her down the mountainside. “Let’s go have a chat. Zap!”

“What?”

“Enough about the past — let’s talk about the present! What are we gonna do about the temple?”

“We’ll have to dive in and dig,” sighed the dwarf, getting up and pulling Mith to his feet. “In a couple of minutes, we’ll start our descent.”

“We’ve already started. Keep up!”

“Roger that.”

The girls were obscured from view by a snowy cloud that rolled down the mountainside, rapidly approaching the cloud line. Out of the snowy powder came the cheerful and simultaneously stern voice of the elvish amazon Lori as she instructed Amou.

“Take bigger steps! Bigger! Don’t lean back, Amou! Do the opposite: lean forward with your whole body!”

“I’ll fall flat on my face!”

“Move your feet faster, then you won’t fall! Move like an Indian. Just like that! Good job. No! Don’t go around the boulder! Jump over it like a dolphin.”

“Ooooh...”

“Let’s go fast, too,” said the dwarf, clapping Mith on the shoulder. “Stay beside me. Lean forward a little and push yourself downhill. Find your balance. Try not to go around any obstacles; go over them instead. Jump over them, run up their sides, do somersaults. Speed is the most important thing here. Let’s go!”

Leading by example, the dwarf tilted forward at a dangerous angle and bolted downhill, moving his legs rapidly. The speed at which he bolted completely defied the notion that the stocky dwarvish race was not made for running. Mith followed his mentor without the slightest hesitation. They sent up clouds of snow, slipped, stumbled, miraculously recovered their balance and continued to run onwards, gathering speed at every step with the help of gravity. The guys were slowly catching up to the girls, who were beginning to veer left. The two pairs carved deep lines in the snow of the mountainside, sprinted up to the clouds sticking to the mountain and dived into them, disappearing tracelessly in the wet cottony mist.

A couple of seconds before they vanished in the cloudy haze, a tall broad-shouldered figure appeared on the mountaintop. Gusts of wind ruffled the snow white feathers on his loosely folded wings. He slowly lowered his head with its golden curls and crowning halo. His bright eyes — too bright — gazed at the retreating backs of the players. The latter had plunged into the clouds, but the gazing angel continued to see them — what barrier does cloudy haze pose to an Immortal? The angel’s lips twitched, but he made no sound. He continued to look at the group of friends as they moved farther and farther away, leading a new generation of young adventurers. Suddenly flashing a brief smile, the angel spread his wings and shot up into the skies. The resultant shock wave of air sent an accumulated mass of snow downhill, encircling the mountain as it rushed towards the bottom.

“Avalanche!” shouted Crow, without even thinking of looking back. There was no point. The terrifying rumble of approaching death was perfectly familiar to him. “Go faster!”

“Wheeeee!” Mith whooped excitedly. His movements were becoming more loose and relaxed with every minute of the mad sprint along the steep slope. “Wheeee! I loooove it! Crowcci! Crowcci!”

“Yeah?”

“We’re with you until you finish your mission! And beyond! Just so you know!”

“I hear you. Thank you.”

“No, thank YOU! Oh! A boulder! Jump!”

Pushing off the ground, Mith flew six feet upwards and, using his momentum, passed dangerously close to the top of the boulder, slipping over it and falling into the snow behind it. He somersaulted a few times, jumped back to his feet, and kept running. He veered sideways and was going to fall down again; however, the dwarf jumped to his side and, ramming into his shoulder, straightened his position. They kept rushing downhill, side by side. A moment later, they burst out of the cloud layer and into the rain. Two hundred feet to their left, the running girls appeared out of the clouds. Lori was pointing behind her as she ran. Crow nodded briefly: I know. An avalanche. It adds to the fun. In this regard, Lori, who loved crazy adventures, was in complete agreement with Crow. Especially since their race had somehow turned into yet another competition, this time in speed. And not just a race, but a real parkour down a mountainside...

* * *

The guys were the first ones to reach the temple. They slapped their hands on top of the wall sticking out of the mud. The girls arrived several seconds later. Crow and Lori stared at each other. The dwarf was grinning broadly. The elvish girl snorted and stamped her foot, nearly sinking into the mud.

“You got lucky!”

“If you say so,” said Crow, shrugging.

“If you say so,” repeated the cardmaster, with an equally wide smile. “Whatever you say. Ha-ha... and ha!”

To the girls’ credit, they kept their cool, and the brief exchange of stinging remarks did not escalate into a protracted fight. Here were gathered professionals, plus those who wanted to become professionals. Business comes first. The rest is for later.

“What are we looking for?” inquired Amou matter-of-factly as she stared around. The umbrella over her head shuddered and shook as it took the pounding blows of the rain.

“We are looking for Saint Borisol’s banishing ritual,” answered the dwarf, stepping forward into the mud and submerging himself up to his waist. “All leads point to this place. We’ll try to find it.”

“Borisol’s Snowstorm was carried away by Wyllowe’s priests,” reminded Mith, stepping after Crow into the mud.

“Of course it was,” snorted the player. He slowly waded along the wall to avoid getting swept away by the powerful mudflow. “For this reason, the dragon came over and wrecked the rock wall. After that, they had an excuse to move the Snowstorm, which attracted pilgrims, to one of Wyllowe’s temples. I’m sure that after that, the number of visitors to that temple grew exponentially. This is pure economics. Business and nothing personal. Money had been trickling into a distant mountain temple that had no connection to Wyllowe. The scary dragon flew over, admired the hovering lights in the sky, evaluated the situation, found the temple’s weak spot, and delivered one single targeted blow. A couple of days later, Wyllowe’s priests appeared and heroically saved Borisol’s holy artifacts, paying every respect as they carried them away on their shoulders... and at the same time taking all the pilgrims with them. And that’s that — mission accomplished. Wyllowe’s cult is now a little richer and more popular.”

“This Vitalis guy... did he come up with this plan himself?”

“All by himself. He is very smart. He...” Crow paused, submerged in mud up to his neck, feeling around for something in the sticky mass. “He... shouldn’t be treated like an insane evil maniac — although he is terrifying when angry. Vitalis is, first and foremost, a businessman. He seeks to achieve his goals at all costs, always choosing the shortest and most effective way. He removes any and all obstacles from his path. He sees a potential threat in advance and tries to eliminate it — permanently. Vitalis likes a radical approach.”

“You are talking about this so calmly... despite what he did to you...”

“I’ve had time to calm down,” said the player, nodding casually as he kept moving. “Check that part of the wall, where the stone is a bit whiter.”

“What am I looking for?”

“Bulges, cavities. Push, pull, or try to turn the stones in the wall.”

“Got it.”

“As far as being calm... There was a time when I was howling with rage. Not pain — rage. I couldn’t save Baby. You know what I’m saying? I failed as a man. I failed to foresee danger. I failed to prevent the tragedy from happening. I failed to save her. And even though she was still breathing, she was in a coma. On life support. Any time the doctors were asked about her condition, they averted their eyes. I still can’t believe it,” — Crow smiled — ”It’s a real miracle. Why didn’t I off myself? I got talked out of it. They told me it was business first. We will finish one more quest, our main mission, and after that, everyone is free to do whatever he wants. So we listed some names. We began to dig deep and to remember details. We all moved into one hospital room, shut the windows and closed the curtains, stationed a guard in the corridor, and brought in equipment.”

“Right into a hospital room?! How did the doctors even allow it?!”

“Money doesn’t solve everything, but it solves many things. And we had more than enough funds. In a private hospital, rich clients get special treatment, Mith.”

“I can see that...”

“We wrote and drew all over the walls, completely vandalizing the room. We made tons of electronic spreadsheets and began to compile all our leads. We literally had multicolored threads stretching across all walls. We had mechanical bugs with blinking LED lights crawling up and down these webs. They were checking whether they could travel down these threads from one assigned point to another. But mostly, they were there to create a mysterious atmosphere. And for entertainment. The idea wasn’t mine — it was our leader’s. He likes everything flashy and unique. He is an overgrown child with the ambitions of a king. A smart child with the ambitions of a king. We searched for a player. We searched for a player clan that we may have offended. But we couldn’t find anyone who would truly wish us physical, rather than digital, death. On the other hand, certain bits and pieces of info on one side of the hospital wall have started to come together to form an early basic yet very impressive outline of a certain powerful local, who, until recently, preferred to stay in the shadows: the highest priest of the goddess Wyllowe, Vitalis the Wise... Okay... There is nothing here. Let’s move over there. Did you find anything?” Crow shouted to the girls, who were wandering across little raised islands in the mud.

“Nothing yet!” called back Lori.

“Why are we digging around outside?” asked Mith, pulling himself out of the mud’s grasp with difficulty.

“There is no point searching for the temple’s library,” explained the dwarf readily. “It had either been destroyed, or ransacked immediately after the catastrophe hit. If the scroll had been placed there and was taken, then we’ll have to place an order on the black market. And hope that someone will want to sell it or trade it for something. We have one chance of getting it ourselves: by finding Borisol’s living quarters. He is a canonical modest saint. Such a person wouldn’t choose to live in the center of the temple. He wouldn’t occupy the best chambers. On the contrary: he’d prefer to live away from everyone. That’s why we are looking for a modest monastic cell located on the outskirts of the temple. In temples of similar architecture, there are almost always cells built right into the walls. It’s cheap housing. Plus, if some wild beast starts scratching on the other side of the wall, or an enemy tries to break in — the one living inside the wall will hear it and raise the alarm. Why are we searching on this side? That’s where the mudflow struck first. This is the first part of the temple that got buried. It got concealed from view.”

“Those are some crazy conclusions. Wouldn’t the cell have been emptied after Borisol’s death? Everything taken away as souvenirs?”

“No,” chuckled the dwarf. “Most often, these cells get locked and sealed. This is done to emphasize the holiness of the deceased one and to show everyone how modestly he lived. You can usually look inside through the bars of a little glass window. Plus, it gives thieves a chance to prove their skills by breaking into a forbidden place.”

“Does that mean the scroll could have been stolen?”

“Absolutely. That’s why I keep thinking of Waldyra’s black market. Oho... did you...”

“Uh-huh,” glugged Mith as he got dragged under the wall.

The dwarf managed to grab his partner’s hand and hold onto him. He stood awhile, letting Mith flail around in the mud for a bit before pulling him out again.

“What did you find?”

After he finished spluttering and spitting, Mith wiped his face and grimaced.

“I felt a couple of rotten benches.”

“Let’s keep searching, then...”

“So what happened when Vitalis’ image formed on the hospital wall?”

“He caught our attention, Mith. That was his first mistake. We began to dig. First, it was just out of simple curiosity. And the deeper we dug, the more surprised we got — the individual turned out to be quite extraordinary. The overall picture kept getting clearer and clearer. Eventually, we had so many details that the info on Vitalis’ personality and deeds spread from a dark corner of the hospital room and sprawled across two walls, squeezing out other contenders. The longer we dug into the matter, the more frightened we became. He was everywhere! Global economics, politics, pantheon: they all bore traces of his influence. All of them! And with each of his occasional appearances, he got some kind of benefit for Wyllowe’s cult, making it richer, more powerful, and more popular. And every time, the benefit was longterm. He did not aim to steal, for instance, a bag of gold — although he never refused any gold given to him, of course. But money was a side benefit.

“Vitalis always aimed for something greater. And he typically achieved it.

“He made a speech to an aggressive swamp tribe that hates foreigners, and they bowed down before Wyllowe. In that swamp, right under the water, you can find the purest huge sapphires — and the inhabitants of the tribe have a secret clever method for mining them. As expected, they now happily donate every third sapphire to Wyllowe’s temple.

“Vitalis visited a tropical island suffering from an epidemic. He healed all of its inhabitants, while also protecting them from crabbers, who had been regularly attacking them before then. Thus, yet another tribe joined Wyllowe’s cult. The tribe is destitute; however, its warriors possess a special fighting skill — something to do with using a shield — and they passed the skill onto the warriors of Wyllowe’s temple. And only to them. And, of course, the islanders always remember to pray regularly.

“With his sheer appearance, Vitalis stopped local wars; he conversed with insane berserkers and pacified them; he blessed heroes and sent them to do great deeds (which later turned out to have various benefits for Wyllowe’s cult).

“Vitalis always got what he wanted! But nobody knew that he did not always achieve his goals with words alone. Oh, no. Sometimes, his smooth tongue happened to bump into someone else’s sharp sword — figuratively speaking. In those scenarios, Vitalis would give a charming smile, politely bid goodbye and walk away. A day or two later, the obstinate individual who refused to submit to Vitalis would mysteriously disappear. Meanwhile, there would be several eyewitness accounts of a huge flame dragon appearing in those parts, flying at breakneck speed or soaring among scarlet-colored clouds...

“Upon finishing several important tasks, Vitalis would return to Wyllowe’s main temple and sleep. He would disappear inside his chambers for a long time. Nobody would dare rouse the highest priest. He would sleep peacefully... seemingly... because the flame dragon’s huge footprints would still occasionally appear in different parts of Waldyra. And every time he appeared, something bad would happen to many people, while something good would invariably happen for Wyllowe’s cult.”

Pausing, Crow stuck his fist into the sloshing dirt.

“Same story happened here. Wyllowe is asleep. Vitalis is asleep. And yet, a terrible dragon appeared here and caused problems. And yet again, he showcased one of his amazing abilities. Have you noticed?”

“Noticed what?”

“Waldyra heals its own wounds,” Crow reminded him. “Always heals them. If you were to destroy this mountain with magic, it would reappear again after the earthquake. Any hole in the ground gets smoothed over. A burned forest quickly grows back. However... the dragon that had arrived here melted the mountain with his breath and hit it with his clawed paw, letting out water and mud. And the wound he had left in the body of the mountain did not heal. The mountain continues to ‘bleed,’ so to speak.”

“Oh wow... I didn’t even think of that.”

“This outstanding ability of his became one of the clues that caught our attention,” said the dwarf. “These are the little hints that led us to Vitalis. The wounds he inflicts on this world do not heal. Ever. It is as if he inflicts ulcers on the world — bleeding ulcers that do not heal. He is the only one who could have caused the perpetual mudflow that buried the temple and took away any chance of its recovery. If I were to set off an explosive potion in the mountain’s weak spot and make a hole, it would heal within a few hours. Or within a day, at most. This is one of Vitalis’ peculiarities: he always hits the target and expends minimum effort doing so. He is very efficient. Extremely efficient, while expending minimum resources. Did you notice the cliff wall with the hole?”

“I don’t think I noticed anything at all.” Mith hung his head, but then immediately perked up: “But I’m learning! I’m getting intelligenter!”

“There is no such word.”

“Now there is! So what were you saying about the cliff wall with the hole?”

“The hole was made in just the right spot. Vitalis was not just hovering aimlessly when the village elder noticed him. Oh, no. Vitalis was carrying out reconnaissance from above. He was looking around. Evaluating the situation. He developed a strategy, found a weak point, took a good aim, and delivered two quick targeted strikes — again, according to the elder’s words. First, he softened the rock with his fiery breath, and possibly cursed or did something else to the stone. Then he punched through it with a single hit of his paw. He soared up into the air. Admired his handiwork. And sped away. And that’s that — mission accomplished. Quick, clear, extremely effective, with nothing wasted. And his public persona?” The dwarf shook his head. “I’m giving you a personal assignment: search the game portal for his speeches and listen to at least a couple of them. Then you’ll understand. The way he talks! People listen to him with baited breath. Many fall into a religious trance, a spiritual ecstasy, while listening to the words of Vitalis the Wise! You’d have to think twice — thrice, even — before saying who is the most popular in the spiritual cult: the sleepy Wyllowe, or the active and tough-as-nails Vitalis. Okay... I think we’re getting sidetracked. Let’s focus. Let’s try to be the first ones to find the living quarters of the deceased saint...”

* * *

Fortune smiled upon the four adventurers after a little over thirty minutes. Once again, the winners of the race turned out to be the guys. They were the first to find a locked door out of wood enchanted for durability, concealed under the slow-motion waterfall of mud. The mass of dirt pressed the door tightly against the wall, preventing it from being opened. Breaking the wooden door and letting mud surge inside the sealed room was not an option. They managed to create several heavy shields out of materials around them, leaning them at an angle against the wall and over the entrance. Then they discussed the details of their plan and put it into action. The most important part of it was entrusted to the newbies. The latter tried to protest, but the dwarf remained deaf to their pleas. He forced them to act, while he and Lori held up the creaking wooden shields whose durability decreased before their very eyes.

The newbies managed to finish in time.

They broke down the door with shots from magic staffs, threw two light orbs inside, and dived in after them. They weren’t picky. First of all, they gathered everything in sight and stuffed it into their backpacks. They finished within a minute and a half, as the saint turned out to have been an ascetic with minimal possessions. Next, Mith and Amou looked around the cell more carefully, searched every corner, and studied the ceiling. They found several sheets of paper on a stone mantelpiece. They also found two thin little books in a cavity inside the wall. They checked the compacted earth floor. Nothing. They checked again. They shook out the straw bed of the deceased saint, finding another couple of scraps of parchment and a cracked clay inkpot. Briefly glancing around and seeing nothing else of interest, they dashed outside, climbed up the wall, and shouted to the other two players.

Just in time.

The shields folded with a crunch, but the elf girl and the dwarf managed to escape from under the blow.

“Not bad,” grunted Crow, hiding the true extent of his satisfaction with his students’ work. “Not bad at all.”

“Not bad,” agreed Lori.

“Nah, I’ve seen better,” said a booming voice from a neighboring island, putting in his two cents.

“Nobody asked you, you green toad,” muttered the elf girl, without turning around. “Why are you here?”

“Nice to see you,” said Crow, grinning broadly and raising his hand in greeting. “How are you doing?”

Amou and Mith stared at the stranger who had appeared out of nowhere.

“I’m doing alright,” yawned the huge half-orc, stretching. “And I was kidding — it wasn’t bad. You did a pretty good job!”

“Thank you,” Amou thanked him cautiously, looking with interest at the warrior with a shield on his back. Mith also stared at the newcomer with open curiosity.

Jet black chainmail. Chainmail gloves. An iron helmet. A black cape, tall gray boots, and reddish pants made of chainmail. Over the half-orc’s shoulder hung a huge black sack; with enough effort, you could probably stuff a whole pony into it. The player’s strange nickname only added to the confusion: Bom-Bom Carrier-Roller.

“Yo!” called the half-orc, grinning. “I’m Bom!”

* * *

“I don’t like him.”

Mith made the statement with absolute certainty. He stood, arms and legs crossed, leaning against the dirty wall of a half-ruined building. The building stood across from an abandoned restaurant with two miraculously preserved windows out of seven. The young cardmaster stared through the dusty glass of one of the surviving panoramic windows, watching the loud muscular half-orc busy himself over a strange task. The half-orc was setting a dining table. He was completely unbothered by the fact that the table stood inside an abandoned restaurant.

“Ha!” said Amou, looking perfectly untroubled. She was standing beside Mith, an amused expression on her face. “You’re jealous of him, aren’t you? Some green, smiling dude comes over, hogs all your favorite sensei’s attention, while poor unwanted Mithril is completely forgotten...”

“It’s not like that! I don’t feel that way!”

“Sure you don’t.”

“Food’s ready!” Lori called to them out of a broken window. “We are having lunch in a post-apocalyptic setting! C’mon! Or there won’t be any food left!”

“We’re coming!” called back Amou. She grabbed the sighing Mith’s sleeve and dragged him inside.

The ambiance inside the restaurant truly corresponded with all aspects of a post-apocalyptic world. It was exactly as depicted by talented creators in their paintings, books, and films. The crooked and leaning tables miraculously still held salt and pepper shakers; fallen chairs barred doorways; rusty water dripped out of numerous holes in the walls; through the broken windows came rustling noises; light scurrying sounds from unseen beasts came from overhead; evil howling sounded piercingly in the distance.

Standing still by the window, the dwarf strained his eyes, trying to see through the darkness of the underground streets.

“Haven’t you had enough of staring yet?” asked Lori, rolling her eyes.

“That zombie is still out there, somewhere,” growled Crow. Reluctantly, he tore himself away from the window and walked into the spotlight, in the center of which stood a table. The table stood out sharply against the overall gray background.

And no wonder!

Just look at the obviously cheap, yet incredibly bright, checkered red tablecloth! On top of it stood a single huge platter bearing a mountain of spaghetti, decorated with large chunks of meat and coarsely chopped hot peppers.

“Orc-style spaghetti!” said Bom, grinning. He had taken out the platter, just like the tablecloth, from his huge rucksack. “Alright! Dig in!”

“Dig in what?” squeaked Amou in confusion.

“Our green friend means ‘Go ahead and stuff your faces, please,’“ translated Lori, snorting. With a kick, she turned over a dusty box and straddled it. “So... this is unexpected, to be honest. Crowcci... Have you got anything to say about this?”

