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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The calm within the storm. A temporary break 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE ANVIL WAS ringing. 
 
      
 
    The rapid staccato of the forging hammer echoed happily to the furthest reaches, soaring over the gray stony plain, bending around the sparse crooked trees, and flying into the twitching ears of jackals and rabbits. 
 
      
 
    The ringing of the anvil signified a lot. 
 
      
 
    For example, it meant that the Gray Peak outpost had survived the recent invasion of enemies—gray orcs, who, acting on the orders of the dark and terrifying four-armed goddess Guorra, had unearthed the sword of war and descended from the mountains to exterminate all living beings. 
 
      
 
    And right now, the ringing anvil was like a triumphantly singing bell that proclaimed important news: The outpost was still standing! Gray Peak was alive! 
 
      
 
    Also, the ringing boldly stated that a certain blacksmith had enough strength left in his arms, and enough stubbornness in his head, in order to start smithing literally right after the conclusion of the latest hard battle. The column of dark gray smoke rising over the large hill surrounded by a stone wall indicated that the forge was fired up to the maximum. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, the ringing of the hammer told everyone within earshot that the outpost was not timidly hiding in a corner. Not in the slightest! Gray Peak was not afraid to make lots of noise. It was not afraid to ring loudly. The outpost continued to exist like nothing particularly bad had happened. 
 
      
 
    So what, if it got attacked by a few hundred dark gihl midgets, plus some monstrous ricefin insects, as well as the malicious giant gray orcs commanding them? Not a problem! 
 
      
 
    So what, if they had to deal with the gigantic butterfly Druughoan, born of the magic of Guorra’s temple—the one whose foul body blocked out the sun and skies? The one accompanied by thick, black stormclouds, pierced by furious bolts of forked lightning? Piece of cake! 
 
      
 
    The anvil’s ringing paused for a moment. The jackals lying on the strangely sloped side of the hill perked up their ears hopefully. But their happiness was short lived—after the sound of furious hissing as red-hot metal touched cold water, the hammer resumed its joyful song. 
 
      
 
    The stony plain around Gray Peak had changed dramatically within a single day. The raging battle had left numerous heavy wounds and scars on the surface of the earth. But Waldyra wasn’t a magical world for nothing: the plain was rapidly returning to its original state. The deep furrows in the ground were vanishing. The coarse grass that had been torn off the hillside had returned in the form of fresh green shoots. The trampled bird nests were once again hidden by the roots of a stout prickly shrub, which had shed its broken branches and grown back new ones. Even the stones that had been pulverized into dust had magically returned to their places. Heavy foreign objects—huge, dark boulders, for instance—were slowly sinking into the ground, as if being sucked into quicksand. 
 
      
 
    Trios of guards marched purposefully around the outpost. They kept alert, vigilantly looking around, holding spears and crossbows at the ready, and covering their backs with heavy full-sized shields. From beneath one of the shrubs, two shapes darted out with a frightened squeal: a cringing gihl midget and a mangy jackal. They had been waiting together for the danger to pass, but couldn’t take it anymore and bolted. They got immediately hit by two crossbow bolts, followed by three arrows from the watchtower. Both enemies died instantly. The guards continued patrolling, while also picking up the remains of equipment and weaponry left behind by enemies that had died or fled. Every other step the guards took was accompanied by the sound of the ringing anvil. 
 
      
 
    The territory of the outpost was abuzz with activity. Some of the muscular warriors had put away their weapons, taken off their armor, and, with their comrades watching their backs, begun to clean up. Like a broom in the hands of a skillful housewife, they left nothing behind except clean, compacted soil. After only two hours, the outpost of Gray Peak sparkled with cleanliness. Large sheets of canvas were spread on the ground, bearing two huge piles of war trophies. The plunder will be divided up by nightfall. Most of it will be sent to Algora with the next convoy; the rest will be given to a certain brave black-haired dwarf, who, along with his foreigner friends, had taken active participation in the defense of the outpost. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf, by the way, was a remarkable individual. It was him who was swinging the forging hammer, creating the happy ringing from the vibrating anvil. He could have given himself over to well-earned idleness; he could be sitting back and sipping dark beer from Able and Gabre right now. Nonetheless, he got to work instead. What was more, he was working harder than the disciplined and focused guards. 
 
      
 
    Even the dwarf’s laborers, whom he had kept from participating in the recent fight, were working as hard as they could. Like the guards patrolling the perimeter of the outpost, they walked around collecting stones and chopping trees. They dragged the materials back to the hill and left them by the only opening in the wall, which was destined to become a secure gate in the future. The gatherers of construction materials were accompanied by a sauntering red-haired girl named Lorelenna. She was armed with a pair of unusually thick daggers, which, by their look, were capable of disemboweling even a swamp crocogoat, which inhabited scary underground sloughs in abandoned and flooded mines of Slag Mountains. Although the girl was strolling at a leisurely pace, her sharp gaze could indicate a lot to an experienced fighter. This fragile-looking young lady was perfectly capable of defending several workers from local dangers. 
 
      
 
    The stones that had been left near the opening in the wall were taken inside by a regularly appearing and disappearing dwarf, whose face was smeared with mortar. As soon as one of these stones ended up in his skillful hands, it would instantly take its place in the steadily growing stone wall. The master of the land plot, officially known as “Crow Eater,” or simply “Crow,” was determined to turn his property into a most securely defended fort. In order to achieve his goal, he spared no effort—neither his own, nor other people’s. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clasped in blackened tongs, a red-hot ingot plunged into the water and, with malicious hissing, choked on the rushing steam. Next moment, it clinked into place, side by side with its brethren inside a large and sturdy wooden chest. The amount of ingots kept steadily increasing. The dwarf Crow was absolutely determined to reforge into ingots all of his metal junk, which, until recently, had belonged to the gihl midgets. 
 
      
 
    Nothing could shake his determination. His self-improvement was behind schedule, which he had so carefully planned ahead of time and confirmed by himself. It was as if Waldyra itself had turned against his innocent plans! Helping friends, fighting enemies, running into problems with the new guards, fending off gray orcs—all these incidents, big and small, continually forced him to step away from his main goal. That was unacceptable. He must become a real master blacksmith! And even that was just a small step in a nearly infinite, steep ladder that reached up to the dark, impenetrable clouds of the legendary art of blacksmithing. 
 
      
 
    That’s why, regardless of whether they were in a state of war or not, the player will stubbornly reforge junk into heavy ingots. Then he’ll put them to use before dinnertime, turning the reforged metal into objects fit for sale: nails, horseshoes, and iron axles. 
 
      
 
    Right now, the player was becoming increasingly aware of the huge benefits of having an ally that he could trust as much as himself. Lori, that red-headed unruly catastrophe, who had magically returned to his side, was quite fiery, extremely experienced, and possessed a ridiculously large stash of important gaming knowledge. She knew how to act even in the most unusual situations. This meant that right now, Crow’s workers were being escorted by a real jedi who had swapped his lightsaber for a pair of daggers. That’s why Crow could now focus on his work without worrying about his men. He didn’t need to keep glancing over the wall, afraid of seeing the poor laborers getting devoured by jackals or prodded with spears by orcs. 
 
      
 
    There was a danger that the extremely self-assured Lori might think she is capable of handling any sort of trouble on her own and decide not to inform Crow. The dwarf was prepared for this eventuality. Over the rocky wasteland soared a huge eagle with outstretched wings, his eyes looking disdainfully at the world slowly passing below him. The eagle Chrys was sent to patrol and hunt. After spotting worthy prey—a large jackal, a particularly fat partridge, or a carnivorous nepenthesis plant—Chrys would shoot down from the skies like a bullet, delivering a mighty blow. Then, if the enemy had not been defeated, he would seize it in his talons and soar up into the heavens, where he would mercifully release it and watch it free-fall. That’s why, in the last half hour, Crow had already witnessed three flying jackals, who squealed pitifully as they fell to the ground. It was convenient—all he had to do was look up, and he would immediately see the large bird ruling the skies over the wasteland beside the granite mountain peak. 
 
      
 
    The workers were watched by Lori; the red-headed amazon was watched by Chrys; the eagle was watched by Crow; and the dwarf was watched by Centurion Vurrius, who kept appearing in Crow’s line of sight. What an interesting chain of connections... And it could be continued until it came around full circle. Vurrius was watched by his loyal guards, and the guards were watched by Crow’s workers, who knew that it was precisely these wise and experienced warriors who would be likely to spot the first signs of trouble. But why complicate things? It was already obvious that everything and everyone at the outpost was inextricably connected, which was perfectly normal for such a small settlement. 
 
      
 
    As for Mith and Amou... They were true friends, as Crow had come to think of them lately. They were a crazy pair who loved adventures, mysteries, and puzzles. That was exactly how real gamers should be. Most importantly, Amou and Mith knew how to trust, how to learn new things, and how to forget useless old knowledge without clinging to it with inexplicable stubbornness. Only players with these types of qualities had the potential of turning into new gaming legends who would be talked about with awe for many years to come. The girl bard and the cardmaster had all the makings of future stars. But Crow didn’t tell them this, in order to avoid spoiling them with praise and cause them to become overconfident. 
 
      
 
    Right now, his friends had gone back to the real world to sleep. They will return a little later to attend the late dinner hosted by the guards in celebration of their successful defense against enemy invasion. For the first time since arriving at the Gray Peak outpost, Centurion Vurrius, the mysterious muscular giant, had invited the players to a modest feast. This was despite the fact that Centurion Vurrius treated their kind—players, or so-called “foreigners”—with a strange kind of mistrustful harshness, if not outright hatred. Thus, even the smallest thawing in relations with him can, and should, be considered a huge step forward! Crow must do everything in his power not to break this fragile little bridge of peace that had been built between two formerly antagonistic sides. 
 
      
 
    The anvil was ringing. The forging hammer was singing. The frequent rhythmic sound carried far and wide, declaring loudly and confidently: The outpost of Gray Peak is alive and will keep on living. Neither gray orcs, nor gihl midgets, nor nepentheses, nor ricefins, nor Druughoan the Destroyer—not even the gray-skinned goddess Guorra who commands them all—were able to crush the outpost. 
 
      
 
    While his sinewy arms worked deftly on their own, the wise head of the busy dwarf was lost in deep thought. Like Lori, the dwarf possessed a huge amount of knowledge, had been on the most incredible adventures, had seen hundreds of sudden unforeseen outcomes and gritty conclusions to fights. The dwarf understood that the tightening spiral of the growing war around Gray Peak will change, and has already changed, many things. It was like the appearance of a large poisonous snake: until it slithers away by itself or gets chased off, peace will not return to the surrounding inhabitants. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf had no power to stop the war. Negotiation will not work with gray orcs. That’s why the war will continue right to the point where one of the conflicting sides gets utterly destroyed. Until then, the tiny outpost in the middle of the boring, rocky plain will be like a grain of sand between two mighty grinding stones of war. That’s why he must do everything in his power to prevent that grain of sand from being ground fatally into dust. He would need to use all of his strength and resources to save the outpost. To do so, he would have to completely rearrange his former routine, which he had established over the past few weeks. 
 
      
 
    Carefully, he lowered another smoking iron ingot into the wooden chest. Something clicked inside the dwarf’s head, and he came to a decision. 
 
      
 
    From now on, Crow will no longer concern himself with the gathering of food and resources. Gone are the days when the dwarf, humming a carefree tune under his breath, would run around in the valley, chopping trees, picking up rocks, gathering eggs, tearing out bunches of wild onions, and hunting rabbits. These matters will be delegated entirely to his workers. If necessary, their numbers will be increased. For now, though, while everything around him is consumed by the chaos of a recently started war, he will have to hold off on hiring new hands and try to manage with the workers he already has. However, the dwarf will no longer be able to go hunting for bird eggs himself. Not until more peaceful and predictable days return. 
 
      
 
    Clang! Another dully glittering ingot fell into the chest. 
 
      
 
    From now on, Crow will no longer stand behind the sales table. No more personal involvement in the happy chaos of trade. Someone else will have to do it instead. He will have to hire a trustworthy salesman from a merchant guild. A beginner merchant apprentice with great ambitions will suffice. The dwarf himself will hang around as much as possible, while keeping an ear out—not because he doesn’t trust the salesman, but because he doesn’t want to miss the opportunity to make a potentially interesting deal. That would be the only time he might interfere. Just in case, he will also handle all sales of his personally crafted iron objects, the assortment of which he planned to substantially increase in the nearest future. 
 
      
 
    The forging bellows sighed heavily, pushing air towards the glowing coals. The tongs seized a red-hot twisted breastplate and threw it onto the anvil. 
 
      
 
    Forging and digging. Those are the two activities to which he should dedicate half of his waking hours: working hard with a shovel and hammer. He didn’t really need full mastery of the art of digging; although, the indirect benefits from being able to work quickly with a shovel were quite palpable, so he should develop those skills. The guild of miners awaited him. The art of blacksmithing, on the other hand, was a much more painful subject: he would have to work really hard to catch up. 
 
      
 
    With a hiss, an ingot dropped into the chest. Two more objects dropped into the fire, both crudely made items of orc gear. 
 
      
 
    The other half of his time should be devoted to war and diplomacy. Orcs and other vermin should be destroyed. The walls around his home must be strengthened. His possessions and influence around here should be gradually increased. 
 
      
 
    Everything else will be handled by his friends and hired workers. 
 
      
 
    “A convoy! It’s damaged and smoking!” The loud, calling voice of the watchman carried the important news to the black-haired dwarf’s ears. The dwarf perked up, turning his face in the direction of Lori, who walked like a shepherd behind the heavily laden workers. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Chrys dropped down onto his shoulder, bringing the same news. For now, the young eagle’s eyes were no match for the powerfully enchanted spyglass possessed by the guards. But that will change soon. If Crow trains his pet correctly, he can achieve a sharp improvement in the bird’s skills as an aerial observer. 
 
      
 
    “Zap! We need to sell them stuff!” exclaimed the red-haired amazon as she rushed up to the dwarf. “Are we gonna start selling? We have eggs and meat! And loads of other things! Look at how much delicious stuff Grubber has cooked up!” 
 
      
 
    “We need to start selling, yes,” nodded Crow. “But I can’t do it myself anymore. We’ll have to hire a merchant. Meanwhile, I’m entrusting it to you, darling.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I’ll be at the market stand. But the workers will have to sit in the yard for now. Outside the outpost, we have run into a bunch of nepentheses three times already. We’ve even stumbled upon an orc survivor hiding under a pile of earth.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll find something for them to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you remove the landmines?” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf nodded, squeezing the bellows to fan the flame. “The yard is clean. I’ve put everything away into the hiding place inside the tomb. When are we going to sit down together to discuss hot gossip concerning Vurrius? I’d prefer after dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t invited to your dinner with the guards,” the girl reminded him. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. Such is the fate of spies: to remain in the shadows.” The player smiled. “No matter. We’ll feed you here. I’ll only stay there for a little while, drink a couple of cups, and go straight home. I need to keep forging and digging... forging and digging...” 
 
      
 
    “Is His Excellency, our blue-eyed leader, planning to show up soon?” asked Lori, easily lifting a wooden chest filled with tableware. “I haven’t seen him for quite some time.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t see him for a while yet,” answered the dwarf. “He is down south. As far as I know him, he is likely to be hosting the most delicious dinners for himself every single day, drinking good wine, reading excellent books, and shocking everyone around him with his incredible royal extravagance.” 
 
      
 
    “For sure!” said Lori, nodding vigorously. “That’s how he is! As I remember, in the old days...” 
 
      
 
    “In the coming days, things will be even more interesting,” said Crow with another smile, grabbing a hammer. “Go sell stuff. Earn us some money. But first, go feed our people.” 
 
      
 
    “Zap, judging by the fire in your nearsighted little dwarvish eyes, are you thinking of bringing back the epic times? Or, as you stated it so grandly: things will be even more interesting in the new world. Are we gonna become a legend again? A new great legend?” 
 
      
 
    Judging by the girl’s face, she was more than just curious. The answer was truly important to her. Lying would be unacceptable. That’s why the dwarf told her the honest truth, lifting his head and looking her directly in the eye: 
 
      
 
    “Give us some time, and we’ll become it: a new great legend.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” cried Lori, stomping her foot. “Yes! I can’t wait for epicness!” 
 
      
 
    “But I’ll be the coolest one,” added Crow, turning back to reforging metal junk. 
 
      
 
    “Hell no, Zap! The only thing cooler than me will be the icebergs! And even then, it’ll be me who’ll be sitting atop of their proud peaks! Hell yeah! I’m off to sell stuff. By the way, I’ll be taking some of the money. For various female needs of a dagger-wielding assassin. You know, a few things here, a few things there...” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” grumbled the dwarf. “Take it. You know moderation. And another thing: start working on Amou and Mith. I think they’re suitable.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are,” said Lori, nodding confidently as she lifted an overturned wooden table off the ground. “Surprisingly suitable. Right now, they’re still cute little kittens enamored by Waldyra. But if you cut away a couple large chunks of their excessive inner kindness... if you send them on enough grim but terribly interesting missions... then they’ll turn into excellent fighters!” 
 
      
 
    “You do that,” concluded Crow, looking over a slightly reduced pile of trophy junk. “Catch them before the invitational dinner and tell them exactly how to behave during these kinds of events.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. After that, I’ll be off to Algora for an hour. And then I’ll be off to attend to another matter. I won’t be home until late, dear. Don’t lock the door, and don’t wrap yourself in the blanket, so I won’t have to wake you up and unravel you by kicking.” 
 
      
 
    “Hang on! When are we going to talk about Vurrius?” 
 
      
 
    “Later,” said the amazon, shrugging. She planted the market table squarely in the wall opening, blocking the entrance. “I’m gathering intel.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t get in your way, then. Are you gonna have to travel on foot?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I’ll have to walk for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t kill anyone, dear,” said Crow, widening his eyes in mock fear. Then he laughed out loud and said, “Find me an old merchant with an apprentice. Promise them food, protection, comfortable living quarters, fair wages, beer and other refreshments. By the way, regarding beer—try to bring back as many provisions as you can. And several very simple, but very interesting, culinary recipes—I want to give them as a small present to Grubber. But make sure the recipes have a touch of spicy, or even a tropical note! And they can’t require more than the common ingredients, like beef, flour, and black pepper. And also—” 
 
      
 
    “Oi! Oi!” protested the girl. “Slow down! I’m off to gather information, remember? Well, maybe to kill a monster or two. And you’ve assigned me a bunch of tasks! No way! Forget it! Getting recipes and a few provisions from the other outposts on my way—fine. But nothing more!” 
 
      
 
    “Tsk!” pouted the player resentfully. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t ‘tsk!’ at me, Zap!” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” sighed Crow. “Provisions, recipes, and information. The convoy is almost here. Bring out those heavy boxes, my delicate one.” 
 
      
 
    Encouraged by the news, Lori hustled across the yard at triple speed. Thankfully, her strength and agility allowed for these kinds of feats. As the girl moved, she managed to avoid hitting anyone in the household, whether dogs or people, who were busy with work or just lying around lazily in the afternoon sun. 
 
      
 
    The inner yard had only been partially cleaned up. The workers were getting ready for dinner, after which they would be going to bed. The hired old warrior sat on a tall chair on the slope of the hill, glancing warily at the skies and into the distance. The veteran remembered the malicious ugly harpies, those messengers and personal servants of the dark goddess Guorra. Those winged beasts could attack so suddenly, you’d be dead before you know it. 
 
      
 
    In the nearest future, Crow would need to hire another warrior-archer, and one tank who would be able to withstand an enemy blow without dying. First of all, though, he needed to expand the underground living quarters and finish them properly. Speaking of finishing... He needed another dwarf for that. Another skilled stone mason, but with a slightly different and more magical specialization. The level of a skilled apprentice would be suitable. Crow knew where to find someone like that. The only thing left was to find out when he would have enough time to run an errand of this kind. 
 
      
 
    So many things to do... But wasn’t that the beauty of life? 
 
      
 
    The loud clang of a metal gong came from the tower. Its sound, calm and peaceful, announced the upcoming dinner, which was in less than half an hour. That was the cook’s way of saying that he did not wish for the food he had prepared to get cold. The guards at the outpost noticeably perked up, smiled, and began to talk louder amongst themselves. Right now, they were no different from “real” people. Just regular soldiers, who had been fighting all day, then dragging back corpses and trophies. Obviously, they had worked up a serious appetite. Just in time for a hearty dinner... How could they not be overjoyed? Simple and worthy desires must always be satisfied. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf hammered away faster. He was slightly behind schedule. He still had to forge another three or four ingots before dinner, wash himself, comb his hair, put on clean clothes, and not be the last to arrive at the guards’ dining table. When Centurion Vurrius enters the “dining room,” Crow, Mith, and Amou must already be there. 
 
      
 
    “We’re here! Did you miss us? Crowcci! Lori! The heroes are back!” The instant flash of teleport left behind a happily prancing couple on the grass. 
 
      
 
    “Oxen! Behind you!” shouted Lori hurriedly, her hand pointing at a danger the two friends hadn’t noticed. 
 
      
 
    The pair turned around and hastily jumped out of the way—they had been nearly trampled by two large bulls, who had bent their massive horned heads to the ground and were heavily stepping forward as they dragged an overloaded, smoking cart behind them. 
 
      
 
    “We need to teach them to look around as soon as they exit the teleport,” muttered Crow ruefully. “Optimistic greenhorns! Careless fools!” 
 
      
 
    The fools had successfully avoided a collision with the large horned bovines. They dashed off to meet Lori, having quickly realized that it was her who needed help, whereas Crow could manage on his own. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf threw the final portion of scrap metal onto the coals and stared at the convoy as it slowly moved into the territory of the outpost. The carts bore marks of an enemy attack. Some of the oxen were missing; ripped harnesses dragged along the ground. Many wheels were burnt, wobbling and smoking. The canvas cloth covering the load was ripped in many places; in some spots, it was torn into long, thin shreds, as if a sharp-clawed tiger had skidded across them. 
 
      
 
    A tiger or a smilodon... The saber-toothed cats of the gray orcs were perfectly capable of leaving such tracks with their claws. As for the other rips and tears, those were the damage from harpies, who dropped out of the skies like dive-bombers. But the convoy survived, which means that it ran into a tiny scouting squad: a couple of smilodon riders and a couple of harpies. 
 
      
 
    The convoy men were in a pitiful state. Fortunately, they will be able to acquire food, firewood, and other provisions from Lori. In addition, the dwarf had several suitable wheels and axles for them. He could even find a few horseshoes... 
 
      
 
    Crow’s prediction came true in its entirety. Worn out by the road and the fighting, the convoy men spotted the market stand. As soon as they had parked their carts, many of the guys rushed over to the saleswoman, who was smiling seductively as she juggled three partridge eggs and two horseshoes at the same time. The men fixed their hungry gazes on the objects flashing through the air. Hmm... Crow hadn’t thought of advertising his services that way... Snorting resentfully, he hammered away, hastening to fulfill his production quota. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    How should one behave during dinner with Centurion Vurrius? 
 
      
 
    The answer is quite simple: sit quietly, don’t talk, don’t eat too much, pay attention to what is being said, don’t yell out weird battlecries, don’t praise anyone, don’t criticize anyone... 
 
      
 
    In other words, just sit there and eat in silence. And listen carefully. Don’t do anything else. 
 
      
 
    Those were the instructions that the dwarf gave to Amou and Mith. And that is exactly what the wise dwarf did himself. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, they were seated at the very end of the table, far from the mighty and brave Centurion Vurrius. He sat so imperiously and looked around so sternly, that he immediately brought to mind great rulers from ancient times, such as Alexander the Great and Tamerlane. The centurion’s influence was smaller in scale, and he had far fewer soldiers under his command; still, he looked quite impressive. 
 
      
 
    There was plenty of food. No fancy caviar or shrimps in honey sauce. However, simple and tasty dishes were in abundance: meat soup with seconds available, pasta with meat sauce, meat pies, cherry jam... It was specifically the jam that impressed Crow to the depths of his soul, turning out to be absolutely delicious. Therefore, the dwarf quietly kept spreading one piece of toast after another with the jam, taking the opportunity to eat as much as he can. The centurion’s kindness was fickle. He’ll invite you to dinner today, but chase you off tomorrow... 
 
      
 
    At the table, Vurrius’ voice serenaded them all as they ate. While partaking in the food, the centurion’s raspy voice rhapsodized about the recent battle. It was rare for him to be so talkative. And yet, not a word was said in vain. Only stingy, honest praise, some of which he also spared for the foreigners. There were also assurances that this battle was only the beginning; that they will yet give the orcs a real good beating; that they will clobber the enemies so hard, they’ll run straight back to the mountains with their tails between their legs! There is no fear in dying for what’s right; still, it’s better not to die, and instead fight with skill, defending both yourself and your comrades. 
 
      
 
    It was immediately obvious that these words did not belong to a centurion, but to a chiliarch, at the very least. The mighty veteran was used to commanding regiments of thousands of soldiers! 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was not really listening to Vurrius, only catching a few words of his speech. The player knew that the centurion wouldn’t talk about anything secret, anyway. And that the dinner wouldn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    That is exactly what happened. Barely an hour later, the centurion pushed himself away from the table and was the first to rise. The others followed suit. The guards began to chatter as they got up, stroking their rounded, food-filled bellies and yawning widely. Soon, most of them will drop off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    The players jumped up in time, being not the first, nor the last ones to leave the table. The main thing here was to achieve a happy medium. With a short nod, Crow thanked Vurrius without approaching him. The truce between them was too fragile to risk it. The centurion paused for a moment before returning the nod. Then the players were approached by a guard responsible for maintaining stores. He took them aside, where another mountain of mismatched things lay on a spread-out piece of canvas. 
 
      
 
    “Your portion,” explained the guard, indicating the pile. He clapped the frail cardmaster on the shoulder, then walked back to the kitchens. Having nearly buckled at the knees, Gray Mithril shook his head, rubbed his bruised shoulder, then asked: 
 
      
 
    “What do we do with all this?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see... Everything rusted and broken I’ll take for reforging,” said Crow. “Nobody would buy such things anyways, except for scrap metal dealers. And they won’t give you much. On the other hand, I could really use them. That’s why all the metal junk goes to me. Let’s start sorting!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start!” agreed Amou, and all three of them dived headfirst into the loot. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, one pile was split into three smaller ones. Two of them the dwarf gave to his friends with the following advice: 
 
      
 
    “Spare a couple of scrolls to teleport to the city of Krom, which lies beside Darkwood. It’s a city in a permanent state of war, so they always need armor there—especially the kind that is intended for large guys like orcs and half-orcs. Go stand somewhere beside Armory Square and shout: ‘Gray orc trophy gear!’ And you’ll sell out in no time. Before that, drop by a small shop selling weapons and see what they charge for similar equipment. Set your price a third below that. Take my pile of junk, too. To sell.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the advice, señor!” squeaked Amou. “We’ll do exactly as you say!” 
 