“Uh-huh.” The dwarf nodded, stuffing his mouth with spaghetti.

“This is exactly why I get so angry at you sometimes,” sighed the elf girl heavily. She stuck a slightly bent two-pronged fork into the mountain of spaghetti. “Keep talking! Don’t make me force you! Why did you drag our old stingy friend here? Although I’m still happy to see you, Bor... Bom, I mean... To be honest, you haven’t changed much. I’m sure you didn’t pay for the spaghetti, right?”

“A small restaurant threw a whole batch of spaghetti out the back door. I happened to be passing by and saw it.” The half-orc grinned broadly. “I beat the rats and slyms to it. Can’t let food go to waste! And I caught it in time — almost didn’t get any dirt on the noodles...”

“Almost didn’t get any dirt on the noodles,” repeated Amou quietly, slowly unclenching her fingers. Her fork fell with a clatter onto the checkered tablecloth. “Ugh...”

“Real adventurers eat everything, aren’t picky, and don’t need much to be happy!” said their new half-orc friend slyly, setting an example by thrusting his own fork into the spaghetti. “Dig in!”

Without batting an eye, Crow wrapped a solid portion of spaghetti onto his golden fork and shoved it into his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully, made a noise in his throat, then put down his utensil.

“Too much pepper. The meat... is this rat meat?”

“What else could it be? Best of the best!” The half-orc roared with laughter, casually taking the dwarf’s golden fork and leaving his own copper one in its place. “Go on, eat! There is nothing better than a hearty Italian meal and a long heart-to-heart conversation. You provide the wine, by the way.”

“Uh-huh,” said Crow, nodding melancholically and setting several dusty bottles on the table. “Let’s drink to our reunion.”

“Don’t even think of opening that!” roared the half-orc, hastily grabbing the bottles. “This is something old and dusty! Old and dusty things are always valuable! Unless, of course, we’re talking about boring old archivists! I have a keg of slightly sour beer — I’ll share it. Here.”

With a thunk, Bom set the keg on the table. With one blow of his fist, he knocked off the lid and filled their glasses and goblets.

“Slightly rotten discarded spaghetti with rat meat and a keg of soured beer that probably wasn’t purchased, either,” observed Amou. Suddenly, she smiled. “That’s cool! It really matches the atmosphere! Let’s dig in!” She bravely sucked in several spaghetti strands and drank several gulps of beer. Forgetting all etiquette and wiping her mouth with her sleeve, she exhaled loudly and got ready to repeat the process again. From outside the windows came a drawn-out howl; something crashed nearby, signifying a collapsed wall of a house or a minor cave-in of the underground ceiling. Ignoring it all, Amou continued to diligently devour the spaghetti.

“She has got some real potential,” growled the half-orc approvingly.

Mith flinched. He glanced at the half-orc, then at the dwarf. Then he grabbed his fork and hastily began to eat.

“Stop manipulating my students,” snapped Crow, his snarl just as vicious as a half-orc’s. “Mith! Amou! Don’t listen to this guy. He’s being evil. In order to become amazing pros and brave adventurers, you absolutely do not need to force yourselves to eat rotten spaghetti or drink soured beer!”

“That’s right,” concurred Lori. She began to slice a smoked ham. “Exactly. Amou, sister, stop eating that disgusting crap.”

“But I like it! For some reason... I’m surprised myself! But I like it...”

“Well then, eat as much as you want. However, let’s get back to the topic. I don’t want to repeat the question, Zap. Why did you summon this green toad?”

“Alright, alright. We are back on topic,” relented the dwarf. “Bom... We need you. We need you here. And we need you for a long time. Recently, we haven’t been keeping up with our workload — we simply have too much to do. There are lots of economic and social factors at play. To do things properly, I need to spend all my time, from dawn till dusk, at the outpost, conversing with the locals, settling disputes, and solving problems. Only then will the gears turn as quickly as possible, and our plans move forward at the speed we need. But I can’t. I need to learn the blacksmithing craft, excavate Gvaktal, and teach my students — they are very capable, but I haven’t yet gotten to teaching them the most important stuff. In short, I need you, Bom. You always knew how to negotiate, buy and sell, flatter and pacify, smile or bare your fangs. You’ll feel right at home here. What do you say?”

“No,” said the half-orc shortly. He tried to take the golden fork from Amou, but she violently resisted, so Bom failed.

“Damn,” sighed the dwarf, disappointed. “Alright. I won’t try to change your mind. I know how stubborn you are. Just like your older brother. May I at least know why? There are so many opportunities here. Gray Peak is becoming more alive with every passing day. It’s a busy hive that conceals within itself many ways to get rich and forge new interesting connections.”

“I know. But I can’t. I... you know...” Bom scratched his head thoughtfully with his huge hand. “It’s hard to explain. I have no solid proof, but right now, I’m dead certain that I’ve stumbled upon a peculiar, extremely ordinary-looking stubborn and rather unpleasant person. He is a literal magnet for the most unusual events and adventures, getting stuck in curious situations... If I were to describe my most recent experiences to you right now — then even such hardened and seasoned veterans like you would find yourselves surprised a few times. That I guarantee you. Another thing I’m sure of: this is just the beginning of something greater. Also, well... Being around them is very interesting. Plus, it’s fun. And it’s like that every day. Their in-game life is like an insane slalom with a rumbling avalanche at your heels. The excitement. The fun. The adventure. Explosions. Flights. Werewolves. Fights. Marshmallows by a flaming bonfire and songs. Laughter. Lynched elves. Theft missions...”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” snapped Crow angrily. “To hell with you. You are making me want to drop everything and join you!”

“Don’t forget to take me along, sensei,” piped up Mith.

“That’s why I can’t,” said the half-orc, smiling. “I just can’t.”

“That’s too bad,” said the dwarf sourly. “The faster we develop Gray Peak, the sooner we will get the money we need. Alright then, you lover of insane slaloms. If you don’t want to live here, then your money will live here instead. Open up your wallet and set it on the table — and I’ll take a good amount from it.”

“I don’t have any money! Do you expect a broke half-orc like me to have anything to share?” Bom sighed. Getting to his feet, he began to pack up, putting away into his bag everything in sight: starting from a silver pepper shaker, and ending with the sliced ham.

“Put back the pepper shaker and sit down!” barked Crow. “Bom! I need money! Urgently! And I know that you have it!”

“Go earn your own! And I...”

“We don’t have enough time.” The dwarf leaned forward. “Not nearly. Gray Peak is coming alive. More and more players are arriving. It is possible that even now, some player is standing on the ground above us, eager to grow digital eggplants and already choosing the best spot to buy land for his future greenhouse! We cannot allow that!”

“Who wants to live in your swamp?!” snorted Bom contemptuously. “Listen, you know me — I’m not greedy.”

“Uh-huh,” chorused Crow and Lori together.

“I’m just a little stingy!” said Bom, his voice rising. “Just a little! Why? Because I’m a businessman. In my opinion, money should be invested, and not spent on worthless things! And your swamp is...”

“Go on,” said Crow, crossing his arms. “Go on and say that our swamp is worthless and is not worth investing in! Go on! The ravine above us is the roof of Gvaktal!”

“It’s not worthless,” admitted Bom reluctantly. “But it’s your responsibility! Each of us has his own goal!”

“Exactly!” barked the dwarf. “My goal is Gvaktal! His goal is the island! And your goal and your responsibility is to help us! To go back and forth between us, acting as a friendly transporter with a generously open wallet and pockets!”

“With a generously open wallet and pockets?” repeated the half-orc in amazement, staring wide-eyed at the dwarf. Then he leaned back and roared with laughter.

The rotten chair could no longer support his quaking body and collapsed with a relieved creak, preferring to die rather than suffer. The half-orc dropped onto the floor, where he continued to lie laughing for another minute. Then he got up, dusted himself off, pulled up another miserably groaning chair and, sitting down, mumbled grumpily:

“I know. So what? Money should be saved until the final stage! Why do you think I’ve been breaking into hiding places and collecting all the spoils? Why do you think I’ve been investing into profitable ventures? By the way, I don’t even have that much money right now!”

“How come?” Lori squinted her eyes jealously. “Is your new friend and leader — the one that is always taking you on an insane slalom — not helping you earn it? He doesn’t have any money?”

“If you compare how much we used to earn back in our day at the beginning, and now — I’ve made about forty times more!” parried the half-orc. Stunned by the answer, the amazon found nothing else to say and spread her hands.

“Oho,” said Crow with a whistle.

“By ‘Oho,’ he means, ‘I am amazed by the scope of your endeavors,’“ Amou explained to Mith.

“I know that!” Mith replied in indignation. “Oho! But we are making good money here, too! Via honest work and bloody adventures! So there!”

“Since you’re earning forty times more, then you can afford to share!” said Crow, going on the offensive again. “Share!”

“No.”

“Share!”

“I barely have any money! I put it to work — as soon as I earn some, I immediately invest most of it! I bought a small china shop and a stable of riding lizards. I invested into ten average-priced paintings of a nearly dead frail old painter — a local, obviously. I wish someone would help him pass already. Then the prices would skyrocket! You know what he paints? According to his own words: views of mystical cities. Actually, it’s views of skyscrapers — albeit unusual ones. But it looks cool. He is a good painter. Too bad he is still alive... There are a few other things I’ve invested in, too. I’m waiting for them to bear fruit. In short: I have no money!”

“Share!”

“Did you not hear what I just said? I’ve invested it. You’ll need to wait.”

“Share!”

“Crap! How much?!”

“A lot!”

“No way! I’m not doing it!”

“Share!” Crow pressured him.

“Share!” Lori joined in.

“Get your own!”

“Share, Sir Bom,” squeaked Amou.

“Share, bro!” chimed in Mith.

“You two should be quiet! Learn to eat rotten spaghetti first, before you say anything!”

“Easy!” said Amou in a muffled voice, stuffing a huge portion of pasta into her mouth. “Tashty! Vefy tashty!”

“Umph-humph!” agreed Mith, nodding vigorously as he gulped down the spaghetti.

“Crap...”

“You have to share, Bom! Don’t make me write to your brother.”

“That’s blackmail! Where is your dwarvish conscience? Mm?”

“Share! Put the money on the keg!”

“I can help you out with a couple dozen gold coins, but no more!”

“A drop in the ocean! Bom! I need the whole ravine! All of it! I need to set up a home base here, establish trade, put everything on track, and appoint people responsible for each section of land. Only then will I be able to forget about the ravine and focus on the most important things with a clear conscience! We are running ourselves ragged, but we’re still not keeping up. Why won’t you understand? If you don’t want to give us money — fine! Don’t!”

“Finally you’re talking sense!”

“So I am! If you won’t give us gold, then starting tomorrow morning, I’ll put you in charge of everything here! You’ll be busy from dawn till dusk, but you’ll keep your precious money. I’ll even pay you wages!”

“And how much will I get? Pfft! To hell with your wages! I can’t afford to get stuck in your swamp! From dawn till dusk? Are you kidding me? I have so much going on right now! It’s already so exciting, and there’s more in store! No deal! I refuse to stay here!”

“Remember that, initially, we did consider the possibility,” the dwarf reminded him. “That you will, if needed, take over the responsibility for the ravine, leaving me free to deal with Gvaktal.”

“No way! My situation has totally changed. Right now, I’m in the very thick of the action. Amazing action. Believe me, it’s just not worth it to take me out of it and stick me neck-deep into your musty little swamp.”

“It’s not a musty little swamp!” said Mith, offended. “Nothing of the sort! It’s awesome here!”

“It’s awesome here!” repeated Amou in agreement. “And it’s not a swamp! It’s our ravine! It’s our home! So watch your words, please, sir half-orc. Or I’ll grow up one day, and politely kill you off!”

Bom stared in surprise at the girl, whose face was flushed with indignation. After a pause, he gave a little cough and shook his head.

“Whoa... She has definitely got potential. Let me guess: she is being taught by Lori. I can tell by the young predator’s behavior.”

“Share!” snapped the dwarf. “Or become our slave! Just like in the olden days: your life or your wallet!”

“But I...”

“Life or wallet? Choose!”

“Go to h — ”

“Life or wallet!”

“Fine, I’ll share! I’ll share! How much?”

“Two thousand gold coins!”

“My heart,” said Bom, hunching over as he pressed his palm to his huge chest. “Ohh... so painful... infarction of the myo — ”

“ — wallet,” finished Lori with a snort, and both girls burst out laughing.

“Infarction of the myowallet,” repeated Mith, his face twitching uncontrollably. He snorted, trying hard to suppress his laughter.

“Are you crazy?! Two thousand?! I don’t have that much!”

“Then give us however much you have,” said the dwarf mercilessly, and continued to pressure him, “and you will also come here every day to help. The bigger the sum, the less time you spend here. The smaller the amount of your voluntary donation, the more often you come and the longer you spend here!”

“That’s blackmail! We’re supposed to be friends! Remember?! Hey, dwarfie! We’re supposed to be friends!”

“Your wallet or your life!” Crow slapped his palm with full force onto the table, making it jump.

“Your wallet or your life!” cried the amazon.

“Your wallet or your life!” said Mith, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Your wallet or your life!” squeaked Amou, then added, “You are better off paying. Those who don’t love our lovely, charming ravine have no place here. Humph!”

“I already told you: you two don’t get a say!” snapped Bom angrily, looking at the bard and the cardmaster. “Crap! Crap! Crap!”

“Share!”

“I won’t stay here,” said Bom. The air seemed to go out of him. He wiped his face with his palm. “Oof. Alright. You win. It’s true that Gvaktal cannot be opened too soon. Damn! There are tons of things around here you could sell — so why don’t you?”

“We can’t sell it willy-nilly,” said the dwarf, shrugging. “We are selling it via auction. It’s going well. But I can feel it in my soul: we need to buy out the land asap. Immediately. It can’t wait. So, you’ve gotta share. But don’t worry, I won’t shortchange you; I’ll give you everything valuable that I dig up. You can slowly sell it off. If you draw attention, nobody will be able to trace us through you. And that’s the most important part.”

“That sounds better!” said Bom, his expression brightening. He straightened up. “But make no mistake: I’ll take everything!”

“Go ahead. But first, give us the cash.”

“Fine.” The half-orc got up and stretched. “You’ve managed to sway me, you fork-tongued devils. You threatened and blackmailed poor old me, and I caved. I warn you, though: I don’t have much money. Some of it is in gold, some of it in rainbow shells, some in pearls and rubies. You’ll have to figure it out yourselves. But gems are accepted as payment in lieu of money.”

“I know. Bring everything you’ve got here already. And I’ll take it and run off to see our fearsome possessed friend.”

“Who?”

“Nevermind... just our local problems.”

“I’ll be back in a moment.” With these words, the half-orc vanished in the flash of teleportation.

“He’ll even make a profit,” said Lori.

“Naturally,” said the dwarf, nodding. “Naturally. Still, it’s a pity we couldn’t get him to stay here. He’s not bad at being in charge. Plus, he can sense profit a mile away. I wonder, what sort of new friends and adventures does he have that he just can’t tear himself away from them?”

“I’d love to know, too,” said the elf girl, smiling. “But we’re having just as much fun here!”

“Exactly!” agreed Amou enthusiastically. “Just as much! And maybe even more!”

“Agreed,” stated Mith coolly, pouring himself more beer. “Crow... sensei...”

“What?”

“I was just thinking... We’re having a good time here. Rotten spaghetti. Sour beer. Good chance of diarrhea in the near future. In short, this is great. There is one thing missing, however.”

“And what would that be?”

“A story about Gvaktal,” sighed Mith wistfully. “What’s so special about it? Tell us already. What are we aiming for, sensei?”

“It’s time you knew.” The dwarf lit another candle and set it firmly into a crooked bronze holder. “I’ll tell you. Everyone who has candles, get them out.”

“I always carry some!” Amou placed five thick red candles on the table.

Beside them, Lori placed five more of the exact same ones. Mith slammed a single candle onto the table; however, it was long and thick as a man’s arm. One after another, the candles were lit. They were carried into different corners of the restaurant, placed on windowsills, on the floor, on the mantelpiece, on wall cornices, and on other tables and chairs. The room grew brighter. A strange feeling of unease appeared, too. The four adventurers found themselves in the center of a bubble of pulsing light, while a rustling, and sometimes hollering, darkness surrounded them on all sides. Crow walked through the tiny room, looking around and slightly repositioning several of the candles. He dragged a table into the center and placed a big yellow candle onto it. He took some shakers from the tables and made a lap around the room, leaving behind a trail of salt. Lori repeated this action, but instead made a trail of mixed red and black pepper, with the addition of ground coriander she had found behind the bar stand. Amou walked behind her and tirelessly asked questions; Mith listened in as he watched the dwarf walk around.

“What’s all the salt for?”

“It’s a barrier against spirits and ethereal demonic messengers.”

“And the pepper?”

“To guard against creatures that can smell sounds.”

“Smell sounds?!”

“That’s right. These types don’t care about distances, as long as they can smell the words on the wind.”

“I see... What about the coriander?”

“It masks our life energy vibrations, which are so attractive to zombies. This property of coriander was known back in Ancient Egypt, where it was used successfully. In Waldyra, coriander has lots of uses: from spicing up food to being a component in explosive potions. Should one of these potions explode within a group of zombies, they will most likely go temporarily blind and deaf.”

“Cool! And what’s this?”

“Olive oil. Ancient, but still liquid.”

“And what does it work against?”

“Heartburn. I’ll try to add it to Bom’s spaghetti. Maybe it’ll taste better. Because it’s disgusting otherwise...”

“But I like it!”

“Ready?” said the dwarf, interrupting their increasingly interesting conversation. “Then let’s sit down. We need to finish the spaghetti...”

“I’d rather finish the ham!”

“And I’ll finish the wine! I also have a bag of marshmallows with me. I’ll roast them over a candle. That won’t attract marshmallow zombies, I hope?”

“It won’t attract them,” muttered the dwarf.

“You mean marshmallow zombies exist?!” yelped Mith, jumping up.

“Do you want to hear about Gvaktal, or not?”

“We do!”

“Good... ahem-ahem...” Crow cleared his throat for formality and poured himself some wine, pushing away the keg left by the half-orc. “Gvaktal... Long ago, it was destroyed by a sudden monstrous cataclysm... before that awful event, however... but I’d better start from the beginning...

“Long, long ago, the city of Gvaktal had been reasonably busy but not too popular among foreigners — they weren’t welcome here and weren’t allowed past the outskirts into the inner city. There was a very good reason for that: in the central square of the city, overlooking the surroundings, was located a tall tower. Its peak almost reached the clouds. The tower was built out of surprisingly small yet extremely sturdy bricks — the multicolored unique bricks that are simply impossible to reproduce. The tower was guarded day and night. It was surrounded by multiple levels of protection: guards, traps, golems, magical barriers... No trespasser could approach it. He would get stopped or destroyed before he even got there.

“The reason for all the security?

“Well, it is no ordinary tower. It rises out of a massive square foundation, which conceals within itself the greater part of a special complex mechanism created by the presently departed Ancients. The mechanism stretches up through the whole tower and ends at the top in a kind of special lens that emits an emerald light.

“Could the tower be called a beacon?

“Absolutely not. That is because the tower standing in the middle of the city square and the mechanism inside it, along with the lens at the top, are nothing other than a most powerful weapon created by the Ancients. The lens emits a monstrously powerful burst of lethal emerald light generated by the mechanism. It’s like a slingshot that was created to kill giants. This weapon has a name: Angulbur. Also called An Gulbur, which, in the language of the Ancients, means Emerald of Death or Emerald Death.

“Why did the Ancients create such a dangerous weapon, capable of striking an enemy hundreds of miles away?

“We don’t have enough evidence to say for sure. It seems that, long ago, there used to exist an Enemy so terrifying and colossal in size, that his power threatened the world itself. An enemy so strong, he could not be defeated with regular weapons and magic. An enemy so mighty, he could easily alter the world’s geography, destroying whole continents.

“In order to rein in this monster, the Ancients built several unique mechanisms and put them in different corners of Waldyra. Once everything was ready, they activated these weapons and delivered a simultaneous blow to the Enemy. They didn’t manage to kill him. But they did rob him of his powers and capture him. Afterwards, they buried him under an incredible amount of earth and stone. We weren’t able to find out the exact amount of earth piled onto the powerless Enemy, so it’s hard to gauge his size. Hardly anything is known about him, except a simple fact carefully embedded by the Ancients into the mind of every sentient creature in Waldyra: as long as you don’t meddle with the Enemy, as long as you don’t approach him, he will remain imprisoned.

“The Ancients were wise. They knew that curiosity and stupidity know no limits. They gathered all their strength and conducted a most difficult magic ritual, creating a special magic curtain that covered the buried-alive Enemy and cut off all access to him. From then on, it became impossible to approach the buried Enemy. The curtain can be lifted only by a special spell, which was securely hidden in a secret place. The same spell also keeps the Enemy’s location a complete mystery. We only know that the way to reach him is extremely long, very difficult, and full of obstacles. You cannot complete this journey on your own. Nor can you do it as a small team.

“Many centuries have passed since then. The story about the Enemy had first turned into a legend, then transformed into a scary story, which, after a while, stopped being told or remembered. The Enemy was forgotten.

“Following that, the Ancients disappeared themselves. Right after they left, the complex weapon they had created was destroyed by sudden cataclysms, which happened simultaneously in several regions of Waldyra.

“The city of Gvaktal was destroyed by a horrific earthquake. It was swallowed up by the earth entirely. And a small inhabited island was covered by a monstrous tsunami...”

“Who is this Enemy?” blurted out Mith, interrupting the dwarf’s story. “Sounds horrible! What sort of Enemy is this?”

“We don’t know,” said Crow, spreading his hands helplessly. “We had begun to dig in this direction, when we were suddenly attacked in the real world. And then we had more important things on our minds. All we know is: if the Enemy suddenly wakes up, it can lead to the end of the world. Literally. In the legends we’ve found, his awakening is compared to the Great Judgment. The biblical Apocalypse. The Great Flood. Once he wakes up, the world will be destroyed. First, the Enemy’s bloodthirsty messengers will descend from the webbed skies; following that, He will come in person and finish destroying the entire world. Therefore, it’s better not to wake him. Ever.”

“But what if someone does wake him?”

“Unlikely. Who wants to do that? Anyways, that’s beside the point. Listen to what happened next!”

“We’re all ears...”

“A moment before Gvaktal began to sink belowground, its ruler reacted fast enough to, metaphorically speaking, hit a big red emergency button. The tower folded like a huge collapsible cup. Have you ever seen one of those? It looks like a hockey puck. Open the lid, give it a shake — and you’ve got a cup in your hand. Nice and ready for drinking. My point: the tower should have avoided damage. The square foundation of the tower got damaged. The multicolored bricks got scattered in all directions. The tower itself, however, survived. And when we reach Gvaktal’s central square, we will clear away the rubble and restore the square foundation. We will press the same button and raise the tower again! After that, we will need to conquer it and take control of Angulbur: possibly the most powerful weapon in Waldyra!”

“I’m reeling from shock...” Mith gave an ecstatic moan and pushed himself away from the table, collapsing to the littered floor and breaking another chair along the way. “Awesome...”

Amou was clutching at the edge of the table and sitting as still as a statue. Her mesmerized gaze was glued to the dwarf. Crow caught her stare and sighed:

“I feel like an Indian snake charmer playing a flute in front of cobras. Still, it’s nice to have such undivided attention. Yes, it’s all true: an ancient powerful weapon is hidden beneath the ravine of Gray Peak. It is able to poke a hole in practically any foe. That includes Vitalis the Wise, fuck him! — excuse my language. But I still find it hard to control my emotions on this subject.”

“Awesome...” breathed Mith under the table. He resumed vertical position by sitting down on the chair recently vacated by the half-orc. “Wait... Isn’t it overkill? Vitalis is just a priest. Cunning and evil, able to reach for your neck even in the real world... but still just a priest. He can be sent to the afterlife and... hmm... how should I say this...”

Amou came to Mith’s rescue.

“We can dispose of Vitalis in simpler and cheaper ways,” she noted calmly and rationally. “I don’t have much experience, but going by what Lori taught me, I can suggest the following plan: we find out the timing of Vitalis’ next appearance in public, create a diversion, and then launch a surprise attack, concentrating all of our strength into one blow. We may need to hire someone Dark — someone powerful — to support us and take part in delivering the decisive blow.”

“In delivering the decisive blow,” repeated Mith, staring at his friend. “I’m not impressed by that plan! Your suggestion won’t work for several reasons. One: our character levels are too low. Two: we would need special gear of the highest quality. And we don’t have it.”

“Even with very high character levels and Legendary-level gear, it still won’t work,” Lori interrupted them. “Quiet, kids. You asked a question, now listen to the answer.”

“Sorry.”

“Uh-huh. Sorry.”

“Vitalis is not just a priest,” explained Crow. “He is the highest priest. He makes such important decisions, that you can rest assured: his position involves more than status. It also gives him the highest power within the cult. I’m almost certain that Vitalis has far more power and influence than Wyllowe herself. That’s why, in your further discussions, I recommend that you think of Vitalis as a cult leader, not as a right-hand man. He is the most important one in the cult. He is the most powerful one there. And he is a god. Not a human. He is a dragon. All of this makes him practically invulnerable. We can’t even start a war against Wyllowe’s cult — we will simply get squashed and utterly destroyed! That’s because Wyllowe is the most popular goddess of the Light among both players and locals. She preaches peace and protects nature. She is life itself. And Vitalis is a dark thorn lodged deep inside the cult. You can’t pull him out of there.”

“Discredit him in front of the cult! Let them banish him, and he’ll lose his powers,” suggested Mith. “And then we’ll get him!”

“How are you going to discredit him?” Crow asked patiently with a wry smile. “Vitalis is doing everything to make Wyllowe’s cult richer and stronger. He is like a televangelist with a dazzling smile and irresistible charisma, who preaches tirelessly to the masses, attracting more and more money and followers. Moreover, I’m sure that he selects the other high priests to reflect his own image. Vitalis is not a loner! Don’t even think of considering him a loner! He is a leader of a strong, tightly woven team of people who will give up their own lives for him — and sincerely, too! Wyllowe is weak and sleepy. Vitalis is the one who rules. He surrounds himself with loyal followers. They will never hand him over or expel him.”

“We’ll kill off his team one by one!” suggested Amou. “We’ll deprive him of his followers! We have the time. We have the patience. We’ll act methodically.”

“It’s not so easy to kill a high priest,” said Crow, shaking his head. “Should one or two of them die, Vitalis will sense that something is wrong. He will feel threatened and start to dig into the matter. Then he’ll trace it to us. He is very dangerous and clever! Be afraid of Vitalis! Don’t attract his attention! Be as afraid of drawing his attention as the hobbits were afraid to draw the gaze of the Eye of Sauron! Because his attention brings pain and death — Lori and I are living examples of that! Do you understand?!”

“Yes, sensei.”

“We understand, Crowcci. Don’t get so worked up.”

“Oof...” The dwarf took a deep calming breath and shook his head. “My bad. I got carried away. Anyway, my main point is that our attack must be sudden and completely unexpected for Vitalis. No feints. No diversions. We must take good aim and, with a double strike, stomp him out like a cockroach!”

“Exactly,” agreed Lori, rejoining the discussion. “And Crowcci wasn’t exactly right to compare Vitalis with a dark thorn — he is more of a big fat zit covered by an old layer of tough skin. Like an abscess. If it gets popped, it will squirt everywhere and stain everything. Especially Wyllowe’s cult. The highest priest doing shady things in the name of Wyllowe? Nonsense! Wyllowe’s cult will do everything to prevent the truth from surfacing. We will not be able to discredit Vitalis before the cult. Thus, we only have one option left: a quick and monstrously powerful double strike, delivered from an extremely long distance.”

“Double strike?” clarified Mith.

“We are in charge of securing the Emerald Death. And Bom’s blue-eyed older brother is in charge of reawakening the weapon hidden on a small tropical island — that’s where the Sapphire Death is located. As soon as both weapons are ready to fire, we will determine Vitalis’ location and strike! If we manage to kill him, then the first stage of our plan will be completed.”

“So cool!” Mith punched the table excitedly. “This is the coolest thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life! I’m in! Wait... first stage?”

“Vitalis is a powerful and charismatic individual,” said Crow, smiling bitterly. “He might even be a deity. If he dies, his digital soul will have two options. In the first scenario, he will be sent to the mythical City of the Dead, Angora. In the second, he will be sent further, to Tantariall, the hell for gods. But no matter how deep the hell he goes to, we will get him there, too!” The dwarf made the final statement with unshakable conviction. “We’ll get to him and finish him off!”

“In hell?” gasped Amou.

“In hell,” confirmed Lori.

“So, you mean we’ll also travel to...”

“To hell,” said the amazon, nodding.

“Now this is the epitome of cool!” roared Mith, rubbing his temples with his fists. “I think my head is gonna explode! Count us in!”

“How are we gonna kill him in hell?”

“I don’t yet know for sure,” replied Crow. “But we’ll find out. We’ll definitely find out. Well? Did you find out everything you wanted? Or do you still have questions?”

“You mentioned conquering the tower,” remembered Amou. “What exactly does that mean?”

“According to the information we have, the tower is filled with monsters born from the light of the emerald lens. We will have to destroy each and every one of them. That includes the boss of the tower, who probably exists — and I’m sure that if he does, he sits at the very top of the tower. But we won’t be able to reach the insides of the tower or its monsters until the tower is raised to its full height. Do you understand what that means?”

“Hmmm...” Mith chewed his lower lip thoughtfully.

Amou was quicker on the uptake.

“The tower will punch through the earthen ceiling and rise over the ravine! If the legend says that the tower reaches almost to the skies, that means it’s very tall!”

“That’s right.”

“That’s exactly what I was going to say!” said Mith with an awkward cough. “It will rise like a nuclear missile! You see it in movies: nuclear ballistic missiles taking off from wheat fields, while the farmers watch them in amazement. And we are also planning to convert the rest of the ravine into wheat and corn fields, right?”

“Precisely,” said the dwarf, nodding. “That is because we don’t want anyone to dig too deep into the ground. Let wheat grow there instead. And, one day, a sky-high ancient tower will rise right out of the field. And then what do you think will happen?”

“It will become an instant sensation,” continued Amou. “The news will spread like wildfire across Waldyra. Everyone will come running here! Vitalis will hear about it, too. And he... does he know what it is?”

“He might,” said Lori. “We don’t really know who he is. But he is smart and always tries to keep an eye on current events. He has tons of helpers, who bring him the juiciest info. So it’s quite possible that he may know about the ancient weapon. And he may very well suspect that it is intended to be used against him.”

“That’s why we will conquer the towers simultaneously. At the very last moment. As soon as we decide that we’re ready, and know Vitalis’ exact position, we will start the operation. We’ll raise the tower, clean it out, activate the mechanism, charge it, and fire it simultaneously with Sapphire Death! Failure at any stage will mean failure of the entire mission. And that’s how things stand, my friends. Well? Have you changed your minds yet?”

“We have no intention of backing out! What about before we raise the tower, sensei? What are our plans?”

“Leveling, exterminating Gvaktal’s monsters, fixing the tower’s mechanism — the one that is inside the damaged building in the city’s central square. That will be considered our training and preparation. Got it?”

“Got it!”

“Got it! But Crowcci... What about your blacksmithing? That’s part of the plan, too, isn’t it?”

“It’s part of the plan that leads to hell,” said Crow in a grave tone, then burst out laughing. “Sounds so dark and serious. Well, it’s true. Alright, then! Let’s put out the candles! We are going back upstairs — we have chores waiting for us outside. So let’s grab as many bricks and street lamps as we can! Lori! Did you look through our trophies from the mountain temple?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And?”

“We have the ritual,” replied Lori, grinning from ear to ear. “Saint Borisol’s Ritual. The centurion will be glad to see us. Very glad.”

“We’ll visit him right after we’re done with chores,” said the dwarf, rubbing his hands together. “I already know how to lead the discussion so that, before the clock strikes midnight, the entire ravine will be ours! I just wish the Bom would overcome his own greed and hurry up with the visit. I’m pretty sure that, right now, he is hugging the bag of money while bawling his eyes out... Let’s go, adventurers! We have hungry mouths to feed!”

* * *

As it turned out, there were indeed a lot of hungry folk waiting to be fed. Quite a lot!

While the heroes were gone, a wild crowd of starving convoy men, caravaners, and tramps gathered at Gray Peak. It was a surprise, as the dwarf had already organized everything in such a way that even in his absence, anyone could sit down at one of the long tables, which were always laden with food. The food production line should have been working continuously. Crow had supplied everything for it to work smoothly. But the production line halted. The tables stood empty. The travelers were left hungry.

The reason?

A tiny, laughable one: Woodman had quarreled with Grubber over some trivial matter. The two gray-haired brothers were sitting far apart with their backs turned to each other, staring in opposite directions.

The wise dwarf only needed a few minutes to defuse the situation with a couple of well-placed words. Another minute later, the brothers reconciled and returned to their duties. The fire was rekindled under the kitchen cauldron; the stew began to boil again as the ladle clanged against the sides of the pot. The players salvaged the situation by serving sandwiches, slicing dried and smoked meats, and opening up their stores of mushrooms, apples, bread, and fish.

The starving crowd swept like a black tidal wave over the tables. Tables and benches creaked; knives and forks clattered. The sound of collective chewing was so loud that it was heard many miles away from the outpost. It frightened passing travelers, who, in their fear, decided that a pack of man-eating bears was feasting nearby. The first wave had barely receded when the second wave came, and everything repeated. The third wave was calmer and had fewer people. By the fourth stage of mass feeding, the situation normalized completely. The area around the House on the Hill began to resemble the field of a recent battle: motionless bodies lay everywhere! If not for the collective snoring that reached the heavens — which scared the passing travelers again — one could assume that the outpost is littered with the dead.

Without waiting for the dwarf’s directions, Mith and Amou began to drag stones and street lamps to the work sites. Following that, they also brought hot drinks to the workers to cheer them up after a long day. On the way, they listened to the workers’ complaints and rumors, nodding and promising to sort everything out, and smiling at their unsophisticated jokes before returning to the hill. Meanwhile, the dwarf talked to all the tramps, giving them some pocket change and clothes. Next, he rushed off to check on the builders. He inspected the newly finished grocery shop and the foundations for new homes. He spoke with the foreman and gave him several silver coins as a bonus for all their hard work. He also hinted that if they continue to work as hard and fast as they were currently doing, he will be only too happy to substantially increase the size of the bonus and give them enough work for many more days or even weeks. The foreman reacted with a broad smile. With that, they parted ways.

As the dwarf walked on, a certain area of his territory grabbed his attention for some reason, making him stop dead in his tracks. He looked thoughtfully at the ground. Remembering, he facepalmed and moaned: the watchtower!

Curses... He had promised the centurion that he’ll immediately begin preparations for building a square stone tower, the first one of eight. Everything would be as specified in the plan provided by the centurion.

He promised... but got distracted by other things. He should still have time left. Plus, he had a good excuse for the delay. It wasn’t because he was being lazy. Nevertheless, Crow was not going to risk it. He knew the centurion’s character. Vurrius couldn’t stand it when players did not keep their promises — and he had good reasons for such a poor reaction. Good relations with Vurrius must be preserved at all costs.

Therefore...

Arming himself with a shovel he had brought, the dwarf got to work. After half an hour of nonstop work, he demolished a small hill and marked out the future corners. The measurements were approximate. He was simply leveling a patch of ground. He won’t be able to build the tower himself — he didn’t have enough skills for that. However, it wasn’t necessary. He will fix the situation as soon as he can. For now, though, not much was required: he needed to answer affirmatively to the question that will definitely be posed to him, and he must not lie...

A half-orc in black chainmail appeared at the outpost and quickly found the owner of a significant part of the surrounding lands. He found him at the bottom of a shallow wide pit that was gradually taking on the form of a square. Standing at the edge of the hole, the half-orc watched for a while as the dwarf worked. He looked around and firmly stated:

“No way in hell!”

“I heard you the first time!” snapped Crow angrily, wiping dirt off his grimy face. “There is no way you’ll stay here. I heard you! Did you bring it?”

“Here, catch.” Bom threw the sack.

Catching it with ease, Crow unhurriedly put it away in his inventory. Even if someone happened to see the transfer of valuables, he wouldn’t understand what he saw. The sack was old, patched, and bearing the faded label “Khim Lushflower’s Oats, Grade A.”

“You dirty blackmailers and robbers,” declared the half-orc with an air of high dignity, brushing invisible dust off his chainmail sleeve. “Live long and prosper! See ya later, my filthy little friends!”

“As if you’ve never had to dig around in the dirt with your new pals!” snarled Crow at the half-orc’s retreating back.

“For such a pittance? Nope!” came the answer. Next moment, Bom vanished in the flash of teleportation.

Cursing without anger, Crow threw another dozen shovelfuls of soil out of the pit. Then he stood back to evaluate his handiwork and nodded, satisfied.

Now he can confidently answer in the affirmative, and even in detail, to Centurion Vurrius’ direct and unavoidable question.


Chapter Nine

“GLAD TO HEAR THAT EVERYTHING is going well for you, good foreigners.” The centurion gave a satisfied nod after the obligatory greetings and pleasantries. “My friend Crow, how is the construction of the tower for the future fort going? You mentioned that you were about to start building it. Today, I passed by the site several times, but did not see anyone working on it... Is everything going alright?”

“Everything is going perfectly, Centurion Vurrius,” stated the dwarf with iron-clad confidence. “Everything is going strictly according to plan. Today, we began major excavation work. We are preparing the area for the foundations of the first tower. As I can already see, the chosen spot is excellent. Tomorrow, the builders will substantially expand the excavation site and will lay the first stone of the foundation.”

The centurion’s lips twisted slightly into a satisfied smile. The old warrior was happy that, yet again, the first settler, the dwarf Crow, did not disappoint him. The dwarf had kept his promise. Just how is he managing to find time to do everything? Although, with such loyal and reliable friends like his, it is possible to accomplish much more than that. With reliable comrades, you can move mountains without even noticing.

Most importantly, the dwarf was not lying. A few minutes ago, one of the guards had dropped by and confirmed to the centurion that yes, excavation work had begun in that spot, and a square hole was visible in the distance.

“Well,” said Vurrius, his face relaxing and his frown disappearing like clouds after a rainstorm. “I am happy to hear that, my friend Crow. The safety of the outpost and its surrounding lands is our utmost priority. The future fort will provide reliable protection in these troubled times.”

“I agree completely,” said the black-haired dwarf, nodding. “We are doing everything to build the fort as quickly as possible.”

“We will do our best,” the redheaded amazon said with a charming smile. The girl carrying a large guitar on her back, who was standing beside the amazon, nodded vigorously:

“We will do our very, very best, good centurion! We love Gray Peak! We love this ravine! It’s a great place!”

“We will build the fort!” added the fourth adventurer, speaking with surprising firmness. The young fellow carried a crossbow on his back and a magic staff on his belt. Oh, and he also had a shovel and a pickaxe crossed over his back, hanging under the crossbow. On his shoulder was hoisted an “Eye of the Miner”: a copper ball with a glass window, suspended on a short chain.

Mith’s strange outward appearance could be easily explained: he had caught his mentor “red-handed,” having spotted the dwarf doing the most wonderful activity in the world — digging — without his student’s knowledge. After throwing a brief tantrum, the cardmaster grabbed a pickaxe. Holding it at the ready, he turned on the recently purchased lamp and dived into the hole. Crow had to use force to drag this manic mole in human form out of the pit. However, thanks to Mith’s help, the hole’s size became truly impressive.

“What brings you here today, good workers and warriors?” asked the centurion, leaning back in his chair. “What do you want to discuss at this late hour?”

“The hour is indeed late,” admitted Crow with a tired smile. “Were the two matters at hand not so serious and urgent, we would not have disturbed your peace.”

“To quote one of the foreigners’ poems: we can only dream of peace,” sighed Centurion Vurrius resignedly. “Today, we had two robber attacks on convoys, and three attacks by starving jackals. Another five jackals came into the outpost; but it was your guards, dwarf Crow, who destroyed the beasts.”

“Yes, I did hear about it,” said the player, nodding.

His patrolling squads have begun to earn their keep.

“The lands you have purchased have begun to turn into farm fields,” continued the centurion. “The wild animals are losing their food source. They’re becoming hungry and aggressive. They have started to attack travelers.”

“It’s unavoidable,” sighed the dwarf, without trying to justify himself or give reasonable arguments against the centurion’s accusation.

Of course, he could start to rationalize that the plot rented out to the grandpa local for a future farm field hasn’t even been cultivated yet. In fact, they had barely started clearing it of huge boulders. He could indicate right on the map that the vast majority of his lands have not yet been touched by a plow, so he wasn’t even indirectly responsible for the monster attacks.

But the dwarf did not do it.

Why should he?

The centurion was not lying: this is how Waldyra reacts to even the smallest changes to her landscape.

There was no point arguing, either — they did not come here to fight.

“What most important business brings you here, my friend Crow?” asked the centurion, raising his eyebrows slightly higher, and trying and failing to suppress a large yawn.