      
 
    “While you’re there, try to find a couple of cards with forest giants in them,” added Crow. “They’re dimwitted but powerful creatures. Mith could use a few in his arsenal.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you! Any other good cards I can get there?” inquired the cardmaster, stuffing one object after another into his backpack. “My deck is almost empty.” 
 
      
 
    “Consider black panthers and wolves from Darkwood. They’re formidable monsters. But be warned: their cards are expensive. They won’t be easy to get.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try our best! See you tomorrow! We’ll be back early—to help you with chores!” 
 
      
 
    “Buy a few issues of Waldyra Herald!” said Crow, remembering suddenly. “And use some of my money to buy flour, millet, and smoked bacon! I also want six live piglets and twenty chicks! And twenty ducklings!” 
 
      
 
    “Oho! I sense a farm in the making! Ok, got it! See ya!” 
 
      
 
    “See you later.” 
 
      
 
    As he packed up the remaining junk, Crow muttered under his breath: 
 
      
 
    “A farm, he says... I wish... Not in this destroyed mess... But that’s okay, we’ll fix it.” 
 
      
 
    Carefully folding the canvas cloth, the dwarf carried it back to the guards. Only then did he go back to his own plot. He unloaded his rucksack, checking that Lori had still not returned. Once more, he grabbed the smithing bellows and began to fan the flames in the hearth. 
 
      
 
    Soon, his female comrade-in-arms will return. And most likely bring even more exciting news. She could barely contain her excitement before; now she’ll simply be dying to tell him. She must have found out something interesting from Centurion Vurrius’ past life... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Once upon a dark, moonless night... Better. Faster. Stronger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ONCE UPON A DARK, moonless night, in the pitch blackness of a tomb, in the darkness under a blanket, a very quiet voice whispered in secret: 
 
      
 
    “And that’s how it all happened! Since then, having miraculously survived that awful day, Centurion Vurrius viciously hates all foreigners and wishes them death from the start! And since then—” 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough!” grumbled Crow, not keeping his voice down at all. With a snap of his fingers, he lit a white magical candle, which had somehow found its way into the pile of trophy junk from the gray orcs. 
 
      
 
    This action did not go unnoticed by Lori, who broke out in a storm of furious protests: 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?! Here I am, in the frozen darkness, telling you dark, nightmarish stories from a grim, black past, and you decide to light candles?!” 
 
      
 
    “For a cozy atmosphere!” tried to explain the dwarf. He moved the shivering flame of the candle further away from the girl, who had puffed up her cheeks. “You’re finished telling the story, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I still haven’t sung you the song!” 
 
      
 
    “What song?” 
 
      
 
    “The one about Centurion Vurrius! It is sung in grim taverns at the edges of swamps, and in travelers’ inns hidden beneath icy hills! But only after the fifth mug of Hell’s grog—the recipe for which, by the way, I’ve managed to acquire! One sip sends fire right down to your bones! The song itself, though, is horribly sad! It doesn’t rhyme, but still. It’s good to listen to while drinking a mug of Hell’s grog! Here, listen! 
 
      
 
    “An oath had the devious foreigner taken! 
 
    The courageous guard did not sense a betrayal! 
 
    He led his whole army to storm Dorragrall!  
 
    They fought like lions! They fought like tigers! 
 
    The cursed dark murklings went down in droves! 
 
    But even the titans of Light need a break. 
 
      
 
    “The alarmed cry of the silver horn 
 
    Summoned a flash of light and opened a portal.  
 
    But the oath-bound foreigner did not come, 
 
    Did not bring promised help! 
 
    On that day, their allies did not appear. 
 
    And watching his comrades die one by one—” 
 
      
 
    “Stop! Stop!” the dwarf interrupted his girlfriend’s wailing. “Stop!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s also a chorus! It goes like this: 
 
      
 
    “Curse youuu! Curse youuuuu...” 
 
      
 
    “I beg you! Stop wailing!” 
 
      
 
    “Wailing?!” 
 
      
 
    “I mean singing... All that sadness hurts my soul... I’d listen, but only after my fifth mug of Hell’s grog! Your singing is just too sad...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know how to wail real sad! I mean—sing! You’re confusing me!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll learn the recipe of Hell’s grog!” said the dwarf firmly, ending the discussion. He threw back the corners of his blanket and fixed the candle to the floor. “Not long ago, we had a blast of cold weather—perfect for northern-style drinks. If the ingredients are simple, then we can start selling the grog to convoys and caravans as soon as tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    With quiet rustling, a huge snake slithered up to the candle. With its pea-sized brain, it evaluated the flickering flame, realized that the candle doesn’t pose any danger, and slithered back into the darkness, from where soon came a strangled squeak. Mice have infested the tomb... Where did they come from? Fortunately, the snakes successfully dealt with the onslaught of rodents, adding extra protein to their daily free rations of milk. 
 
      
 
    Waldyra is cunning. If she cannot heal over the damage—such as, for example, an underground tunnel—she will try to place inhabitants into it. Opened a tomb? Here are rats and mice for you. Dug a hole? She’ll quickly add some giant centipedes to it, along with wild ricefins, carnivorous moles, and mopsars, who are so famous for their smile. 
 
      
 
    “Everything was that simple, huh?” The dwarf flipped over onto his back and stared at the circle of light on the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Snuggling up to him, Baby fixed her stare on the same spot and murmured sleepily: 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. Everything was that simple. But it’s also the worst that could have happened. You remember our blue-eyed, self-declared emperor’s pet saying, right? ‘Nothing simpler than a lost cause.’ Alright, if you don’t want to listen to my singing, you can listen to my snoring instead. I’m going to sleep. No fun bedroom games today, Sir Crowcher! Don’t even think about it! I’m beat...” 
 
      
 
    She barely finished her sentence, sinking rapidly into sleep and growing quiet at the dwarf’s side. 
 
      
 
    “She’s beat, huh,” snorted Crow quietly, looking at the sleeping girl with uncharacteristic tenderness in his eyes. “Sweet digital dreams, Baby. Tomorrow is a brand new day...” 
 
      
 
    For a long time, he gazed at Lori’s face. Then he forced his thoughts back to Centurion Vurrius’ nearly full story, whose past was truly dark and blood-chilling. Yes, indeed—simplicity was a hallmark of a lost cause. Any tangled mess of events in Waldyra can be slowly unraveled and straightened out. There may be thousands of wrongs, big and small, hundreds of shades of gray and rose, buckets of blood and tears shed—but it will still be possible to fix the situation. Everything depends on how much gold, effort, and time you’re willing to invest. 
 
      
 
    Betrayal, however... Especially one that costs the lives of so many victims... Things like that are unforgivable. And the loyal “locals” rarely cool down afterwards. Usually, it’s the reverse: with every passing year, their hatred intensifies. Especially if the traitor hasn’t paid in blood for his actions. 
 
      
 
    And in Vurrius’ case... nobody paid. The player who had betrayed Vurrius and his soldiers is still alive and well. He hasn’t ditched Waldyra. He is growing his wealth and connections, rubbing shoulders with the powerful of this world and enjoying being part of their inner circle. Life is treating him well. 
 
      
 
    The traitor’s name is no secret. Rahl Darovan—that’s what he calls himself. 
 
      
 
    He is a widely known player. Currently part of an equally well-known clan of Architects, he occupies a fairly high-ranking position with a lot of responsibilities. Crow also knew a few things about the player’s chosen nickname. Long ago, Rahl Darovan confessed to one of his former friends that he had always been fascinated by the fictional character Darken Rahl, created by the author Terry Goodkind. To a knowledgeable person, this says a lot. Darken Rahl is such a dark character, he makes even the famous Darth Vader look like an innocent little angel. When Rahl was making his digital avatar upon his first entry to Waldyra, the word “Darken” had already been taken. That’s how Rahl Darovan came into existence, beginning his life’s journey in the magical world. 
 
      
 
    All of these facts surfaced in the dwarf’s mind only after a thorough digging in the long-forsaken garden of old memories. There, beneath a thin layer of barren soil, clumps of interesting info could still be found. Rahl Darovan was a real nasty character. And since he did what he did, that means the reason was so compelling that Centurion Vurrius and his men could be readily considered small change. 
 
      
 
    On the way to a gold bar, losing a few cents is hardly a problem. 
 
      
 
    Everything was simple to the point of being banal. 
 
      
 
    At the start of one of the Northern Campaigns, the alliance of Light was incredibly successful. So successful, in fact, that it did not even notice how far back it pushed the murklings. The Dark side was forced to withdraw into the depths of the icy valleys criss-crossed by crooked ridges and deep fissures—a land covered by eternal night. 
 
      
 
    The murklings suffered one defeat after another as they retreated towards Dorragrall, the giant fortress built of meteorite rock and ice enchanted with dark magic. That’s where the murklings took refuge. They were quite shaken by their own swift and shameful retreat from the battlefield. It wasn’t something that had ever happened before. The military campaign, which would have normally lasted at least several months, was over in a week. All that was left to do for the forces of Light was to cast one last disdainful look at the impregnable enemy fort hidden by piercing winds that swirled clumps of frozen snow around Dorragrall. Then the army would have headed home, victorious, where sunlight, loving relatives, and tasty home cooking awaited them. 
 
      
 
    And that was exactly what they were planning to do. They clearly did not have enough forces to storm Dorragrall. There was no point in staying too long in that eternal icy darkness, where one’s wandering gaze kept falling on strange silhouettes that sulked at the edge of the torch light... A third of their soldiers were sick or wounded. Their provisions of food and supplies were dwindling. The warriors were tired. It was time to go home... 
 
      
 
    However, right at that fateful moment, when Centurion Vurrius had almost given the order (and at that time, he had occupied a far higher position), several foreigners appeared at the entrance to the commander’s tent. It is worth noting that the foreigners were well-known and well-regarded in many places. The hero Vurrius greeted them with a cordial embrace, sat them down at a table, and listened attentively to their message. Their proposal forced him into deep thought... The foreigners were suggesting the unthinkable: to stay beside the murklings’ fortress of Dorragrall and to deliver a finishing blow! To break through the defenses of the foul creatures; to burst inside and destroy the enemy, and then the fortress itself! First, they’ll eliminate certain artifacts, and then, with the aid of awakened volcanic fire, they’ll melt and burn down the accursed Dorragrall! Let nothing remain of it, except for a pitiful, smoking puddle! And later, not even that! Just an empty, icy plateau scoured by grim winds... 
 
      
 
    The foreigner Rahl Darovan took an oath that at the sound of the silver horn—a most powerful artifact made by the elf king himself—he will bring over numerous great warriors and magicians, who will join the fight and help Vurrius’ army rid at least this part of Murkland, once and for all, of the murkling filth who have infested it! 
 
      
 
    Vurrius took a long time to think. But the foreigner Darovan knew exactly what to offer. What sort of warrior could refuse him? Vurrius was no exception. They shook hands and sealed the deal. What happened the next day became known as the massacre of the Third Northern Campaign, which had begun so unbelievably successfully and came to such a horrifying end... 
 
      
 
    The reason was simple. At the moment when Vurrius used the silver horn given to him, the huge portal opened and... nobody came to help the fighting warriors. The horn sounded again and again... The portal opened again and again... The magic of the artifact was growing weaker. The murklings switched to attacking. Like nightmarish shadows, they rushed down the icy walls... 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Vurrius, now nearly out of his mind, lost half of his army. At this point, victory was out of the question. No hope remained for being rescued, either. And then... Throwing away the useless silver horn in fury, Vurrius disappeared among the ice hummocks. Echoes of his mad cries bounced off the sneering ice. And then he fell... Many people saw him vanish into a bottomless black crevice. The commander was gone. He dropped into an abyss and disappeared. The agonizingly retreating army was left without a leader. And then the soldiers fled... The howling murklings mercilessly pursued them, striking them in the back and capturing men alive by trapping them in ice crystals. It was a terrifying sight: frozen figures inside ice, standing upright like tombstones on ice and watching with their unmoving eyes as their comrades ran away... This was the end. The end of everything... 
 
      
 
    And that’s when THAT happened. The blizzard hit! A wild, snowy blizzard of unprecedented strength that instantly covered everything in a shroud of white. Everything was plunged into total darkness. The torches were extinguished. All sources of light were gone. Even the stars were hidden. 
 
      
 
    When the skies cleared again, the surprised warriors shouted in amazement: Dorragrall disappeared! Everything changed! They were standing in a familiar place—a place that was miles and miles away. The remains of the army suddenly found themselves on the southern shores of Murkland! And right on the shoreline, a stone’s throw away from the huge army camp that they had set up themselves, ships were waiting for their arrival! How?! How did they manage to travel dozens of leagues in the blink of an eye?! 
 
      
 
    To this day, nobody knows the answer. 
 
      
 
    Except for Vurrius himself. 
 
      
 
    His huge stooped figure was standing right there with what remained of his army. The warrior was covered head-to-foot with mysterious and scary-looking dark green frost, which refused to melt. His face resembled a black and green mask, while his smoking eyes stared blindly into nothingness... Smoke was coming out of his eyes! Who else, if not Vurrius, could have managed to save the remains of the army and transport them to safety? 
 
      
 
    That was how the Third Northern Campaign ended. 
 
      
 
    Murklings were pushed back again, and their plans thwarted. This time, however, the amount of lives lost was catastrophic. Vurrius’ career was destroyed. But he didn’t even notice it. Nothing seemed to bother him anymore. 
 
      
 
    Many people tried to guess how his army managed to survive. Everyone considered Vurrius a key figure. But their theories varied. 
 
      
 
    Some whispered that, at the very bottom of the crevice, where the maddened centurion fell, lived ice demons, to whom Vurrius must have sold his soul in exchange for rescuing his men. 
 
      
 
    Others murmured that, after falling into the crevice, Vurrius died. It was impossible to survive a fall from such height! There, at the bottom of the abyss, he must have made a deal with something or someone who possessed incredible power. This power resurrected Vurrius and saved the army. But the time is coming, when Vurrius will have to pay dearly for that help... 
 
      
 
    Others, who had been standing on the edge of that fateful crevice, insisted that they had seen the faint outlines of strange buildings in the darkness at the bottom. The buildings strongly resembled some sort of temple... But who, in their right mind, would build a temple at the bottom of a deep, icy trench, especially in Murkland and right next to the murklings themselves? Who would be that insane? Or, perhaps, they were too powerful to care about murklings and Murkland’s eternal cold and darkness? 
 
      
 
    Nobody managed to find out the truth. As time passed, the whole story was forgotten. The tragedy got buried in memory... 
 
      
 
    Such was the terrifying tale, which, if you were to add up all the rumors, was far from complete. To this day, Vurrius keeps running away from someone or something. He literally wanders the vast lands of Waldyra, somehow managing to fulfill his duty as a guard at the same time. He defends outposts and carries out the king’s orders. Moreover, Vurrius protects even the accursed foreigners, whom he hates from the depths of his smoking soul. 
 
      
 
    Now it’s obvious why he and Crow turned out to be such irreconcilable neighbors. It couldn’t have been any other way. Crow is a foreigner. An eyesore. A bad reminder of the past. A thorn in his side. And Vurrius had tried to tear out this thorn and throw it as far away from Gray Peak as possible. But the dwarf is a real stubborn thorn. He cannot leave this place; thus, he dug his heels onto the rocky soil with all his might. This is his land. He is not going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Are his problems with Vurrius over? No. That’s not possible. The system level of their relations was still negative. Only by showing bravery during the fight did Crow win over a little kindness from the centurion and create a tiny thaw in their relationship. After all, Crow did not betray Gray Peak; he did not run away to save his money or possessions. The dwarf stayed and kicked out the gray orcs and their little friends. He wasn’t even fazed by the giant hawkmoth, which had hovered over their heads like Hell’s vengeance. 
 
      
 
    What else is known? Vurrius is still getting “milked,” as clans collect weather cataclysms from him like one might pluck a cherry from the top of a free cake. Lori mentioned many clans who had done this to the poor centurion. The last ones had been the Sleepless, who had pretended to offer help. Considering that Vurrius personally hates foreigners, the Sleepless clan must have used some powerful influences, such as their reputation with the guards of Algora. And that is a very strong influence. Maybe there was something else in addition to that. No matter how cold and closed-off Vurrius seems, you can still find a key to unlocking his better side. You just need the skill. And old gaming clans have those kinds of skilled players—you’d be surprised at what they can achieve. 
 
      
 
    Another interesting fact: One of those clans, who grabbed a couple of the incredibly powerful cataclysms for themselves, was the Architects. It is one of the oldest and most powerful clans. However, one of their key figures is Rahl Darovan—the same one who betrayed Vurrius in the past, forcing him to experience unbearable grief. 
 
      
 
    How did they manage it? How did they get around the centurion’s fearsome hate? Well... Rahl Darovan himself certainly did not show his face here. Everything was done by his clan mates. Their clan’s reputation with the guards had made an impact. There are some additional possibilities, too. Digging into it might uncover something interesting. 
 
      
 
    The second obvious question: What was the reason for the betrayal? Architects present themselves exclusively as a clan of the Light. In reality, it’s not the truth: some very dark things, big and small, happen behind the screen of outward decency and good intentions. But nobody sees it. Everything happens backstage, behind closed doors. And when the curtains open, all you see on stage are smiling paladins and priests of the Light, courageous warriors and powerful mages—all heroes who slay howling zombies with bolts of lightning. The flowing capes and waving flags securely hide the darkness festering on the inside—the greed, lust for power, and lack of morals. All clans are this way. Otherwise, they wouldn’t even break into the top hundred. 
 
      
 
    But Architects went as far as betrayal. The guard of Algora could have reacted very negatively. Everything could have gone to hell, as even the king himself really cares about his soldiers. The ruler of Algora’s kingdom could have easily asked the simple question: Why did you lie and not come? And this question was likely voiced—in a severe tone, like a roll of thunder. And it was likely voiced in the throne hall, probably by the king himself. This question could not have remained unasked. And it was impossible to leave it unanswered. Impossible! The Architect clan did not have the option to stay silent. Either Darovan himself, or the head of the clan were obligated to respond to the summons of the almighty king. They had to give him a clear answer regarding why they did not keep their word and did not show up to help the army dying in the land of ice. 
 
      
 
    No need to think too hard about this one—it is obvious what happened. The Architects humbly obeyed the summons of Algora’s mighty ruler. They bowed their heads in respect and then gave a long and detailed answer. Judging by the ancient clan’s continued popularity in Waldyra, the answer must have fully, or almost fully, satisfied the king. Punishment was averted; reputation was preserved. Actually, there WAS a drop in reputation, but it was negligible. A reduction by one or two points, at most. The same happened with Algora’s guards, and with those who live in the region that stretches from the southern shores of Murkland to the Shard Archipelago. They are all connected in one way or another, since they often launch military campaigns against the accursed murklings. That is because murklings are a real threat that constantly hangs like an axe over many heads. That’s why tribes of fishermen, and of walrus and whale hunters, and northern towns in general spare no resources and send quite a lot of men to fight them. Should the tribal chiefs get wind of the betrayal by Rahl Darovan and the Architect clan as a whole... That would mean another hit to their reputation. And again, the head of the clan and the offender will receive a summons from one tribe or another to come give an explanation. 
 
      
 
    And yet, the Archis went ahead with the plan. They executed it so smoothly that they hardly lost anything. Crow knew this, because he hadn’t heard any rumors of the Architects losing popularity among the regular locals of Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    This leads to several simple conclusions. 
 
      
 
    Everything had been planned from the start; this wasn’t a spontaneous act. 
 
      
 
    Archis never intended to come and help. 
 
      
 
    They knew about the catastrophic consequences and prepared a most convincing excuse in advance. 
 
      
 
    The Architects were undoubtedly pursuing some very important goal. And, most likely, they achieved this goal while managing to keep everything secret. 
 
      
 
    Their goal was so precious to them that they even risked their reputation with the most important factions in Waldyra. Among those factions was Algora’s guard, which is analogous to peacekeeping forces in Waldyra—a force that is readily deployed across the world. To risk losing the goodwill of the guards of Algora... 
 
      
 
    Vurrius was no more than a pawn. It is clear why the Archis chose him. The former army commander and hero combined many character traits that are ideally suited for manipulation. He is a fanatical warrior who lives to battle. He hates murklings. Like every hero and mighty warrior, he dreams of an epic, legendary battle—and the storming of the ice fortress of Dorragrall fit the bill perfectly. 
 
      
 
    The plan bore marks of numerous cunning spies and balding eggheads, who worked for the clan day and night to develop the treacherous scheme. Everything was thought of, down to the smallest detail, and very skillfully brought to life. 
 
      
 
    As for the hundreds of dead soldiers, that was collateral damage. Same goes for Vurrius, who nearly lost his mind. 
 
      
 
    The only thing that had likely gone against the treacherous plans of the Architects was the miraculous rescue of the army remnant from the icy prison. Most likely, the Architects had genuinely hoped that no survivors would escape the carnage. It is much easier to explain the situation to the king when you are the only one explaining. 
 
      
 
    Crow was someone who had done many things in the past and had gained much wisdom from experience. As such, he was prepared to bet his own hill that, half-way between Dorragrall and the southern shores of Murkland, numerous groups of Architect fighters had hidden in the snow and ice drifts. Their job was to mercilessly eliminate the few survivors running towards the distant shore where ships awaited. Except that the fugitives never appeared; the retreating soldiers were transported to the shore by an unseen powerful force. The Archis were left empty-handed. And they were deeply surprised by the news that Vurrius’ army was already behind them and hastily boarding onto the ships. Crow could picture the cries of amazement echoing across the plains... 
 
      
 
    Nothing else was known about the Archis’ plan, for now. He needed to send Lori on another intelligence gathering mission. Not on her own, though. She will be bringing a young, smiling helper along. It’s time to break up the inseparable duo. The time has come for Amou to learn new specific skills. And, at the same time, to make sure she wants this. As for Mith... Crow will deal with him personally, starting next morning. 
 
      
 
    The force that had carried the huge number of soldiers and animals to the shore was definitely god-like. The power was just too strong and, most importantly, akin to that of a genie. “Genie” was the former name of local creatures who were capable of fulfilling fairly big requests with a single click of their fingers. 
 
      
 
    Click! And your enemy is gone. Click! And here is a hole a thousand feet deep. Click! And the dying army is saved. Waldyra has many very powerful mages; however, convincing them to help is no easy task. They like to take several days, or even weeks, to gather their thoughts. That is the exact opposite of what happened here. When Vurrius fell, someone approached him. Then, Vurrius made his request, and—click!—the army is saved, while the centurion is left standing beside it, brushing dark green snow off his frostbitten mug. A rather quick reaction to a request. 
 
      
 
    There was the mention of a certain temple at the bottom of the abyss-like trench in the ice. Was it some sort of holy being, after all? Judging by the location, it wouldn’t be a god of Light. But why would the Dark do good deeds? Except maybe in exchange... After all, Vurrius has been running away from something for a long time now. What had the centurion promised? Did he agree to do something very, very bad? So many mysteries to unravel... Again, this will be a job for Lori and Amou. 
 
      
 
    Actually, he had another theory... 
 
      
 
    The black-haired dwarf rubbed his forehead thoughtfully and went still again in the sleepy darkness of the converted tomb. 
 
      
 
    What was happening to Vurrius... wasn’t pursuit. The dwarf was nearly certain of this. It wasn’t a curse, either. He had read about it before. Once, his team had to deal with something similar. They had a very hard time. And it was totally unexpected, too... 
 
      
 
    At that time, their mission was very special. They equipped themselves to deal maximum damage to their non-Dark opponent and to withstand his blows. But suddenly, almost at the center of the sunny and warm location in the middle of the day, they ran into a squad of Hell’s finest spawn. Liches, vampires, dark knights, plus a multitude of run-of-the-mill zombies and skeletons, all strengthened by the aura emitted by the liches. It was a real punch to the gut. Or even a kick below the belt—with a steel-toed boot. That fight got engraved into their memories forever. But that’s not the point; how was the appearance of Dark creatures possible in an isolated and well-protected area? Back then, the location was known to the players as the Cave of Light under the roots of the Great Tree. It was situated in the elven forest two steps away from the great city of Whassailroum, where the immortal elven king rules. It was simply impossible for dark creatures to get into it. Not even via regular teleportation. Crow’s team knew that well, since they had the same goal: to sneak into the cave undetected and, after a brief and unavoidable clash, accomplish their handsomely paid mission. The task was hardly trivial. 
 
      
 
    But they managed to get past the infiltration stage. The Dark creatures did, too. Naturally, their team got curious and, after receiving honors at the palace of the elf king, began to dig deeper into the matter. As for the honors, they received them for the protection of the Great Tree from the Dark invaders—they had to fight for their lives. They ended up battling the Dark creatures. As the elves came running, they saw brave foreigners with strange expressions on their faces finishing off the last wailing lich. Had those pointy eared guys known the real reason why the strangely equipped group of foreigners were there... By the way, they did get asked about it—by a smarmy elf with a clever high-cheekboned face, who strongly resembled an employee of magical government security service. But they managed to wriggle themselves out. 
 
      
 
    As they began to investigate what happened, they unearthed a surprising amount of information. 
 
      
 
    The sole purpose of the Dark forces in Waldyra is to conquer and destroy everything that belongs to the Light. But just try to crawl out of your dark ditch when there are knights in white capes standing above you, kicking you in your bony face with steel-toed boots. Thus, the Dark beasts employ more cunning methods. They use surprise attacks—even in places where dark teleportation doesn’t work. 
 
      
 
    Murklings, for example, send out beasts like the morgrell, which can withstand warm environments, find food along the way, and fend off almost any enemy. An ice graver comes to the specified place and creates several teleport points, which resemble crystals of smoky ice that freeze the surrounding air as they slowly mature. When the time comes—bam! A happy little team of murklings arrives where nobody expects them. The dark creatures rapidly destroy everything in their immediate vicinity and begin to settle in. They conduct dark rituals, draw in more of their kinsmen, and bring along their dark icy beast servants. Acting like a giant vacuum, they suck frozen air, snow, and darkness out of the portal they had set up. When everything is ready, they prepare to strike. A shockwave comes roaring in every direction, carrying snow, shards of ice, piercing cold, and triumphantly howling murklings as they attack. It is like an explosion of an icy inferno... A terrible disaster! Lately, though, this sort of thing has not occurred for a long time; thus, peaceful civilians can continue to live without worrying. 
 
      
 
    As for Vurrius... He doesn’t look like someone pursued by a curse. He looks more like a clump of soil that is nurturing a dark seed within it—a seed that has already sent out its first fragile roots. These roots need a bit of time to grab onto the ground. Then they’ll try to send out the first green shoot. God only knows what would happen after... 
 
      
 
    But, most likely, if his theory is correct, Vurrius must first end up in a certain location that was previously agreed upon. Because why on earth would the Dark powers want Gray Peak? Sure, their armies can level it to the ground as they pass by. But to make such grand plans just for the sake of destroying the outpost? Vurrius must arrive at some big location, a highly protected spot. But he is not doing it. He is digging in his heels with all his might by running away from the central region, preferring to carry on with his duties in the far-flung countryside. The icy blizzard that follows him serves as a driving whip, rather than a curse—it forces him to leave his current place and move on. The Dark wants him to fulfill his promise... 
 