“First and foremost, we visited the previously mentioned mountain temple, which turned out to be flooded and abandoned. We managed to find the sealed off cell where the holy ascetic Borisol used to live. Inside it, we found a scroll with the banishment ritual. The ritual that will allow the dark entity inhabiting your body to be banished, while also forcing it to forget your name — so that the evil spirit will not be able to return and take revenge. I present to you: the banishment ritual created by Saint Borisol, may his soul rest in peace. The scroll is yours.”

Leaning forward, Crow casually placed a tight scroll of old yellow parchment on the table.

The centurion shifted slightly in his seat. Then he suddenly went limp and still, staring at the scroll. He let out a long, hissing sigh. Behind him, on the wall hung with weapons, briefly appeared a large wet spot — the frost covering the weapons and wall bricks melted all at once, as if warmed by the centurion’s long sigh.

Vurrius grabbed the scroll. He unrolled and straightened the parchment. He read it carefully. With every second, his fingers held the piece of parchment tighter and tighter. The clutched sheet crinkled. The scroll bent and twisted in the centurion’s hands as if it were alive.

“Ahem!” The dwarf gave a little cough, while calmly studying the ceiling.

The startled centurion came back to his senses. With another crunch, he rolled the scroll into a tight tube, then placed it into a metal-bound case taken from a desk drawer. He hid the case inside an inner pocket of the old jacket he was wearing. He fastened the buttons and tightened the buckles of the crisscrossing straps on his chest. There. Now, just try to take the scroll from him — if you have a sudden death wish, that is. Or risk stealing the scroll, which is nestled beside the centurion’s frost-touched heart...

“My gratitude knows no bounds, my friend Crow... I must check this scroll... you understand...” The centurion’s eyes burned fervently. “My gratitude... I must check this precious scroll...”

“The scroll should definitely be checked,” said Crow, nodding.

The dwarf disregarded the centurion’s lack of coherency. In his hands, Vurrius was holding the cure for a lethal sickness. How could he not get emotional?

“By reliable and silent temple priests,” added Lori.

“Reliable priests,” Crow repeated his girlfriend’s words with deliberate emphasis. “Very reliable! And silent! Those who are indebted specifically to you. Do you have any powerful priests of the Light among your friends? The kind who would learn the ritual, conduct it as needed, and banish the filthy darkness from your soul. And afterwards forget all about it forever...”

“And never remember it!” Amou couldn’t help putting in her two cents.

“This matter requires discretion and secrecy,” added Mith coolly. He glanced impatiently at the dwarf, as if silently urging him to finish the conversation.

“In my long years of service, I have met many people,” said the centurion hoarsely. “Some of them turned into friends, tested by various shared hardships. Among my few friends, there is a priest of the Light, who knows how to keep a secret. I... I have to go. Immediately. To show him the scroll. To ask his advice. Let him read it... learn it...”

“Centurion Vurrius,” said the dwarf, hastily getting up. “I have one more matter to discuss!”

“Ah, yes... What is it, my friend Crow?”

“The ravine of Gray Peak.”

“What about it?” Vurrius jolted back to the present.

“I’d like to purchase it,” said the dwarf nonchalantly. “All of it. Right now.”

“You sure know how to act quickly.” Suddenly, Vurrius smiled. “Have the rumors reached you already?”

“What rumors?” asked Crow, startled.

“We did hear something,” added Lori hastily, stepping on the dwarf’s foot. “About the lands. Erm... I think someone was interested in them... right?”

“That’s right! Someone was interested. Several foreigner farmers stopped by here. They were from the farming clan called Green Sprouts. They wanted to know the size of the land for sale and how much it costs. They asked about discounts. They also asked about the nearest sources of water. In short, they are serious about their plans. They said something about wanting to grow a huge orchard in these nearly barren soils. I wanted to tell you about this, knowing your plans, my friend Crow. However, I can see that you already know...”

“Uh-huh.”

Crow nodded, feeling two waves of shock surge through his body: one burning hot, and another freezing cold.

Damn... that was close...

“You want to purchase the remaining lands in the ravine?”

“Yes! And immediately!” The dwarf had instantly regained his composure and assertiveness.

He lowered a heavy bag onto the creaking table.

“Inside, you will find copper, silver, gold, pearls, and gems,” listed Crow. “Please count up the entire sum. Subtract from it all my previous debts. And apply the rest of the amount towards the purchase of the remaining lands in the ravine of Gray Peak.”

“You’re a smart fellow,” noted the centurion, respect in his voice. He pulled the bag towards him. “Well... This benefits me too. The fewer untilled plots remain, the better it is for everyone. You do intend to till the land, don’t you, my friend Crow?”

“Every square inch of it will be cleared, plowed, and seeded,” replied the player, without the slightest hesitation. “Where there aren’t any farmed fields, we will plant orchards. Our goals are no less ambitious than those of the Green Sprouts clan, who visited you. Where we are, orchards flower and fields bloom!”

“That’s a nice way to put it,” said the centurion, nodding in satisfaction. “Well... Let’s count up the money first...”

* * *

They tumbled out of the centurion’s tower as a tight group. They stood holding their breath, their eyes glued to the signed and stamped papers clutched in the dwarf’s hands. The papers confirmed that the foreigner named Crow is now a fully fledged master of the surrounding lands known as the ravine of Gray Peak.

Congratulations!
You have become the owner of the ravine of Gray Peak!
Attention!
If the ravine’s resident population of intelligent beings reaches two hundred
and at least a third of your lands
becomes cultivated, built upon, or otherwise developed,
you will be able to apply for the title of Governor of Gray Peak
or request that another individual of your choice be appointed to this position.
Attention!
Don’t forget: The position of governor is a big responsibility!
Take your time before making the decision.
First, check out the list of game guides below...


Swiping away the distracting message, Crow carefully put away the papers into the inner pocket of his tattered jacket. He buttoned it up to the top — just like Vurrius had recently done. He inhaled a lungful of air, stood still for a moment, then suddenly leapt into the air, doing a lightning quick backflip. He flipped once. He flipped twice. He continued to fly onwards, doing backflip after backflip. The guards watched, unimpressed, as the dwarf continued his insane antics.

“Tango with a shovel!” announced Mith happily. He tenderly grasped the shovel by its long handle and took the first step. “And one-two-three, and one-two-three...”

It wasn’t really tango. More of a waltz. Or a messy mix of the two. Nevertheless, Mith was doing his best, dancing around the laughing girls. It took significant effort for Amou to stop laughing and say sternly:

“I don’t get it! Why tango with a shovel, and not with me? Hm?”

“That’s because it’s the shovel tango! And you’re not a shovel — you’re better! Right?” sang the cardmaster sweetly.

“Obviously!” said Amou, offended. She looked with jealousy at the shovel clutched in the guy’s hands. “Pick a different dance!”

“Easy! Tango with a bard! Aaand... one-two-three, one-two-three...”

The couple began to spin around Lori. The amazon, however, was not left alone for long. The dwarf suddenly appeared out of the darkness, grabbed her by the waist, spun her around and tossed her upwards. Laughing and screaming, the elf girl flew high up into the starry sky. So high that, for a moment, it seemed like she had learned to fly, that she had turned into a weightless cloud about to disappear in the endless sky... Turning over in midair, she spread her arms and began to fall while facing the sky, gazing wide-eyed at the shimmering stars. She wasn’t afraid. She knew Crow would catch her. He will definitely catch her... And the dwarf did not disappoint, catching the girl tenderly and wrapping her in his arms. He was about to start dancing, but froze and gave a little embarrassed cough — out of the watchtower stepped Centurion Vurrius wearing a cape. Glancing at the celebrating players, the centurion gave a short nod.

“I must go check.”

“Good luck!” replied the dwarf on behalf of everyone. “Good luck, Centurion Vurrius! And see you soon!”

The centurion disappeared in a dull flash of teleport. He was gone. To check the received scroll containing the banishment spell. May the gods of the Light be on his side, as Vurrius had suffered enough. How long had he been a milking cow for different clans?

They had barely bid farewell to the centurion when a new guest arrived — or, more accurately, returned — to the outpost.

“Yo! Having fun, wastrels?” grumbled the huge half-orc, stepping out of the darkness. “Let me guess! You spent everything down to the last penny, right?”

“Wrong,” said Crow, smiling. “We have a little left. Bor — ahem... Why are you here, Bom? We won’t give you the money back!”

“Turn out your pockets! Give me everything you’ve found!” The half-orc held out his hands and flexed his clawed sausage-like fingers. “All your plunder goes in my big black bag!”

“Ooh!” squeaked Amou. “That sounds scary!”

“No kidding,” said Bom, grinning evilly and stepping towards her. “In a dark, dark forest, on a dark, dark meadow...”

“Leave my student alone!” The red-haired elf girl shook her fist threateningly. “We don’t need any more phobias here! Follow me, you robber. We’ll let you loot our headquarters.”

“Your headquarters is my headquarters. Oh yes, and Crow, you mean little dwarf: I only lent you the money! You mark my words! I expect repayment in two weeks!”

“Are you nuts?!”

“I don’t wanna hear excuses. That’s just how business is: merciless and cruel.”

“Well, then, you must return everything you take from us!”

“Like hell! Your stuff will be used to pay off interest!”

“What interest?!”

“Compound interest! See ya!”

Bom walked off after Lori, turning his back on the angrily huffing Crow. The dwarf had a fleeting urge to take a good swing and plant his hammer into the spine of the insolent half-orc... but he managed to control himself. After a pause, he suddenly snorted with laughter. Then he shook his head dismissively. It’s all useless; a leopard cannot change his spots. Bom will be Bom for the rest of his life. And if there is an afterlife — even there, he will manage to negotiate the best conditions for himself and open his own business. He will establish business relations with everyone around — even if they happen to be the devils piling firewood under the cauldron of boiling tar that he sits in.

Crow turned to his students, who continued to laugh and dance. He put his hands on his hips, flexed his neck and shoulders, and declared:

“The ravine is ours! Not mine — ours! Just so you know. And all our agreements regarding shared profits are in force.”

“What are you saying, Crowcci?” said Mith indignantly. “Money is always nice, of course; but after hearing your story, we’ll help you for free!”

“No,” replied the dwarf firmly. “We are sharing, just like we agreed. Well? Are you ready for Gray Peak’s grand marathon?”

“What exactly does that mean? Running?” asked Amou innocently.

“It involves running, too,” said Crow with a wide and rather malicious smile. “There will be a lot of running around. Listen here, my friends! In these hard times, when a greedy half-orc is pillaging our headquarters, when a certain someone’s green paws are swiping our dear possessions, when we are suddenly weighed down by huge debts — we must not lose heart! Quite the opposite! We must raise our spirits! First of all, we must protect our headquarters from future intrusions. That bastard is greedy for freebies — he’ll come back again and again! Next... Next will come the most important stuff: we must, over the next few days, set things up so well at Gray Peak, that they no longer put pressure on us or require our constant daily supervision. We must turn everything into a self-perpetuating cycle. So that every little thing runs smoothly without our help. Everything must run on its own from day to day! Is the goal clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Excellent! Then off to bed, all of you! I expect you back here before dawn. In five hours.”

“That’s sick! But in a good way. We’ll be back!” Amou assured him. Grabbing Mith by his sleeve, she dragged him away with her. “Quick! Let’s get to sleep! We have work tomorrow!”

With a chuckle, the dwarf hurried back to the Hill — to save the headquarters from being totally ransacked. If that green guy isn’t stopped, he will take everything and leave nothing. Nothing is holy for him. Were he to find himself in a temple of even a deity of the Light, he would most likely grab everything for himself without the slightest pang of conscience. Although, maybe not... there has got to be a shred of conscience in him somewhere....

* * *

Two days.

Or maybe even 48 hours, where for every 24 hours, five hours were spent on sleep in the real world and one hour on sleep in the virtual world — after a hearty digital meal.

It was hard. Exceedingly hard. However, nobody complained or protested. The dwarf had it hardest of all: he worked more than anyone else, slept less, and did his best to keep his friends motivated. He also had to control the restless Lori, who hated sitting in one place for too long, preferring to keep in constant chaotic motion. Apparently, she passed the same sickness onto Amou. It was a paradox: usually, it is the men who are wandering hunters, while the women are the keepers of the cave. Here, however, everything was backwards... That’s why he had to set the poor girls free on three separate occasions — but only after setting strict time limits on said freedom, with additional conditions. The conditions the dwarf set were simple: for every hour of freedom, each of the girls must bring back three locals who are willing to work the soils of Gray Peak. The workers’ age, sex, and race do not matter. Nor does the state of their health. Lori and Amou, those pointy eared spies, spent some time enjoying their freedom, and met all the requirements and even exceeded them: they brought back twenty-nine settlers with them. Crow was happy — until three of the twenty-nine settlers passed away due to being ancient. There were no other reasons. The stars aligned in such a way that all three of the old men departed this world specifically from Gray Peak, several hours apart.

What to do?

Well, that’s a no-brainer: give them a solemn burial according to their family rites. Unfortunately, the rites were such that cremation was out of the question. Just good old burial in the ground at the depth of six feet — which was quite a relief for the dwarf to hear! There exists a tribe in Waldyra that lives on the western edge of the Northern Desert. They bury their dead relatives at a depth of at least sixteen feet. And they dig with their bare hands. They do all of this as a sign of respect for the deceased. The most respected ones can easily be sent to the depth of thirty feet. The most despised will be barely covered by a handful of sand.

They held the funeral for all three simultaneously. They did not skimp on the wake. There was plenty of sad stringed music, too. Estimating the number of residents and their future needs, the sighing dwarf measured out a fairly large square yard with his steps. He pulled the stonemason away from his work and other duties, and ordered him to build a low stone wall around the perimeter of the graveyard. He had to give it a name, too. The dwarf didn’t spend too much time thinking, and the graveyard received the name “Shadowy Peace.” Thanks to Lori, three fresh graves appeared in its furthest corner. Later, she and Crow brought bouquets of field flowers. With their heads bowed, they stood awhile beside the graves in silence. Right before leaving, they said a few words over each of the little grave mounds. And deep in the night, an angel descended on the graveyard. He stood for a while, made a light pass with his hands, then shot back into the skies, disappearing among the stars. The next morning, three large flowering rose bushes were growing at the head of each grave. The rich blooms on each shrub were huge and luxurious; the heads of the flowers were slightly dipped towards the ground, as though in sadness. On the leftmost grave, the blooms were a bright flaming red. The central grave was decorated with roses white as snow, with the bush clearly reaching towards the red one. Several of their branches were intertwined. The grave on the right had a shrub covered with roses of a strange sickly yellow color with thick black edging on its petals. The long slanting rain and wind ruffled the flowering shrubs, sending a heady fragrance wafting across the graveyard. Several obscenely huge toadstools sprouted at the foot of the yellow rose bush. As Crow ran by, he stopped and studied the rose shrubs. With a smile, he glanced up at the stormy sky and nodded as though in approval. In response, a hissing lightning bolt struck down from the sky, leaving a shallow crater in the mud. The crater was rapidly filling with water; two angry red embers glowed inside of it. Crow nodded again as he looked under his feet — he was standing on the edge of a hole whose shape vaguely resembled a dragon. A dragon pierced by two long spears. The two glowing ember eyes went out with an angry hiss as rainwater washed over them. Looking even further down, Crow read a short message carved into the mud: “Good luck!” He grinned and erased it with his foot. Then he rushed off, running over the crater and splashing water in all directions.

The rest of the newcomers, thank gods, settled in fine and had no intention of dying. They were placed into a large tent camp organized by Amou and Mith. The two friends did a good job. All amenities were present, including toilets and shower rooms enclosed by walls of reeds and cloth. Several times, Crow reminded them of spontaneous epidemics that could mow down every living thing at the speed of light.

Homes. Tavern. Paving the streets. Marking out the contours of future streets and alleys. It wasn’t a city, but it was a small settlement that would later be under the protection of a strong fort.

The fort...

It was the dwarf’s biggest headache.

He was able to quickly find a brigade of excellent builders — a team composed entirely of humans! They were experienced. And expensive. And very skilled. He handed them the plan, discussed the details, and used cargo teleport to deliver the first batch of stone for the foundation.

Why did he specifically choose humans and not dwarves? That’s because dwarves are prone to digging too deep! They adore making spacious deep basements. They also love to add strange little corridors that lead god-knows-where — but usually down! And down below is Gvaktal... Although the separating layer of earth is quite thick, a few extra feet of soil is nothing for a dwarf! He’ll dig through it and not even notice. That’s why the dwarf chose a brigade of builders known for doing only what they were paid for. And that aspect was more important than anything.

However, that wasn’t the only problem regarding the fort.

Its weight.

The monstrous weight of the mighty construction of stone. The earth layer under the future tower may be as thick as thirty feet — but still, it’s only thirty feet. Sooner or later, the tower will sink into the ground. And probably sooner, rather than later. After scouting the outskirts of Gvaktal, the dwarf found the place over which the tower will be built. At first, he let out a sigh of relief. Then he paused and scratched his head in thought. Finally, he clapped his hands together and hurried back upstairs. He had a sudden idea.

Right under the future tower #1 was an old brick three-story building with a flat roof. It would serve as a wonderful support for the tower to stop it from sinking. That’s why the dwarf sighed in relief. The “aha!” moment happened for a different reason: he had just decided where to make an additional secret entrance to the underground city. The future fort belongs to Crow and will be built on his land. Eventually, he will transfer its ownership to the Royal Guard of Algora. But that was far in the future. Right now, he needed an entrance, because the trek to the desired areas of Gvaktal was becoming longer and longer every day. All that was left was to clean up the underground building and connect it with a tunnel to the foundation of the future tower. But not right now. Later. He was running short on time. For now, Crow marked the spot as the place for dumping excavated soil in the next few days with the help of cargo teleport. After all, this was a construction site. Nobody was going to be surprised by an extra pile of dirt, and nobody was going to ask questions about it.

The ravine.

Plots.

Fields. Orchards. Apiaries. Forest plantings. Pastures.

The dwarf was happy to cheaply rent out large chunks of the ravine, which had been hastily divided into triangular and square plots.

He only had one condition: the renters must start cultivating the land immediately. This includes plowing fields, planting seedlings, setting up beehives, and broadcasting all sorts of seeds. No delaying and no postponing until next year. If you took some land, you must start working it right away!

And things began to move along. The settlers were happy to take large plots of land for such cheap rent, and got to work straight away. They were no strangers to hard labor. They wrenched boulders out of the ground, felled trees, and killed monsters.

The monsters... There were so many problems with them that the guards and patrol teams could barely keep up. But keep up they did. Crow constantly thanked his lucky stars that Gray Peak was a locality with low-level monsters. Had they been located somewhere on the very frontier of settled lands, as had been the case in Waldyra’s not-so-distant past... there, protectors got killed by the dozen every day. Sometimes, even by the hundred. The early history of Waldyra, during the days of the first trailblazer players, was far rougher than the current present.

Water... This was a real problem. Any undertaking in the ravine required water. It didn’t matter whether it was a future field, orchard, or forest. A lot of water was needed. If it isn’t provided, the settlers will begin to dig wells. Water was essential for household needs, too. The stream would not provide enough for everybody. That’s why, as soon as the first rain was over, the next one began. It wasn’t a downpour nor a drizzle, but something in-between, interrupted by brief periods of sunny weather. The ground grew waterlogged from the moisture, but did not turn into mud; the sunny periods provided light and warmth for the planted seeds and seedlings. After the first 24 hours, the ravine bloomed. It wasn’t in vain that Mith and Crow had been scattering flower seeds around the future apiaries, of which Gray Peak now had three. Or more accurately, three land plots had been dedicated to them. There, rather similar-looking smiling old men in straw hats were already puttering around. The stream became turbid from all the rainwater runoff; however, its level rose so much that there was more than enough water for everybody. Proud of being entrusted with responsibility, Mith worked all by himself to slightly correct the course of the stream, which had already suffered numerous modifications. He made it flow around the edges of the three fields closest to the outpost, then turn sharply and return to its previous course — for now. The two guys already had some ideas on how to further mutilate the stream in order to make it wind through the entire ravine, gradually giving up its water for agricultural needs.

At the moment, Gray Peak only had one pasture, which barely had any grass. Three skinny cows and several sheep stared with dumb surprise on their faces at the rocky soil and grass so sparse that they weren’t sure what to do with it. On the second day, the grasses and flowers became much more abundant, and the animals perked up. The shepherds did, as well — a duo of grandfather and grandson, whose names the dwarf did not manage to keep in his memory. He had to write them down. Now, he can find them in his digital notes when needed.

On the whole, there were so many things to do, it would take too long to list them. However, the players managed. Every night, long past midnight, they collapsed exhausted and fell asleep immediately. After a few hours of rest, they would get up again and immediately throw themselves into solving the next problem. They were awfully tired. However, they didn’t lose heart — quite the opposite. Everything was going well and according to plan, despite minor disruptions.

They appointed several locals to oversee minor affairs. One was a graying yet still strong half-orc. Another was a stocky middle-aged dwarf. The third one was a brooding old elf who disliked talking. Crow was in charge of all three of them. They reported to him every evening. He, in turn, digested the information, consulted with them, and gave out assignments. Mith, on the other hand, sat on the side, carefully absorbing every small nuance of these conversations. He took note of the firmness and confidence with which Crow carried himself, and the respect he showed when talking to each of his new helpers, always taking into consideration the race to which they belonged.

And again, the problem of water... Day after day, in the reports of the three men, the same subject kept coming up: the water supply.

The Gray Peak ravine could not boast of plentiful water sources. And the rain will not continue forever. If not today, then tomorrow, they were bound to run into huge problems with water shortages. All three advisers kept telling Crow this. The regular settlers agreed with them, constantly reminding Crow about it whenever they saw him. Finally caving, Crow made a firm promise that, in the next few days, he will set up a permanent and plentiful source of water. There will be more than enough water for everyone. It was an honest promise. There was a sufficient number of ways to fulfill it; he just needed to find a balance between effectiveness and price.

After holding their last meeting before sundown, the four friends stood awhile on the sunny slope of a high hill. They looked at the ravine spreading out below them. In the past few days, it had changed significantly. No longer did it seem like a depressing and forsaken place, fit only as a habitat for skinny jackals. The ravine had turned green; many huge boulders vanished; here and there, bent over figures of hardworking settlers could be spotted. There was a lot to admire in the scenery. However, it began to rain again, and the friends scattered to finish their errands, which were nowhere close to being done.

By the end of the second stressful day, Crow gave himself and his friends a couple of extra hours of rest. Despite that, he still had to force them to take a break. Nobody wanted to waste their precious time sleeping. Everyone was eager to score new victories in routine household matters. The dwarf had to yell at them. The girls snorted at him and started packing to go on some sort of adventure. The dwarf yelled at them again. Only then did they obey — the girls, that is. Mith, on the other hand, vanished. Tracelessly. After searching aboveground and failing to find him, Crow muttered a couple of choice words under his breath and descended underground. There, naturally, he found Mith. The cardmaster was lost in ecstasy, shoveling soil in the light of the miner’s lamp hoisted onto his shoulder. He had already dug a passage into the stocky old stone building and was progressing ahead at a steady pace. After being caught red-handed, he hung his head in guilt and shuffled his feet awkwardly. He promised to do better... he swore up and down that he would drop his bad habit and stop digging... that he would never-ever make another swing with the accursed shovel that had enslaved his soul... but the mischievous glint in his eyes gave him away: Mith was lying. The dwarf had to grab him by the scruff, drag him over to the headquarters, and ensure his exit into the real world. As for Crow himself, he used a teleportation scroll to go work a short shift in the Dukov clan’s forges. This was the third time he requested a minimal order from his teacher, honestly explaining that he had a lot of urgent work to do at home. Teacher Tormund was understanding. He drastically reduced the list of requirements, which allowed Crow to finish the task in a little over an hour. After finishing his work, the dwarf threw a couple dozen shovelfuls of coal into the main furnace and returned to Gray Peak. He did a quick lap around the area and exchanged a couple of words with the guards. He made sure that everything was going well. Only then did Crow allow himself a quick splash in the stream. Afterwards, he dived into bed, where Lori already lay spread out and peacefully asleep. Putting his arms around his girlfriend, the dwarf dropped off to sleep. He, like all four of them, slept until the darkest hour before dawn. He was also the first one to wake up. He slipped out of the warm bed, giving the snoring amazon a kiss before leaving. He washed his face in the stream. Then he scooped some hot water out of a pot hanging over smoldering coals, made himself a cup of strong coffee, and even managed to take a few sips, planning to wait for sunrise in peace while thinking about the day ahead.

Ha...

Crow plans, and Gvaktal laughs.

The virtual screen blinked. Crow choked on his coffee; his mug clattered to the ground and rolled downhill. The player froze, staring at the scarlet message flashing before his eyes.

Attention!
Rebellion in Gvaktal!
Known information:
Gvaktal’s first rebellion of the undead!
Presence of rebel leaders: yes
Number of rebel leaders: 1
Number of rebels: unknown
Reason for rebellion: to bring all of Gvaktal’s territory back under the undead’s control.
Attention!
The rebelling undead are advancing!


“Gvaktal’s first rebellion?” snarled Crow, clenching his fists. “Rebel leader? Dammit! Skulls and crossbones! I knew it! I knew that bastard would show up again!”

The dwarf did not just stand there. A minute later, he was shaking Lori awake.

“What?” She stretched sleepily and snuggled up to the dwarf’s shoulder. “Oooh... morning cuddles and all that?”

“What cuddles, woman?! There is a rebellion of the undead in Gvaktal! Zombies are attacking!”

“You men always find excuses...”

“Woman!”

“Alright, alright. I heard you. I’ll get up and go deal with your rebellion... hmm... sounds interesting... finally, we get to do something fun...”

“What if they get outside?” The dwarf panicked, clutching his head. “I’m going downstairs! To calm the most zealous ones.”

“Go ahead. I’ll go rouse the rest of our team, and we’ll join you. Zombie rebellion... geez... makes it sound as if some corporate drones have suddenly decided to get rowdy...”

“We’ll mercilessly quash the uprising!” The dwarf’s eyes flashed with fury. “We’ll destroy each and every rebel! As for their leader... oho... I’ll deal with their leader personally!”

With those words, the dwarf dashed off. After watching him leave, the elf girl sighed and shook her head.

“And he considers himself a nice guy?”


Chapter Ten

THE DWARF’S INTUITION WAS RIGHT. When he found himself on the edge of Gvaktal, right behind the tower he had turned into an underground smithy, he ran into the first dirty, sneaky, and pathetic character.

Dirty, sneaky, pathetic character... A filthy little DiSPatCh!

What else would you call a surprisingly quick withered dead man in a ragged postman’s tunic, who was waiting behind the corner with a club in hand for the hurrying dwarf? And his astonishing words as he took a swing? The bastard did succeed at hitting his mark!

The dwarf jumped out of the smithy, took another step — and a club flew into his forehead, accompanied by the most unexpected words:

“I have a dispatch for you!”

Clang!

The blow glanced loudly off the dwarf’s forehead: Crow had managed to put on a helmet in time. The dead postman’s words, on the other hand, pierced through his mental barrier and went straight to his heart. A dispatch? Taking advantage of the dwarf’s bewildered pause, the zombie swung his club again, adding:

“It’s urgent!”

Clang!

“Why you little — ” snarled the dwarf, raising his own hammer.

He dispatched the opponent. It was easy. The undead postman was quick but weak, at the low character level of 53. His club turned out to be rotten, too; it broke after the third blow, which landed on the dwarf’s shield. Stepping over a cloud of the destroyed zombie’s dusty remains, the dwarf hurried onwards, moving fearlessly toward the sounds ahead.

Hoarse groans, incoherent cries, clanging sounds of blows, the grinding of metal against stone... The dwarf quickly found the source of the noise: a dozen undead were trying to break through the locked doors to the adventurers’ headquarters.

“You’re wasting your time!” shouted the dwarf as he ran, raising his hammer. “Bom was there! There is nothing left for you!”

“Bom?” repeated the closest zombie, his neck crunching as he turned his head 180 degrees.

Bommm!

The answer came from Crow’s heavy hammer. With a clang, it smashed the head of the undead, which was decorated with a tin plate, into his rib cage. A cloud of greenish dust flew up into the air. Crow hastily jumped back — the dust was poisonous! With a blow of his fist, he knocked out the remaining glass out of a half-buried window. He ripped off a torn gray curtain and wrapped it around the lower part of his face. It was a simple defense against chemical weapons. The bandage around his face will protect against the greenish dust particles, which were actually corrosive zombie spores. Had the dust been red or, even worse, sickly yellow with black spots, Crow would have had a much harder time. Fortunately, though, the dust was green.

Lunging forward, the dwarf flew into the huddled crowd of zombies like a bowling ball into a row of pins. He spun around once. All the zombies tumbled to the ground; none of them managed to stay on their feet. Strike! The undead still had not been destroyed. So Crow began to jump up and down on their fragile bodies, all the while hitting them with the hammer and yelling furiously:

“I’ll show you a rebellion! I’ll give you a riot!”

The undead bleated something in response, as if trying to disagree by presenting their own compelling arguments in favor of the riot and the civil right of every honest zombie citizen to protest. It was no use. The dwarf wasn’t listening. He kept jumping and stomping with the fury of a homeowner who had entered his own kitchen to find a host of uninvited cockroaches hanging out on the floor.

That is how Lori and Amou found him once they arrived. They stopped at the entrance, looking in surprise at the raging dwarf. As he finished off the last undead by simply tearing his head off, which was still trying to say something, and sending it flying into a wall with a kick to explode into a cloud of green dust, Lori turned to Amou.

“Sister, do you know this violent animal?”

“Never seen him before,” said the bard, shaking her head vigorously. “My reputation doesn’t have that kind of stain on it! Poor marshmallow zombies...”

“Alright, listen up!” The dwarf rubbed his forehead with his palm, wiping off dirt mixed with the remains of crumbling zombies. “First of all, these bastards disintegrate into green dust, so cover your noses and mouths. Second of all, they talk. And that’s not good!”

“Not good,” agreed the redheaded elf girl, suddenly serious.

“Why is that?” asked Amou matter-of-factly as she deftly prepared for the upcoming battle, just like her mentor.

“I’ll explain a bit later,” replied Crow, sending them an invitation to join his group before checking his own gear.

“Where is Mith?”

“He got wrapped up and tangled in bedsheets,” said Amou, wrapping the lower part of her face with a silk scarf. “He was sleepily and pitifully muttering something while reaching with his shaky little hands towards me. But I’m a stern soldier! My soul has been hardened in the crucible of war. I left Mith behind and hastened to answer the call to arms! So here I am, lusting for bloody battle and wanting to become even more numb to feelings! And even more callous! Weaklings don’t survive!” The girl clenched her fist and brought it down hard, as though crushing someone. “Away with pity! To hell with it! I left despite the fact that Mith, tangled in sheets, had fallen out of bed and was plaintively singing Robbie Williams’ song ‘I just wanna feel’ to me as I walked out...”

“Bravo, sister! Bravo! You did the right thing!” said Lori approvingly, taking a heavy dagger into her right hand and an umbrella into her left.

The dwarf just shook his head and sighed heavily. Then he grabbed his hammer, holding it at the ready.

“Let’s go!”

“We’re moving out!” said Lori with a shark-like smile.

Amou nodded silently. With a click, she opened an umbrella over her head. The umbrella was fastened to her back, while her hands held a guitar. On her belt was a magic staff and five different types of explosive potions.

Crow also remembered to bring a few potions. He knew they would be needed today. He also knew that, in a situation like this, a short pep talk was in order. Their blue-eyed leader had always been big on pre-battle speeches, each time managing to make their opponents look worthless, evil, and totally insignificant.

“We will nip the rebellion in the bud!” barked the dwarf, loudly banging his hammer against his shield. “We will crush our enemies in one decisi — ”

“Wait for meee!” yelled a panicked voice behind them. “Waaait...”

“In one decisive blow!” said Crow, raising his voice and continuing to walk at the same speed. “We are doing God’s work! We will force them to bathe in their own rotten blood! We will cleanse our hometown of this rotten zombie plague!”

“But it’s their hometown!” pointed out Mith, breathing heavily as he leaned against a wall. He looked reproachfully at Amou, who was listening intently to their team leader. “It belongs to them!”

“We will find their accursed leader! We will find him, capture him, look him in the eye, and kindly put the sneaky bastard out of his misery!” continued Crow, speaking more and more loudly.

“But...” Mith opened his mouth and got elbowed in the ribs by his lady friend. He fell silent and nodded along, finally beginning to check his gear.

“Alright... Since Mith is here, I’ll explain regarding the talking zombies.”

“Talking?” gaped Mith. “Did they all suddenly start running their mouths?”

“Yes!”

“Even those with no head?!”

“Mith!”

“Okay, okay... But if they talk too... then which body part do they use? I’m scared to even guess...”

“Mith!”

“Shutting up...”

“Sudden chattiness of those who are supposed to only moan and bite, such as zombies, indicates that the level of the rebellion is rising and becoming more serious,” explained Crow as he ran. “It means that they will now be acting in accordance with all rules of an organized rebellion: they will arm themselves, barricade the streets, and carry out military maneuvers. That means we will run into an organized resistance movement, rather than a dumb crowd of hungry zombies. Tomorrow, they will start to appoint commanders of detachments, formations, corps, and so on. The level of the rebellion will increase again. As soon as that happens, the rebels will automatically receive various fighting skills, in addition to recipes that were previously unknown to them — recipes that they will gladly use right away!”

“What sort of recipes?”

“All kinds of nasty ones. For example, how to make the magical analog of a Molotov cocktail. In another 24 hours, they’ll become so organized that you can safely consider this not a rebellion, but the defense of a city from brazen invaders — that is, from us. The worst thing is that the rebels might call for help from those of their own kind. They’ll say: ‘Help us, zombie brothers! We are being killed for no reason! Hurry!’ And if the undead from other places start coming here, they might, along the way, inform their trusted friends, the Dark players, about this call for help. And then, all secrecy surrounding Gvaktal will vanish within an hour.”

“We won’t let that happen!” snarled Mith.

“We won’t let that happen,” agreed the dwarf. “No way. We must deal with the rebellion today, and deal with it quickly!”

“But how?”

This time, Lori answered:

“The leader of the rebellion. Ever heard about charisma, kiddos?”

“We have!” replied Mith proudly. “We even possess the aforesaid quality! Oh! I used the word ‘aforesaid’ in a sentence! Am I awesome or what? I mean, just try saying it out loud with emphasis: aforesaid! Now do it with a serious expression and while firmly enunciating every syllable: aforesaid!”

“Mith! Shut up or I’ll smack you! snarled Amou, looking murderous. “We’re in the midst of a rebellion here! And you’re having a bout of verbal diarr — ”

“Their leader,” growled the dwarf, suddenly stopping and making the others collide with his broad back. “He possesses charisma. It’s an aura. A most formidable aura that inspires followers. It makes them stronger, smarter, and more vicious. This aura is incredibly far-reaching: it can cover an entire area. With every passing day, the aura spreads further and further, becoming ever more powerful.”

He paused.

“Baby! What sort of aura do you sense here? There are only three possible options.”

“It would have to be the aura of Charismatic Rule. A Dark one, of course.”

“Of course,” echoed Amou.

“Let’s say the aura is Level 1. Just as a starting point. It was activated several hours ago,” continued the dwarf. “The rebellion has begun only recently, as the system told me. The leader’s aura will jump to the next level as soon as today. It will become stronger and much broader — and probably reach those dark creatures that live closer to the center of Gvaktal. It will pull them here, subjugate them, and throw them into battle. And then we’re gonna have a real problem.”

“How many aura levels are there?”

“Nobody knows,” replied Crow. “The aura of Charismatic Rule is such a nasty thing to deal with, it’s better not to mess around with it. Nobody is gonna wait until a peasant leader or, as in our case, some zombie levels up his charisma too much. Rebel leaders are killed as soon as possible. Most often, this job gets delegated to assassins. One slice across the charismatic rebel’s throat — and problem solved. How about it?”

“I get the hint,” sighed Lori. She glanced at the roofs of the neighboring houses. “I’ll try. Amou will come with me.”

“Seriously?” said Crow, stunned.

“Seriously?” said Mith, also surprised.

“Yes, seriously!” answered the bard proudly. “We are used to working together as a pair.”

“First of all, determine his location,” began Crow, but, upon seeing Lori’s openly disdainful look, gave an awkward little cough and shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, I got carried away.”

“Exactly,” said the elf girl, nodding. “Why don’t you also teach me how to slit throats, our assertive little tank!”

“Don’t start...”

“Let’s go. We’ll follow our old classic strategy: Bears, Wasps, and Croissants.”

“Roger that.”

“I beg for an explanation!” demanded Mith, interrupting again. “An immediate one! This sounds badass! And confusing...”

“One moment, please. The potions! Give ‘em to us!”

“We can’t give you all of them,” warned the amazon, handing over a few of the explosive potions to the dwarf. “In case of our disgraceful failure, we need to be able to retreat with a bang.”

“Naturally.”

Taking the potions, the dwarf fairly split them with the cardmaster. Once they finished dividing up and stuffing away the bottles into their pockets and belt bags, the girls left. The pair climbed up one of the walls, scrambled across the steep slope of a clay-tiled roof, and vanished from view.

“So, what’s your old classic strategy?”

“Let’s get moving; we shouldn’t stand still,” ordered the dwarf. He brought up the girls’ stats on his screen, which were glowing a peaceful green color. “Bears, Wasps, and Croissants. You and I are bears: we make lots of noise, trample opponents, maul and roar. We draw everyone’s attention to ourselves. Got it?”

“Got it. We are bears.”

“Lori and Amou are wasps. Their goal is to sneak up on the leader and finish him off in one blow. They will use every means at their disposal: from weapons and explosive potions to spell scrolls. They must kill him at any cost! And that’s all there is to our classic strategy. It’s not even our idea — it’s the oldest combat tactic in the book.”

“I see... and the croissants?”

“That’s a role reserved for our enemies. As the leader of our old team had once said... if memory serves... what did he say... Oh yeah! He said, ‘There is nothing more wonderful than the crunch of freshly baked croissants from the bakery on the corner of Tertr Square... So may the crunch of the skull of that goddamned red goblin Doublgret the Disgusting be just as satisfying!’ And that’s how our battle tactic got its funny name: Bears, Wasps, and Croissants. Does that make sense?”

“Yes! So where is this Tertr Square? And who was that red goblin?”

“Tertr Square. Man, this brings back memories... Lori and I have been there. It’s known as the heart of Monm — oh!” The dwarf’s voice turned into an angry snarl again. “Here we go... Would you look at that!”

“What on earth?” gasped Mith. “Unbelievable!”

Not far from the memorable intersection where the players had recently battled the undead, Crow and Mith spotted a curious scene. Six zombies were dragging a large branched log, clearly intending to use it to block the street. Another zombie was finishing tying the second end of a grayish dirty banner that proclaimed “This is our home!” in dripping red letters.

“Zombie activists!” whispered Mith in amazement. “Maybe they’re also democrats?”

“Grooaarrr!”

The dwarf let out a roar worthy of a bear, hurling an impressive chunk of brick wall into the pack of zombies. The boulder wiped out three of them, while clipping another two on the shoulder and making them spin. A second later, Mith threw a potion under their shriveled feet; it blew up with a deafening bang. The cardmaster started hollering, too; he stomped his feet, raising a playing card over his head.

“Let’s make some noise! Cymbal boar! Appear!”

A green flash left behind a massive purring lump. It was a hog. An obese hog. Its tiny eyes looked out at the world with the strange peacefulness of a madman pumped full of sedatives. Scarlet caps of toadstools pushed through its coarse fur; an oval plate of horn lay firmly pressed against its prominent withers. The hog opened its mouth, scooped up some black dirt, and began to chew it. Mith walked up to the boar and slammed his fist on the horn plate. The latter responded with an ear-piercing vibrating ringing sound, which carried to the ends of the street. The hog looked like an electric current had passed through it. It let out a hoarse throaty roar, and, turning around, butted its head against the wall. The ringing sound repeated. The raised plate vibrated nonstop, sending out sound waves. The boar of Level 80 was changing before their eyes. The drooping fat belly shrank; the shoulders broadened with a crunch; the tusks lengthened; the eyes became bloodshot; spikes grew on the hooves. The name of the creature changed to Cymbal Fighting Boar, Level 80. A lean, ferocious machine hungry for battle. Mith only had to point his hand in the zombies’ direction, and the boar took off. A second later, it slammed into the group of bewildered undead. The zombies’ delayed reaction was surprising: they had begun to fight as usual, grabbing the boar’s fur, crowding around the rampaging beast, mounting him and biting into his flesh. But there was something else, too: the zombie sitting on the back of the cymbal boar raised his arm and screeched:

“We will not surrender our home to filthy invaders! We will fight to the last drop of zombie blood!”

“To the last drop!” chorused back his undead brethren.

“We will force them to bathe in their own — blrgh!”

The boar’s back was suddenly empty. The hollering commander of the zombie squad was knocked off by the impact of a thrown hammer — him and the head of an undead who was also trying to mount the boar. They were both slammed into a wall. The leader, who had survived the impact, snatched the head of his soldier from the ground and stared into the grimacing face.

“Ashley!” he wailed in great sorrow.