      
 
    Since Vurrius is running away from populated centers, from densely inhabited cities, that means his intended destination must be somewhere in that area: the central region. 
 
      
 
    For now, though, it was all guesswork, unsupported by anything other than pure experience. 
 
      
 
    But was this really the truth? 
 
      
 
    He needed to find out. Yet again, the female spy team consisting of Amou and Lori takes center stage. Let them figure it out. They have their work cut out for them. For now, he’ll write down his theories and go to sleep. Tomorrow will be a very stressful day. 
 
      
 
    They’ll probably have another war... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The morning was excellent: sunny but briskly cool, with the light scent of an oncoming rainstorm. The air was filled with birdsong, faraway jackal cries, and the rough voices of convoy men, who had successfully spent the night and were getting ready to continue their journey northeast. 
 
      
 
    A roll call sounded from the watchtower, where the guards were receiving their assignments for the day. Some were ordered to patrol, some to keep watch, and some to catch up on sleep. 
 
      
 
    A roll call was also happening on Crow’s land. The dwarf had fully assumed the role of a wise master and was assigning tasks to his laborers and friend helpers. 
 
      
 
    When Amou, who was strumming away on her guitar, was informed that she was to become the chief helper and student of a digital Mata Hari (that is, Lori), the girl tossed her musical instrument aside, pressed her hands to her happily flushed rosy cheeks and instantly agreed. With surprising skill, she instantly sucked up to Lori, promising that she’ll do everything in her power to protect her kind mentor from sharing the fate of the real Mata Hari, who got executed by firing squad. Most importantly, Amou’s eyes were burning with enthusiasm. She was ready to depart immediately. And so the dwarf gave them his blessing. He urgently needed information about Vurrius’ past sins. He sensed something interesting there. Something that might come in useful in the future. Crow had already decided his position on the matter: he will try to save the old centurion from the dark curse. 
 
      
 
    The workers were busy with yard work. Hammers pounded; shovels screeched against the rocky soil. The priority right now was to remove the excess soil that had piled up in the yard. The workers had to carry the soil on their backs to the outskirts of the outpost. Nobody asked unnecessary questions. If a pile of soil needs removing, they’ll remove it. Who cares where it came from? 
 
      
 
    Mith took over the market stand, looking slightly disheartened. But Crow explained to him that they won’t stay here for long—a couple of hours, at most. Then they’ll be off to hunt some heads. It was time to reap a bloody harvest. After hearing such sweet promises, the cardmaster’s face lit up as though touched by a ray of sunshine. He got back to selling produce with such zeal, that the burly convoy men jumped at the loudness of the voice of the young greengrocer. 
 
      
 
    Crow, on the other hand, grabbed his hammer again. He urgently needed to level up his blacksmithing skill. In the next two hours, he needed to forge as many horseshoes, nails, and iron axles as he could. From now on, not a single day will go by without smithing or forging. Every day will be dedicated to the most important thing: growth. 
 
      
 
    The motto remains the same as in the old days—a motto repeated so many times, Crow could recite it in his sleep. 
 
      
 
    Strengthen the old; conquer the new! 
 
      
 
    This is the beginning of a new chapter in their lives. And they need to be ready for it, in order to secure their spot in the unfolding new history... 
 
      
 
    A little over two hours later, Crow walked up to a satisfied-looking Mith, who was still catching his breath. The dwarf placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go mow down some Dark bastards.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sensei!” replied the young protégé at once. He slammed shut the lid of a chest containing several dozen still-warm horseshoes. Then he reached into the bag on his belt and pulled out a deck of cards. “Let’s go kick some butts!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The hunt for heads 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NOW!” THE CRY of the dwarf standing on a small hill pushed the disheveled cardmaster into action. 
 
      
 
    Mith waved his hand; a tiny paper rectangle flitted through the air. With a flash of dull green light, a hunched over long-armed figure of a forest giant appeared, armed with a huge two-handed club. The summoned warrior delivered a blow from below, swinging his club upwards; the gray orc who was charging at Mith was thrown back, losing grip on his weapons and receiving a serious wound. With his next hit, the giant parted the sea of screaming gihl midgets, flattening a dozen of them. The gihls that got hit died, leaving behind trophies. 
 
      
 
    “Just like that!” The dwarf allowed himself a small pat on the back, while commenting on his student’s performance. “While you’re still in control of the situation, wait until the last moment to use your trump card—you’ll catch your enemy off guard.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” the cardmaster happily yelled back. “Awesome! What do I do now?” 
 
      
 
    “You have a big and heavy ally on the battlefield. He’ll take care of the orc, but he won’t be able to catch the gihls. Call up another monster. One that isn’t too expensive or rare. Something small and fast. What’s your pick?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... A black fanged hog!” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll do,” agreed the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    Another flash of light, also green but much paler this time, lit up the ravine. A maliciously squealing pig materialized out of thin air and immediately charged at the nearest gihl. 
 
      
 
    “Help him!” Crow intervened again, seeing the forest giant having a hard time with his opponent. The orc had recovered from the blow and leapt onto the summoned monster’s back, sinking his fangs into the giant’s neck. “Poison!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    Mith took out his crossbow, dropped onto one knee, aimed carefully and shot. The crossbow bolt, dipped into the finest smoke poison, hit the orc squarely between his shoulder blades. The enemy let out a roar and crashed to the ground, rolling over and breaking the bolt. Then he jumped to his feet, snatching up his previously dropped axe. Orange smoke was billowing from his injured back. The orc rushed towards Mith, who rapidly backed away. Seeing this, the dwarf was displeased. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t run!” he growled. “Stand your ground and reload! You have a pig—send it into battle! Mith, you’ve got to evaluate the whole picture! For you, this is a chessboard. Which of your enemies is fast? Which is strong? Who will be quick enough to block the orc that’s coming at you? And don’t reach for more cards! You’ll never have enough cards that way!” 
 
      
 
    “Oof!” exhaled the cardmaster. He gave the order to the black pig, who stopped mauling the squealing gihl and bravely threw itself under the feet of the gray orc. 
 
      
 
    The axe came down, hitting its target precisely and nearly killing the pig; nevertheless, the orc was forced to stop and halt his advancement. In that moment, the slow-moving forest giant caught up to him, bringing down the terrifying club on the back of the enemy’s head. The orc folded under the blow, turning into a pile of rags that fell softly onto the ground. No sooner had the orc fallen than the cowardly gihls, deprived of their commander, lost their courage and scattered. Without waiting for a prompt by his mentor, Mith took another shot. One of the opponents fell flat on his back and disappeared in the post-death gray flash. Another one was knocked down by the black pig, who began to maul his feet. The giant threw his club, literally driving the third midget into the ground. A couple managed to run away, disappearing into a shallow ditch that led to a towering cliff nearby. 
 
      
 
    Another fight had concluded. Once again, it ended in the players’ favor. Although, to Crow’s frustration, his student still made stupid mistakes and often fell into panic. 
 
      
 
    “Running away is never the answer!” grumbled the dwarf, and then added more kindly, “But you’re getting better. Good job!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve raised my level,” grinned Mith. “Cool!” 
 
      
 
    “On your left,” sighed Crow. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Look left...” 
 
      
 
    Smack! 
 
      
 
    A strange-looking arrow with a crooked shaft sank deeply into the cardmaster’s left thigh. From between two shrubs, a nepenthesis waved its vines happily. These mobile carnivorous plants were in cahoots with the orcs, feeding on the crumbs from their table. The furiously squealing pig rushed at the nepenthesis, followed by the slowly marching giant, who had retrieved his weapon. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been poisoned,” said Mith tragically as he pulled out the arrow. 
 
      
 
    “Drink an antidote,” said the dwarf, shrugging. “Always keep your eyes open. Always! Don’t relax until you enter a location with a completely peaceful status. And even then, there is still a faint chance of attack. There have been such incidents.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about it!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just using an example. My point is, be on your guard.” 
 
      
 
    “Yessir. Should I distribute points between characteristics?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We still have to find another couple of orcs. Once we complete our mission, we’ll go home. For now, let’s head towards those swaying pine trees. I’m sure we’ll find some enemies there.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s just your workers felling trees.” 
 
      
 
    “If we can see them, the enemy can see them, too. He will try to attack them. We will thwart his plans and deliver our blow.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. We’ll catch him with live bait.” 
 
      
 
    “And protect our men,” added the dwarf, nodding. 
 
      
 
    Before going out into the field, he ordered two of his workers to start chopping trees. He marked out the zone where he wanted them to work, knowing perfectly well that, sooner or later, they would attract the attention of enemies. Harpies posed the greatest danger, due to the suddenness of their attacks. However, the skies were clear. Over the workers hovered Chrys, who was tasked with patrolling the area. There were also three dogs running around, serving as another line of defense. 
 
      
 
    “I see jackals!” 
 
      
 
    “Send the pig, followed by the giant. But you can do it this way only when you are under someone else’s protection. Right now, you are protected by me. However, if you’re on a solo adventure, always leave an ally beside you. Who would you have chosen to stay? The pig or the giant?” 
 
      
 
    “The giant!” 
 
      
 
    “Bad choice,” said the dwarf, shaking his head. “The pig is faster. And more vigilant, surprisingly. Why have you still not reloaded your crossbow?” 
 
      
 
    “Whoops!” 
 
      
 
    With a threatening, quavering squeal, the black hog rushed at the jackals. The predators stopped stalking the workers and turned their heads in surprise to stare at the crazy pig that was sprinting at them. Breakfast was happily running into their mouths! Except that the pig was from Darkwood, and Gray Peak’s jackals were just an afternoon snack for it. The scavengers soon realized this fact, much to their chagrin. Meanwhile, the workers shouted joyfully upon seeing their enemy go down. 
 
      
 
    Mith reloaded his crossbow and shot again, but missed—which was understandable, given the speed of the jackals, who were rushing about in a terrified frenzy. Marching behind Mith, the dwarf took one step aside and brought down his hammer, squashing a carnivorous nepenthesis and preventing it from spitting out an arrow. The cardmaster did not notice the danger and walked right past it, exposing his back to the enemy. However, the dwarf did not say anything, wisely deciding that excessive shouting and neurotic cries will not speed up the learning process. At one point, he, too, had been a gormless green newbie. Everybody goes through this stage. 
 
      
 
    Having protected the lumberjacks, they waved farewell and continued on their way. They were walking in a big circle, keeping the workers within sight and staying within reach. 
 
      
 
    In addition to training, they were also completing three tasks assigned by the guards. They didn’t get them directly from Centurion Vurrius, who was hiding in the watchtower, but from the cook and the head of the most recent convoy that had arrived at the outpost. The former gave them a job to destroy ten gray orcs, who may be hiding near the outpost. The latter assigned two tasks at once: to destroy two dozen nepentheses and just as many gihl midgets, who had dared to attack the convoy from a distance and injure quite a few travelers—it was a miracle nobody was killed. 
 
      
 
    The first task was obvious, as the guards always assign this type of job. 
 
      
 
    The second task was like manna from heaven: unexpected and tasty. However, time was ticking. They only had three hours to finish. Then the convoy will leave, and the task will be automatically failed. The reward for successful completion was a little bit of experience and a big barrel of corned beef. Upon hearing about the corned beef, Mith wrinkled his brave little warrior nose in disgust. However, the dwarf quickly explained that, in the current state of an impending blockade, a barrel of non-perishable food was a great asset and protection from starvation. 
 
      
 
    They quickly found and killed both gihls and nepentheses. Nepentheses were only afraid of those they could not kill and devour. Gihls were certainly not in that category. Soon, the first battles flared up in some dense thickets of shrubs. The players followed the sounds and mercilessly finished off both the attackers and the attacked. 
 
      
 
    With gray orcs, it was more difficult. Once, they had sighted a patrol on smilodons passing in the distance. But Crow knew better than to attack them. They had to search hard, but they still managed to find eight lone orc survivors and make excellent use of them as training practice. 
 
      
 
    A sudden eagle cry—a drawn-out alarm call—grabbed their attention. Both adventurers looked actively around, trying to spot the oncoming danger. 
 
      
 
    Harpies... Five black dots dropped in a descending arc from the top of a mountain peak and, flying swiftly over the ground, began to rise into the skies. The dwarf watched them with a concentrated frown on his face, trying to understand where the flying opponents were headed. Mith, as soon as he had spotted the enemy, threw the crossbow aside and pulled out a magic staff loaded with stone buckshots. Crow had already taught him this response and was now looking proudly upon his student’s progress. Only a really good archer with quick reflexes can hit a dive-bombing harpy. Using a staff to smack the winged hag in the face was easier by far... 
 
      
 
    Luckily, it was a false alarm. The five harpies made three ascending loops around the peak and flew off towards the southwest, in the direction of Algora and some very distant black clouds. The harpies were carrying something in their claws. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve set up house over there,” said Crow grimly. He was staring at the mountain peak that he had used to climb. 
 
      
 
    “Harpies?” 
 
      
 
    “Not just them. But also orc fighters, shamans, smilodons, gihls. That’s their army camp. The longer they sit there, the more they become enwrapped by auras and series of traps. It’s like a spiderweb that grows stronger and stickier by the hour. Such camps need to be eliminated on the spot. Instead, we keep dragging our feet...” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can’t attack them with just the two of us! Or can we?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” said the dwarf, shaking his head. “It’d be a sure death. But this camp is like a boil. When it finally matures and bursts, it will flood and sweep us away. Ooof...” 
 
      
 
    “Ooof...” repeated Crow’s student. “And here comes our dear patrol!” 
 
      
 
    Half a dozen guards on horseback had spotted several orc riders and began to pursue them. One after another, the roaring orcs and smilodons fell, tumbling over the stony ground, as the guards continued to shoot. One of the guards turned out to be a mage: tall barriers of stone suddenly grew out of the ground in front of the running orcs, causing the last of them to stumble and fall. Soon, everything was over. The six guards continued on their patrol. So quick and merciless. It was excellent work. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” called the dwarf. He pointed to a dark boulder ahead. “There seems to be a hidey-hole over there. Let’s politely rummage inside it with a club.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s rummage inside with a club,” agreed Mith, putting away the staff and calling up the pig, who was rooting around in the soil. “Maybe we should spit in it first?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t spit in the hidey-hole...” began Crow in a preachy tone. 
 
      
 
    “Because we might need to hide there later?” guessed Mith. 
 
      
 
    “Because, what if you hear something like ‘Oh my god! Oh my god! I’m so late!’ coming out of the hole?” 
 
      
 
    “And?” inquired Mith curiously after a short pause. “So what if I do hear it? Then what?” 
 
      
 
    “Here’s my honest advice to you. It’s very important,” said the dwarf, squinting slyly at the cardmaster. “If you ever hear those words coming out of a dark little burrow, run! Just run away. Via teleport.” 
 
      
 
    “Oho! What sort of burrow is that?” 
 
      
 
    “The burrow can be anywhere and look like anything. If you hear the words, just run. Although, your chances of encountering it are one in a million. Get ready. My spidey senses are telling me there is an orc in that burrow over there. And several gihls.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Look at the tracks,” said the dwarf, pointing at the ground. “A large biped had passed here, followed by several smaller ones. Thank gods of Light, I don’t see any paw tracks of large animals with claws. The last thing we need is to run into a smilodon. And so, my student... What are you going to do? Our target is hiding in a hole. We need to smoke it out and kill it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” Mith was forced into deep thought. “Maybe summon a snake?” 
 
      
 
    “Learn to make do with what you already have,” sighed Crow. “Only use your ace cards as a last resort. Not that you should ever let the situation get that bad. Let’s throw a rock into the hole, for starters. And see how they react. Position the giant in such a way that he can hit the first head that pokes out of the hole. Keep the pig in plain view—if there is an orc in there, he will see the porker as easy prey and attack.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s when the giant will give him a little pat on the head.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Good plan! Let’s get started...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The players returned to the outpost after slightly over an hour, walking behind the heavily laden workers. They returned victorious, having successfully tracked down and destroyed the assigned number of targets. Firstly, they made their way to the convoy men, who were getting ready to leave. 
 
      
 
    The gray-mustached head of the convoy growled in approval as soon as he heard about the extermination of the accursed plants and gihls. He pulled both men into a digital rib-cracking hug. Then he personally unloaded a large barrel of corned beef from one of the carts. He handed an additional five silver coins to each of them and pronounced the assignment completed. The dwarf received another level. Mith was not left empty-handed, either. 
 
      
 
    The adventurers waved goodbye to the departing convoy, loudly calling out wishes for their safe journey. Then they headed to the guards’ kitchen, which was managed by such an unusual chef. No hugs were given out there. Nevertheless, their task was recognized as completed. They received their earned reward, which consisted of experience points and an invitation to a soon-to-be-ready dinner. 
 
      
 
    Without second thought, they promptly sat down at the dinner table. Thankfully, the gong had already sounded, announcing mealtime. With a thunk, two deep bowls filled with thick soup were placed in front of them. Both guys dug in, with Mith eating far more enthusiastically than the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “This is some seriously good grub!” noted the cardmaster, chewing noisily. “I want more!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get more,” said the cook in his rumbling voice. “More food, and more tasks. If you’re up to it.” 
 
      
 
    “We are!” replied the dwarf instantly. “We’re ready!” 
 
      
 
    “It would be nice to knock a few harpies out of the heavens,” sighed the cook hopefully. “But it’s a dangerous job...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll do it!” declared Crow, and they received their next assignment. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a quest chain, but they didn’t need one. The important thing was to continue working for the benefit of the guards and Gray Peak. They would kill two birds with one stone, too, by reducing the number of enemies. 
 
      
 
    Making sure that a note regarding the new task appeared in his journal, the dwarf continued to eat his meal, having exchanged a firm handshake with his partner beforehand. It seemed like, by the time their female spies returned, they would manage to obtain a couple of levels and some battle scars. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take care of the harpies, and then you’ll go straight to the sales table and I to the forge.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” agreed Mith. “Sounds like a great dinner plan! We’ll enjoy some more soup, and then go wring some harpy necks!” 
 
      
 
    To think I used to be the exact same way, thought the dwarf to himself, pausing his spoon near his mouth. Always itching for battle and new adventures... 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” he said out loud. “Enthusiasm is great. You’ll make excellent bait.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Huh?!” asked Mith quietly as he stood on top of a sunny hill, glancing nervously up at the sky. “Are you serious?! I’m a sacrificial lamb?! Have mercy on me, Crowcci! What if a harpy attacks me right now? What if it carries me off to its nest, where it’ll cuss me out so badly that I’ll never be the same? What are you gonna tell Amou when she comes back and asks ‘Where is Mith?’“ 
 
      
 
    “Stop worrying so much,” advised Crow, checking that the card monsters summoned earlier were securely hidden from view. The giant and the pig were hiding under the only large tree in the vicinity: a spreading elm with a stocky, crooked, pathetic-looking trunk. At the sight of such a tree, any lumberjack would have immediately grabbed his axe to end the tree’s suffering. 
 
      
 
    “Easy for you to say! I, on the other hand, have to wait to be attacked from the skies! You might as well have put ketchup on me!” 
 
      
 
    “Harpies like a thick layer of elf jam spread on top of the sweaty skin of trembling little humans...” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, that’s it. I don’t like jam anymore. Crowcci!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Crow was lying only a few steps away from Mith, in a shallow ditch he had dug for himself under a boulder, with the back of his head pressed against the rocky ledge hanging over him. The ditch was invisible from the skies. From a bird’s-eye view, there were only two hillocks—and a dimwitted foreigner who pranced anxiously on top of one of them. He looked like tasty prey. 
 
      
 
    “I wrote to Amou about what you told me regarding a dark little burrow and someone’s words. She replied, calling me a dunce and telling me to read a book called ‘Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.’ And then I remembered: those were the words of the White Rabbit, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct.” 
 
      
 
    “So were you joking, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Not in the slightest. My advice remains the same. If you hear the muttering of the hurrying, perpetually late white rabbit—run!” 
 
      
 
    “But why? Don’t torture me twice!” 
 
      
 
    “Twice?” 
 
      
 
    “First by making me wait for a harpy attack. And then by intriguing me with the mystery of the white rabbit.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no mystery. The white rabbit is a guide. Do you remember the famous quote ‘Follow the white rabbit’?” 
 
      
 
    “Never heard of it. Where is it from?” 
 
      
 
    “No matter. Like I said, the rabbit is a guide. He takes you to unexplored lands. And he takes you there by force.” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like he is surrounded by an invisible hurricane of teleportation. A giant vacuum cleaner roars silently around him, sucking in everyone in the vicinity and spitting them out in a special location.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa... Keep talking! I’m so intrigued, I’ve even forgotten about the harpies!” 
 
      
 
    “The place is unknown. It’s a giant closed location. If you die there, you’ll be tossed out into the big world. Your gear and the entire contents of your inventory will be left behind, in the secret world. But you have nothing to be afraid of. Even if the white rabbit’s aura does grab you along, it won’t carry you very far—you’re much too small. You’ll be tossed out in one of the dungeons suitable for your level. Although, it won’t toss you out at the beginning level, but somewhere in the middle. Cruel thing, it is.” 
 
      
 
    “So where does the white rabbit lead, in the end? I’d love to go!” Apparently, Mith didn’t give a toss about the threat of death or loss of gear. “Where does he take you?” 
 
      
 
    “To a mountain,” answered Crow. “I’ve never been there myself, Mith. Those who have don’t want to share info. Getting them to talk about it is like pulling teeth. It seems like you end up at the foot of a huge mountain, at the top of which stands a mysterious gloomy-looking castle—a real fortress. You stand at the beginning of a narrow, steep trail that leads upwards. Behind your back is a teleport. It’ll take you back to where you came from—and it’ll do so for free and without any penalties. But, it seems that if you use the portal, you’ll never be able to return to that mountain again.” 
 
      
 
    “Oooh! And what kind of mountain is it? And what sort of castle?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve no idea. Nobody has ever reached the castle. The strongest and luckiest ones only managed to reach the paved road.” 
 
      
 
    “Road? Didn’t you say it was a trail?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. The trail turns into a bigger pathway; the pathway becomes a gravel road, which then turns into a road paved with gray tile. This is the furthest stage to which the teleported heroes made it. Then they either lost or got killed. And all of them got tossed back out.” 
 
      
 
    “Lost? Got killed?” Mith was clearly being eaten alive by curiosity. “I wish I could go there!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know the details,” said Crow, shrugging. He plucked some wild sorrel growing next to him and chewed on a leaf. “I’ve never been there myself. Although, I wouldn’t mind it. Nobody will volunteer information about the place. What is definitely known is that the trail leads you from one challenge to another. It can be a fight or a game. If you win, you can keep walking. In the end, you’ll reach the castle. But nobody has made it that far. Supposedly.” 
 
      
 
    “Supposedly?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t listen to rumors, Mith. Maybe somebody did get lucky. But he’ll keep silent about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn! I really wanna go! When was the last time the white rabbit was seen?” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t seen,” corrected Crow. “It was heard. The rabbit is concealed by a shining, shimmering mist. Sometimes, people glimpse a white ear or a fluffy tail. That’s it. Although someone once bragged on a forum that they saw the rabbit’s head. There are some crazy rumors that say if you see the rabbit’s paw, you’ll start getting wildly lucky. And if you touch his paw, all odds will be rigged in your favor for a while: critical hits with your every blow, elite missions assigned to you by every local, a free pass through every door of opportunity. But it’s all nonsense. Although, if you kill the rabbit and get in possession of his paw...” 
 
      
 
    “To kill the white rabbit, huh? And what about the castle?” 
 
      
 
    “A castle like any other. The gates are open, the bridge lowered, the bars raised. You can enter freely—if you make it to the bridge, that is. A flag flies over the castle.” 
 
      
 
    “What sort of flag?” 
 
      
 
    “It has only ever been seen from a distance. It has a symbol drawn on it: maybe a spider, or a scorpion, or some other similar beast. The flag itself isn’t rectangular or square, but more like the shape of a round spider web. And so it waves in the wind...” 
 
      
 
    “Oho! Scary! I wouldn’t mind dying there! If only I could see the place... What is the minimum level to travel there?” 
 
      
 
    “Somewhere around two hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn... That’s a long way to go.” 
 
      
 
    “And a long time to sit and wait beside a dark little rabbit hole,” snorted the dwarf, who couldn’t help being impressed by Mith’s enthusiasm. “Sit and wait... Harpy!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’d... Hold on... A harpy? Why would I wait for a harpy?” 
 
      
 
    “Get down!” 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing their previously agreed-upon command, Mith crouched down and rolled onto his side. A blurry shadow sliced through the air and gave a howl of rage as it grasped at empty space with its impressive talons. Jumping out from under the rock, the dwarf discharged a magic staff right into the wrinkled old malicious face. The impact of the stone buckshot threw the harpy backwards—and then upwards in a smoky column of fire. The latter was a shot from Mith, who was armed with a similar-looking staff, but one loaded with fire. The cry of the seriously wounded monster encouraged the players, and they hurried to fire one more shot each. Fluff and feathers flew in all directions, as if someone fired a shotgun point-plank into a maliciously screaming pillow. The beast turned out to be unusually tough. And Mith (the dwarf held back specifically to give him a chance), while lying on his back and triumphantly yelling something indistinct, fired another shot. Wrapped in acrid smoke, the harpy fell right on top of the cardmaster, disappearing forever in midair and leaving behind a handful of trophies. One of the objects was special: a blackened bird talon, which was specific to their quest. Another one like that and they can hand in their assignment to the cook. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent work,” said Crow, remembering to dole out essential and strictly limited praise, as he crawled back into his hiding spot. “You are an unusually feisty sheep...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a sheep!” whined Mith in offended tones. “I’m more of a young lion... ahem... Don’t tell Amou about me being a fighting sheep, okay? Or she’ll never stop making fun of me...” 
 
      
 
    “Feisty,” corrected the dwarf. “Fine, I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Some money fell out of the harpy. Seven silver coins. And a little mirror in a bone frame... it’s unidentified, though... cool...” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look!” cried the dwarf, jumping up and instantly bumping his head on the ledge. “Oh no... Damn!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Mith in surprise, as he watched his mentor curse. “So what if I took a look? I just saw my reflection. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” sighed Crow, laying back down and rubbing the top of his head. “Let’s continue our hunt.” 
 
      
 
    “So what about the mirror?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think of gifting it to Amou. She’ll kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?” 
 
      
 
    “Just saying. Why don’t you get to sorting your characteristics instead? I’ll do the same.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, okay...” Mith shrugged, putting away the little mirror into his belt bag, along with the feathers, talons, and coins. “I’ll sort my character points.” 
 