Mith suddenly jumped up and shouted too:

“That’s just like in the novel I’m reading! It’s called ‘Gone With the Wind’! Cool! It’s about a civil war, too. Two sides, each with its own truth! And there was an Ashley there, too!”

“Ashley..!”

“Except it’s not the wind for us! Our novel is called ‘Gone With the Hammer’! Charge!”

A shot from a magic staff slammed the zombie leader into a wall. He dropped the head, which fell to his feet. Meanwhile, a headless zombie crawled on the ground, his hands groping in front of him. The rest of the undead continued to attack the boar, but unsuccessfully. Whipping out a second hammer, the dwarf quickly killed off a couple of survivors, while Mith finished the job with a few shots from the staff. This group of freedom fighters was dealt with. The boar shook the green dust off himself and gave a rasping cough. His health began to slowly sink. Once it reaches zero, the animal will turn into an undead. Then, it will attack its former master.

“That was a little too easy,” observed the cardmaster.

“These are their outlying detachments,” said Crow. “They’re just fodder. After this, it’ll get much tougher, believe me. You know, you’re doing a great job. You’ve summoned the right beast, used the staff conservatively, and did not charge in recklessly. You’ve surpassed yourself!”

“How could I not, with a teacher like that!” said Mith, making full use of that sweet poison of human speech: flattery.

“Have you distributed all your character points?”

“Everything down to the last point!”

“Excellent!” The dwarf nodded approvingly. “Now, let’s make some more noise!”

“Yessir!”

Crow did not mention that he had not yet distributed his own character points. Neverending chores forced him to forget that he was inside a game and controlling a character whose success or failure depended on his level and correctly or incorrectly distributed character points. It also depended on the player’s competence, of course, which is exactly what the dwarf had been using to get by lately, completely forgetting about in-game stats, skills, and equipment. He had planned to deal with all the latter this morning — but then the damned rebellion happened.

“I really need to cut back on routine tasks,” sighed Crow, following after his friend, who was sprinting up the street. “By a lot.”

“RAAAWR!”

Mith fought yelling, screaming, hollering, picking up and chucking rocks into windows and walls, while egging on the boar and simultaneously sheltering behind his massive body from potential long-distance attacks by the undead.

The dwarf couldn’t help but smile.

Unlike his bard friend, Mith has yet to realize how far he has come since that memorable first encounter. Out of habit, Mith continues to consider himself a greenhorn. Well... the dwarf had no intention of convincing him otherwise. Let him keep striving for the top.

Upon sensing a certain smell and seeing a puff of green smoke, Crow shouted:

“Go left! Through the bakery!”

“Roger that!”

Mith gave a stern order. The cymbal fighting hog took a sharp turn and smashed into a huge glass window. It rushed across a tiny room, leaving demolished tables in its wake. It went through the next window and collided into the backs of zombies who were carrying a huge log somewhere. The log was burning with a green fire.

“Arson?” hissed Crow.

As if hearing his words, one of the undead shouted:

“Better to burn it than hand it over! Better burn than...”

The strike of a hammer interrupted his speech. Crow leapt out of the way, so that Mith could have a clear shot with his crossbow. Meanwhile, the dwarf closely studied their opponents. He let out a sigh of relief: the zombies were dressed in regular rags; many of them had missing limbs. They had learned to talk, but that was all. They were sent to carry the log not just anywhere, but to the intersection where the beacon set up by the players was pulsating.

A logical move. The undead were trying to get back their territory. Crow knew who was behind this. He intended to find the damn leader and rip his head off!

How will he determine where the leader is?

Simple. A rock thrown into a pond sends out circular ripples. The zombies with the log, who had come out for the post-apocalyptic party, were moving away from their leader, having received an important order from him. The general direction of their movement was already known. Hence, only one more group was needed to determine the leader’s location. Preferably a small one. Crow soon found it: two undead in rusted partial armor who were trying to wrest a green copper shield from a statue’s grip. Considering that the shield was covering an important part, and the statue of a muscular athlete was naked, the stone fingers gripped the shield rather tightly. The huffing and puffing zombies could not shift it. A third zombie was hurrying towards them to help. He was not walking along the street, however. He was moving in a straight line, clambering right over the ruins of a collapsed house. Here is the second vector...

“Go over there!” the third zombie was yelling, pointing the other two in a new direction. “It’s an order! We have an urgent order! We’re moving out to... yikes!”

The undead parried the hammer’s swing just in time, blocking it with both hands.

Except that two thin withered arms were not really a match for a heavy improved two-handed hammer... The zombie most likely regretted his poor choice of action even before he lost both of his arms up to the elbows.

“Aaah!” hollered the zombie, madly swinging his stumps and spinning around on the spot.

The next blow sank his head deep into his shoulders. But even that did not kill him. Turning around, the strange two-legged creature dashed away in the same direction from whence it came, screaming something loud and unintelligible. The dwarf decided not to pursue. Gripping the window lattice of the nearest home, the dwarf jumped onto a fence, climbed up a cracked wall and, slipping dangerously, walked up a steep roof. Nobody followed him: the remaining two zombies were already dying from Mith’s crossbow shots and the hog’s ramming blows. As he waited for his student to finish off the enemies, Crow stood on the rooftop and carefully observed the zombie running away. He watched until the undead was swallowed up by Gvaktal’s ever-present gloom. Jumping down directly from the roof, the dwarf landed heavily onto the street and grabbed Mith by the shoulder.

“Are you ready for a most important task, Mith, buddy?”

“Yes!” answered Crow’s student without the slightest hesitation.

Crow did not ask twice. With a short nod, he pointed with his hand, gave a few words of explanation, and pointed at the shovel hanging on Mith’s back. Mith listened raptly until the end. Then his face broke into a smile. He was grinning from ear to ear; his feet were already carrying him away on their own.

“Off you go!” said the player, giving his blessing.

Mith dashed off with the swiftness of a gazelle. He sprinted towards the exit from Gvaktal; along the way, he spotted a legless and barely alive zombie crawling somewhere, and mercifully put it out of its misery.

Crow, on the other hand, began to move in the opposite direction. He opened up the game’s home screen and was about to write a message to Lori. He wrote a short, succinct text. He was already moving his finger to press the blinking pictogram to send it — but then suddenly changed his mind. He hesitated for a couple of seconds... then chuckled and erased the message. No. He is not going to warn their female comrades-in-arms about the change of plans. Why? Because Lori, along with Amou, will perceive the simple notification as nothing other than a challenge, and will hasten accordingly. And excessive haste leads to stupid mistakes. Still, the dwarf did send a message — to Mith, who was currently running at full tilt. He told him not to mention the slight change of plans to the two assassins crawling along the rooftops.

That’s right: slight change. The old classic strategy “Bears, Wasps and Croissants” was still in force.

Letting out a roar, Crow smashed his hammer into the bronze shield that was still covering the lower abdomen of the stone athlete. The ring of the gong-like shield echoed down a couple of Gvaktal’s streets.

* * *

Sleeping on the surface, cuddled on top of a thin blanket spread right on the ground, a dwarf — a driver from one of the convoys — flinched and opened his sleepy eyes a crack. A young guy belonging to the human race came running into his field of view. He was chasing a huge grunting boar that had a horn plate over its withers. Only god knows why these crazy humans refuse to sleep in the wee hours of the morning... The dwarf spat on the ground, closed his eyes, and relaxed. His loud snoring filled the air again. The tired driver did not react to the next barely audible ring that seemed to have come from underground. And why should he react to every stupid noise? His belly gurgled contently while digesting the good and hearty local food; beer sloshed around in his belly, too. The weather was neither too hot nor too cold; a light breeze brought over the scent of dew and freshly cut grass... what a bliss...

* * *

The statue of the athlete, unable to endure the abuse, finally gave up its bronze shield with a creak. A real loud creak. This nasty squealing sound was made by the stone fingers while Crow extricated the edge of the shield from them. He wrenched it out. He couldn’t help glancing at the muscular legs. He suppressed a laugh — the athlete’s groin was covered by a copper sign that bore the words “Property of The History Museum of Gvaktal.” What exactly was the property of the museum — the statue in its entirety, or just a certain clearly missing part of its body — the dwarf decided not to find out. Though he did note in his memory: Gvaktal has a history museum. And, clearly, the museum was not empty.

Adjusting the shield to grip it more comfortably, the dwarf spun around and hurled it down the street like a giant frisbee. The shield whistled through the air, ruffling the tangled hair of a zombie lady, who ducked in time. She was limping along with difficulty on crooked legs, carrying a tattered drawstring handbag.

“Haha!” yelled the dwarf, hitting his hammer against the pavement, kicking garbage out of his way with a loud clatter, and making as much noise as possible, while slowly moving towards the little old lady. “Haha!”

“So noisy!” The undead lady shook her head indignantly as she took mincing steps towards the dwarf. “Young people these days... I’ll show you! I’ll teach you! You wait... just you wait, sonny...”

The grandma rummaged in her dangling handbag and... pulled out a small object. She threw it at the dwarf. It turned out to be a rib, which bounced harmlessly off the shield of the unimpressed dwarf.

“Noisy hooligans! Disturbing the peace! Just you wait! I’ll show you!”

The grandma reached into her handbag again and fished out another object. She threw it at the dwarf. A half-rotten scarf fell to the ground.

“Making a scene! How dare you! I’ll teach you, sonny... I’ll set you straight...”

Crow sighed heavily. He gripped his hammer more comfortably and stepped over the scarf. Howling with indignation, the grandma shoved her arm up to her elbow into the handbag, her fingers groping frantically and... drew out a dully gleaming black magical staff, crowned with a sharp gray crystal with a blue sheen.

“I’ll rip your head off, sonny! I’ll skin you alive!” shrieked the old lady, grasping the staff with both hands.

“Oh, shit!” bellowed Crow, throwing himself into the nearest window.

With the clinking of shattered glass, he knocked out the window frame and tumbled inside. There was a flash of gray light outside on the street. A crackling sound followed. The air grew hot. The grandma’s wailing voice became hoarse, rough, and full of malicious joy and anticipation.

“I’ll turn you into ashes! I’ll burn you alive!”

A long thin shadow darted over the window sill. The dwarf dived sideways and rolled over. Something lithe fell onto the floor; it recoiled and instantly straightened like a spring, lunging at the player.

The scarf!

That darned scarf that had been thrown by the grandma had turned into a plaid woolen snake. Hissing, the damned thing was quickly slithering towards the dwarf. It wouldn’t be able to bite, but it could certainly strangle him or tangle up his limbs.

Another movement...

The rib paused hovering over the window sill. It turned slightly, aiming itself at the target. Next moment, it seemed to vanish as it darted forwards at lightning speed. The dwarf did not get skewered for one reason only: he had changed his position a second prior. He threw himself into a corner and ducked. The rib soared in an arc over his head, narrowly missing him and slicing the wall in the corner; damp plaster rained down on his head.

“I’ll turn you into ashes!”

The voice of the raging grandma was coming closer.

She was definitely moving towards the window.

“Damn!” swore Crow, unable to conceal a wide happy grin.

What a thrill! He was cornered by a rotten scarf snake, a levitating rib dagger, and a dead grandma with a lethal magical staff in her hands!

With a kick, he sent a chair flying across the room to block the way for the woolen snake. He glanced at the deep groove in the wall, left by the rib. He slammed his armored shoulder into the wall. The latter crackled and began to cave. Slam! The dwarf glanced behind him. In the window, a sharp gray crystal appeared, a deadly flame charging inside it. Slam! The dwarf tumbled through the wall and fell to the floor on the other side. He hurriedly rolled away from the opening in the wall. A stream of gray fire surged through the gap, widening it. It hit the opposite wall and spread like a smoky flower across it. As it died down, it left a burned spot with smoking wooden boards showing through. The dwarf leapt to his feet. On the spot where he had just been lying fell the scarf, coiling and snatching at the air. Slam! Crow burst through the smoking wall, stepped sideways, and covered himself with the shield. The burst of gray flames missed him again. The rib hit the shield, and did so with surprising force; the dwarf felt the shield shudder. The rib struck again. It glanced off the slightly turned shield and hit the wall. The dwarf immediately squashed it, swinging the hammer like an enormous flyswatter. The accursed bone literally sank into the wall and disappeared behind it, falling onto the dark floor on the other side. Chunks of ceiling and clumps of dirt rained down from above. The dwarf suddenly lowered the shield to the ground. Pressed down by the shield’s sharp edge, the scarf flailed around, trying to free itself.

“Here, take this!” The dwarf threw down a glass sphere filled with a rapidly pulsing flame. “Hold on tight!”

The lifelike piece of clothing greedily snatched the “gift,” and was instantly grabbed by the other end. Swinging it around like a sling, Crow tossed it into the room he had just left. He briefly peeked into the hole in the wall and saw the grandma, who had clambered in through the window.

Boom!

The house shook. Smoke billowed out of the hole in the wall. Together with the smoke came cold and viciously stinging words:

“You little shit! You little — !”

A fresh surge of gray flames lit up the room, its light reflecting off the metallic shield behind which the dwarf was crouching.

“You little punk! I’ll find you, sonny! I’ll find you and punish you! Oh yes, I will!”

The dwarf threw two glass spheres into the wall gap, one after another: a fire potion and an explosive potion. Then he jumped out of a window, smashing yet another pane in the process. From behind him came a grumpy voice:

“Sonny! Where do you think you’re going this late at night? It’s long past your bedti — ”

A deafening explosion drowned out the weak pop of the fire potion. Flames burst out of the windows, followed by flying shards of stone and rubble.

“Why you little shit!”

There was a long, drawn-out creak. Then a crunch. Next moment, the entire building folded like a house of cards. Its walls collapsed and its roof fell on top.

Massaging his neck, the dwarf wiped his grimy face and flexed his shoulders.

“Gee, grandma... you’ve got spunk...”

Turning around, he continued moving quickly down the street, which was currently empty. As he ran, he snatched up the bronze shield/frisbee. Crow chucked it along a wall, hitting an undead in the temple as he stuck his head out of a window. The force of the blow was so strong that the zombie toppled out of the window and hit the pavement with a hollow thud.

“Ouch... the guards... call the guards...” wailed the zombie, trying to reattach his arm, which had fallen off due to the impact.

“The guards are not coming!” hissed the dwarf, kicking the almost totally decayed zombie in the spine and following up with a hammer blow...

When Crow reached the intersection and went past it, he realized that his luck had run out. The cup of fortune had been drained to the last drop and could no longer help the dwarf’s hard fate.

The streets of Gvaktal were filled with rebelling undead. Dozens of beasts marched, hopped, crawled or found alternative ways to move. Necrorats were swarming all around. They scurried under the zombies’ feet and squeaked shrilly. Their beady little eyes flashed maliciously as they sniffed about.

After peeking out from behind a corner, Crow pressed himself to the wall and began to think. Just a moment ago, he was making lots of noise to attract enemies to himself. And he succeeded: at the moment, at least fifty assorted monsters were marching his way. Behind the main host, something huge and clumsy walked with heavy steps. Judging by the familiar outline, it was a troll. An undead troll. Behind him, he was dragging along two weapons at once: a classic club, which was nearly obligatory for these types of creatures, plus a thick rusted chain. One hit with the club or the terrifying iron whip, and all that will be left of the dwarf is a smear on the wall. Even the wall itself won’t hold up for long — it’ll fall apart.

Curses...

It’s better to leave the troll alone. And not even because of fear of facing such a serious opponent, who had come from the unexplored parts of Gvaktal. But rather, out of an unwillingness to damage the underground city. Any troll is a walking wrecking ball. It can destroy a whole house in one go. And the noise? That was the worst danger. Right above them was the ravine, which was currently asleep. He must avoid making too much noise. The guards have very sharp ears...

What if, while chasing the dwarf, the troll destroys one of the buildings supporting parts of the earthen ceiling of Gvaktal? Then everything would collapse.

What is the level of this beast? The dwarf peeked out and immediately hid again. He couldn’t risk looking for longer than a split second. Nevertheless, he managed to get the needed information.

Not good...

The troll was Level 160. The worst part was that the troll was partially concealed by a sickly yellow mist, which could present a huge number of problems.

On the bright side, along the straight line between points “T” and “C” (Troll-Crow), there were no major obstacles. The newspaper stand and the small fountain did not count. Therefore, he could continue to make noise, as long as he was smart about it.

Alright, let’s go...

Peeking out from behind the corner, Crow sent two glass spheres rolling across the pavement. He threw another one upwards, with the intention of it landing and breaking right beside the massive troll. The dwarf was hoping that the undead troll was so dried up and decomposed that he had turned into a walking pile of kindling that was asking to be set aflame.

The incendiary bombs exploded simultaneously. A fiery glow filled the street. With piercing shrieks, the necrorats thrashed around in the fire. The zombies began to moan, suddenly remembering their creepy skill: the mournful howl. One of them, however, came to his senses, and screamed something angry and intelligible. Something about invaders who had brought fire and destruction to their city. But the dwarf wasn’t listening. The player was watching the third sphere fall. He cursed in disappointment when a lean, armless, yet very long-legged zombie with luxurious hair soared over the pavement in a magnificent leap. It might have been a woman; however, there were no secondary sexual characteristics visible under the baggy shirt, while the gnawed face could not tell much about the gender of the damned jumper. The jumper had no hands; however, he did have a toothy mouth that he opened very wide! He simply swallowed the fiery sphere. He landed gracefully and straightened up, looking around proudly and moving his swollen neck with difficulty.

Pop!

The head vanished. From between the shoulders of the zombie, who had frozen still, burst a vertical column of fire, throwing out hundreds of burning sparks. It looked like a rather disturbing sparkler. The smoking zombies scattered, running and crawling away with screams. Beside the dwarf, who was hiding behind the corner, landed the torn-out jaws of the jumper. They clacked their teeth once in surprise and went still.

As for the troll...

The hulking figure continued its forward march, unperturbed. As the troll passed by the “sparkler,” he extinguished it with one hit of the gargantuan club. With a nasty squelch, he pulled the club off the dented pavement. In the resulting crater full of smoke and sparks, something crackled sadly, dying out.

The dwarf hurled another fiery sphere. Then, slowly, he unraveled a scroll. He came out from behind the corner. He stopped about seven steps away from the wall of fire, whose flames had already begun to die out. Behind it, the advancing huge monster could be seen. The dwarf studied the scroll, then pulled out another one. Without any hurry, he bent down at the waist, letting the rusted chain pass over him. The chain whistled through the air and cut through the flame separating the street. It hit the facade of a small building, smashing through the lintels between windows, and flew inside the rooms on the first floor. The chain links strained, clanging and clanking. The troll roared dully and pulled... and the building moved several feet. Moved in its entirety!

“Moving buildings requires the express permission of municipal services.”

Crow said this in a completely casual manner as he straightened up again. He took a step backwards, away from a blazing zombie who had fallen out of the fire. The undead collapsed onto the pavement, flailing in the flames that enveloped him. He opened his smoking mouth and choked out an evil slogan:

“Z-zombies are in the right!”

The dwarf activated two scrolls, one after the other, strictly observing the necessary pause between them. The first one — a Fire Field scroll — spat out even more fire and heat onto the street. The second one had not the slightest connection to mass battle magic. It was the simplest spell of decorative social magic with the lengthy and somewhat funny name of “Rising Flowery Spring.” The magic contained in the scroll created a minute-long pretty decoration: it made a fairly large pile of flower petals appear on the ground. This was followed by a light wind. The petals, spinning in a fast colorful dance, would be caught in the wind and carried skywards. It created a kind of flowery tornado. Such magical decorations were often used during different festivals and other celebrations. The multicolored dancing petals were a feast for the eyes that warmed the soul. The spell was beautiful and cheap. But not in this case.

The first scroll enveloped the long-suffering pavement in fire. Flames crackled into life. Although the heat was, admittedly, quite strong, the flames crackled rather sadly and almost mechanically. Soullessly. But once the dwarf activated the Flowery Spring scroll, everything changed dramatically. In the midst of the field of fire appeared a rising wind current, which stirred up right at the troll’s feet. The tongues of flame stretched; fire howled, gathering strength and height; smoke flowed towards the center, from where it rose upwards in a tall spiraling column. The troll roared, spinning around on the spot. The fire tormented him mercilessly. The flailing monster threw up his arms. The dwarf instantly lost all of his cool and dropped to the ground, rolling back behind the corner in a clattering ball. Just in time. The club struck the place where he had been standing a moment ago; a long crack appeared on the pavement. The small building, inside which the chain had gotten caught, was dragged crashing down the street towards the fire. The frantic troll trampled the surviving zombies, smashed them with his club, and tore them with the chain. Sitting down, the dwarf rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a tiny ball of blinding white light — a small but powerful object. A burnt hand grasped the wall corner; an ugly black face belonging to a zombie appeared. Hissing words came from the cracked lips twisted by heat and hate:

“Filthy invadersss!”

Crow placed the activated fire bomb into the outstretched hand. He folded the fingers of his right hand into a curious sign, made a brief gesture as if giving his blessing, and said sweetly:

“May the Light be with you!”

“AhgrIbastardgdbrwillghbrldripgvhryourhrrgvrheadghbroffbagrrgh!” replied the zombie, somersaulting backwards.

He did not hit the ground; instead, he was gently caught by the burnt arms of his comrades, who had miraculously escaped the inferno where the burning troll was mindlessly dancing.

“Brother!” said a tall one-armed zombie wearing an iron helmet. “Are you alright?!”

“Ahgbrl!” encouragingly replied the zombie who had suffered damage from the Light, opening up his palm.

The tiny fire bomb exploded.

White flames enveloped four undead, who rushed back into the inferno with screams — either they had gone in the wrong direction due to being blinded, or they had decided to join the dancing troll.

“Stop messing around, Zap! You need to be louder! We are trying to sneak through here!” came a ringing notification from the system, showing an angry message from an irate Lori.

Crow did not argue. With a heavy sigh, he got up. In a few quick movements, he climbed up the wall onto the roof of the building and obediently began to make enough noise to rouse the entire Gvaktal, attracting the attention of all the undead around him. The player stomped, yelled, waved his arms, and threw roof shingles, aiming at the heads of the zombies creeping up to him. He kept anxiously glancing at the black wave rolling down a neighboring side street — at least a hundred necrorats were coming towards him. Looking around, Crow grunted. All paths of retreat were cut off. He was completely surrounded. He tossed several more hefty shingles and bricks; he pushed down the stone statue of a falcon, which was standing near the edge of the roof, dropping it onto the heads of two zombies that had begun to climb up the building and squashing them flat. On the opposite side of the building, four zombies appeared simultaneously. On their shoulders sat necrorats, which immediately jumped down onto the roof and charged at the dwarf.

“Where is Mith?” inquired the second message from the observant Lori.

Crow did not answer. He simply noted in his head that the girls have already climbed above the level of the roofs; otherwise, they would not have noticed the cardmaster’s disappearance. He noted it in his head, then also used his head to deliver a devastating blow to a rat flying through the air towards him, tossed by the firm hand of a zombie. The heads of the necrorat and the dwarf collided with a loud crunch.

With a tiny, strangled squeak, the necrorat slid down the dwarf’s iron forehead and plopped onto the roof. The lethal blow from the dwarf’s foot was accepted almost with gratitude by the necrorat with the broken, twisted neck. After evaluating his situation, Crow used a staff for the first time that day. Three dense rounds of stone buckshots whistled over the roof. Hollering as loud as he could, he threw some bricks, then fired a couple more shots. The undead know no fear of death; even the demise of several of their brethren did not faze the necrorats. The enemy was furiously trying to get at the insolent, loud dwarf. After having been nearly knocked off the roof, the zombies straightened up and continued marching forward, ignoring the gaping holes in their bodies from the buckshots.

Should he jump down and retreat to a safe distance?

Continue to fight?

Bust through the enemy ranks, shoot at their backs, then jump to the next roof?

Out of the three options, the last one appealed the most to the dwarf. He clenched his jaw and squinted, searching for the weakest-looking zombie. Use the shield to knock down the stupid necrorats; push aside that huge guy over there dressed in the remains of a checkered shirt; grab that toothy weakling by the throat; cover his own back with the shield, whip out and fire the staff over his shoulder, then jump onto the neighboring roof. In conclusion, land gracefully with his whole weight onto a crunchy zombie head... Either that, or take the shield in his hand and slam the edge of it into a zombie’s neck — then the chopped off head will roll across the roof until it turns into a cloud of dust... Then he can roll into a ball, cover himself with the shield, and use it to deflect a boulder tossed by that beastly zombie half-orc over there... The zombie half-orc was the slowest, but also the strongest and heaviest. Inside his bloated stomach, he was carrying a whole squeaking nest full of dead, yet very lively necrorats...

Alright! What an interesting and exciting idea! It’s decided! The dwarf crouched slightly, holding his shield in front. Time for some rugby!

A quiet squeak made him jump and look down.

In a dark gap between rafters sticking out through the broken shingles sat a rat. A live rat. A familiar gray rat. The one he had been feeding. The rat turned its narrow whiskered snout, giving its dead and resurrected brethren a short and somewhat contemptuous look. With a flick of its tail, the rat gave another squeak and vanished into the darkness.

A second’s pause. In that second, Crow made a decision. He tore out a few more shingles and dropped down into the darkness of the attic, following the rat that had beckoned to him. Yes, beckoned — nothing else could explain its behavior.

What’s in here?

Periodic gloom...

How else could one describe the space beneath the roof, an area that was divided into alternating patches of pitch darkness and thick gray gloom?

The dwarf found himself on one of the sturdy rafters that ran overtop of the ceiling and supported the entire weight of the roof. After following the rat for several steps, he reached upwards, stuck his hand through a hole in the roof, and grabbed a squealing necrorat by its spine. He threw it inside, landed on top of it, and, jumping back, finished it off with his hammer. Then he continued running down the rafter, trying to keep up with his unusual guide. Where was the rat leading him?

As it turned out, they were heading towards a very unusual spot!

They stopped at a crossroads. It was an intersection of many narrow dark paths reminiscent of rodent tunnels. The dwarf barely managed to squeeze through in his armor. His movements were greatly restricted. However, his short height allowed him to walk without bending over or crouching. His dwarvish eyes could not distinguish too much in the gloom, but it was still enough to find his way in the dark. With a farewell squeak, the rat disappeared into a pile of carelessly dumped firewood.

Hold on.

It’s not a pile of firewood.

It’s a messy pile of withered, dusty bodies. After a brief glance over his shoulder, then upwards at the roof, Crow got down on one knee, rummaged in his bag, and pulled out one of the torches made by the restless Mith. He couldn’t suppress a chuckle: the torch handle bore the mark of its creator. It was a deliberately crude design featuring a shovel crossed with a flaming torch. A cracked human skull was drawn immediately below them. The skull had clearly been added for the mood. Oh, Mith...

The lit torch illuminated the narrow passage. The undead, having lost sight of their prey, were stomping heavily overhead. He must not spend too long here — he still had his role of Bear, so he needed to make as much noise as possible while always being in view.

But where did the gray rat bring him?

What are these corpses?

Why didn’t they rise from the dead like all the deceased in this grim city?

The dwarf brought the torch closer and grunted in surprise.

He was wrong. They did resurrect. Then they dropped again once a certain relatively famous, but extremely rare artifact had been activated.

It was a rongkohl.

Its long solid-cast shaft was made of tarnished blue metal with a golden sheen. Its top was thickened and spiked, with one side bearing the image of a long-nosed old man’s frowning, angry face. In essence, it was an all-metal pear-shaped mace, a favorite weapon of paladins, who hate spilling their victims’ blood. And paladins have a lot of victims. If they spill the blood of each one, then their sacred clothes will get very dirty. And then, as the joke goes, the holy warrior’s appearance will resemble his true inner nature: that of a fanatic butcher. But to hell with the myths and ridicule.

A rongkohl!

What a windfall. No doubt about it.

There was only one problem: nobody in the entire world of Waldyra had yet learned to repair rongkohls. And, obviously, nobody knew how to make them. You could certainly arm yourself with the ancient mace, whose purpose was to destroy dark creatures. And you could absolutely use this magnificent weapon to successfully do battle. However, once its durability runs low, there is no point in saving it — it cannot be fixed. After delivering its last devastating blow and smashing the skull of yet another enemy, the rongkohl will explode into glittering dust. This dust will destroy at least another two hundred regular dark creatures that happen to be nearby. Even if the wielder of the rongkohl dies — as it happened here, judging by the edge of a light-colored cape and the tip of a plate boot sticking out of the corpse pile — the rongkohl will assume a vertical position and turn into a protector of the wielder’s dead body.

At times, players would find these grim tombs made out of the bodies of zombies: the undead had attacked the rongkohl they hated so much and were destroyed by its lethal blows. Sometimes, players would also find mountains of withered corpses covered by glittering bluish dust with a golden sheen: the dark creatures managed to destroy the rare weapon, to their joy, ridding the world of yet another rongkohl.

Worn out rongkohls were occasionally put up for auction. They were sold as a collectible rather than a weapon. Their remaining durability was usually in the single digits, enough for one devastating blow. Such a weapon was purchased to be hung on the wall of a clan hall, to be displayed behind the clan leader’s back. Savvy guests will be able to see and appreciate it. At times, the nearly destroyed maces would be taken along to the lands of the dead. Just in case. What if there is a sudden need to fight back against a particularly tenacious and powerful enemy? Plus, it never hurts to have the cloud of glittering dust that destroys the undead.

With a crunch, Crow squashed a skull with a crooked broken jaw. Then he grasped the handle of the mace and lifted it. A broad smile appeared on his sooty and dusty face — it was a good weapon, dammit! What about its durability? Level?

Medium rongkohl.
Type: weapon.
Two-handed/One-handed.
Durability: 7863/20000.
Minimum requirements: 100th level, 200 strength, 100 stamina.
Description: Rongkohl forged by the smith Drangorr the Insane Hater
in his forge cursed by every follower of the Light!
Class of object: rare!
Damage: */*
Type of damage: bludgeoning.
Effects: +30 strength, +40 stamina.
Additional effects:
+350% damage to undead of any type.
Doubled strength of throw back against undead of any type!
Damage to dark spirits of any type!
Minor aura of Spirit Burning: causes damage to any spirits located within ten feet of the rongkohl
(the rongkohl must be in the wielder’s hand).
Minor Zombie Stunning effect: with a chance of 5%, a hit with the rongkohl can temporarily stun a zombie.
Durability increased by 20%.


“This is...” whispered the dwarf, tenderly putting away the rongkohl into his backpack. “This is really... Good work, rat! Thank you!”

There was a tiny squeak. The rat appeared. It climbed onto a pierced zombie skull and stood on its hind legs, looking questioningly at the dwarf. Crow tossed a fat chunk of the tastiest homemade cheese to the rodent. He dropped it right at the rat’s feet. The rodent lowered its snout, sniffed, then gave a quiet and maybe even a slightly disdainful squeak. Then it vanished. The next squeak was heard coming from a narrow crack from behind the pile of zombies — a place beyond Crow’s reach. The rat had shown him the secret place with its valuable contents, then left. Not a bad way to thank him for the food. Just what sort of rat is this? He should really take time to think about this, as it’s an important point. However, he didn’t even have time to briefly wonder.

What else is here?

He unceremoniously threw aside several corpses to reach the rongkohl’s former owner. He looked at the sad remains. It was a man. Judging by the size, a dwarf. His body was partially covered with armor that was now useless. The metal was full of holes. Deep scratches covered it. A few feet away lay a half-broken helmet. Broken claws of beasts were stuck within the deep grooves left on the armor. The undead had literally cornered the poor guy, crushing him with sheer numbers and tearing him alive. Even a rongkohl couldn’t save him, although he had fought fiercely.

Crow rapidly searched his fellow dwarf. He came across a small notebook and grimaced — it was an expected find. There must be some kind of backstory to this dwarf, which will possibly lead to an interesting quest. He also found two dozen coins. Most of it gold. A short rusted sword for 150th level. A drop-shaped shield broken into three pieces. A wholly undamaged leather belt with a large steel buckle. It’ll come in handy. Even though it was also meant for the 150th level. That seems to be all...

Whipping around, Crow struck down. The hammer landed on a necrorat, squashing it. The little bugger did not even have a chance to make a sound. A puff of green dust rose into the air. Stepping forward, the player raised the torch towards the ceiling. The flames hungrily licked a dry zombie foot that was sticking through the roof. A moment later, the zombie caught fire. With screams and yells, it jerked the wounded limb out of the hole in the roof and made a clumsy step... The dwarf heard a livid screech from above:

“Homelaaand...”

The cry was followed by a dull slap against the distant pavement.

It was time to move...

Crow appeared on top of the roof in a cloud of rubble. He had decided not to look for an exit. He had simply punched through the shingles and rotten sheathing, and climbed outside like a bristling armored hedgehog.

He was elated. He was ecstatic. He was electrified.

And all these overwhelming emotions had absolutely nothing to do with the horde of undead who had spotted their enemy again.

Strike! Strike! And another strike! The enemies went flying in all directions and fell onto the pavement. The dwarf had suddenly been filled with fighting spirit. He had found his flow in battle and completely surrendered to its feeling. Strike! Another strike! The howling zombies could not get close to him: the terrifying hammer threw them all backwards, tossed them off the roof, crushed skulls, broke arms and legs, and smashed ribs.

“Invader!” wailed the zombies as they flew through the air. “You have no place here!”

“This is our city!”

“You’ll die here, warmblood!”

“Curse your hammer!”

“Truth is on our side!”

The dwarf wasn’t listening. He didn’t even hear them — he was yelling himself at the top of his voice. He danced and spun around, waved his arms, and banged his hammer on the roof shingles, sending a rain of clay rubble clattering against the pavement. The dwarf was successfully drawing the attention of the entire Gvaktal to his persona. He wasn’t even worried about the consequences. Who cares! Why? Because he had just come across the most important hint to resolving a mystery that had puzzled him for many years now.

A rongkohl!

And Drangorr the Insane Hater.

Three necrorats grabbed onto the jubilant dwarf’s legs. They clung on with a death grip. Or so they thought. The player spun on the spot and the beasts lost their grip, their claws and fangs screeching against the armor. Another overly zealous zombie had his face squashed against a kindly proffered shield. He moaned something sadly as he slid down. The rejoicing dwarf did not hear him. With one stomp, he broke the zombie’s fragile neck. Then he walked forwards in the direction of a weird building structure he had just sighted. Wow... The zombies had tried to build something like a mobile siege tower. And they almost succeeded. About ten feet in height, it consisted of a walking shed crowned by a wooden outhouse. The door of the outhouse was open. On the seat inside sat a proud zombie crossbowman. The roof of the shed was occupied by three longbow archers and two spearmen, plus one other zombie holding some sort of barrel in his hands. From inside the shed came the sounds of smug voices and laughter. The undead protectors of the city were already celebrating their victory.

It’s a little early for that, thought the dwarf.

He raised the shield sharply. The shield shuddered and clanged as it took several direct hits from arrows and a crossbow bolt. There was a hissing flash of some sort of magic, which, for some reason, smelled like singed hair. Then came a soft, squelching splat — a very strange noise — followed by an explosion of laughter from inside the shed.

“I have a dispatch for you!”

What a familiar statement! And so snarky, too.

Crow peeked out. The laughter grew louder. A few more arrows hit the shield and glanced off harmlessly.

The smell...

It wasn’t particularly disgusting, but still rather strong. And the zombies... What were they laughing so hard about? The dwarf glanced at the shield and stared in surprise: sliding down the shield was a clump of black slimy substance, which the system helpfully categorized as “fertilizer.” The dwarf’s battle shield was dripping in fertilizer... which had been chucked by that toothless smiling zombie over there, who was holding a barrel and a ladle.

So does that mean... the stuff dripping down the glorious battle shield is...?

“It’s urgent!” bellowed a voice out of the shed.

Splat!

This time, the slime ball landed on the dwarf’s helmet. As the slime dripped, the smell intensified greatly. The makeshift siege tower shook with roars of laughter.

Splat!

“Very secret! Ahaha! Hahaha!”

Poof! A pillow exploded over the dwarf’s head, and he was showered by fluff and feathers. All of it instantly adhered to the dwarf, who stood frozen in shock on the tip of the roof. The entire Gvaktal seemed to explode in howls of many-voiced laughter. The undead limping down the barely lit streets stopped to point at the dwarf, joining in the collective mirth.

FWOOSH!

The rain of feathers falling on the dwarf caught fire from making contact with the lit torch. The flames enveloping Crow quickly died out, leaving the dwarf standing in the same spot, smoking and grim as death itself.

From somewhere above in the distance came the clear sound of girls’ laughter. Next came the message:

“Excellent work! You’re a real distraction! All covered in smoke and sh... Gvaktal is in stitches!”

The dwarf barely noticed the message. He was focused on looking over the top of his smoking shield that had been defiled by the stinky projectile.

Crow let out a roar. He banged the shield against the roof. He leaned forward slightly... and charged viciously, letting arrows and bursts of magic pass overhead.

“Dude! What are you doing?!” bawled voices from inside the shed.

“Take him down!”

“Barricade! Get the barricade!”

A thick log fell from above. However, it turned out to be thoroughly rotten, and the dwarf’s shoulder snapped it with ease.

“Dude! Don’t do it, dude!”

“Rraaah!” bellowed Crow.

“Aaaah!” chorused back the voices from the tower.

Slam!

Rather than using his shoulder, the dwarf rammed the structure with his shield. The shed shifted backwards. Another step. And another one. The dwarf pressed onwards with an angry roar. He pushed with all his might, digging his heels into the groaning roof.

“Stand your ground!” shouted the undead from all around, cheering on their team. “Stand your ground!”

The cries came from roofs, streets, and out of windows and holes.

“Don’t give in, sensei! Crush ‘em!” came a message from Amou.

“Push harder, Zap! You can do it!” came a message from Lori, who couldn’t resist commenting either.

Grunting, the dwarf doubled down on his efforts, pushing the damn shed step by step closer to the edge of the roof. There, a short flight awaited the shed, followed by meeting the pavement. The undead huddled within the ugly structure had realized this fact and were resisting with all their might. They poked their rusted daggers and spears into the gaps between the wooden planks. And they did hit their target, those filthy chuckers of fertilizers! The dwarf’s health was declining.

Hardly paying any attention to his health bar, the dwarf bellowed even louder. He jumped backwards and then suddenly charged again. Not expecting such a lowly move, the zombies got thrown backwards along with the shed; the toilet on the roof swayed dangerously and the crossbowman fell out, landing on top of Crow.

“How dare you throw manure!” yelled Crow furiously. “I’ll show you ‘fertilizer’!”

“Dude! It’s good for your skin!”

“Take that!”

Broken by the hammer, a spear and a sword clattered to the ground. The player grabbed the crossbowman draped over his neck by the leg, slammed him against the roof, and threw him away. With a squeal, the latter flew away and landed on top of a weather vane. After getting skewered, he went quiet for a moment; then he burst into ashes that fell in a pile to the ground. The weather vane turned out to be made of silver.

“Rraaah!” roared Crow. “Rraaah!”

“Stand your ground!” hollered voices from inside the shed. “There is only one of him! And an entire graveyard of us! Let’s go, brothers! Dig in your heels! Poke him! Poke him harder!”

“Archers! Stick him full of arrows! Throwers! Smear him! Smear more dirt onto his dwarvish mug!”

“This is our city!”

“Rraaaah!”

“I bet one gold coin on our side to win,” said a surprisingly matter-of-fact voice from a window somewhere.

There was a short pause. The entire Gvaktal seemed to have gone quiet. Then another voice broke the silence:

“Accepted. One gold coin on the dwarf!”

The city exploded. Some continued to shout about equal rights and freedom; others called for the destruction of the invaders. The rest, however...

“Three silver coins on the dwarf!”

“Five coppers on our side!”

“A jaw and five ribs on the dwarf!”

“Accepted! In return, I bet my waist and my hips! They are still good!”

“A handful of teeth on the tower!”

“Same amount on the dwarf!”

“The tower!”

“The dwarf!”

“The tower..!”

“The dwarf..!”

“Rraaah!” bellowed Crow, striking with his shield over and over, jumping back and attacking again. Due to the anger and excitement overwhelming him, he wasn’t particularly aware of what the undead were shouting. Had he taken a moment to listen, though, he would have been genuinely surprised: the zombies had begun to support him with words, only a little at first, but then encouraging him more and more as time went on:

“Push, dwarf, push! Shove, dwarf, shove! Push, dwarf, push! Shove, dwarf, shove!”

“Grab it from below!”

“Kick in the door and crush their filthy rotten skulls!” hollered a zombie in a blue shirt with his head under his arm, stretching out to his full height.

“Rraaaah!”

“Dwarf! Dwarf! Dwarf!”

“Tower! Tower! Tower!”

“Dwarf! Dwarf!”

“Tower!”

“Push him! Stab him! There are many of us, and only one of him!”

“Look out! Archers above! Hey! Who is shooting at his back? That’s against the rules!” yelled indignant zombies out of windows, shaking their fists. “Someone punch that mage in the jaw! He wants to tangle the dwarf’s feet!”

“RRRAAAH!” For this last and strongest ramming blow, the dwarf put in every ounce of his effort.

And the tower yielded! The shed was pushed back another step. Its back half was now hanging over the edge of the roof. The “tower” tilted... then tilted some more... and then toppled off the roof, accompanied by deafening screams.