      
 
    The cardmaster did not notice that his eyes had gone completely white. The iris and pupils had disappeared: only a milky whiteness remained. In ninety minutes, Mith will become almost blind. And only then will he get a message about a delayed curse that he received from the little mirror—an object that was cursed or enchanted by dark priests. Approximately one in twenty harpies carries that sort of object—a trinket that is very tempting to pick up and touch. One example is a mirror that causes almost total blindness if it is looked into. Another is a copper bracelet that is impossible to take off, which paralyzes the hand wearing it. Yet another is an ugly ragdoll, which comes alive in your inventory stash and begins to drink and smash potions, break arrows, and tear up scrolls of spells. 
 
      
 
    There have even been instances where all members within a group looked at a harpy’s mirror, taking turns to admire their own reflection. Then, an hour and a half later, they turned into blind men, who cursed as they slowly stumbled through the area trying to find their way or pulled out teleportation scrolls. But the scrolls can only be used if they haven’t yet been destroyed by a ragdoll coming alive and going on a rampage inside your backpack. If the dolly has had its fun, then you’ll have to trudge on foot or call up reinforcements—who may even make it in time to help—unless the harpies enraged by their comrade’s death arrive sooner. 
 
      
 
    Mith got unlucky. But that’s okay. Just chalk it up to experience. It’s better for these things to happen sooner, rather than later. Such a mild curse can be easily lifted by any apprentice priest serving in a temple of a god of Light. The goddess Wyllowe, for example, has many such temples, which can be frequently found in almost any city or even a large village. 
 
      
 
    But first, they need to wait for the next harpy. Then Mith can go to Algora, while the dwarf goes back to digging and smithing. Right now, though, it’s time for characteristics... 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 68. 
 
     Basic stats: 
 
     Strength: 135 
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
     Agility: 24 
 
     Endurance: 135 
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
     Points available for distribution: 85 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    The last few days had been busy; he had had no time to distribute his character points. There had been no need for them, to be honest. Crow was easily managing with what he already had. He skillfully used purchased scrolls and staffs, along with his vast fighting experience from his past life in the digital world. In addition, he had initially planned to level up in a more peaceful, step-by-step manner. He had no reason to hurry. Partridges and jackals had long ceased to be a threat to him. That’s why the untouched points kept slowly accumulating like capital ready for investment. 
 
      
 
    But now, everything has changed. Firstly, the role of the dwarf himself has changed. He had initially wanted to be a simple fighter: a warrior with a two-handed hammer. But now at his side were a fighter with daggers, a cardmaster, and a bard. None of them could boast a large amount of life points or high levels of defense. They needed a real tank, and Crow was perfectly suited to this role. But they still didn’t have a healer; it was very uncertain when they would find a worthy candidate for this extremely responsible role. 
 
      
 
    Crow had always liked to take care of his friends. It was part of his personal philosophy. He was a harmless paranoiac, someone who over-prepared for every situation. He had always admitted it. He was a protector. And life had once more proven that he cannot escape his destiny. Well... That means he is fated to become a paladin dwarf. Or, more specifically, a textbook dwarf-blacksmith-paladin. That’s his path, from which, it seems, there is no turning aside. The current situation at Gray Peak proved this fact. The place needed the most reliable protector and patriot, who would never abandon his homeland. 
 
      
 
    Thus, the available points for characteristics will be used up in a rather unplanned way. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 68. 
 
     Basic stats: 
 
     Strength: 150 
 
     Intelligence: 20 
 
     Agility: 30 
 
     Endurance: 150 
 
     Wisdom: 34 
 
     Points available for distribution: 0 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    “A dwarf, a paladin, and a blacksmith,” sighed Crow quietly. “Oh boy... What fun it’ll be...” 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” asked a slightly creepy white-eyed Mith. 
 
      
 
    “Get down!” barked the newly made paladin instead of explaining, while hastily grabbing a staff. 
 
      
 
    “Oh sh—!” gasped the cardmaster, dropping like a rock. 
 
      
 
    “Enemyyy!” screeched the harpy, diving down from the skies. “Ah!” 
 
      
 
    The beast gasped as a handful of stone shards hit her feathery chest. 
 
      
 
    “Ooh!” she exhaled in surprise out of the furious flames that enveloped her. 
 
      
 
    “Gaaah...” she hissed hatefully and helplessly, dropping a broken wing. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll serve you some fried chicken!” yelled Mith in enthusiasm, finishing off the monster and jumping back to his feet. “Did you see that, Master Crow? That was awesome!” 
 
      
 
    “Run!” gasped the dwarf, snatching up all the trophies in the blink of an eye and grabbing his partner’s hand. “Teleport! To Algora!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s gotten into you?!” 
 
      
 
    “Teleport! Quickly! Or she’ll kill us!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    Mith disappeared in the flash of teleportation. A moment later, Crow followed him. The hilltop with the boulder and dugout was suddenly empty. But soon, screeching winged shadows began to dart overhead, flying in a tight flock in the direction of the southwest. Along the ground, about three hundred steps away from the hill, a huge female figure ran by, taking gigantic leaps. 
 
      
 
    The four-armed dark goddess Guorra had come out for a bloodstained walk in the afternoon. The two players had barely managed to get out of her way in time. The fury of the dark-skinned goddess was directed at something other than the outpost. At something truly important. But had she noticed the players, she would have killed them without a second thought. She was a goddess of war. A goddess of murder... 
 
      
 
    Behind the goddess followed countless smilodons, who snarled viciously as they ran. The orc riders pressed close to the smilodons’ backs, their teeth bared in anticipation of imminent battle. At the top of the nearby mountain peak, faint shadows were moving—an army was gathering there, intending to visit a certain stubborn outpost that refused to surrender and die. 
 
      
 
    Once again, the shadow of war had fallen on the sunny ravine of Gray Peak. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Gods walk the earth 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “GODS!” SAID MITH, trying to keep his voice down. With a dramatic gesture, he pressed the palm of his hand to his forehead, as if checking for the presence of a fever. “Gods walk the earth! Guorra! It was her, right?! The four-armed killer, the goddess of war, the ruler of gray orcs, the vicious enemy of all things of Light, the one who loves to spill blood and burn down harvests, who brings death upon peaceful lands and—” 
 
      
 
    “Here, have an apple,” said the dwarf hastily in order to calm his riled-up friend. He handed him an apple that he had grabbed for a couple of cents from one of the local market stands. The salesman that ran it was a beginner player who was trying to start his own business. Thus, it wasn’t a bad idea to support such initiatives with a few copper coins. 
 
      
 
    “Apple...” repeated Mith, momentarily distracted. “But holy smokes!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” said the dwarf, pulling the cardmaster along. “We’ll walk to a magic shop, since we’re already here. And we’ll stock up on groceries. Do you have money with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a little. We can withdraw some from a bank, too.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to touch your savings. But I’ll need to borrow a few silver coins from you. I want to buy another blacksmithing recipe.” 
 
      
 
    “Here...” Mith pulled out all his money without even looking. His thoughts were elsewhere; he was slow to react to everything around him. Mentally, he was still in the rocky ravine, where death itself had rushed past them. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, buddy. Yes, it was Guorra. So what?” 
 
      
 
    “And how often do gods go for a jog at lunchtime? Did she decide to lose a few hundred pounds of muscle?” 
 
      
 
    The two players were walking quickly down a narrow street. They were in Algora, the bright and lovely city that always welcomes players, protects them, feeds and clothes them. All sorts of characters were passing them in droves. They were a mixture of players and locals, belonging to all kinds of classes and professions. At times, it was difficult to tell which ones were players, and which ones were locals—both hurried along, talking animatedly, swapping jokes and news on the go. Here come two half-orcs: a player and a local. Walking arm-in-arm, the duo disappeared into the darkened hall of a tavern, clearly intending to down a couple of mugs of light ale each. On the other side of the street, two young women were being greeted at an entrance to a tailor’s shop. Without looking closely into the air over their heads, it was nearly impossible to tell who was a player and guest in the world of Waldyra, and who was a local. The invisible line separating the two had nearly been erased... 
 
      
 
    Crow threw a couple of copper coins into the tins of two beggars, then pulled Mith into a narrow alleyway. They ducked into a tight passageway between two houses, startling three large black rats, who had frozen in surprise beside a gutter. Behind the grate of the drains swirled the grim, eternal blackness of the catacombs. As they passed by, they heard an angry voice coming out of the sewers: 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell did we climb down here, Gustav?! There are only rats, spiders, and stinky water! Let’s get outta here!” 
 
      
 
    “But underground tunnels are cool!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay, we’re leaving now. We’ll go to the grove beside the east gate. They say it’s full of newbies like us.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds much better... Who needs this goddamned sewer? Never setting foot here again...” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf chortled quietly after hearing such an unflattering assessment of the largest multi-level network of tunnels beneath Algora. 
 
      
 
    The cardmaster, having pulled himself together a bit, repeated his burning question: 
 
      
 
    “So how often, Crowcci? How often do gods walk the earth?” 
 
      
 
    “Gods are like people, Mith. They’re all individuals. Guorra is a fighter. A fierce fighter. She is one of those few gods who leads her own armies into battle and fights alongside them, destroying hundreds of enemies. She is a goddess of direct action. That’s why she can be seen far more often than the other gods.” 
 
      
 
    “A goddess of direct action?” repeated Mith. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. The god Digratius was the same way—until he got cast down. A real tank with unbreakable armor, monstrous claws, and radiating fierce heat from a burning reactor under his chitin.” 
 
      
 
    “A reactor?!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the closest thing I can think of to describe it,” shrugged the dwarf, pushing the cardmaster into the next alleyway. “Digratius was a god of direct action. Such gods are incredibly strong on the battlefield. They are physically present in this plane of existence, and bring destruction and terrifying bloodshed. But that is also their weakness: when you can see your enemy, it’s far easier to aim. That is exactly how that godly crab, God Digratius, got hit when he led an army of underwater pirates, the crabbers, to attack a certain peaceful coastal town. It is safer for gods to direct hordes of their followers from afar, acting similarly to wise commanders. They can also send their warriors blessings, while hitting enemies with mass curses. It’s rare to see these kinds of gods. Even when they do manifest in physical form, they take on such an appearance that you’ll never know you’re looking at a real god, and not a simple mortal local. While we were walking through Algora, we could’ve passed by several gods and not even realized it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ooh! A conspiracy theory! Gods among us!” 
 
      
 
    “Not a theory, it’s a known fact! Ninety-nine percent of gods are highly curious. They want to stay on top of things. They want to be informed. Knowledge is power. Although, to be honest, not all gods are so smart. For example, the goddess Wyllowe always sleeps. Without waking up, ever. She is like a slumbering ant queen, who sends a constant stream of gifts to her temples. The generous blessings reach the priests, who then distribute this heavenly manna among the believers. First, they give a little to everyone; then they add a little extra to those who have earned it. Wyllowe does not decide on anything herself. She just sleeps and sleeps. She completely depends upon her followers—and there are many of them!—to protect her from any threats. Such is the carefree sleeping goddess.” 
 
      
 
    “She certainly sounds like an ant queen! She just breeds and flourishes. Everyone around prays and prays to her... and in return, she sends them sweet gifts. Aha! I know! She gifts them honey! That makes Wyllowe a queen honeybee!” 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t go around calling Wyllowe’s followers drones!” Crow warned him hastily. “Somebody made that comparison once. The incident ended in a serious fight, after which a certain drinking establishment had to be rebuilt from the ground.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Sensei, so which gods are the strongest, then? Gods of direct action? Or cunning and wise army commanders? Or maybe those who sleep and entrust their subordinates with everything? Because Wyllowe is nothing short of a super-boss: she pays even lazy employees and never fires anyone...” 
 
      
 
    “Who is the strongest? Those gods who have the most followers,” answered the dwarf readily. “The more believers, the more holy energy. That means the god can apply more blessings and curses, and deliver more hits of mass magic. It makes him more resilient. He has more private eyes around the world. And more people shielding him from enemies, as believers won’t let any of them pass. They’ll destroy anyone who threatens their god, since they have something to lose. For Wyllowe’s sake, they’ll rip you to pieces. And not just you—anyone!” 
 
      
 
    “But gods can be killed!” 
 
      
 
    “Cast down,” corrected Crow. “They get sent to a hell for deities. This is the potential fate of every god. That’s why they fight so viciously to keep their thrones. A regular king, after losing his throne, can become a hermit and live for another hundred years in a cave on the side of a peaceful river. A deity that has lost its place in heaven, however...” The dwarf paused. “Such a god turns into an immortal beast that lacks reason and is only capable of killing. And when this beast is caught, it gets sent to Tantariall.” 
 
      
 
    “A Hell for gods...” Mith looked both awed and horror-struck. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a madhouse,” said the dwarf, nodding. “A place for the disturbed and dangerous. I can’t even imagine the horror. Okay, we’re here.” 
 
      
 
    The path selected by the dwarf had led them to a modest shop located in a small single-story building made of light-colored stone. The door stood wide open to welcome visitors. Inside the shop, a large glass display case could be seen. Behind it stood the shopkeeper: a smiling old man with a neat gray beard, who had already spotted the customers and was beckoning to them invitingly. 
 
      
 
    “Well... Time to buy some magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Heck no. We’re atheists, remember?” said Crow, smiling. “That kind of magic won’t work for us. I’ll just get two standard auras. That’ll be enough for now.” 
 
      
 
    Mith let out a heavy sigh. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll also reload a staff with stone buckshots.” The dwarf laid out the coins in his palm and counted them, estimating their budget. “Not bad...” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad... You sure know how to be satisfied with little, sensei.” 
 
      
 
    “Not exactly. I just gain enjoyment from stretching my dollar,” explained Crow. “From a little to a lot. Continuous growth. Gaining strength and opportunities. Can you imagine anything that gives greater pleasure?” 
 
      
 
    “Well...” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go shopping. We need one spell and one aura, several teleportation scrolls, ammo for staffs, and a modest blacksmithing recipe for armor-piercing tips for crossbow bolts. Then we’ll go home. We have so much to do, even gods would be horrified...” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah... We did see Guorra sprinting away from the outpost as fast as her legs could carry her...” 
 
      
 
    “To make Guorra run away... Yeah, okay, I agree. We won’t be able to scare gods.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet!” Mith hastened to add. “But we’re getting better!” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” said Crow, speaking with the calmness of an experienced life veteran. “We’re getting better. And scaring a god is quite possible. Even making them run away. But for now, we should focus on driving away orcs and harpies from Gray Peak. As for gihls and nepentheses, we can deal with those ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as that damned butterfly doesn’t return!” sighed the cardmaster. “Crowcci! It’s possible to trap a monster like that in a card, right?” 
 
      
 
    “For a player to call Druughoan the Destroyer into battle? Oho...” The dwarf whistled. “That’s quite an appetite you have...” 
 
      
 
    “To hell with limits! Why put yourself into a box, right, sensei?” 
 
      
 
    “Well... Theoretically, the hawkmoth is a monster...hmm... although far from a typical one. I’ll say this: I applaud your ambition. Let’s come back to this subject when you can at least trap a green dragon in a card.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to wait for a long time, then,” said Mith, hanging his head. “But I won’t give up! I want to become the greatest master of cards in Waldyra! The absolute greatest!” 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ve heard these words somewhere before,” said Crow, thoughtfully scratching his brow, as he stepped over the threshold into the shop. “Except he sounded far more confident, if not downright arrogant...” 
 
      
 
    “What?! Someone else said the same thing and managed to sound even cooler than me?” cried Mith, offended. “Exactly who was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a guy I happen to know... But aim high, Mith. Aim high. Set the highest goal for yourself. And aim for it. If all goes well, we’ll capture even Druughoan. For now, though, let’s count up how many copper and silver coins we have between us. Here is my little pile of coins...” 
 
      
 
    “And here is my pinch of pennies... Just to be clear: I’m giving this money to you! Don’t even think about returning it!” 
 
      
 
    “Enough with the generosity, buddy. I will only borrow!” said Crow sharply. “We are partners. We are equals. Anything you take, you must give back. It’s a rule that applies to everyone. Good day to you, dear shopkeeper.” The player bowed slightly to the elderly man who was patiently waiting for the chatty foreigners to finish their conversation. 
 
      
 
    “And to you, young adventurers,” replied the man, somehow managing to impart a lot in those few words: the two players thought they heard the sound of clashing sabers, the roar of monsters, and even the clinking of gold coins. All of this fit into a skillfully voiced greeting. 
 
      
 
    “How can my humble shop help you, young masters?” inquired the shopkeeper after their exchange of pleasantries. The shopkeeper’s attention was focused on Crow, as he was the calmest one, while his companion closed his eyes and fell into daydreaming. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll start with a scroll of ‘Mental Fortitude’ aura,” began the dwarf. “Do you have one?” 
 
      
 
    “Beginner level. Worthy magic, based on wisdom, not particularly expensive in terms of mana,” said the old man, chewing on his lip thoughtfully. “An excellent choice for those who have just started on the path to adventure and the search for treasures in lost cities hidden in tropical jungles, or in dark and damp underground dungeons filled with moaning undead...” 
 
      
 
    “Treasures...” gasped Mith in ecstasy, leaning against a wall. “Dungeons... jungles... adventures... ah!” 
 
      
 
    “‘Mental Fortitude’ is quite useful in situations where there is a danger of the enemy using magic that deceives the eyes and ears. The scroll you require is in stock,” continued the old man after a slight pause. “I’ll let it go for a reasonably cheap price. Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “The Shining Spark.” 
 
      
 
    “For yourself, I suppose? An enchantment for those who are not afraid of enemy attacks. The Shining Spark forces monsters to pay far more attention to the one within whom it shines. Are you not afraid of being the target of every attack?” The old man’s intense gaze nearly pierced through the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid,” the latter confessed calmly. “Very afraid. But I have no choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Most worthy words! I’ll give you a discount of one silver coin. I respect honesty and despise cheap bravado. Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Four teleportation scrolls.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be enough for now,” said the dwarf, shaking his head. “I don’t need much to start with.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful. Well, if that’s all for you...” The old man energetically clicked the beads on a worn abacus that rested atop of a thick register book. “Here is the total, including the discount. You also get a free gift of two fresh issues of The Waldyra Herald. They mostly print pure rubbish; yet sometimes, you’ll find something worth reading, I swear!” 
 
      
 
    “We would love to read it,” Crow assured the shopkeeper, putting the gifts away in his bag. 
 
      
 
    “And keep your eyes peeled. I’m hardly superstitious, but my old heart tells me: darkness is gathering. Something wicked is afoot. Be careful!” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” said both foreigners simultaneously as they prepared to leave the shop of the wise old merchant. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” gratefully added the one who had spent nearly the entire time standing against the wall, daydreaming about adventures and dark, damp dungeons. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck to you!” said the old man in farewell after taking the payment. “Good luck!...” 
 
      
 
    The figures of the foreigners passed over the threshold one last time and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Who was it?” came a voice from the living quarters in the back of the shop. The voice was slightly quavering but quite strong, and belonged to a middle-aged woman. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody,” replied the old man. “Nobody. And a somebody...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dwarf did not forget about other purchases, which he unloaded as soon as he got home. A sack of flour, three large hams, a jar of butter, and two jars of buckwheat honey. Excellent simple food that won’t spoil for a relatively long time. In addition to it, the dwarf bought a few fruits and vegetables. Everything listed above was immediately taken by Grubber, who demandingly grunted something about needing a locking cupboard to store provisions. Crow caught the hint. 
 
      
 
    He also brought a cage with chicks and a cage with ducklings. Plus a bag of poultry feed. The birds had been fed; the girls will take care of the rest. Thankfully, birdies did not produce any nasty smells in this world. 
 
      
 
    Crow bought and happily read the blacksmithing scroll that allowed him to learn the secret of making armor-piercing iron tips for crossbow bolts. He’ll get to forging them straight away. Convoy men had already inquired about the availability of such things for sale; they all tended to be armed with crossbows, which were so easy to use. Moreover, the travelers’ crossbows were very good, sometimes even enchanted. By contrast, the ammo for the crossbows was cheap and disposable. This paradox had a perfectly logical explanation: a convoy doesn’t stop without good reason. After defending against an attack, the carts keep going. There was no time to spend searching through fields and ditches, looking for lost expensive arrows and bolts. That would be risking coming across highway robbers lying in wait, or some dangerous beast hiding in bushes. It was easier to leave the spent bolts behind and to keep moving. That was exactly what the convoy men did. Crow knew about this peculiarity, but it had escaped his mind—something that rarely happened. But he remembered in time. And now, his hands were itching to grab a forging hammer and to begin making bolt tips out of the numerous iron ingots lying ready in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Crow unloaded five bundles of mediocre and slightly crooked, yet strong sticks. They had been barely touched by an apprentice’s knife, who only removed the bark and branches, and smoothed out a few uneven spots. And voilà! Each of these sticks would serve as a shaft for a crossbow bolt. It doesn’t get any cheaper than that, and the quality could be worse. But after being loaded into a fairly good crossbow enchanted for precision and lethality, even a bolt like that will hit the target and deliver a fair amount of damage. And the price was amazing: three bundles for one copper coin. A hundred sticks all together. Enough for one convoy. 
 
      
 
    Mith acquired and happily learned two recipes. One for arrow shafts; another for crossbow bolt shafts. The body of an arrow can be made without any prior knowledge, of course—just scrape a suitable stick with a knife and clearly say out loud what you’re trying to create. In simple cases like that, you were unlikely to cut yourself by accident. But why struggle, when recipes cost next to nothing? 
 
      
 
    The convoy men did not need any of the other materials. They had enough feathers, as they shot ducks and other fowl along the way. They could also find sinews and threads. They could even make sticks into arrow shafts, if needed. But Mith had suddenly decided to pursue craftsmanship. Specifically, he wanted to learn the art of weaponry. He had decided to become one with his crossbow, to turn into a skilled archer who doesn’t completely depend on his card-summoned monsters. The dwarf supported the idea. Why not? There exist locations where card monsters are seriously weakened and may not be able to save their master. 
 
      
 
    Whew. Now he can get to work... 
 
      
 
    Fanning the flames in the forge, Crow threw several iron ingots on top of the coals. Beside them, he placed warped knee guards from the orcs’ armor and waited for them to heat up. Only then did he take off his own armor and put on an old shirt and pants. He pressed the bellows, pushing air into the flame. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll run along with the workers!” called Mith. “And while I’m at it, I’ll grab more sticks for sharpening!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” responded the dwarf, arming himself with forging tongs. “Make sure you don’t go blind again!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try!” Mith yelled back. Crow was certain that Mith wouldn’t make the same silly mistake again. They had easily taken off the blindness curse, after they paid a small sum to the temple located near the shop. But even so, few people would like to be blind for any length of time. Now, the young adventurer will think twice before taking an unknown object into his hands, especially if said object comes from a harpy. 
 
      
 
    Following Mith and the workers with his gaze as they left, Crow gave a slightly sentimental sigh. Here was the huge plus of having a team. 
 
      
 
    The girls were out spying; at the same time, Amou was getting trained. 
 
      
 
    The guys were out working; at the same time, Mith was getting trained. 
 
      
 
    There was also His Highness, their blue-eyed leader... the forerunner of everything... But heaven knows what he is up to right now. And if Crow were to break their agreement and ask him via private message, then the answer, with 99% certainty, would be something like this: “Royal matters are none of your plebeian business.” Although, it’s possible that the answer would be less insulting but equally uninformative. Like this, for example: “Oh yesss... ambrosia!” leaving the reader to guess what he meant by it. 
 
      
 
    With a slight chuckle, the dwarf shook his head, scratched his brow, and involuntarily flinched at the sudden ding! of a new private message. Not from His Highness... but from Mith: 
 
      
 
    “A huge party of players is passing to the north of the outpost! All of them are over 150th level, and all are mounted! Their faces are so serious that they must be going to war! We are staying far away from them, to avoid accidentally getting fired upon. Their steeds—horses, elephants, giant lizards, and even riding ostriches—are trampling everything under their feet.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, thanks,”replied the dwarf. “Take a screenshot when you can. Just in case.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok. The party is made up of two clans: Dynasty of Light and Children of Wyllowe.” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful over there.” 
 
      
 
    That was the end of their conversation. After Mith’s last line, there was no longer any need for a screenshot. Both mentioned clans were fierce “Lighties,” as they were commonly referred to. They were fanatical haters of dark players and dark locals—anti-PKs who destroyed outlaws whenever they could. They were mandatory participants in every battle of Light versus Dark. They were always building plans to destroy particularly active dark deities, donating money to build new Light temples, and organizing raids on Dark shrines. Judging by the levels of players in the combined unit from both clans, these were novices. They had only recently graduated from the ranks of recruits into the main forces, and received a mission to cause trouble for the gray orcs. This was excellent news. The more orcs get killed, the better. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When the laborers returned, they found their master hard at work. The hammer rang with the sound of firm confidence, passing the same message onto others: that the outpost is alive and not going to surrender. The guard sitting on the hill stood up, stretched wearily, slung his weapon behind his back, and began his unhurried descent downhill. It was break time. Dinner would be ready soon, to be followed by lengthy small-talk with the other inhabitants of the hill while sipping a mug of beer and snacking on smoked pork. It’s all the little things that make life enjoyable. As for the orcs... The orcs were a temporary inconvenience. 
 
      
 
    Pausing his work, Crow thanked the guard for his continued vigilance and promised to join him for dinner and the chit chat following it. He could hear the buzz of conversation from other workers, who had returned to the yard with heavy loads on their backs. Last one to walk into the yard was Mith; although the word “walk” was hardly appropriate here. More accurately, he dragged himself into the yard, swaying under the weight of the sack on his shoulders and clutching armfuls of branches to his chest. 
 
      
 
    “You got greedy, I see,” stated the dwarf approvingly. 
 
      
 
    “Oof...” agreed Mith. “Oof... I didn’t want to keep running back and forth! Can I dump all of it here? Into this corner? I’ll start polishing them right away!” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you tired? You’re not planning on going back to the real world?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here until sunset! I’ll spend the night here too, if needed!” Mith assured his mentor, pulling out a thin carving knife. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. Hold off on the woodworking. First, let’s go visit the cook and hand in our assignment,” said the dwarf, stopping the cardmaster. “We got distracted and forgot.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right! We killed two harpies, didn’t we? But we didn’t submit the finished task!” 
 
      
 
    Delivering one last hit, Crow put the hammer aside and threw a dangerously gleaming, armor-piercing arrow tip into the water. He waited for a couple of seconds, took the cooled object out of the water, and placed it into the chest, which already held several dozen identical arrow tips. They were sharp, durable, and well-made. The dwarf had something to be proud of. Plus, he finally reached the next level in the art of blacksmithing. 
 
      
 
    His most important acquisition today was the second rank of the achievement. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Blacksmith—Tier 2”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     -15% speed of wearing out your forging hammer during smithing, 
 
       
 
     -5% speed of wearing out your forging hammer during any activity, 
 
       
 
     +2% damage from tools or weapons of bludgeoning type, 
 
       
 
     -15% speed of getting tired while forging metal, 
 
       
 
     +5% protection from fire, 
 
       
 
     +5% chance of successfully forging or reforging metal, 
 
       
 
     +2% chance of successful repair of a damaged item on an anvil, 
 
       
 
     +3% chance of producing an item of higher quality. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    In two hours of persistent work, he ruined quite a few iron ingots while forging nails and arrow tips. But with his achievement of the second rank of Blacksmith, many things had changed. In Waldyra, the pathway of blacksmithing with its skills, achievements, gear, etc. was developed with great attention to detail. All progress is built up. And achievements are very important! The dwarf should have received the second rank long ago. However, perpetual busyness and a string of incidents had seriously distracted him and slowed him down. Now, he was trying to catch up. And he seemed to be succeeding. 
 