Bam...

The shed got flattened like a cardboard box against the pavement. The undead were either crushed by the wreckage or scattered. They now lay squashed on the ground. Some of them died ingloriously; some of them got torn apart.

As for the dwarf...

Crow stood on the roof with his arms raised, punching the air victoriously and receiving thoroughly deserved cheers from the zombie audience.

“Bravo! Bravissimo!” cried a frail grandma, blowing kisses and waltzing happily.

“Go, hammer, go!” growled a knight approvingly, his bare skull grinning inside his helmet.

“Victory! We won!”

“We are the winners!”

“Our dwarf did not let us down!”

“Our tower fell! Fell! Woe to us!”

“I losht... I gambled away all my teesh! My teesh!”

“Long live the dwarf!”

“Let’s carry him on our shoulders! Parade him through the streets!”

“I’m rich! Finally! I’ve dreamed about it my whole life, and never achieved it. But once I died, I became rich! I won!”

“Long live the dwarf! Our dwarf is the winner!”

BAMMMM...

A not-too-loud yet very powerful blast of sound came from within a tall building.

Gvaktal fell into awkward silence...

The faces of the zombies were changing. The expressions of the recently cheering or grieving zombies began to show bloodthirst and anger again.

“Ahem...” The zombie knight cleared his throat awkwardly and pushed down his helmet’s visor. Then he raised a long rusty sword. “Well, uh... Let’s get back to battle, brothers! We’ll destroy the living filth! Attack the dwarf! Chaaarge!”

“Chaaarge!” The rest took up the cry in a discordant chorus.

Crow sat on the roof, dangling his feet and waiting for the enemies to come closer. He took his time to fix himself up with magic. A little off to the side, a couple of steps away from him, sat two zombies, waiting for reinforcements. The level of the rebellion seemed to be rising. The rebels had stopped attacking mindlessly. Instead, they were peacefully waiting for the others to arrive while calmly chatting about fishing.

“Maggots are the best bait! Collect a handful off yourself, and use it to feed the fish. Then take the fattest one, and put ‘im on the hook!” confidently stated the zombie missing half of his skull.

“Not the fattest maggot!” disagreed his gray-bearded neighbor, who sat beside him on the edge of the roof. “It’s better to use a medium-sized one! And you must pinch off its head, so that it won’t scare off the carp with its fierce stare! Aside from maggots, though, there is no better bait than your own fingertip! I don’t have any more left...” The zombie sighed. “I’ve lost all six... but the results were worth it!”

“What about using worms?” interjected Crow, putting in his two cents. His remark caused a storm of protests. The zombies waved their arms in indignation:

“That’s for amateurs!”

“You won’t catch any good fish with that!”

“Worms make lousy bait!”

“Use fat maggots — they’re the real deal! Would you like some? I still have a handful or two left in my head.”

“Well, only if you don’t mind sharing...”

“I don’t mind sharing with a good dwarf! Gimme a bowl or something to put them in... hang on...” The zombie reached into his own skull and paused, looking at a half dozen necrorats that had just appeared on the edge of the roof. “Ahem... well... you know...”

“I understand,” sighed Crow, nodding. He got to his feet, adjusting his grip on the hammer. “I’ll harvest the maggots myself. From your corpses. Is that okay?”

“Sure, go ahead,” said the gray-bearded guy, nodding vigorously, and, suddenly leaping up, yelled, “if you can, that is! Ghraaah!”

“Take that!” The dwarf answered with a swing of the hammer.

The fisherman was thrown backwards. The second one lost his knee to the hammer and hopped around Crow, yelling angrily, while the latter stood waiting and grinning from ear to ear. Once the dwarf got bored, he took a small step, kicked a necrorat, grabbed the hopping guy by the throat, and threw him at the first fisherman. Then he jumped up, grasped the edge of a brick wall, and climbed onto a tall chimney.

The necrorats squealed below in helplessness. They scurried around aimlessly for a bit, then dashed towards the zombies, jumping into their hands as though having been previously trained. The zombies, like a couple of baseball players, pitched the bitey dead presents upwards. The dwarf, wielding his hammer like a baseball bat, swatted away the gifts. He has had enough of urgent dispatches! And secret ones, too!

He stood on top of the chimney, waiting. And he got what he was waiting for. He found himself tightly encircled by the undead, who were coming closer and closer. The howling and cursing zombies were advancing like an unstoppable menace.

The dwarf continued to wait. All of his experience, all of his intuition was screaming: right now! It’s going to happen right now!

He was looking at a tall building that had become an excellent vantage point for the commander of the undead. That building contained the heart of the rebellion. The spirit of the uprising. Inside it hid the leader, who occasionally sounded the gong, giving orders and summoning more undead from the distant corners of Gvaktal. If he is given the chance, if the rebellion is not nipped in the bud, then he will summon the kind of monsters that are beyond the adventurers’ ability to handle. Thus, the opponent must be quashed immediately. After waiting for that single right moment, they must deliver a precise, calculated, deadly blow.

Lori was a master of delivering such blows.

More than once, she had proven her deadly ability.

And now...

The dwarf froze, standing still as a statue while squeezing a squealing necrorat in his armored fist and looking at the building in the distance.

There was a movement along the steep wall. Suddenly, two previously unnoticed bumps appeared. Two cloaks were cast aside. They were being carried away by two bright umbrellas. The umbrellas and cloaks falling through the air drew the attention of the undead on every floor of the building. From the wall struck two living bolts of lightning. The two girls had fearlessly thrown themselves off the very top of the wall, which reached the earthen ceiling, and hurtled downwards. They were aiming for the head sticking out of a window. Specifically, they were aiming right at the scruff.

Strike!

Miss! Lori cried in surprise as she flew past, barely brushing the enemy’s neck with a heavy dagger.

Strike!

Miss! Amou hurtled past the window, only managing to graze the rebel leader.

The girls twisted around in mid-air and fired a double volley of buckshots and hissing lightning up the wall.

Only then did the undead jolt into action. The building exploded with sudden cries. Stones and arrows flew downwards. Two magic shield hemispheres swelled, absorbing enemy blows. The girls twisted around, catlike, grasping onto the walls and stopping their fall. Then they began to swiftly climb upwards while continuing to shoot. Amou — the shy, modest little girl bard! — was almost keeping up with the agile amazon. The girls were trying their hardest to fix their mistake.

“Epic fail,” grumbled the dwarf and rushed down from the chimney.

Landing on top of the zombies’ heads, he rolled over, fell onto the roof, broke through the shingles, and found himself in the attic. With a roar, he sprinted ahead, demolishing pillars and breaking rafters as he went. The roof collapsed behind him, falling through and taking the howling undead along with it. Onwards! Straight to the building!

An iron-clad knight appeared on the wall. Clutching at the wall’s uneven surface and stepping on window sills, he climbed upwards. Behind him, he dragged a rope with zombies clinging to it. Where was he going? Why upwards? Could this be because..?!

“We failed! He is escaping to the ceiling! He is going up!”

The dwarf did not reply to Lori’s embarrassed admission. He was sprinting ahead, chugging one potion after another as he ran.

It wasn’t over yet. They still had a chance. His student still hadn’t made an appearance. Mith had been silent so far. Where is he? The running dwarf’s hand twitched; he had intended to pull up the message screen or to write in the group chat. But he stopped himself. If Mith happened to be lying in wait, then he mustn’t distract him. It’s best to stay out of his way. The dwarf quickened his pace. He crashed through the steep side of the roof, dropping down to the street and landing hard on the pavement. He fell right behind a two-headed rotting behemoth, who was trudging towards the source of the noise. The giant took a long time to turn around. And once he finally did — in the process accidentally crushing several zombies who were trying to squeeze past him — there was nobody there. The only thing that could be heard was the rapid clatter of armored boots that was quickly fading in the distance.

Jumping out onto a street that led directly to his destination, the dwarf continued running. He glanced over his shoulder and saw something interesting: several undead had suddenly lost their “humanity.” They turned back into mindless zombies who craved only blood and flesh — the ones who only knew how to howl and moan. They hunched over and stumbled along aimlessly once again.

Aura...

They had left the area under the influence of the rebel leader’s aura. Or, more accurately, it’s the aura that left them, rising upwards along with the fleeing rebel leader.

Attention!
Gvaktal’s rebellion level has decreased by two points!
Reasons:
The rebel leader has retreated!
The rebel leader is fleeing!
Congratulations!
Keep advancing! You are not finished yet!
Attention!
The level of danger inside Gvaktal has been lowered!
Mobilization of central regions has been reversed.
Known information:
Gvaktal’s first rebellion of the undead!
Presence of rebel leaders: yes
Number of rebel leaders: 1
Number of rebels: 300+ (not counting undead animals).
Goal of the rebellion: to bring all of Gvaktal’s territory back under the undead’s control.
Attention!
The rebelling undead are slowing down!
Centralized control of the rebel troops has disappeared!


But it was still too early to celebrate.

And if you ask the seasoned dwarf Crow, there was nothing to celebrate at all.

Where is Mith?! The leader is almost at the top of the ceiling!

The earthen skies exploded. It only happened in one spot, in a very calculated and precise manner. A waterfall of rocks and soil fell right onto the head of the fleeing knight. Crow glimpsed the knight driving a huge sword into the wall and dropping the rope hoisting the pathetically wailing undead as the knight reached for his shield. There was an uproar, followed by a clang and a crash. The howling undead hit the ground; an avalanche of earth and stone covered them. Two dirty hands and a triumphant dirt-smeared face appeared out of the hole in the ceiling.

“Here’s a present for you, ugly!” yelled Mith, firing from a magic staff.

As the dust settled, everyone gathered in the vicinity saw the top half of the knight dangling on the wall. The bottom half had torn off and dropped to the ground. The left hand met the same fate. The knight’s helmet crumbled. The zombie hung onto the handle of the sword stuck into the stone wall, and was hideously screeching something. Mith gave a maniacal laugh and continued to fire.

One shot. Two shots. And another shot! The knight’s health level was dropping rapidly. A bolt of orange lightning was darting up the wall — Lori was rushing to fix her mistake, while cussing badly enough to make a sailor blush. Below, on one of the rooftops, Amou lay snuggled up to her guitar as she aimed it at the knight. Meanwhile, a zombie elf was sneaking up behind her, a huge meat cleaver raised over his head.

Attention!
Gvaktal’s rebellion level has decreased by one point!
Reason:
The rebel leader is seriously wounded and demoralized!


“Gracias, Mith!” breathed a relieved Crow in mid-jump. “You’re a lifesaver!”

The dwarf tackled the sneaking zombie from behind, and they rolled together across the roof. The zombie did not reach Amou. However, the sudden noise made the bard flinch and lose her aim. The shot from the guitar neck went over the target. It landed squarely in Mith’s chest, throwing him back into the hole.

“Oops!” cried Amou. “Sorry, Mith, darling! I didn’t mean to!”

The enemy leader took full advantage of the resulting situation. He swung upwards, grasping a sharp stone spike sticking out of the earthen ceiling; a pair of someone’s legs was dangling from the spike. A couple of quick movements later, the knight was sporting a pair of long, graceful female legs. He grasped the wall firmly and paused for a moment, calculating. Then he bolted upwards, towards the gaping black hole.

“Shoot him!” snarled the dwarf, raising his own staff. “Fire, Amou! Fire away!”

“Yessir!”

The dwarf was prevented from helping her — the undead were encroaching upon them from behind. He had to employ a scroll of mass magic and surround their roof with an orange acid fog. Then he began to shoot down the zombies stumbling through the mist. Thanks to Crow’s new “decorations,” the undead now looked completely surreal.

“Baby!” bellowed the dwarf. “Flyyy!”

The amazon did not reply. Right now, she was doing something nearly impossible for her level: she was flying up the vertical wall like a bird, without pausing to catch her breath or using any magic. She was barely touching the wall, jumping from one tiny ledge to the next. Amou fired again. A crater formed slightly to the left of the knight’s head.

“To hell with the head! Shoot at the body!” commanded the dwarf. “The most important thing is to slow down the bastard! Rapid fire!”

“Yessir! Rapid fire at the bastard’s body!”

Mith reappeared at the precise moment when the aggressively yelling Amou turned into a crazy machine gunner. With a yelp, he dropped to his stomach to avoid the rounds of shots. After a pause, he stuck his head outside again. An iron-gloved hand grasped his throat.

“Loriiii!” yelled everybody without exception this time. Even Mith gasped hoarsely as he clutched at the edges of the hole, digging his heels into the sides of the tunnel and looking like a crippled spider that did not want to leave its burrow.

“Spin around!” ordered Crow, and Amou obediently turned three hundred and sixty degrees. All the zombies wandering inside the newly appeared thick orange gloom were thrown backwards and knocked off their feet.

Lori leaped towards the knight. She almost reached him. However, the knight kicked out with both legs while hanging onto Mith’s neck. The amazon was thrown backwards. With a furious cry, she plummeted towards the ground. She stretched her arms towards the wall, trying to reach it and stop the fall. A colorful umbrella was slowly floating towards her. Amou’s umbrella was floating to her, too. But the umbrellas wouldn’t reach her in time. The amazon would fall to her death. Crow rushed forward, keeping his eyes up. He threw himself into the acid fog, grabbing the bard along the way.

Jump. Another jump. Some zombies he pushed aside; some of them he knocked over and struck with the hammer. The bard, who was swinging under the dwarf’s arm, fired another shot from the guitar, then hit the strings, singing:

“In the thick fog, we slit your throats

Leaving your children fatherless

Just die alreadyyy!”

They made it in time. At the very last moment, they jumped out of the fog and caught the falling elf girl.

“Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!” raged Lori, hitting the blade of her dagger against the wall. “Dammit! That’s twice in a row! That has never happened before!”

Crow lowered both girls to the ground and began to climb upwards. Slowly. But surely. He had to climb about a hundred feet. The most important thing now was for Mith to hold on.

How was Mith doing?

The cardmaster was holding on! Twisting around like a snake — spider-like and splayed out — he pointed his staff directly into the enemy’s ugly face and fired it. The knight staggered backwards and lost his footing. Mith swung his arm and smashed a fire potion over the knight’s head. A wailing burning figure was now hanging off the wall.

“My teaching is paying off!” The dwarf breathed in relief, leaning slightly aside to dodge a falling sword as it whistled through the air. “Oh, shit! Dammit!”

The knight made a surprising move. He ripped off his own legs — the female ones, that is. Having torn off the entire bottom half of his body, he threw the legs at Mith. The latter ducked instinctively. The unusual enemy projectile passed over his head. Next, the knight tore his own head off his shoulders and threw it after the legs! For another second, the one-armed torso continued to hang on the wall; then it dropped right onto the head of the cursing dwarf. Throwing aside the unwanted present, Crow climbed upwards as fast as he could, while anxiously listening to Mith’s voice coming from the hole:

“Stop right there! Where do you think you’re going?! Get back here, you leggy pervert! Get back here right now!”

“I’ll be back! You’ll regret this!” yelled a triumphant voice from far above. “Outta the way, pig!”

A surprised squeal from the hog signaled that the zombie managed to overcome yet another obstacle.

The cries died down.

“Mith!” shouted Crow.

Silence...

The cardmaster wasn’t dead. His icon was active on the virtual screen. It was glowing and blinking. It showed him suddenly lose a bit of health. Mith was alive and continued to fight. Meanwhile, they were stuck in Gvaktal. He needed to speed up... but the dwarf was already trying as hard as he could. So were the girls, who were following him.

Here was the edge of the opening. Then the narrow tunnel leading sharply upwards. The dwarf cursed himself inwardly. This was his clever idea: to dig a tunnel from the surface right into the enemy’s lair and toss a couple of powerful bombs into it, then finish everything off with shots from a staff plus one or two scrolls. Mith was the one who carried out the plan. And he did a wonderful job, digging out this tunnel with the fanaticism of a true digger. He pushed through and prepared himself. But then, Lori took a swing and missed...

And thus, they have provided the rebel leader with an excellent escape route!

But who knew his plan would turn out like this?!

Attention!
Gvaktal’s first rebellion has been successfully SUPPRESSED!
Attention!
The rebel leader is on the run!
Attention!
The rebel leader has not been eliminated!
Congratulations on suppressing the rebellion!
Congratulations!
You have achieved...


He ran away!

That was the main point.

He ran away!

After squeezing through the tunnel, which was a bit too narrow for him, Crow jumped outside, finding himself under the starry sky. He walked towards Mith, who was standing at the edge of the hole dug under the foundations of the first fortress tower.

“Where is he?!”

“I can’t see him,” whispered back the cardmaster, putting a finger to his lips and indicating the workers sleeping nearby. “He took off that way,” he said, pointing with his dirty hand. “I don’t want to make too much noise... and also... I can hear the creak of wheels over there. Can you hear it?”

“Let’s go!”

“I almost finished him off. Almost...”

“C’mon, hurry! Oh damn...” The dwarf braked sharply and, tearing the cape off his shoulders, quickly covered the pair of female legs lying on the ground. The legs were wearing torn pants and platform shoes. Their former owner must have been a fashionista.

The friends looked around. They listened closely.

Mith said a few choice words, venting his frustration, before plopping down on the ground in exhaustion. The dwarf sat down beside him, quietly shaking in fits of helpless, yet cheerful and even approving laughter. Crow knew how to lose with grace.

Although they only lost in the chase! It’s not over yet!

“What did you find?” Lori rushed up to Crow. She glanced under the cape and pulled a face. “Piece of dead, crooked, skinny meat! Where’s the head? Where is that rotten head of cabbage?!”

“Where is he?” repeated Amou.

“Listen,” said Crow.

As he said it, he stretched out tiredly on the ground. Curses. He was so exhausted. Mith lay down beside the dwarf, arms folded over his stomach. “Are we gonna chase him?” he asked thoughtfully.

“Of course. Let the convoys move away from the outpost a little. Then we’ll follow.”

“I see,” sighed Lori. She sat down, crossing her legs. “Are we gonna cast lots?”

“You can choose where you want to go,” replied Crow placidly. “We’ll see who gets lucky and finds the rotten raisin in their cake.”

The choice consisted of one of two options.

Right now, two large convoys were slowly departing from the outpost of Gray Peak. One of them was headed west. The other was heading southeast. The pair of female legs were found a couple of feet away from where the heavy convoy carts had been parked. Upon reaching the place, the zombie simply popped off his sly head and dropped it into one of the carts. And thus, he set off with the convoys on their journey as a secret hitchhiker.

Now, a difficult task awaited the adventurers: to find out which convoy and which cart concealed under its tents and covers the vicious head of the leader of the failed rebellion. After finding said head, they must also extricate and destroy it. Moreover, they must not arouse any suspicion on behalf of the convoy men — those stern giants really don’t like anyone digging through their carts without permission.

“We’ll leave in about five minutes,” said the dwarf quietly. “We’ll follow the convoys. Keep them within view. We are not going to do anything else until they leave our ravine. I’m going with Mith. Amou is with Lori. We’ll see who drew the lucky lottery ticket.”

“We are going west!” declared Lori.

“Then we’ll go southeast,” said Crow, nodding. He stretched with a groan. “Ooof... Oh! I found a rongkohl!”

“No way!” The amazon perked up. “Lucky! Anything in the description?”

Every rongkohl was the product of the same blacksmith, made in the same smithy. Each rongkohl had its own very limited description.

“Yes,” replied Crow, smiling. “I think it contains a hint about the location of the smithy.”

“You’re kidding!”

“What’s a rongkohl?”

“Sensei! Tell us more! Can you use a rongkohl to dig? Does it crush rocks?”

“I’ll tell you more later,” said Crow, waving his large hand dismissively. “For now, I’ll just say this: as soon as we’re done dealing with the escapee, we’ll set out in search of the legendary smithy! Or, at least, Mith and I definitely will! On the other hand, a certain someone will have to put in effort to fix her damaged reputation...”

“He dodged me in the most unexpected way!” exploded the amazon, springing to her feet. “You saw it, Crowcci! You saw it yourself! I was about to chop off his head! I was flying directly at the target!”

“So you were,” agreed the dwarf, getting up. “Well? How’s our fighting spirit? Still strong?” He looked closely at the faces of his friends, who stood around him.

“To battle!” hissed the amazon, boiling with anger.

“We will find and kill the bastard!” stated Amou calmly and firmly.

“We’ll figure it out,” said Mith, smiling. He called the hog to him. “I’m ready!”

“Good luck to everyone,” said Crow, nodding. “Off we go!”

The group of four adventurers scattered. The two pairs split up, each going their own way, to follow two heavily laden and completely unsuspecting convoys. In one of the carts of one of the convoys lay the cunning head of a zombie who knew far too much.

And that head must be silenced at all costs!

End of Book Four
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