      
 
    Only by achieving the second rank of Blacksmith could he hope to meet far-from-famous blacksmiths from closed-off town districts for tradesmen, where most players are not allowed entry. And only with the third rank of “Blacksmith” could he hope for a meeting with the head blacksmith in one of those districts. And only within those districts can a blacksmith learn particular skills specific to the trade. 
 
      
 
    He had achieved advancements in blacksmithing on a slightly smaller scale, too; however, the major achievement eclipsed everything else, putting him into an excellent mood. That’s why the dwarf walked up to the guards’ kitchen with a wide smile that was so uncharacteristic for his typically glum face. 
 
      
 
    Greeting them, the cook accepted the finished task and approvingly clapped each of them on the shoulder. Crow withstood the clap on his shoulder with ease. Mith, on the other hand, nearly collapsed under the heavy blows. The cook clicked his tongue disapprovingly and offered them both double portions of ragout. The players happily agreed, stowing away their main reward: standard-issue heavy daggers—items of surpassing quality and surprising durability. Many players dream of having such weapons. The daggers could only be used from the hundredth level onwards. Therefore, it was a reward for the future. Also, they received experience—quite a lot of it! Crow leveled up. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 69. 
 
     Basic stats: 
 
     Strength: 150 
 
     Intelligence: 20 
 
     Agility: 30 
 
     Endurance: 150 
 
     Wisdom: 34 
 
     Points available for distribution: 5 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Mith also got his fair share of the reward. Filled with joy, he started singing in Italian, suddenly discovering such unusual abilities within himself. 
 
      
 
    The muscled cook patiently waited for the two guys to empty their bowls and declare themselves full. Then he offered them another assignment. This time, the good cook wanted them to bring two smilodon heads. He was prepared to offer a generous reward, too. Before Crow could open his mouth to speak, Mith accepted the task. The dwarf cursed inwardly and barely stopped himself from giving his reckless companion a slap upside the head. 
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” growled Crow in an undertone once they walked a fair distance away from the kitchens. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong? Are you feeling sorry for the smilodons, or what?” 
 
      
 
    “Feeling sorry?” repeated the dwarf. Then he sighed in exasperation. “Have you ever seen a smilodon walking around on its own? Have you ever seen one without a rider?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Mith realized the gravity of his mistake. “Crap!” 
 
      
 
    “The guards will always find something for you to do,” observed the dwarf wisely. “With every successfully completed task, they will raise the bar higher and higher. Had we admitted that killing smilodons was beyond our capabilities, the cook would have given us an easier task. But now what do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m sure you’ll come up with something, right, sensei?” Crow’s guilty companion asked with hope. 
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking about it. You go work on polishing those sticks. We’ll wait until our wandering spies return. Then we’ll brainstorm together. It’ll be dark soon. Just the right time for hunting man-eating cats...” 
 
      
 
    The girls were taking their time. They were running late. But Lori took pity on Crow and sent him a message saying that they were going to be late, because they needed to murder somebody. An excellent reason for lateness. The men were busy doing peaceful constructive work, while the women were slitting enemy throats... 
 
      
 
    Amou also did not leave her friend in the dark; they agreed to meet for a bite to eat in the real world. Bodies need not only spiritual food, but also physical nourishment. The cardmaster promised to be back soon; he leaned against a stone wall and went completely still. Soon, his figure vanished. Having eaten, the workers were resting too; the dwarf had ordered to stop all work outside the limits of his property and retreated to his room under the hill. The sky was slowly growing cloudy; soon, the number of harpies would greatly increase. The old archer had returned to his guard post. Beside him sat two dogs, who were watched with contempt from above by Chrys. The large eagle sat imperiously on a tall post, ripping apart a chunk of partridge. 
 
      
 
    For a short while, Crow was left all alone. He had about an hour to himself. Setting aside blacksmithing tasks, he closed the lid of the chest with finished forged items, took off the leather apron, grabbed a shovel, and disappeared into the secret underground network of tunnels. He had about fifty minutes to spare. Was this too much or too little? That depended on skills and effort. The dwarf never had a problem with putting in the effort. He also had a modicum of skills. Within half an hour, he lengthened the underground passage by another six strides. He dragged all the excess soil outside, and made a few trips to fetch pine logs that he used to reinforce the tunnel’s ceiling. The world was trying to heal the wounds that he gave it. He constantly needed to put in new reinforcements, and to remove soil crumbling from the walls and ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Smeared with dirt, the player returned to the forge and managed to smith another couple dozen various items: horseshoes, nails, arrow tips, and a new forging hammer. Today was a lucky day. He managed to progress, even if slightly, in two different directions at once: forging and digging. For the former, he needed to gain more skills; for the latter, he needed to excavate the city that had been destroyed by a monstrous earthquake that sank it belowground. He also needed to keep gathering the multi-colored little bricks: the dwarf had placed another couple of them into his hiding-place, carefully tiptoeing across the tomb to avoid stepping onto its sleepless snake guardians. 
 
      
 
    The coals in the forging fire pit were cooling to an ashen gray color. Crow was looking thoughtfully at his primitive setup for forging work. It had already served its purpose. He could still use it to keep forging many other things in unlimited amounts. However, if he wanted to develop his smithing skills further, he would need another setup. He would need a steel anvil, a good hammer, and a real smithing oven. All the above listed things would need to be enchanted and, most importantly, marked with a stamp of a teacher blacksmith. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the second rank of Blacksmith, the player will be able to meet blacksmiths from closed districts for craftsmen. He can become an apprentice, and then acquire new equipment at a discount. Then he can continue his blacksmithing education. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow,” said the dwarf quietly and decisively. “Tomorrow is when I’ll go.” 
 
      
 
    Go where, you may ask? The answer is simple: to the Great Dwarven City. To Khradalroum. A dwarf will go seek help from dwarves. 
 
      
 
    In Waldyra, two races are famous for their smithing skills: dwarves and half-orcs. It is their specialty. Orcs are more drawn to fire. Dwarves are more drawn to metal. Their racial abilities differ: orcs put their faith in the power of fire, turning the blazing flames into their ally and giving it incredible abilities. Dwarves, on the other hand, communicate with metal. 
 
      
 
    Racial solidarity, an ever-present factor, would make it far easier for the player dwarf to find a mentor among other dwarves. Moreover, Crow already knew exactly whom he wanted to see as his future instructor, and knew the reasons why. The moment of their meeting will mark the beginning of a new difficult journey going straight up, to the top of an ice-covered mountain. Many had tried before him. But nobody succeeded. He will give it a try, too... 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci! We’re back!” declared Amou. She was holding a large cage with a tiny gray bird that was much too small for such spacious accommodations. “Do you mind taking in my nightingale?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. The birdie can stay here,” said the dwarf, hiding a smile. 
 
      
 
    Baby got what she wanted. She convinced the bard to give up the overly cliché pet. Seems like Amou did not want to release her bird into the wild. Instead, she bought an expensive cage for it. Judging by the nightingale’s happy song, the little bird liked its new home. Most importantly, Crow needed to make sure that Chrys wouldn’t eat the little birdie... He would have to instill the command into the eagle. 
 
      
 
    “What did you do while we were gone? Did you achieve anything?” 
 
      
 
    “A few things,” replied Crow modestly. 
 
      
 
    “A lot of things!” disagreed Mith with such an understatement. 
 
      
 
    “We need to kill two smilodons,” added the dwarf. “Today. While it’s calm and quiet, we will have a chance of catching a small group. Oh, and one more thing: from now on, I’m a paladin.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” snorted Baby. “I knew you were going to come to this. Every family should have at least one decent person. Seeing as I’m a backstabbing murderer...” 
 
      
 
    “We’re a family!” squeaked Amou excitedly, pressing her hands to her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “So we’ve found a home for the dog and nightingale,” said Crow, changing the subject. “Have you selected new pets for yourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re still deciding,” answered Mith for both of them. “We won’t make the same mistake twice.” 
 
      
 
    “What about your chain of quests?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s still continuing!” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll finish the next quest in the chain,” promised Crow, understanding that his friends were sacrificing their own interests in favor of him and Baby. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” said Amou excitedly. “I can try out my new song!” 
 
      
 
    “Smilodons,” reminded Lori. “We need to kill two riding cats? That’s not the easiest task for our levels.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be alright,” said Crow, shrugging. “As long as we don’t make too many mistakes. And plan everything out in advance.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, it’s my fault,” sighed the cardmaster. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be alright,” repeated Crow. “Let Lori sit and think for a minute; then we’ll go and kill two smilodons. Then we’ll take their heads to the good cook, who will reward us with dinner and give us the next task.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem... Señor Crowcci?” said Amou quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Regarding our chain of quests: the current task takes place at night.” 
 
      
 
    “I see... That means, we’ll go tonight,” said Crow, thinking quickly. “It won’t be a problem. As long as we get enough sleep beforehand.” 
 
      
 
    “Geez,” said Lori, shaking her head. “In the evening, we hunt prehistoric cats; at night, we sort out the undead and other dark creatures. We’re living life in the fast lane... Okay, I’m off to think of a plan.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll go back to smithing,” added the dwarf. “Meanwhile, Mith and Amou will greet and send off three caravans. We have everything they need on hand. Mith, have you polished the sticks for crossbow bolts?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet! I’ll be quick! Just give me a sec! Amou, get the sales table ready!” Suddenly flustered, Mith hastened over to the pile of branches heaped against the wall. “I’ll be quick!” 
 
      
 
    “‘I’ll be quick,’ he says,” sighed Crow, watching his rash friend leave in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    The forging pit awakened again. The fading coals blazed with heat once more as the bellows rustled tiredly. Rusted junk was thrown on top of a fresh portion of fuel, to be reforged. Beside it lay a lone ingot—the dwarf intended to forge a cartwheel axle. After all, he wanted to increase the assortment of goods for sale.... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The ox, the steed, and the caravaner 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE DWARF RETURNED to the outpost as darkness was gathering. The orange sunset was slowly rolling behind the horizon. The shadows were growing longer, confidently overtaking the entire rocky ravine. But there was still time until it got completely dark. Crow had only come back briefly. He dropped in and grabbed his entire team, mercilessly interrupting their educational talk. They needed to finish before the sun set completely. 
 
      
 
    Crow took his friends to the side of a long sloping hill. He stopped beside a dense, spreading pine tree that was surprisingly upright and beautiful for the wasteland it grew in. There, he turned back to his companions. He cleared his throat and smoothed his beard. 
 
      
 
    “Let me tell you a story,” he began. “A true story!” 
 
      
 
    “Go on, then,” replied the red-headed amazon, sitting down on a boulder. 
 
      
 
    Amou squeezed in beside her; both girls looked expectantly at the storyteller, who was still gathering his thoughts and running his fingers through his hair. Mith, too, settled on a rock nearby, looking slightly surprised by such a sudden and unexpected conclusion to their evening stroll. 
 
      
 
    “Once upon a time, there lived a rich caravaner,” began Crow. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a true story! Only fairy tales begin like that!” protested Lori. However, she was quickly silenced by hushing noises from the others; with a dismissive wave of her hand, the amazon gave up. 
 
      
 
    “Once upon a time, there lived a rich caravaner,” began Crow again, glaring reproachfully at his female friend. “He had an ox and a steed. The long-horned ox was incredibly tough and strong. The pure-blooded steed could run faster than the wind! Together, they had walked hundreds of leagues across fields and deserts; together, they conquered hill slopes and canyons, crossed over wide streams and fast-moving deep rivers. No matter where the will of the caravaner took them, the long-horned ox would silently pull his heavily laden cart with goods. Meanwhile, the steed would prance ahead, carrying the caravaner on his back. In the evening, the ox would be hastily wiped down with a fistful of straw, watered from a shared trough, and fed with regular fodder—a worthy conclusion to a day of hard work. Far more time was spent on the steed: every evening, several workers would thoroughly brush his coat, comb his mane and tail, and check his hooves. The steed’s drinking trough would always have the cleanest water, while his feeder had choice oats and alfalfa. Time passed, day after day, year after year. The ox never complained as he continued to pull the heavy cart. Sometimes, he would drop to his knees; however, after a short rest, he would get up again and push his wide chest against the yoke.” 
 
      
 
    “Poor thing,” sniffed Amou. “The caravaner is a jerk!” 
 
      
 
    “The steed is a bad friend!” agreed Mith. 
 
      
 
    “One gloomy, overcast day, when a heavy, dense fog hung low over their heads, the small caravan was moving along an ordinary rocky ravine. Nothing alerted them to the trouble ahead. But misfortune always comes unexpectedly. The caravan got attacked by gray orcs. Riding on the backs of huge fanged cats, howling and rattling their weapons and shooting arrows, the orcs overtook them like a hurricane. They took off as quickly as they had come. The caravan managed to defend against the attack and continued on its way. But the irreversible damage was done: both the ox and the steed had been wounded by the orcs’ arrows. Not by regular arrows, but by cursed ones. Those arrows carried the dark curse of the priests of the temple of Guorra. The steed fell immediately, dropping his head to the ground and whinnying helplessly. The ox remained standing. Stubbornly pressing against the yoke, he dragged the cart onwards, carrying the caravaner’s possessions to safety.” 
 
      
 
    “Good job, ox! What an awesome guy!” declared Mith, slapping his fist into the palm of his hand. 
 
      
 
    Shaking several pills out of a small box into his callused palm, Crow threw the medicine into his mouth, grimaced, and continued: 
 
      
 
    “The steed could not continue the journey. With combined efforts, the caravan’s men placed the injured horse on the already heavily laden cart. The ox remained on his feet. Wounded and weakened by the curse, he lowered his head and stumbled onwards. He managed to drag the cart to the nearest small outpost that was located along their route, and only then did he stop. First of all, the men took the quietly neighing steed off the cart. They carefully laid the graceful animal on an embroidered blanket. Then they unharnessed the ox—he could no longer pull the cart. The curse that was poisoning his blood was quickly gathering strength. They were within several feet of each other, the barely standing ox and the steed lying on the blanket. Between them stood the caravaner, thoughtfully stroking his ocher-colored beard and frowning as he pondered a tough decision. He had two options, of which he could only choose one. Either the ox, or the steed. Only one of them could be transported, with the help of travel magic, to a faraway temple. There, priests of Light would be able to cleanse the infected blood from the dark filth of Guorra. The caravaner stood thinking for a long time. He thought long and hard. Finally, he made a decision...” 
 
      
 
    “The ox will be saved!” squeaked Amou, tightly crossing her fingers. 
 
      
 
    “...The fleet-footed steed was sent to be saved. The ox was left standing, with his head drooping sadly.” 
 
      
 
    “The caravaner is a swine!” 
 
      
 
    “After a quick rest and recovery from the orc attack, it was time for the caravan to move on. But the wounded ox could hardly take a couple of wobbly steps on his unsteady legs. Again, the caravaner froze in deep thought, fingering his ocher-colored beard and frowning... And so he would have stood thinking for a long time, if not for a certain wise and enterprising dwarf who came up to him and made an offer. Soon, they shook their hands on a deal! The caravan moved on, quickly passing through the ravine and disappearing beyond the horizon. The caravaner left without looking back, without sparing a single glance at the abandoned ox, who served him so faithfully all these years.” 
 
      
 
    “The caravaner is a swine!” 
 
      
 
    “The enterprising dwarf loaded the stumbling ox with a fairly light rucksack and led him away. He led him past a couple of hills and thickets of shrubs. When they came to a certain place, the dwarf took the rucksack off the back of the ox and busied himself. The dwarf worked for over an hour. Wiping sweat from his exhausted brow, the dwarf hurried to the outpost, called up his friends, and brought them back to the hill with the spreading pine tree. There, he told them the true story of an ox, a steed, and a caravaner.” 
 
      
 
    “The caravaner is a swine!” 
 
      
 
    “And then, with a masterful stroke, the dwarf chopped off one of the pine branches, and the listeners were treated to a most curious scene...” 
 
      
 
    With a rustle, the pine branch fell to the ground, acting like a pulled-back theater curtain that had been hiding the stage from the audience. Behind the pine tree and the hill was revealed a small clearing, in the middle of which stood the stooped figure of an ox. Its long horns dragged along the ground. The animal was at death’s door, as the curse had nearly overcome him. 
 
      
 
    Crow jerked his head, hearing the sharp and deep-throated urging cries that came from behind the neighboring hill. Lori heard them first and turned her gaze towards the ox, clearly trying to connect the dots. 
 
      
 
    “The enterprising dwarf, having bought the ox, led him into the middle of the wasteland and used him as live bait,” said Crow, grinning widely, clearly pleased with himself. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” gasped Mith and Amou. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” gasped Lori. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you surprised, of all people?!” said Crow, looking at his female friend in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    Jumping out from behind the hill, the mounted orcs attacked with the speed of lightning. Like a roaring avalanche, they rushed at the long-horned ox, who raised his head with difficulty to face the oncoming enemies. The smilodon running in front opened its fanged jaws in anticipation... Blood was about to spill... 
 
      
 
    “And the enterprising dwarf did not forget to plant land mines all around,” added Crow quietly. 
 
      
 
    KABOOM! 
 
      
 
    The sudden explosion shook the earth. Everything got covered by an impenetrable cloud of dust. There was a brief, strangled snarl. Then everything went quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Oooox!” hollered Mith, clutching his head. 
 
      
 
    “Moortaaar!” hollered Amou. 
 
      
 
    “Who is Moortar?” asked the dwarf, shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Zap! You... You—!” Lori was shaking her head, punctuating every word with a punch to the dwarf’s armor-clad stomach. “You’re just... You...” 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with you?” repeated Crow in surprise, pulling out a heavy hammer. “Let’s go! We need to finish off the orcs and cats! We’re attacking according to the first basic scheme! Let’s go! Everybody follow me! No mistakes allowed! Let’s begin!” 
 
      
 
    By holding out to the side a huge wooden shield reinforced with metal plates, the dwarf increased his “area” by two times, becoming much wider and thus providing secure cover for his weedy companions, who ran behind him. Immediately behind the shield ran Mith; behind the dwarf’s back marched Lori; bringing up the rear was Amou, who had already picked up the guitar and begun to sing. The quiet, poignant words and the vibrating hum of the strings filled the dusty air, endowing the allies with increased protection from physical harm—but only the physical type. 
 
      
 
    They quickly found their first opponent. The heavily wounded smilodon was lying on its side, stunned and breathing heavily as it tried to come back to its senses. After coming closer, it became obvious that there were three opponents—the giant cat had pinned two orcs beneath itself. The heavy hammer first hit the orc with long, unbraided hair that was adorned with tiny bones. The battle hairstyle indicated a swordfighter—a quick and agile enemy. 
 
      
 
    Moving like a swift shadow, Lori finished off the smilodon and the second orc; with indescribable skill and mercilessness, she pierced their throats with heavy daggers. She collected the trophies and equally silently dived back under the protection of the marching dwarf. 
 
      
 
    A poorly aimed dart sliced through the dusty air to glance against the shield. Mith did not even fall out of step; the two hours they had spent on drill training had not been in vain. Crow managed to hammer the main message into the young heads of his disciples: Do not break ranks! No matter what! Yes, sometimes there is room for improvisation; and, in very rare cases, only improvisation can save a team from certain death. But for such self-directed actions, Mith and Amou would first need to gain a lot of experience on the battlefield. When they pass through all the trials of war, only then can they be allowed some independence. 
 
      
 
    The dart thrower was found behind a cracked boulder. The massive orc was partially buried by debris. His life had taken such a huge hit, that one sneeze would have been enough to finish him off. Lori chose not to sneeze—instead, she poked the gray-skinned giant with the toe of her boot, and he obediently died. The stringed tune flowed confidently, without a single false note. Amou’s eyes were half-closed. She wasn’t even really watching what was going on, and kept moving her feet mechanically. She was completely absorbed in her music. 
 
      
 
    Crow activated The Spark. In the center of his chest flared a coin-sized bright red flame. The little ball of light flashed slowly, its scarlet rune growing brighter and then dimmer again, which infuriated many enemies for no reason. The tank was calling fire upon himself. The curtain of dust was thinning. The enemy was recovering quickly, so additional safety measures were needed. 
 
      
 
    “Snakes,” said Crow, speaking into the dusty void; however, he was heard. 
 
      
 
    Mith threw out two paper rectangles at once; with a double flash of greenish light, two small striped snakes appeared on the ground and quickly dispersed in different directions. Less than ten seconds later, the first snake found itself a victim and sank its poisonous fangs into him. A hoarse yell reached their ears, followed by the sound of several whacks; Mith jerked from the rebound, losing a part of his life. The group turned and reached the place from where the yelling came. They came across a sitting orc who was greedily gulping a black liquid from a large bottle. An antidote? Or a strengthening solution? No matter—the orc died before the medicine had a chance to work. 
 
      
 
    From the side came a quiet, faltering snarl. A smilodon... Its snarl did not hold an ounce of the threat that had been so clearly heard earlier. The predator was dying... The group turned again and, falling into step, moved onwards. The dwarf stepped over a pair of long bull horns—the remains of the ox. It is rare for an herbivore to be able to avenge itself on its attacker. The heroic ox managed it. Afflicted by the heaviest curse, on the verge of death, he stood until he got the attention of and attracted an entire enemy squad. With the help of the most powerful explosion, he made them pay in spades for his death. 
 
      
 
    Mith stooped, picking up the horns and putting them away in his inventory. Later, the dwarf must tell him off for this. Why on earth does he need bull horns? Is the trophy really so valuable as to risk distraction on the battlefield? 
 
      
 
    “Keep left,” Lori alerted the group, causing them to slightly shift their course. They saw a long tail angrily beating against the ground. A large feline creature lay half-buried in the ground... Again, the heavy daggers were put to use. Another enemy was defeated. 
 
      
 
    A wide track stretched across the dusty ground—someone had crawled in the direction of a wide shrub that was barely visible in the dust and twilight. They must not let the orc survive... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The adventurers returned late at night, when thousands of stars scattered across the sky, and the sun had barely left any trace. The outpost of Gray Peak met them with bright magical light. The levitating orbs swayed in the gusts of the gentle night breeze. Weird shadows flitted across the ground. The entire territory was lit. The darkest spot was Crow’s hill. It looked like a grim citadel of Evil surrounded by the shining forces of Good. 
 
      
 
    “Not good,” grumbled the dwarf. “Baby, what’s our situation with lamps?” 
 
      
 
    “Amou and I bought five of them today.” 
 
      
 
    “Light three of them, please,” requested Crow. “Place the brightest one at the top of the hill, and two somewhere in the yard. Let’s not lag behind society. Otherwise, Vurrius will accuse us of creating a dark area. By the way, did you find out anything else about him?” 
 
      
 
    “About him? No. About the clans milking him? Lots. To be honest, if it weren’t for his mistrust towards foreigners and us specifically, we could try opening his eyes to the truth of his situation,” suggested the redhead. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s tell him the truth!” Amou agreed fervently. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf shook his head. “I have a very bad relationship with him. So it’s only possible if the two of you pretty and charming girls visit the grim tower and try to convince him.” 
 
      
 
    “I can go with them,” offered Mith, throwing down an armful of branches that he had chopped down on the way. 
 
      
 
    “No. Vurrius was betrayed by a foreigner man. The game system often considers the player’s gender. He should be more trusting towards female foreigners. It’s a faint hope. But what if it works? Also, this begs another question: why should we make him aware of the truth?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s being used like a milking cow! Clans are harvesting blizzards from him like wheat from a farmer’s field!” said Amou, enraged. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” agreed the dwarf. “But we are not doing anything wrong. Why should we get in the way of other players? That will only cause problems for us. What’s the benefit? Plus, I think Vurrius understands what is going on. He just can’t do anything about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... You’re right,” said Lori, picking at her ear in thought. “Okay then. We’ll hold off for now. We are going to go on a long business trip to the North. Again. But this time, for another purpose.” 
 
      
 
    “The temple in the ice?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the temple in the ice. We need to know if this temple exists; and if it does, which deity it belongs to. I’ll also take the opportunity to show Amou the harshest landscapes of Waldyra. This place is nothing compared to over there.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my,” said the bard nervously. 
 
      
 
    “You can only get there by ship,” Crow reminded her. “And you will only be able to survive on the territory of the seaside camp. Although the winds and the frequent snow tornadoes could reach you even there. You certainly won’t be able to reach the ice crevice mentioned in the legend.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll only be gathering intel. Today, we found out the locations of four veterans who participated in the Third Campaign. Two of them are stationed to guard the ice-covered docks at that same seaside army camp. We want to talk to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you find out anything useful about them?” 
 
      
 
    “One of them absolutely adores jam made of wild berries that grow exclusively near his home town and nowhere else,” said Lori with a sly smile. “We’ve already bought five jars of it.” 
 
      
 
    “The second one loves his mom!” said Amou with an even wider grin. “We have a letter from her for him! And for the first veteran, we have a letter and drawings from his wife and kids! The drawings are so cute! And the kids are cute, too!” 
 
      
 
    “They will both warm up to us enough to tell us some not-particularly-secret info,” promised Lori. “We’ll be back by the end of the day. In the evening, we’ll try to visit the third veteran. In short, us girls have a lot to do! And we need all of your money, plus anything that can be sold. So, dig into your pockets! Break open your piggy bank!” 
 
      
 
    “You know where the money is,” sighed Crow heavily. He realized that they had no choice; the journey wasn’t cheap. The girls would need warm, enchanted clothes; otherwise, as players of such low level, they would simply die there. “In the little treasure chest are all of today’s earnings and the remainder of my savings.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a shared bank account. Also, here is a bit of change,” said Mith, parting with his remaining cash. 
 
      
 
    “We’re off,” declared the amazon, and the female squad disappeared under the hill. 
 
      
 
    They were off to the tomb. To hold a secret meeting. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, too,” suggested Crow. “To hand in our assignment to the cook.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go! This time, I will hold my horses!” 
 
      
 
    “It would be great if we got tasked with exterminating orcs,” said the dwarf dreamily. “And gihls, too. We’ll try to talk the cook into it. They’ll definitely attack in the next couple of days. We’ll be dispatching that filth by the dozen anyway. This way, we’ll be killing two birds with one stone, protecting the outpost and completing tasks at the same time...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try!” 
 
      
 
    Dusting themselves off, Crow and Mith went to the kitchens, where dinner had just concluded for the guards who were off duty. There, after demonstrating their talents at kitchen and war diplomacy, respectively, the adventurers managed to get more than just a couple of mundane tasks. Much more! They managed to talk the phlegmatic and mysteriously dangerous cook into giving them a paid hunting job. They were to hunt every creature that is not endemic to the given area—if one were to use official, legalistic language. In simpler terms, though, the cook gave his blessing for the players to exterminate all invading beasts, including gihl midgets, orcs, harpies, ricefins, smilodons, and other aggressors that dare to encroach on the peaceful ravine. Crow could not conceal his happiness. Mith rejoiced. He even tried to do a backflip, but rammed his forehead into a post supporting the roof, which curbed his enthusiasm for a moment. The cardmaster’s brief silence allowed the dwarf to seal the deal with the cook by drinking a couple of goblets of wine in a few gulps. When Mith got up, the dwarf loaded him up with presents: two crocks filled with tasty leftovers from dinner. The empty pots will need to be returned tomorrow... 
 
      
 
    From today, and until the state of war in the surrounding area passes, Crow and his friends will receive a reward for every monster they kill. Not a huge reward, but still, it would bring in extra money. In addition to this, as far as the dwarf recalled, once the total count of the beasts killed exceeds a hundred, they would receive access to the local storeroom of the guards. There, they will be able to get certain items for the sum of their earnings. Moreover, they will get the items without any mark-ups in price; that is, much cheaper than in shops. When they kill over two hundred fifty monsters, they will be allowed to visit the regional storeroom, a larger warehouse located nearby. For them, that would mean the guard camp near Algora itself. It was the place from which, many days ago, Crow began his journey to Gray Peak, managing to get on the good side of the local head of the guard, who had an unpronounceable name. Destroying five hundred beasts will open another door for the adventurers—one of a much larger warehouse with a much bigger selection of various odds and ends. 
 
      
 
    Most importantly, Vurrius had no power over this assignment. It was part of an old custom. Locals and foreigners who put in every effort to help exterminate enemies and evil, will always be welcomed by the guards. It has always been that way. The aggressive centurion may force the cook to cancel the hunt; however, he is unlikely to do so, especially now that his relations with Crow have slightly improved. 
 
      
 
    What was more: they do not need to be in a battle group all the time. Each of the four adventurers can destroy monsters on his own; the bonus points earned will be added to their team’s total score, which is kept by the cook. They just need to hand in artifacts as proof of each successful kill. Crow informed the good cook of the names of his teammates, who will be participating in the hunt: Lori, Mith, and Amou. The brave foursome was ready to spill some dark blood. The cook gave his blessing. And so the hunt began. 
 
      
 
    “Is there a lot of good stuff in the storeroom?” huffed Mith, carrying the crocks full of porridge and soup. 
 
      
 
    “In this one”—Crow nodded in the direction of the familiar closed door—”not much. Essentially, it corresponds to the village level. It has a dozen kits for settlers and laborers, plus a small stash of supplies for the guards: average quality weapons, provisions, alchemy. But Vurrius dictates the rules here. He is a paranoiac. He stocks up on supplies and takes precautions. His storeroom might contain quite a few interesting things.” 
 
      
 
    “We should try to get in!” 
 
      
 
    “I dunno about that,” sighed Crow doubtfully. “Getting into Vurrius’ storeroom... To be honest, I think it’s easier for us to just kill off a couple of hundred monsters and go straight to the regional warehouse by the walls of Algora. We’ll be far more welcome there.” 
 
      
 
    “Vurrius is a vicious monster,” agreed the young disciple, lowering his voice. “To hell with him... I bet he’ll rip our heads off if we even try knocking on the door of the storeroom. Oh! I have an idea! Señor, maybe we should try the storeroom in the city instead? We’ll finish off five hundred bastards somehow!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re aiming too low, my friend,” grumbled the dwarf. “Aim further, deeper, and higher.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll find out at the meeting in five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re having a meeting? But the girls aren’t gonna come!” 
 
      
 
    “Are we bringing this food for nothing?” asked Crow in surprise. “Of course they’ll come...” 
 
      
 
    The girls really did come. It wasn’t certain whether they only came for the porridge and soup; nevertheless, they ate the food gladly while also listening to the dwarf. He told them a detailed, yet condensed version of their conversation with the cook about their new hunting assignment. 
 
      
 
    Upon finishing his story, Crow cleared his throat and smoothed his disheveled black hair, brushing out spiderwebs and dust. Then he shocked his friends with the following declaration: 
 
      
 
    “Our goal is to kill ten thousand beasts!” 
 
      
 
    “How many?!” choked Mith. “Oof! I thought you’d say a thousand...” 
 
      
 
    “Ten thousand!” squeaked an astonished Amou. 
 
      
 
    “A hundred hundreds,” said Lori, licking her spoon thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Just think about the good stuff that might be stored in a particularly large and well-protected warehouse of the guards,” said Crow. “It’s not just equipment. There might be an awesome pair of daggers...” 
 
      
 
    Lori gave a barely noticeable twitch. 
 
      
 
    “...or fairly rare battle cards with monsters...” 
 
      
 
    Now it was Mith’s turn to flinch, as he mechanically shuffled his favorite deck. 
 
      
 
    “...or musical instruments for cheap...” 
 
      
 
    With a gentle strum across the strings of her faithful guitar, Amou expressed her interest. 
 
      
 
    “...as well as scrolls with spells, alchemy, and other various objects. In any case, we have nothing to lose. If we don’t manage to kill that many monsters, we’ll still get to keep the accumulated points and money. We’ll just go to a smaller storeroom. But still, our goal is ten thousand monsters!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try,” said Lori with a nod. She looked calm, but Crow, who was smiling to himself, knew better: his fighter friend was hooked. She had always liked accepting tough challenges, and always put in 100% effort to achieve victory. 
 
      
 
    “I like killing!” said Amou, trying to arrange her face into a bloodthirsty expression. 
 
      
 
    “Rare monster cards... Ten thousand beasts, you say? Piece of cake!” declared Mith, stating his opinion louder than anyone. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” said the dwarf, gathering the empty dishes. “Go for a short walk, the three of you. You have exactly an hour. Set a timer with an alarm. When it rings, send me the numbers. I want to know how many monsters we can kill at night not far from the outpost. And don’t forget to count up how many of each type: how many nepentheses, how many gihls.” 
 
      
 
    “Those two will be the only ones around,” noted the experienced Lori. “With such a small team, we won’t stray far from the outpost. We’ll just dig around in shrubs and ditches. We’ll definitely find some nepentheses. Possibly even some gihls and ricefins—the most cowardly ones. The rest will have gone back to the orc camp.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good opportunity to check. We can start working on our goal at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m staying home. I need to keep forging metal...” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Well, off we go...” 
 
      
 
    The three players marched off, disappearing into the night. Soon, a bright magical lamp flared in that direction, hanging over the heads of the midnight warriors. After following them with a slightly jealous glance, the dwarf threw an armful of firewood into the hearth and fanned the flames. As he waited for the fire to heat up, Crow stood near the small pond, staring into its dark depths. The day had passed by so quickly, he did not even have time to check on the inhabitants of the pond. And now it was too dark. And, to be honest, the dwarf was currently much too busy thinking about future plans. He wasn’t able to finish everything. There simply wasn’t enough time. His plans regarding digging had especially taken a hit. Therefore, he would have to cut down his hours of sleep and wake up earlier, long before sunrise. 
 
      
 
    The orcs may ruin his plans. But so far, there has been no sign of them. Orc patrols roam the rocky ravine, attacking caravans and convoys, and killing travelers. But they do not try approaching the outpost itself. This is worrisome. They must be plotting something evil. Or waiting for the return of the gigantic butterfly. Or waiting for some other reinforcements. On the other hand, the recruits that appeared here today—those belonging to the clans of Light—had taken care of quite a few orcs and their subordinates. Those players had even visited the outpost. They bragged before the guards regarding their achievements. And then they galloped away... Probably a one-time mission. Or they might come back tomorrow, who knows... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf returned to the smithing hearth, raked the coals, and placed pieces of broken orc armor on top. In the next hour, he will be perfectly able to reforge the remaining junk into ingots. And to forge another dozen or two horseshoes... 
 
      
 
    Sixty minutes later, exactly as agreed, Crow got a letter from Mith. The team had killed twelve nepentheses, three gihls, and one ricefin. They did not meet a single orc, smilodon, or harpy—which was actually a good thing, since those brutes were far too strong, and running headlong into them would be inadvisable. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t enough... Not nearly enough... At this rate, they will not clear the high bar they had set. But the dwarf decided to stay positive. He knew perfectly well that the most important thing was to take the first step. And to keep going at a steady pace until the very end. Let’s see what tomorrow brings. 
 
      
 
    Having sent back a confirmation, the dwarf continued to forge metal, filling the starry night with the ringing sound of the hammer. The roaring tongues of the flame twisted in a strange dance inside the hearth. They threw reflections of light onto the dirty, concentrated face of the stocky dwarf, who was firmly grasping the hammer. With every blow, he made their big plan more real, turning it from a vague dream into a faint reality. 
 
      
 
    Hit after hit; blow after blow. Just take the first step, and then keep going... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Pre-dawn hullabaloo, and a gloomy face on a happy occasion 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CROW HEARD THEM almost by accident. Either that, or it was digital fate. 
 
      
 
    Tonight, he had gone to bed late, but got up early, having slept for only four hours. His brain had gotten a break, albeit an insufficient one. The Fading did not come. The vibrant colors of the virtual world remained a feast for the eyes, as usual. Although, belowground, the only source of bright color was the magical lamp, one of the last ones, which lit up the work site. 
 
      
 
    Understanding that he needed to catch up, the dwarf armed himself with a strong shovel and began to dig towards the center of the rocky ravine. The outpost of Gray Peak turned out to be situated right over the edge of the ancient city buried by the earthquake. It was no coincidence that, while digging, he stumbled upon a sunken watchtower, which had become a mass grave for all those who were posted there. 
 
      
 
    Before beginning to dig, Crow took a large sheet of grayish paper and marked the watchtower on it, along with the tunnel he had made. Half-closing his eyes, he pictured the possible locations of buildings. The watchtower must be situated right next to a street. In ancient cities, and even in most modern ones, every street leads to the city’s center. They are like spokes on a wagon wheel. For a lone archaeologist, it is much simpler to reach the center by moving down a street than by pushing through a row of ruined and surviving buildings. It is one thing to slice through and dig up clay while encountering an occasional stone. And quite another when dealing with huge boulders that have no obvious beginning or end. 
 
      
 
    Marking on his hand-drawn map two places where a winding little street might begin, the dwarf began to dig. After half an hour of frustration, he was forced to conclude he made a mistake. He stumbled upon a small building that had been nearly flattened by the terrifying natural disaster. Inside it “lived” three skeletons of Level 60. Another two undead characters—this time of Level 80—wandered behind the building’s back wall. Their bared teeth flashed in an evil grin as they moved past a tiny barred window. The dwarf left them alone. He also left alone the back wall, which was holding back the onslaught of monsters. The other hewn stones he dragged outside into the yard, adding to the supply of building materials for the stonemason. In the soil, he found a couple of gold coins, seven silver ones, and an incalculable amount of copper. He even found some modest jewelry that gave no benefits or bonuses, but was perfectly suitable for sale. In the same place, he discovered rotten leather armor, swords and axes that had rusted through, a bit of copper kitchenware, and books that were falling apart from age; the rest was completely unrecognizable garbage. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf spent the next hour not digging, but hauling soil upstairs and logs downstairs. Every time, he would walk past Lori, who was sleeping in the tomb. It was a curious scene, sad and funny at the same time. The charming girl looked cute as she snoozed: having thrown back the covers, she stretched out in the most seductive pose. Meanwhile, a snorting, dirt-smeared dwarf kept walking back and forth past her, hauling sacks of dirt and logs on his hunched back. A truly surreal picture—one worth immortalizing as a painting with a flashy title, such as “Work Is More Precious to Me,” or “Grim Dwarves at Work,” or “An Idiot With a Log,” or “Saturday Nights in Waldyra,” or... 
 
      
 
    Having reinforced the corridor, Crow went back to digging. He made a narrow tunnel of ten feet in length to confirm that there were no obstacles in his way, apart from fine stones and rubble. Whether it was a street or not remained to be seen. Meanwhile, the earth in front of him was soft and the chosen course correct, leading right to the center of the rocky ravine. Three hours remained until dawn. Two of them could and should be devoted to the excavation; another sixty minutes would be spent on cleaning up piles of soil and making additional reinforcements. It was no easy job, for sure... 
 
      
 
    However, as usual, somebody had to interfere with his plans in the most unceremonious manner. This kept happening from the moment of his second birth in Waldyra: there was always somebody who tried to destroy, change, wreck, or, at the very least, slow down his plans. Such a shame, as his work was going so well! The shovel sliced through the earth with a satisfying swoosh. The dwarf’s strong arms threw the soil behind him and firmed the walls, before taking another step forward, towards the goal. Everything was going perfectly... And that’s when he heard them... 
 
      
 
    At first, he thought he had imagined it. 
 
      
 
    When the sound came again, he had to acknowledge its existence and make another conclusion: yet another bunch of undead were scratching around somewhere, waiting for a hero to quietly and tenderly put them to sleep, with the gentle touch of an axe and a burning torch. 
 
      
 
    When the dwarf’s mud-clogged ears caught parts of guttural speech, he had to acknowledge that the undead possessed both language and intellect, as well as friends close by. Was he near their nest? 
 
      
 
    The sounds barely reached him; their source wasn’t ahead, but relatively far out to the side. And no... The longer the dwarf listened, the more convinced he became that it wasn’t the undead making these noises. Certain words and exclamations sounded far too familiar—not unlike the sharp clatter of rolling rocks. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the player made another unhappy conclusion: the source of the sound wasn’t stationary—it was slowly moving along underground. The conclusion was self-evident; however, the player decided to make sure. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing his shovel, Crow sharply changed the direction of the corridor, beginning to dig into the earthen wall with the frenzied tempo of a prison escapee. This time, no calculations or accuracy were needed. The only important thing was to move forward. He needed to come closer and make sure. There was no room for mistakes. The strong and resilient dwarf only took about five minutes to dig a tunnel as narrow as a dinosaur’s intestine. If the tunnel collapses, it will be the end of him. The earth will crush him. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf paused, going completely still and listening with all his might. He caught a word; then he heard intermittent, evil hissing and guttural cursing, as if someone got hit on the knee with a shovel, or on the back of a clay helmet with a pickaxe. This was followed by clicking, cracking, and a strange, vibrating chitter. All these sounds were familiar... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf sprang back, twisting himself out of the narrow wormhole that had already started to collapse. He shook himself off like a dog after a bath. Then he sprinted as fast as he could up the corridor, leaping over piles of dirt. He ran across the tomb, trying to step as quietly as possible in order to avoid waking up Lori. He burst out of the entrance like a cannon ball and rushed towards the edge of the territory of the outpost. Providence itself led him to bump into a guard, who was marching with calm, measured strides. The guard stared in alarm at the running dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Orcs!” gasped Crow, pointing into the darkness of the night surrounding the rocky ravine. “Underground! They’re digging a tunnel!” 
 
      
 
    “Orcs?!” asked the guard, startled. “Tunnel?! Are you sure, good dwarf Crow?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m off to confirm it,” replied the player and kept running. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, he heard heavy confident footsteps behind him: the guard had followed him. 
 
      
 
    Crow had only roughly estimated the place where the tunnel was being made. But the most important thing here was the direction where it was going, which Crow knew. Reaching a small valley, the player dropped onto his stomach and pressed his ear to the cold ground. Is the enemy’s cavalry approaching? Are bloodthirsty giant monsters marching here? The guard fell on the ground beside him, repeating the dwarf’s maneuver. The guards were perfectly trained in this. They were used to defending outposts across the entire world of Waldyra. They realized the threat of surprise tunnels made by enemies. And they knew how to listen and look closely. 
 
      
 
    Both the guard and the dwarf heard the noises simultaneously. They stared at each other in silent horror. Cracking, screeching, and barely audible sounds of lashing—as if someone was being whipped. The guard’s hearing was keener; he began to list what he heard: 
 
      
 
    “Ricefins, gihls, orcs, and harpies... They aren’t too far below. Just under the surface.” 
 
      
 
    Excellent news! The deeper the enemy’s tunnel, the more chances of them suddenly coming across the strange buildings buried at the bottom of the rocky ravine. And who needs that? Certainly not the dwarf, who was trying his hardest to keep everything secret. Damn orcs! 
 
      
 
    Jumping to his feet, the guard pulled a small lighting orb out of his bag. He threw it upwards. The little sphere was left hanging in the night sky, flashing an alarming red and emitting a high-pitched whine. Shouts came from the direction of the outpost—the guards had seen the panic signal. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the guard armed himself with two large heavy axes, called on the name of some kind of deity, and, with a grunt, sank the now-glowing axes full-force into the ground. The result gave the impression that he had fired a rocket launcher: a fairly large crater appeared in the ground, causing the dwarf and the guard to fall into it. 
 
      
 
    “You can withdraw in peace,” the guard reminded the player. 
 
      
 
    A message flashed about the increase in level of relations with this particular guard. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay,” said Crow, shaking his head. He held his hammer at the ready. 
 
      
 
    Another hit... The crater grew deeper. The shouts from the direction of the outpost grew closer. Reinforcements will be here any minute. The bottom of the crater began to crack and sink in. Dense smoke belched from below; a wave of sweltering heat washed over their legs. Did they reach hell? Crow was the first one to fall through. He sank into the gaping hole, which seemed to swallow him. As soon as he landed, he swung his hammer, hitting someone’s fanged face, which was illuminated by the quivering flames of a torch held in a huge gray-skinned hand. 
 
      
 
    “Uchra mo bita?” hissed the bruised ugly mug. 
 
      
 
    “Bita, bita,” agreed the dwarf, delivering the next blow before the opponents rallied themselves. And there were a lot of them here! The narrow corridor was filled with bodies! Insects, the familiar hoods of gihls, half-crouched figures of orcs, and even harpies, who pressed against the walls, their wings folded and their feet pattering along in a clumsy, awkward gait. What the hell were flying creatures doing here? Couldn’t they just attack from the skies with their signature lethal dive? 
 
      
 
    A heavy clang informed the dwarf that his back was securely protected by the guard, who arrived behind him. The warrior bellowed something about the gods of Light, grace and forgiveness of all sins, and also about personally tearing off all the dark creatures’ limbs that they had used to dig, as well as their tongues. The monsters were deeply moved by the guard’s much-promising kindness, and responded by charging with a roar. They came upon the axes and the hammer, which pushed back their attack. 
 
      
 
    Newly arrived guards kept dropping down, one by one, hurrying to make their contribution in the destruction of the cunning opponent. Out of the ever-growing hole in the ground came thick smoke and fading cries of the dying beasts. Just another night in the ravine of Gray Peak... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vurrius’ expression was so sour that, were he to look at a cow, it would give kefir instead of milk for the next three weeks, and then yogurt for another week, and then die after month-long constipation. 
 
      
 
    “As the head of the outpost of Gray Peak, I would like to express my deep gratitude to the good dwarf Crow.” With a strained smile, Vurrius was squeezing out the words while stooping over the player dwarf. “As a token of our gratitude, I present this brave and vigilant warrior with the sign of excellence: The Bronze Shield.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” asked Mith in a stage whisper that could be heard a mile away. 
 
      
 
    The whole trio—Amou, Mith, and Lori—were dangling their legs while sitting atop of the stone wall surrounding the hill. 
 
      
 
    “That?” repeated Lori grimly. “Oho! Lemme tell you! THAT is a disgusting heroic feat done behind our backs! He could have woken me up.... offered me to come along... but nooo... When it’s collecting partridge eggs—then he calls me. But when it’s heroic deeds at night--then he goes by himself...” 
 
      
 
    “Wear this sign with pride, good dwarf Crow,” Vurrius continued squeezing the words out of himself. “And know that the Guard of Algora will never forget your heroic actions.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you! Thank you from the bottom of my heart!” replied the dwarf, trying his best not to hear his female partner’s angry huffing. 
 
      
 
    Vurrius was forced to spend the next few minutes praising the local hero, acknowledging the dwarf’s notable vigilance and hinting at its connection to chronic insomnia. To give credit where it is due, though, the centurion still conducted the awards ceremony properly. Nevertheless, he did not fail to mention that, had there been no warning signal, the enemy attack would have been fought off anyway. But, naturally, it is better to know of the enemy’s plans in advance. 
 
      
 
    Crow listened in wonder. The warrior standing before him had recently robbed him of everything. Literally. He had cut nearly every lifeline that kept the poor inhabitant from falling into the hole of bankruptcy. Without knowing it himself, Vurrius had become a threat for the future grand plans that were being brought to life here by the mud-spattered dwarf. And the centurion did not know, nor could he know, that picking fights with said muddy dwarf was not worth it. That is because the dwarf already had a couple of ways in mind to remove the overly strict commander. Both of these plans were difficult and dangerous, but perfectly realistic. And yet, Crow had held back the urge. He made peace with his situation. And then he became interested in the unusual centurion with a curious past. And now, Vurrius was praising him as a hero... Life can be strange sometimes... 
 
      
 
    Finishing his speech, the centurion cleared his throat, scratched his chin, and sighed. After a small pause, he sighed again. Then, finally coming to a decision, he bent down and said much more quietly: 
 
      
 
    “The stream. You can change its course. If you have the time. And the resting place for caravans and convoys: I give you permission to build it again. And I won’t harm your business dealings in the future, dwarf Crow. You have proven much...” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Centurion Vurrius,” replied the dwarf, inclining his head briefly. “I truly value your newly found trust and kindheartedness. I won’t disappoint you.” After a fleeting pause, he added, “And I will not betray your trust. Ever.” 
 
      
 
    Bidding farewell with a brief nod, the dwarf hurried back to his home hill, greeting the other guards along the way. On his chest shone the sign of the Bronze Shield. Though small, it was valuable. This magic was unhackable—or, in any case, nobody managed to hack it yet. Only the true owner of the award could hold it in his hand, and wear it on his chest or some other appropriate place—and the places differed! There were many races in Waldyra; some of them thought that the best place to wear an award was on the forehead. Or the bellybutton. The guards of Algora were traditionalists. They wore awards on their chests. The Bronze Shield gave Crow certain privileges. This included discounts in several stores in the Kingdom of Algora, additional assignments from the guards, and opportunities to ask for an audience with certain locals connected to the guards. This was an unexpected, yet quite pleasant gift. 
 
      
 
    “What disgustingly underhanded heroism,” pouted Lori, puffing up like a sea urchin. 
 
      
 
    “No matter,” stated the dwarf sharply and categorically. “Nights are for sleeping and resting!” 
 
      
 
    The amazon snorted, displeased and entirely unconvinced by his words. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you still here, anyway? Isn’t it time for you to head North?” 
 
      
 
    “Our ship leaves in half an hour,” explained Amou, seeing as the sulking Lori wasn’t going to answer. “We’ll make it in time by teleport. Oh, and one more thing, Crowcci!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Lori found the money... and took it. For the journey.” 
 
      
 
    “If any of it gets left over—although I doubt it, but still—buy me some flour and honey,” requested the dwarf, grabbing a shovel. “Mith, buddy, we’ll have to postpone our plans regarding your quest chain.” 
 
      
 
    “Clearly, since the girls are leaving,” agreed the cardmaster. “We aren’t in a rush. Why the shovel?” 
 
      
 
    “To work on the stream and pond,” answered the dwarf. “It’s time to get the stream back into the channel that benefits us! I got permission from Vurrius...” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. So my heroism wasn’t for nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Pfft!” snorted Lori, getting up. 
 
      
 
    “We’re off,” said Amou, translating Lori’s snort. “Also, I was promised a new pet! My nightingale now lives here... sings in the kitchen...” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck!” said Crow. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck!” echoed Mith, grabbing the digging tool. 
 
      
 
    “As for us, we’ll dig for a bit and then go butcher some monsters,” the dwarf encouraged the cardmaster, seeing the jealousy in the eyes of the latter as he watched the female adventurers depart. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” 
 
      
 
    “Today, I’ll be teaching you to fight solo,” added Crow. 
 
      
 
    “Can someone of my class do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. But it’s expensive. Very expensive, if you’re battling with really high ranked monsters. It’s always better to save money by going with a group. Still, you need to know how to fight on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I need to know how! I’m all for it!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’m against this! So very against this!” moaned Mith, shaking his head. He was lying on a hillside, fighting tears as he looked at the remains of his “general” deck. 
 
      
 
    On Crow’s insistence (which was equal to an order), the cardmaster divided all his cards into three decks, each one thinner than the next. The first was the general deck, where all the cards contained regular monsters that weren’t too valuable. It was intended for everyday fights with mobs that were equal in level or even weaker. The second deck was a bit stronger: it was perfectly suitable for battles against a range of levels; with its help, one can feel fairly confident against two or three opponents of a moderate difficulty level. And finally, the third deck—for exceptional situations—to be kept in one’s Personal Collection or bank vault. This deck was to be used for dungeons and other special locations, where the maximum amount of strength was needed to pass through. 
 
      
 
    On the whole, Mith was already aware of this. But he never suspected that Crow would force him to fight alone, using only the first deck and under no circumstances being allowed to use the other decks. Moreover, he was forbidden to use healing potions; although, he was not limited in his use of magic. 
 
      
 
    “Are you prepping me for the Great War, or something? Me and Amou? She has already told me about how she was forced to use her guitar to beat back attacking mushrooms and carnivorous northern moss!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really?” asked the dwarf in surprise, watching as the thinned pack of jackals descended down the hillslope, having gathered enough courage for a second attack. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! I would’ve never believed that my level and these card monsters would be enough to fight off nine jackals and four nepentheses on my own! And what did I use to fight them off? Eight rats and two needlies!” 
 
      
 
    “Needlies are no joke,” disagreed Crow. “You can do a lot of things with them.” 
 
      
 
    “In addition, you forced me to initially support my soldiers with shots from my crossbow, and then go into hand-to-hand combat, because I ran out of bolts.” 
 
      
 
    “And why did you run out of bolts?” asked the dwarf slyly. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t run out of the good bolts! But you made me use only the bolts that I had made myself! I didn’t have time to make too many of those. And why must I fight with a wooden club and stones?” 
 
      
 
    “You used whatever you managed to find. It’s a real situation, Mith. You can rely only on yourself. On your own skills. You should have had your next battle planned out: its beginning, middle, and end. You should have been prepared for close-range combat, too. You should have responded instantly, striking back on the spot; instead, you spent more than a minute running back and forth across the hill, trying to find a suitable weapon.” 
 
      
 
    “But you are my shield and close-range fighter!” 
 
      
 
    “What if I’m busy? What if we’re fighting a battle of such a large scale, that we’re outnumbered a hundred to one? If we’re fighting back-to-back, I won’t be able to help you. Then what?” 
 
      
 
    “Is that even possible? For two to fight against hundreds and still survive?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” replied the dwarf, getting up. “Get ready. In a couple of minutes, the jackals will attack. You have one hundred seconds to evaluate your opponent and plan the details of your next battle. Don’t count on me. I’m not here. In your arsenal, you only have the remainder of the first deck, your crossbow with the six bolts that you’ve collected after your previous fight, two wooden sticks, and lots of rocks. I’ll be going...” 
 
      
 
    “Where?!” cried the poor cardmaster in horror. 
 
      
 
    “Someone clumsy is creeping up on us,” said Crow, pointing to a winding shallow ditch that stretched out behind them. “I’ll go take a look. When I get back, I expect to see you standing victorious among the corpses of your enemies, with a happy smile on your face.” 
 
      
 
    “Oof...” 
 
      
 
    “You have eighty seconds. Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to help me at all?!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be with you in spirit.” 
 
      
 
    “Sensei! Don’t leave me! Is this friggin’ Sparta?! This reeks of infanticide!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t curse before battle. It’s a bad omen... for everyone, except vikings. Be cool and collected. Be laconic. Better yet, don’t say anything at all. Fifty seconds.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy Laconius!” 
 
      
 
    “Take courage and get ready!” 
 
      
 
    “Barra! Barra! My warriors! Kahka! Kahka! We are going into battle!” 
 
      
 
    Obeying their master’s call, two large needlies appeared from under a shrub. The porcupine-like creatures had a few missing quills after the previous fight. Four black rats followed the needlies. Having nearly reached his limit, Mith was hesitant to summon new monsters. He had decided to win with skill rather than numbers. There was a sharp click from the raised crossbow, followed by the thunk of several picked-up stones. The jackals raised a cry, threatening their enemies and giving a signal to their allies. 
 
      
 
    “Kahka! Kahka!” answered Mith with the cry, sending his fighters into attack and aiming with his crossbow. 
 
      
 
    Sounds of the two clashing armies followed the dwarf as he descended into the ditch. A vicious squabble erupted; the snarls of the jackals mixed with the furious squeaking of the rats and the grunting of the needlies. Crow heard the vibrating hum of the bowstring, the angry yell of the commander, and the whistling of flying rocks. He descended further, and the noises of battle disappeared. The dwarf purposefully left Mith on his own and did not intend to help him. If he dies, then he dies. The young player must understand that Crow wasn’t joking when he said he won’t always be around to support and help him. Mith must learn to rely solely on his own strength. 
 
      
 
    Crow lowered the heavy hammer, holding it at the ready. He put the big shield in front of him to act as a barrier between himself and the darkness at the bottom of the ditch. Just in time—the shield was struck by three long vegetative arrows at once. Carnivorous nepentheses... And here come the swaying yellow grotesque figures, moving quickly towards the uninvited guest. 
 
      
 
    “You came, too, huh?” said Crow through gritted teeth. 
 
      
 
    Elite nepentheses. Aiming well from far away and having proven themselves to be exceptional in battle, these carnivorous plants look like praying mantises. Their four front paws act as scythes, which move at frightening speed. Every minute, their mouths can spit out a new poisoned arrow. They move in a quick and agile manner, almost as if they’re dancing. They are particularly dangerous among dense vegetation, where they cannot be seen until the last moment. During battle, they look like mechanical harvesters, mowing down grass and young trees. Their Levels range from 70th to 90th. Their health level isn’t particularly high; however, the monsters’ nimbleness and speed balance it out. The worst thing about them is that they rarely travel alone. Usually, they are accompanied by a shaman orc, who has an excellent handle on the carnivorous plants. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf descended deeper into the ditch, walking further away from the reach of sunlight. When exposed to light, nepentheses of all kinds become much faster and stronger. The sun gives the plants energy. The homeland of nepentheses is barren, sunlit cliffs. 
 
      
 
    “Dum-dum-dum...” whispered the player. “Shaman... hey, Shaman... hey, lover of playing the tambourine and dancing around a campfire... are you here?” 
 
      
 
    Gray smoke and a light scent of burning confirmed it: the shaman was here. Orcs are tied to flames. They love fire. Shamans are no exception—they draw strength from fire and rhythm, with the exception of classes connected to the spirit world. The latter prefer using horrific-looking black knives and love wearing jewelry made of shrunken ears... Here, however, was a different shaman, one that doesn’t talk to spirits. Otherwise, he would have been met by ghostly creatures, and not nepentheses. The plants pointed to a different class of enemy. Their presence indicated a shaman that likes to curse enemies and strengthen allies. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh... 
 
      
 
    Bright flames blazed, having been fed by a handful of gray powder. The fire roared, gathering strength; the flames danced higher. The large rock beside the campfire came to life. It got up and turned into an orc wrapped in rags and skins. He hit the drum held under his arm, broke into a hoarse chorus, and began to dance heavily. A reddish halo of light enveloped the nepentheses. They charged at the dwarf, cutting sharply through the air with their bladed paws. The plants’ health levels began to decrease on their own. Such was the effect of the true “wild” aura of orcs: it gave speed and strength, but burned away life. The strength of the burn depended on the type of ally. Orcs will only feel a bit of heat; elves will feel much worse; plants will experience even more pain. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf hurled the hammer he was holding. His chosen target was stationary, so hitting it was easy as pie. The hammer landed right in the center of the blazing campfire, hitting the burning coals and embers. The fire crackled, shooting up in a roaring column of flame; sparks flew everywhere like prickly stars. It was a little old trick. It had the same effect as throwing in more firewood. Something like flooring the gas pedal. The nepentheses grew faster; the halo around them grew brighter and more angry. The plants’ health began to deteriorate faster; the regenerative energy coming from the ground through the roots was no longer enough. As for the weapon...The dwarf always had spares. He swung a recently forged hammer in a forceful, sweeping arc, sending the boldest enemy flying. There was a nasty squelch. Plant juice squirted in all directions. The dwarf stepped forward and repeated the maneuver. He knew that the opponents rushing at him like magical speeding trains will not be able to slow down or change course. They were destined to meet the hammer... Sensing that something was amiss, the orc shaman mumbled louder, spun faster, and stamped his feet harder. 
 
      
 
    “Save your chanting. I’ll smash your tambourine anyway,” snarled Crow, thrusting the head of the hammer into the body of the fallen nepenthesis and simultaneously guarding against the slashing attack of its blades with his shield. “And file your nails to resemble a harp...” 
 
      
 
    “Oograh! Oograh! Orgh! Orgh!” disagreed the dancing orc, looking in fear at the steadily approaching enemy. The dwarf had already managed to crush and kill one nepenthesis minion, and seriously wound two others. Wasn’t it time to start singing a funeral song? The intricate hat of hair was already smoking on the orc’s head. The huge fire was angry. It was on the verge of taking out its anger on the shaman himself... The minions were dying from the heat... 
 
      
 
    “Oograh! Oograh! Dogr-ar! Ghack!” 
 
      
 
    The last exclamation was not a part of the chant prescribed by the ritual. But it’s hard to keep silent when a giant forging hammer flies into your front teeth. Having paused his dance, the orc instantly paid for it. With a roar like an enraged bear, long tongues of flame shot out of the campfire and enveloped the shaman. The player did not see this—he was finishing off the nepentheses, whom the unforgiving, evil orc magic fried alive, quickly turning them into a delicious treat... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As he stowed away the slightly burnt drum into his bag and climbed out of the ditch, Crow expected to see the worst. But his young student pleasantly surprised him: Mith was sitting on a boulder, looking proud; at his feet lay a needlie with a seriously low health level. No rats were in sight. Mith looked pale from the stress of recent events—clearly, he had nearly died. But not a single enemy was nearby. Either he had destroyed them all, or the remainder had fled. 
 
      
 
    “Only one managed to get away!” declared the cardmaster loudly. Then, showing honesty, he added shamefacedly, “If he hadn’t run away, I’d be screwed.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you learn a lot from the fight?” 
 
      
 
    “Well... I learned that jackal breath smells like mushrooms and spaniels,” said Mith with a shrug. “I got grabbed by the face, so that’s how I know...” 
 
      
 
    “What a strange diet the local jackals have,” said the teacher equally thoughtfully, scratching his head. “Let’s keep going. We’ll make a lap and return to the outpost. We can visit the pond—maybe it has filled up by now.” 
 
      
 
    “And we can look at the strange golden fish!” 
 
      
 
    “That, too,” agreed Crow. “Let’s go. What do you have left from the first deck?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing! Just two pitiful cards with rats. Plus, I’m at my limit. I’ve summoned too many monsters today and lost too many of them. I have to wait.” 
 
      
 
    “But the needlie is still alive. It’ll be enough to help you,” said the dwarf, remaining merciless. “Together, you should be able to handle a couple of jackals. I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “What were you doing in that ditch? I heard an ugly scream coming from there. Then I smelled something cooking... Something like corn cobs on the grill and old, dirty bear steak.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a strange diet, too,” sighed the dwarf. “Let’s go, Spartan. Keep an eye on the skies. I’ve already spotted three harpies. One of them I saw just now.” 
 
      
 
    “Where?!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! Like I said before: keep your eyes open! Look up, down, and all around!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, sensei. I’m looking.” 
 
      
 
    “Work out a rhythm. Make it a habit,” continued to grumble Crow, pulling along his poor student and a trudging, lame needlie with a single remaining quill... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Orcs are coming!” 
 
      
 
    The guard’s ominous cry was heard by everyone. Convoy men began to fret, instantly turning from proudly stepping peacocks into frightened chickens wet from the rainstorm. Actually, it was raining: fine droplets fell endlessly from the dreary skies. It was almost certainly magical, considering the thunder of orc drums sounding from afar and the dense milky fog rising from the ground. Clearly, mass battle preparations were underway. The skies were covered with low-hanging gray clouds. There was no lightning or black stormclouds yet, though that could change later. As long as Druughoan doesn’t show up again. 
 
      
 
    Standing by the edge of the pond, Crow and Mith gazed thoughtfully into the water, which bubbled from raindrops, and tossed in chunks of bread. 
 
      
 
    “Are they golden lightning bolts?” the student inquired of his teacher. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” replied the teacher noncommittally. 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe, they are nimble golden swifts that had accidentally fallen into this pond, having confused it with the deep blue heavens; if you scoop them up and throw them into the air, they’ll spread their wings and fly far, far away...” 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” 
 
      
 
    “What? You keep standing and staring into muddy water at the golden sparks. The alarm is blaring, but you’re not reacting to it. There are two fish in the pond. The question is: what kind of fish?” 
 
      
 
    “Something strange is going on here,” replied the dwarf a little more clearly, understanding that he hadn’t really explained anything. “I am dumbfounded myself. Judging by its appearance, it’s a Treasure Chest fish. It’s a gold color, with crystal fins. But it’s not as plump as those I’ve seen before. And the speed... It’s the speed of a carnivorous fighter fish that can tear apart anyone. Its scales are like gold armor, its gape like that of a pike. Look at the spines on its back and tail—it’s like a broom of needles!” 
 
      
 
    “If not for their potbellies, the fish would look like real underwater torpedoes,” agreed the cardmaster. “They are gonna grow bigger, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
      
 
    “And then? Will you slice them open and see what’s inside?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s one possibility,” replied the dwarf. He lifted his head and stared so hard into the low gray clouds, it seemed like he was trying to make out the lines of a familiar face in their shape. All the while, mocking raindrops drummed thick and fast on his own face. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get such rare baby fish?” persisted his young student. 
 
      
 
    “The angels sent them, it seems...” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “The fish simply appeared here,” said the dwarf, shrugging. He did not intend to share his suspicions. Not out of lack of trust. If he explains one thing, he will have to tell about the rest. He didn’t want to revisit the past, especially since he will have to tell not only about himself, but also about the others. 
 
      
 
    “‘It just appeared,’ he says,” grumbled Mith. “I have an aquarium in my Personal Collection. It has water in it, but no fish. A pet shop owner gifted it to me for finishing a task, along with two cards containing needlies. Do you think angels will send me a couple of little goldfish?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t think they will, either... Unless the water in the aquarium blooms with algae, then rots, and then spontaneously gives birth to an alien lifeform, which will one day creep up on my careless self and—” 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” 
 
      
 
    “How long are we gonna keep staring into the pond?” 
 
      
 
    “Let them live for now,” said Crow, making a temporary decision. “And may the other fishies rest in peace.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” said Mith, nodding in complete agreement. “Poor little fish...” 
 
      
 
    The two men’s grief was understandable. The dwarf owned a small number of live fish; he still had not given up on the idea of a side hustle in the form of selling fried fish at a reasonable price. He still dreamed of a fish pond. He and Mith had directed the stream into the pond again, returning it to its former course. The water level rose up immediately to fill the pond up to its sides. Then they threw in the juvenile fish, without checking on the state of the previous rare fish. They threw them in and left to take care of other business. Once they returned after their battle escapades, only two fish remained in the pond: they were gold colored, much bigger, and much fatter. The rest of the fish must have either migrated to warmer areas, or fallen prey to the remaining two oddballs. 
 
      
 
    “We need one more pond,” added the dwarf. “But that’s for later. Much later. Run to the guards’ kitchen and recount our successes in our hunt for the orcs. Take this.” Crow handed him several objects, including a big mop of dirty black hair that had once adorned the top of an orc shaman’s head. In addition, he also gave him the trophy drum, along with a warning: “Don’t even think of playing with it! Otherwise, you’ll bring a curse upon your head again!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t wanna go blind again,” stated the padawan categorically, shaking his head. “I’ve had enough... But what’s wrong with the drum?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s full of dark magic,” explained Crow. “It was probably touched by one of the minor priests in the temple of Guorra. The dark magic is holy, but weak. It’s only an echo, but a dangerous one. Show the drum to the cook and ask what to do with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. You’re so cool, Crowcci! To finish off an orc shaman and elite nepentheses, all by yourself! That is awesomeness!” 
 
      
 
    “No, just knowledge,” the player corrected him. “If you know your enemy’s weaknesses, then you’ve already won half the battle. Go. I’ll start getting ready here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back soon!” 
 
      
 
    The cardmaster ran off, while Crow walked unhurriedly towards Lucri. The stonemason dwarf was standing on the edge of the wall and steadily adding more and more stones to raise its height. Slowly but surely, the encircling wall grew taller and thicker. While Crow and company fought wars and sold merchandise, played the chasers and the chased, Lucri continued to build like clockwork: in a cold, calculating, and reliable manner. The last imperfections had been removed. The wall was durable, thick, and high. The gates were the only weak point. Right now, the opening was securely blocked with logs and stones. If the orcs manage to invade the territory of the outpost again, this time they are in for a surprise. The guards watched with respect; while walking past, they would often look at the three statues towering on the wall. Two of the ugly stone things faced the watchtower. The third one gazed at the faraway Gray Peak. The latest statue the dwarf acquired today for a steal of a deal: two dozen armor-piercing crossbow bolts and just as many horseshoes. It was an unnecessary purchase; nonetheless, he gave into temptation when he saw the crudely carved blueish stone figure of a crabber—an intelligent inhabitant of the deep ocean, armed with a scary crab claw, standing firmly on its four feet, and clad from head to toe in strong armor of chitin. The sculptor had made many mistakes—too many, really—but this wasn’t a museum, after all. The statue added some welcome color to the bland landscape. 
 
      
 
    “Master,” Lucri greeted him respectfully, without pausing his work. 
 
      
 
    “Lucri,” replied the player in a measured voice. “Thank you for the hard work.” 
 
      
 
    “I try,” boomed the young apprentice. 
 
      
 
    “Time for you to retreat under the hill,” Crow reminded him. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the workers, including the guard, had already disappeared into the underground rooms. The player was not going to risk their lives. He also put away the dogs under the hill. They would be useless in battle, as orcs and harpies would be too much for them. They might be able to tear apart the gihls, but the midgets always come accompanied by their orc masters. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Lucri jumped down to the ground and began to gather his tools. Crow got busy planting mines in the yard, restoring the lethal invisible carpet of bombs. The yard was rapidly turning into a miniature version of hell. Every square inch of ground threatened to either turn you to ashes, poison you, or pierce you through. 
 
      
 
    About ten minutes later, Mith came running back, looking incredibly smug and carrying money, a good knife, and several plates of food. 
 
      
 
    “All proof of work has been accepted, paid for, praised, and re-ordered,” fired off the cardmaster. “The cook took the drum. To take off the dark curse, if possible. I told him that we have no use for indigenous musical instruments. So the cook whispered something, and the drum burst into blue flames and burned up! Can you believe it?! It burned up, right in the palm of his hand!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s one badass cook...” 
 
      
 
    “And his cooking is delicious! I bet he has no less than five Michelin stars... Oh! He also told me something!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “This time, there won’t be too many orcs. That information comes from the aerial scouting troops. Two red dragons with archers on their backs are on their way to us right now. They should be here within an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” exclaimed the dwarf. “The dragons won’t stay here long; they’re part of the aerial troops. But even if they are only here for a couple of hours, they will reduce enemy numbers by a lot! However!” 
 
      
 
    “However what?” 
 
      
 
    “We have a goal,” the teacher reminded Mith. “We must wipe out enemies by the dozens and hundreds. Right now, we have an opportunity: the orcs will come barging into the outpost by themselves. Not all of them will make it that far. Those who still manage to cross the boundary of the outpost will be seriously wounded. Those are the ones we’ll finish off! By using staffs while standing far away. Without sparing any ammo. Our goal is to earn our way to the storerooms of the guards of Algora. I’m counting on getting new blacksmithing recipes. You’re counting on getting new cards.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah! Cards with monsters!” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, we will return to your chain of quests. After that, we will try to earn a few dozen gold coins each.” 
 
      
 
    “Oho! How will we find this kind of El Dorado?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find it somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci! How can I become a decorated hero? Preferably not posthumously... I really want to!” 
 
      
 
    “Today, you will have a chance to distinguish yourself,” said Crow with a smile. “As for me, I just got lucky. The guards prefer to thank the players with gifts and money. They are reluctant to hand out awards. Otherwise, every player would be strutting around with dozens of medals upon his chest.” 
 
      
 
    “Touché...” 
 
      
 
    “Keep trying, and some kind of opportunity will definitely come along,” the dwarf encouraged his friend. 
 
      
 
    “Got it! Do you want help with the mines?” 
 
      
 
    “No way. You bring out the staffs and distribute them. I’ll deal with the mines myself... Although, I won’t plant them so thickly, since the red dragons are coming here. Just as long as Druughoan doesn’t show up...” 
 
      
 
    “Knock on wood!” agreed Mith. 
 
      
 
    They both remembered well the monstrous orange lightning bolts that had indiscriminately turned hundreds of warriors to ashes. They remembered the colossal black shadow hidden in the stormclouds. It wasn’t the type of sight you’d crave to see often. 
 
      
 
    Well... The hill was strengthened, surrounded by mines, supplied with weapons, and decorated with statues. They were ready to receive any unwanted guests. Judging by the thundering sounds of battle drums, the orcs had already worked themselves up into a bloodthirsty state of mindless frenzy. They’ll be here soon... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Dragon strike. Archer. Mith’s envy. Ticking counter of enemies killed 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIS TIME, THERE WERE no strange delays in the arrival of reinforcements. Moreover, everything happened according to the best traditions of good old fantasy films. Two red dragons fell from the skies at just the right moment, when endless ranks of orc troops seemed to be rolling like an unstoppable wave of lava towards the small lone outpost. 
 
      
 
    The two giant red armored beasts looked like living beings right up until they launched their attack. When that happened, the dragons began to look not so much like reptiles as two fighting helicopters armed to the teeth. Or like two red-hot irons engulfed by flames, making a strafing pass over the heads of the unfortunate opponents. 
 
      
 
    The rain of arrows, the endless stream of fire—it was more than enough. 
 
      
 
    The orcs and gihls caught fire like matches. The ricefins, engulfed in flames, tried to bury themselves in the ground. The howling smilodons, having turned into blazing balls of fur, tried to hide in the bushes. The bushes caught fire, too. Black smoke trailed over the ground like a long mourning veil blown about by the wind. 
 
      
 
    The answering fire did not deal any significant damage to the dragons or the archers on their backs. The swarming harpies nearly managed to knock one dragon out of the skies—the key word being “nearly.” The dragon straightened up, shot flames, spun around in the air like a spinning top, scattering the screeching winged crones, and continued its destructive flight. 
 
      
 
    But nothing good lasts forever. Yet again underlining their similarity to fighting helicopters, the red dragons veered sharply and headed towards the outpost, away from the enemy, clearly determined to pass right over their heads. In that precise moment, a giant figure appeared among the tattered clouds of smoke and ashes drifting along the ground. It was truly huge... Crow was one of the first people to notice the new threat. Dumbfounded, he tried to recognize the thing, but couldn’t. Its outline was like that of a forest or stone giant. Additionally, the slowly marching goliath was about four times their size. Particularly dense clouds gathered over him, securely shielding him from the sun’s rays. The creature was a dark one. It was afraid of sunlight. It could even be Druughoan’s little brother, coming out of the same temple incubator, having been saturated head-to-toe with the dark holy power of Guorra. It must have been sent here to destroy the stubborn outpost that was so unwilling to die. What a behemoth... 
 
      
 
    Like Crow, the guards remained calm after noticing the new threat. With a shriek, one of the red dragons streaked over their heads and disappeared into the distance. The second one dipped its wing, veering in a circle. But before this, an archer dropped down from its back. The warrior, wrapped in blankets of auras, landed heavily on his feet. Having landed beside the watchtower, he glanced at it, and exchanged a few words with the guards. The latter hospitably pointed to the entrance. But the warrior seemed unsatisfied with something. In five leaps, he appeared at the base of the wall surrounding the hill of the diligent dwarf. Crow, without waiting for a greeting or request, shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Be my guest! Enter freely, warrior!” 
 
      
 
    That was enough. Crow had guessed correctly. In another three leaps, the warrior landed on the top of the hill. He dropped to one knee and froze for a few seconds, staring at the slowly marching giant covered by a thick cap of stormclouds. The warrior came to life again; a weapon appeared in his hands: a loaded, glowing crossbow that was rapidly filling with a golden light. It was a serious weapon, even in unskilled hands. And a terrifying weapon in skilled ones. Mith’s eyes were glued to the wondrous crossbow. The dwarf had to seize the cardmaster by the scruff, in order to stop him walking up to the archer as the latter prepared to shoot. 
 
      
 
    Then came a pause that lasted two heartbeats of a heart at rest... The archer and the crossbow became one... 
 
      
 
    A shot... 
 
      
 
    The warrior jumped up and was snatched up by the dragon as it passed over the hill; together, they flew off and disappeared over the horizon. The warrior had already vanished and the shrieks of the dragons were quickly fading in the distance, while the enchanted bolt only just reached its target. It hit the giant squarely in the forehead; the point of the bolt’s impact could be easily discerned, at least due to the fact that the giant’s head simply vanished. The headless body made one more heavy step, before the giant toppled, crushing his allies beneath him. With enraged howls, the orcs expressed their displeasure at the inglorious death of the colossus, on whom all their hopes had been riding. 
 
      
 
    “Who was that?!” gasped Mith, impressed to the depths of his soul. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” answered Crow. “It was a local. There aren’t many archers like that in Waldyra.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa! And what a graceful exit! I want to do that, too! Sensei! Teach me to defeat giants and fly away on dragons to escape from well-deserved fame...” 
 
      
 
    “Just like him?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Just like him! Because that was beyond awesome...” 
 
      
 
    “That was no ordinary warrior,” said the dwarf, shaking his head. “Not every person is able to reach such heights. That was somebody incredibly skilled. Individuals like him are a rarity. To be able to destroy a giant loaded with holy power, in one shot... Most likely, it was one of the sung heroes of Light.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean ‘sung heroes’?” 
 
      
 
    “One of the heroes sung about in ballads. That is, heroes who are well-known to the public.” 
 
      
 
    “Like Ros!” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “You know—Rosgard! The game legend!” 
 
      
 
    “Never heard of him,” said the dwarf indifferently, shrugging. “Or maybe I did, but forgot. Is he a player? One of the rookie prodigies?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, exactly! A rookie prodigy! I’m like that too... or, at least, I aspire to be.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll level up on heroism,” promised Crow. “But don’t chase fame, Mith. Fame is fickle. It’s impossible to catch when you chase it; and impossible to hide from when you want to be left alone—it will stick to you like glue. So don’t chase fame, or you’ll be left with nothing. I’ve known people like that. It’s better to let fame chase you instead.” 
 
      
 
    “But how, teacher?” 
 
      
 
    “How?.. It’s simple. Set great goals for yourself, student. A grand goal is the best lure for fickle fame.” 
 
      
 
    “Oho...” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Now be quiet and think it all over thoroughly. And while you’re thinking, shoot without stopping. Here come the orcs...” 
 
      
 
    While they had been discussing overly complicated topics, the orcs had time to recover a bit from the warm welcome given by the dragons. They had come to terms with the loss of the giant and, reforming their battle ranks, continued to advance. However, they no longer marched with the same fire and enthusiasm. Far too many of their fighters had been burned to embers, which seriously damaged their army’s morale and confidence in victory. But the orcs stubbornly continued to march forward, pushing gihls in front of them. Guorra was growing angrier by the day. The cruel goddess would be so merciless towards fleeing cowards, that it is better to die in battle. Or, if they’re lucky enough, to return critically wounded, with broken weapons and pierced armor... Then, even Guorra might forgive their defeat... 
 
      
 
    “We have the brutes on our doorstep again!” roared Vurrius, walking around with large strides. “Well! We will send them on their way again! We’ve been through worse! We’ve faced worse and still came out victorious!” 
 
      
 
    I can’t disagree with you on that, thought Crow privately. Considering that the biggest nightmare here is you. 
 
      
 
    The wise dwarf said nothing out loud, keeping a facial expression appropriate to the situation at hand, as he waited for the enemy’s arrival and continued to listen to the centurion’s pep talk. In his hands, he had the fighting staffs loaded with lethal magic; the enemy ranks had been thinned; no sign of a new orc tunnel—he had already visited his underground corridors and checked for suspicious noises. As for the harpies... They could prove problematic. But the archer guards know their job. Simply put, today’s squabble is nowhere near as bad as the previous one. In a couple of hours, Crow will be sipping tea with biscuits and chatting with his young disciple. Crow had made a decision. A very important decision. He decided to entrust Mith and Amou with another big secret. Who knows what that’ll lead to... 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    Two dozen bolts and arrows zoomed towards the oncoming tide of enemies. In response came furious cries and menacing snarls. 
 
      
 
    “Listen to them snarl!” yelled Mith excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s nothing,” replied Crow dismissively. “Just a bit of childish squeaking. Don’t shoot at the gihls and ricefins. Instead, aim at the orcs, smilodons, and harpies. Only shoot at the midgets and insects if they make it into our yard.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already told me that.” 
 
      
 
    “Repetition is the mother of learning.” 
 
      
 
    “Shields at the ready! Stop the enemy!” 
 
      
 
    The centurion decided not to waste the most powerful magic on this bunch. The enemies numbered slightly over a hundred this time. Thus, he decided on using minimal force. Well, that means Crow and company will have more chances to increase their body count. 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ll start with buckshots,” said Mith with the air of someone choosing an aperitif. 
 
      
 
    Crow played along. “Hmm... Then I’ll start with a glass of crisp acid... Here they come!” 
 
      
 
    Roaring and snarling, the enemy attacked the guards. There was a flash of swords, and the crack and clatter of shields. The guards held their ground against the enemy’s onslaught and counterattacked. Part of the orc army went around the lines of defense. 
 
      
 
    “These ones are ours...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are,” concurred Mith. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    From the top of the hill came a rapid hail of stones, mixed with acid rain. The bruised and burnt enemies answered with a furious howl and rushed towards the source of the problem... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Later in the evening, Crow and Mith were sitting next to a pile of trophies. Taking a sip of coffee from his cup, Crow paused and, looking intently at his companion, said: 
 
      
 
    “Wanna hear a secret?” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me! I’ll take it to my grave, sensei!” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, we are sitting right on top of an ancient lost city that has been wiped from the face of the earth by a monstrous cataclysm. And I’m secretly digging out this city.” 
 
      
 
    “Ooooh...” Mith swooned and toppled off his seat to the ground. 
 
      
 
    And he wasn’t pretending, either. His emotions and delight were real. The news took his breath away. What a guy! Unbelievable! 
 
      
 
    “Can I tell Amou?” With this question, full of greed and hope, Mith proved that he always thinks of his faithful female companion. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you can,” said Crow with a smile. “We must not create division between you in order to keep someone else’s secrets. That would only lead to a fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you! You’re so wise, señor Crowcci! Oh, so wise! Where are the shovels?” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “For digging out the city! The city that was lost!” 
 
      
 
    “There are scary monsters walking around in it, you know,” said the dwarf, trying to frighten his disciple a little bit to curb his enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    It was useless. Mith instantly pulled a deck of cards out of his pocket and stated with firm confidence: 
 
      
 
    “We’ll figure it out, sensei! Nothing comes between me and a lost city! Are there treasures in there?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably.” 
 
      
 
    “And secret rooms, and poor citizens buried alive?” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
      
 
    “And, perhaps, previously unknown creatures or plants?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you’ll find some of those, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Oho... Sensei! Show me! Or I’ll die of curiosity...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I can tell... Follow me...” 
 
      
 
    And so, Crow showed him. It wasn’t a particularly impressive sight: several underground corridors that looked like a medieval coal mine. However, Mith went into transports of delight, which caused the dwarf to involuntarily feel like the creator of a true work of art. Mith found the remains of the ancient buildings, which the dwarf had partially unearthed, to be particularly impressive. Crow waited patiently for the tourist to stop issuing not-always-appropriate exclamations and groping the old brickwork. Then, Crow cleared his throat and pointed to the most important spot: 
 
      
 
    “I dug to this point. This is the place, I think, where one of the side streets begins. It will lead us right to the center of the buried city.” 
 
      
 
    “Buried city,” sighed Mith dreamily. 
 
      
 
    “Oi!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes... I’m still with you. I hear you. This is the beginning of a side street.” 
 
      
 
    “In that direction are buildings; behind their walls is empty space, but it’s full of zombies. We can’t afford to go there yet. And anyway, we need to be extremely careful when digging, Mith! It can’t be done in a hurry! The closer we get to the center, the more serious the opponents we encounter will be. I’m sure of this. We’ll stumble upon many traps. Waldyra fights hard to conceal its secrets—even the most trivial ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Digging must be done slowly and carefully. When do we start?” 
 
      
 
    “Oho... Believe me, I’d love to grab a shovel right now. But my plans say that I must grab a forging hammer instead,” sighed Crow disappointedly. “I’m behind schedule.” 
 
      
 
    “So what, if we don’t sell a hundred new arrow tips? Big deal! Maybe we’ll stumble upon some coins and antiques here! We can sell them instead—that’ll make you money!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m working to become a master blacksmith. A real master of legendary level.” 
 
      
 
    “Oho... You sure have big tastes!” 
 
      
 
    “Remember what I told you: set great goals for yourself—” 
 
      
 
    “—and fame will come to you by itself! So it’s a matter of fame?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no. It’s not about fame.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it about, then? You are digging out a lost city. You’re forging metal, in order to become a master blacksmith. You’re building a real fortress. You want to buy out all the land in the area—although now, I understand why. But what’s your main goal, Crowcci?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you,” promised the dwarf. “But not right away. Let’s do it this way: the closer we get to the center of the buried city, the more I’ll tell you about it. There’s no hurry.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal! Where are the shovels?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you: I need to start forging metal.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead! I’ll do it myself.” Mith slapped himself on the chest. “I’ll lengthen the tunnel by a few more feet.” 
 
      
 
    “What if a 100th Level zombie jumps out of a wall?” 
 
      
 
    “Well...” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll drag you into the darkness and suck out your brains...” 
 
      
 
    “Umm...” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop! I have an idea! I’ll dig while you smith here!” 
 
      
 
    “Eh? But the forge is outside in the yard!” 
 
      
 
    “So bring it down here... Aren’t you a dwarf? Dwarvish forges are underground!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not always. You have a point, though... But what about the smoke?” 
 
      
 
    “The corridors are long; there’s lots of space. And your forge isn’t that great, to be honest,” said the cardmaster, shrugging. “You don’t even need to bring it down. Just build another one right here, in this tower. A truly dwarvish one.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... That’s not a bad idea, actually,” said the dwarf, thoughtfully scratching his head. “A truly dwarvish forge, huh? Let’s do it! You can help me bring down logs and rusted junk metal. I’ll carry the anvil and bellows myself. We’ll get to work while it’s quiet upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” 
 
      
 
    As they climbed up, the dwarf sent Baby a short message that read: “I showed the buried ruins to Mith.” He didn’t wait for a response. His hands were itching to get to work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the next hour, Crow cursed his own tongue three times on three separate occasions, as well as pat himself on the back for the same thing, thus contradicting himself—which did not happen to him often. All because of Mith. Not that his friend gave any reason to mistrust him. No. The problem consisted of his restlessness and ability to find trouble in unlikely places. 
 
      
 
    In the first half hour, Mith managed to stick his nose into everything. He kicked every support. He probed every wall. He looked into every window. If a window was shuttered, the player would open the shutters and look inside. Only after thoroughly making sure there was nothing of interest on the other side, he would close them again. There were six windows, all of them located right in the stone and earthen walls of the corridors. Three of them were blind windows. Behind the other three wandered toothed and clawed undead, all of whom had notably long arms. Said arms were used to grab Mith literally by his overlong curious nose. A blackened skeleton hand shot out of a window and grabbed the nearest body part it could reach, then tried to drag it closer and pull it into the window. At that point, the physics of the game came into play, mixed with the gripping abilities of the given class of undead. Held by the nose, the hollering Mith was thrown and spun about, and was thrashed against the walls, as the hand attempted to squeeze him in through the window. Meanwhile, the only part that the hand held onto was the tip of his nose... 
 
      
 
    With difficulty, Crow saved his comrade from certain loss of nose. Neatly chopping off the enemy’s hand, he picked it off the ground and threw it back into the window. With a polite apology of “Please forgive us for the disturbance in the middle of the night,” he closed the shutters. The gasping and moaning Mith lay twitching weakly on the ground and excitedly shaking his bruised head. The dwarf ordered him to sit still. He obeyed. The disappointed cardmaster plopped down on a pile of rocks. But the unfortunate incident did not teach him anything. He proved this fact thirty minutes later, having begun archaeological excavations right beside the new underground forge Crow was building. While hard at work, Crow regarded Mith’s activity with the same condescension that a father might regard his child’s assurances that he is about to dig up a dinosaur fossil while playing in his sandbox. 
 
      
 
    And Mith did dig something up... 
 
      
 
    Mumbling sadly under his breath, he scraped away at the soil bit by bit. Until he suddenly found it. A giant skeleton of a half-orc warrior of Level 85 burst out of the ground. Shaking the dirt off his two-handed axe, he started a fun chase during which both players grunted and gasped as they jumped and ducked to avoid blows. They managed to smash the skeleton and burn it in the fire that they started in the forge just in time. After the incident, Crow ordered Mith to take himself elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    So Mith went. But not far—being reasonably afraid of meeting another monster. Within the past hour, he had his nose pinched by an undead and his legs danced across by an orc skeleton. All of this finally knocked some sense into the reckless guy’s head. Although he started digging again, without waiting for the dwarf’s heavy backup, he did not wander off too far on his own. A couple of clumsy swings with a shovel—only a couple!—and part of the earthen wall collapsed all at once, revealing another wall. This time, it was made of stone and supplied with a door. Before the dwarf could open his mouth and yell out a warning, Mith happily yanked at the door handle, and the door swung open without resistance. Inside was an empty room. It was fairly spacious, with minimal yet expensive furnishings, which included a huge queen-sized—or maybe even king-sized—bed. A pretty lamp lit up on a table. Despite the blackness behind the windows and the damp earthy air, the room looked like it was part of a home belonging to wealthy owners. 
 
      
 
    “What a luxury!” exclaimed Mith, bouncing on the bed. “Crowcci! Come check it out! This is grand! So soft and roomy!” 
 
      
 
    “Mith! You’re gonna give me a heart attack!” 
 
      
 
    “C’mon, sensei! Just try it! It’s really soft!” 
 
      
 
    Unable to resist, the dwarf clambered onto the bed and whistled in surprise. It was a bed of the finest grade. The sheets and blankets felt crisp, as if fresh from the laundry. Waldyra sure knows how to throw surprises. Behind the walls walked zombies, while inside was a luxury hotel room. It was like they found themselves inside a zombie apocalypse movie. 
 
      
 
    “Amazing, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” conceded the dwarf, blissfully stretching out to his full height. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, not bad at all,” agreed an icy female voice. Lori was standing in the doorway with her arms crossed. “When you’re with me, then it’s on a blanket in a damp tomb under torchlight. But when you’re with a friend, then it’s on a huge luxury bed in a room lit in Whorish Empire style.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that kind of style exist?” inquired Crow, jumping up from the bed as though stung. “Welcome back...” 
 
      
 
    “So... You’re back, huh? About time! ...Oho, do I smell wine? Been out clubbing, have you? Who did you hang out with? Orcs? Goblins?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been working!” 
 
      
 
    “So were we!” 
 
      
 
    “I can see that already! How’s the bed?” 
 
      
 
    “Simply amazing!” said Mith, his face stretching into a blissful smile again. 
 
      
 
    “Get outta here,” sighed the dwarf, shaking his head. He went back to the forge. He had a lot of work to do. 
 
      
 
    He worked by his lonesome self for quite a long time, as the happy trio continued to explore the newly found luxury bedroom. In that time, Crow built a hearth and kindled a fire. He made sure the smoke vented into the corridor leading upwards, but that it fully dissipated before reaching the tomb. Having set up the anvil, he threw a portion of metal junk onto the coals. He realized that, in the best case scenario, he would be able to reforge it into ingots; it was unlikely that he’d be able to remake it into a new product directly. Soon, the trio will finish exploring the room and start craving more mysterious and unusual discoveries. 
 
      
 
    Which is exactly what happened. After exiting into the corridor, the three friends ogled at the dwarf, who was hard at work. They understood that it was better not to disturb the blacksmith; or else, he might use his hammer on them. So they began to help. First, they removed quite a bit of soil from the bedroom. In the process, they found several coins, goblets, a rotten picture frame, and a flattened, rusted-through corselet, which was immediately thrown into the hearth. 
 
      
 
    Delighted by their zeal, Crow remained silent, letting Lori take the reins into her perpetually restless hands. And Baby did not disappoint. Arming herself with a shovel and giving one also to Mith, she gave the signal, and Amou began to play an old song that was well-known in Waldyra. The simple little tune gave a small bonus to endurance and strength. The effect of the song depended somewhat upon the skill of the performer and his musical instruments. 
 
      
 
    Although Amou was a beginner, she invested all of her effort into the profession. Thus, compared to her gaming peers, she was better at it. That’s why her song created a mini-miracle. The happy notes of the song did not just affect the diggers, but also the dwarf. Although Crow already had no shortage of strength or stamina, his arms suddenly began to work with the speed and power of steam engine pistons. He just had to make sure not to hit the anvil too hard; otherwise, the guards might wonder why the sound of hammering is suddenly coming from belowground... However, the makeshift forge was situated inside the ancient tower; its thick walls dampened the noise, and being surrounded by layers of earth on all sides really helped as well. 
 
      
 
    The excavation work continued for over an hour. Everyone chatted, except the silent and quietly smiling dwarf, who remained behind. The brave trio slowly but surely excavated a narrow street, which was buried by tonnes of rocks and soil. Had Crow joined them, the work would have progressed much faster. But he deliberately stayed at the anvil. The forging of metal was important. But even more important was the fact that the young diggers felt currently inspired—they craved treasures and fights with enemies. The shovels flashed back and forth in their hands. Their digging skill levels grew correspondingly quickly. Especially with the music, which gave them additional strength. Let them taste the fruits of their labor. And when they start to lose heart—that’s when he will join them. 
 
      
 
    They encountered a few monsters. And not just the undead—although the undead made up most of their number. Loads of people died here within an hour... Legions of undead were buried here—the dwarf understood this fact perfectly well. Tough times lie ahead. The lost city will not give up its secrets and treasures so easily. 
 
      
 
    They ran into two skeletons, three zombies, and a woodlouse the size of a wheelbarrow. None of the opponents were a match against the three adventurers. Amou played menacing battle music; Lori wielded her daggers; Mith summoned two common black rats and held his crossbow at the ready, backing his team quite well during a fight. The guy was getting better and better... Both him and Amou were becoming more skilled and panicking much less. Gone was the look of dumbfounded perplexedness that had flashed across their faces in that small mining town over a perpetually smoldering coal mine. 
 
      
 
    They found four bricks—of the special, multi-colored and very, very important kind. They carefully set them aside, bidding the newbie players to read about them on the gaming forums themselves. 
 
      
 
    Once the excavated soil started piling too high, it needed to be removed. No sooner had the grumpily huffing diggers completed this mission than Crow finished his work at the anvil and declared a thirty minute break, to be followed by a logout from Waldyra. Enough work for today. The more excitement, the quicker the burnout. No need for that. 
 
      
 
    Sitting down on the recently excavated pieces of furniture and chunks of columns, the four friends savored fresh dark ale from Abel and Gabre, while sharing the most recent news with each other. The first to speak was Mith. He described their morning in such colorful detail, that the guys seemed like the type of heroes born once in a millennium. Nobody believed this tale, and nobody dissolved into a sniveling puddle of reverence at his feet. This didn’t discourage Mith in the slightest. Instead, he tried to raise the plank of heroism by hinting that the guards did not participate at all in the defending of the outpost; and the red dragons only helped a little, just slightly brushing against a couple of orcs with a tip of the wing, so to speak. At this point, Crow had to step in and halt Mith’s spouting fountain of lies—lest they provoke the fury of Waldyra’s gods and suffer divine punishment. 
 
      
 
    Next to go were Lori and Amou, who accompanied themselves with dancing and stringed music. Twirling in the flickering firelight, they told of their long and grueling journey. It was a tale of sledges drawn by jet-black reindeer; of scary polar bears inhabiting ice caves; of snow hummocks and of warriors frozen inside ice floes. They had reached their goal of finding the right people, getting them to talk and share a bit of useful information. The team had new plans for the day after tomorrow. The guys will be left to homestead, while the girls will be off to battle. Interestingly, nobody complained about such an unequal division of responsibilities. Cow was chained to Gray Peak, figuratively speaking; Mith felt comfortable staying at the homestead, too. Amou, on the other hand, picked up Baby’s habit of restlessness. 
 
      
 
    As for the evidence collected from the war veterans, the girls decided to share it a little later—once they reach their bedrooms and get into bed. Tomorrow will be dedicated to the next task in the chain of quests started by Amou and Mith. It was time to push the duo’s goals towards completion. And so it was settled: the whole team will meet early in the morning in the yard by the hill. 
 
      
 
    For another fifteen minutes, the girls gossiped amongst themselves, while Crow and Mith discussed the amount of digging that still awaited them and debated how to get it all done. That’s when the dwarf made a mistake (if you can call it that) by telling his friend about a certain interesting monster. Although Mith had never seen the beast, he literally fell in love with it and instantly desired to have one as a pet. 
 
      
 
    A gobmouth. Or, in simpler terms, a land orca. Weighing many tonnes, the giant beast lives underground. It is capable of jumping out of the earth, like a fish leaping out of water. The special magic that it possesses allows it to feel right at home in the ground. Its native homeland is the Relic Plateau, enclosed on all sides by majestic mountain ranges. The Plateau is located in the North, not far from the great dwarven capital of Khradalroum. There, the gobmouth hunts herbivores wandering between gigantic trees. It preys on players, too. It is a carnivore with a huge appetite, which needs a continuous supply of food to sustain its massive body. 
 
      
 
    A gobmouth looks like an orca. It is a graceful animal—a beautiful one, even: its tall dorsal fin puts any fish to shame, while its pelvic fins look like broad wings. A gobmouth does not dig through soil—it swims through it, since the beast’s magic softens the earth around it. Rocks and soil are a gobmouth’s favorite weapons for hunting the inhabitants of trees that sit high up in the branches. A powerful jet of soil shooting up the arse will knock anyone off a branch, regardless of how hard the target was gripping it. 
 
      
 
    A gobmouth is a serious fighter and predator. As a pet, though, it has numerous disadvantages. Its weight-bearing ability is almost non-existent: it can only carry about two hundred pounds of useful load. For such a large animal, it is laughable. It is like an elephant that can only haul one log at a time. A gobmouth cannot carry passengers. It can only carry its owner, and only inside its mouth, or at the base of its dorsal fin when the animal is traveling near the surface. It can barely be equipped, with only a couple of artifacts to strengthen its own magic and skills, plus something to put in its mouth to increase the power of attacks. No additional “hanging things,” like packing gear or attachable weapons, were permitted. 
 
      
 
    The worst part was the gobmouth’s habitat. 
 
      
 
    It can only travel in regular or rocky soils, which also cannot be too dry. And nowhere else. It won’t move across mountainous or frozen landscapes; it would die in a desert; and it won’t swim in water, with one notable exception: the gobmouth is an excellent swimmer in underground lakes and rivers. If earth hangs overhead, then the gobmouth swims. If the body of water is open, then the gobmouth drowns. 
 
      
 
    That is very bad. Waldyra is full of various landscapes; it’s a huge world. At times, players travel on foot and need to cross mountain ranges, volcanic plateaus, etc. A gobmouth simply won’t be able to go there. The animal can be transported on a cart, of course. But that’s just weird. In short: a gobmouth is a bad pet. Even if someone chooses to keep one, he quickly comes to his senses and releases the earth fish back into the ocean... or, more accurately, into nice loamy soil. 
 
      
 
    Mith, however, had dug his heels in. Even as Amou was dragging him into a small corner, selected by her to “fall asleep,” that is, to log out of Waldyra, the cardmaster was still arguing: 
 
      
 
    “That’s the pet for me! I can feel it! Only a gobmouth! Today, I will find out everything I can about it!” 
 
      
 
    “Phew,” sighed the dwarf, once Amou and Mith went rigid and their “souls” departed Waldyra. “I should’ve stayed quiet...” 
 
      
 
    “You should’ve let him keep his dog,” snorted Lori. “Leave him alone! Let him raise a gobmouth!” 
 
      
 
    “Would you have chosen a pet so firmly tied to one type of location?” 
 
      
 
    “What about fish? Sharks, whales... They can live only in water. And some of them, only in fresh or salt water.” 
 
      
 
    “For ichtyandres, that’s fine. And you know yourself how many types of water exist in Waldyra. They have as many problems as we do.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave him alone. Let the kid choose his own path. Let him raise a land orca. What if it really is the ideal pet for him? How would you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” sighed Crow. “But he is like a match. So quick to catch fire... Fine. It’s not that easy to obtain a gobmouth, anyway. What did you find out from the veteran witnesses?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah! I have a story for you!” 
 
      
 
    Settling down to sleep in the tomb (they could have used the newly discovered bed, but the dwarf wanted to stay closer to the yard), Baby summarized the most important points of their adventures. 
 
      
 
    Such a long and dangerous journey for low-level players did not go to waste, and nor did the money they spent. Although, it was quite something to see the looks on the faces of high-level players, as they watched the “babies” determinedly march past them, wrapped in thick furs. All their awkward attempts to convince the girls to turn back were ignored. The female spies reached their goal. They found the necessary contacts, and delivered the letters and gifts from home—to the overwhelming joy of the recipients. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the veterans did not see much. Back then, so many things were happening all at once: screaming, running, chasing, then a flash of light and being carried over to the ships. Even so, they still noticed some things, whereas a typical listener would not have placed any importance on the hints given by the locals. 
 
      
 
    The first witness stated that Vurrius was brushing some strange gray ashes off his hands. 
 
      
 
    The second witness firmly testified that Vurrius was putting away a small piece of old green cloth that strongly resembled a headcap, which was wrapped around a flat, curved object. It appeared that the object half-concealed by the cloth had bared fangs—but it was probably just a trick of the light. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” grumbled Crow, falling back into his pillow and putting his arms behind his head. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” confirmed the girl, snuggling up to him and throwing a large polar bear hide over them both, which she had brought back from her wintry travels. 
 
      
 
    “Anrull... That’s whose temple is at the bottom of the ice crevice.” 
 
      
 
    “And his priests had a chat with Vurrius. Specifically, the head priest did. The one in the green cap and skull-like mask. Do you remember what the legends say about making a wish to the priest, and what must be done to make that wish come true?” 
 
      
 
    “You must crush the head of the first priest between the palms of your hands,” answered the dwarf. “It is a source of the most powerful magic accumulated over years. But the servants of Anrull do not grant wishes for free. The spirit of the first priest leaves the crushed head and latches on with a death grip to the one who had made the wish. And it does not leave the person until he upholds his end of the deal. This is bad news. Very bad news. If it’s the spirit of the first priest of Anrull that hangs behind Vurrius’ back... This curse won’t be so simple to remove.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should just hand Vurrius over?” said Baby, raising an eyebrow. “Tell on him to one of the big paladin players; give them a thorough description. Let them come here with their own posse of powerful priests of Light and quickly find out the truth. And then, Vurrius will most likely get killed... and a normal decurion will get assigned to Gray Peak. And everything will be peaceful and quiet...mm?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s an option,” sighed the dwarf. “One of the options.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the only reasonable option, Zap. You know that. Why the heck should we have to deal with this gloomy misanthrope who refuses to accept help?” 
 
      
 
    “I dunno... I feel bad for him, somehow... He is suffering...” 
 
      
 
    “Feel bad for him? Suffering? Hmm... Once they kill him, he’ll stop suffering.” 
 
      
 
    “No. Let’s save him, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “From an oath given to Anrull? That’s like making a deal with the Devil himself, Zap. Just look at the hurricane snowstorms that are born from his infected soul! Even though Anrull himself had disappeared somewhere long ago. Imagine what would happen if an ancient god were to appear right now? Vurrius’ curse will become several times stronger! And then what?” 
 
      
 
    “But Anrull is gone. Nobody knows where he is. We even searched for him at one point, for a client. And we didn’t find him. Even though we had looked everywhere... rummaged in every dark corner...” 
 
      
 
    “Even if we didn’t find him—somebody else will! I’m sure that some psycho daredevil will come along—someone who likes to stick his nose where it doesn’t belong, and do things he shouldn’t! That’s when Anrull will return. And then, Vurrius will burst like a nuclear balloon, wiping out everything within a fifty mile radius... Do you want an explosion of a nuclear timebomb?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to sleep... Are you gonna sleep? Or should I kick you out of my bed?” 
 
      
 
    “Out of our bed!” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, we’re going on a quest chain.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. We’ll have some fun... just like in the good old days.” 
 
      
 
    “Good night, Baby.” 
 
      
 
    “G’night, Zap...” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    A forlorn fen and a positive mindset. Protective boots 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT A LOUSY location!” Without saying much, Amou had clearly made her verdict. She was standing ankle deep in muddy water. Rather strange, tall boots protected the bard from getting wet. 
 
      
 
    Lori, having taken up her position on a wet, slimy log, nodded in complete agreement with the bard’s statement. Her feet sported the same footwear as the rest of the team. 
 
      
 
    “What a lousy location,” agreed Mith with his female teammates, holding a crossbow at the ready. 
 
      
 
    “A fen like any other,” said the dwarf, shrugging his broad shoulders. He was the only one of the foursome who was staring around like an alarmed wolf, expecting to be attacked at any moment. Lori was far more aware of the surroundings than the semi-blind dwarf; however, the girl carried herself like she was going for a stroll in a safe city park. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not too dangerous,” added Amou, clearly trying to make the gray gloom around them seem a little brighter. And the gloom was getting extreme. 
 
      
 
    It was as if they found themselves in the grayest and foggiest flooded ravine on the grayest, most cloudy day. Although, why say “if”? That is exactly where they found themselves. In the grayest, foggiest, cloudiest ravine... that is, a hollow... 
 
      
 
    Actually, the location was fairly well-known, being situated very close to one of the Great Cities. The Walls of Alcaroum, which separated the city from the flooded river, could be seen from the top of the tall hill behind the player’s backs. The friends were standing west of Alcaroum, on the other side of the river, which flooded the entire surrounding area, including the catacombs of the city itself. Here was a real labyrinth, slightly concealed from curious glances; a confusing mess of underwater tunnels that could lead anywhere. Through some of them, one could end up right in the middle of the central city square. Others could realistically be used to break into an inner yard of some local wealthy person’s home. Or to discover a passageway into a well of a small homestead located a couple of leagues away from here. But that’s only for people who knew about it. For all others, here was a wide delta of a flooded river, which has formed a location where creatures of both land and water could travel easily. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t wanderlust that led the team here, however, but a rather serious matter. They didn’t have much time, as Crow did not intend to leave his home hill unattended for long. Right now, work is in full swing over there; the workers are laboring in the yard, but who knows when the orcs will attack again? In the next few hours, they must finish their business here and return home as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    The assignment that led them here concerned missing persons once again. As far as the dwarf understood, this was normal for the chain of quests selected by the new adventurers. The tasks alternated between finding and killing the undead, and finding and learning of the fate of missing persons. This time, there was a small difference: the initial message was that the heroes previously sent here on a great mission against the undead had fallen in battle against overwhelming numbers. Their remains lie here somewhere, within the confines of the flooded gray hollow. Among their bones and possessions was a small clay bottle sealed with green wax. The bottle must be found and brought to a certain place that is also here, in the hollow, which would complete the mission begun by the deceased team. Such were the foursome’s heroic plans for this morning. 
 
      
 
    Several problems and dangers faced them. 
 
      
 
    First of all, the location itself. For starters, the water was so mineralized, that a stone crust formed on their feet as they watched. It was no joke. Their feet grew heavier with every step. Everyone who walked through the area was literally encasing himself in concrete. And then, once large and remarkably heavy galoshes have formed on your feet, an unenviable fate awaits you, should you stumble and fall, submerging your head. The only solution was to change footwear frequently. Crow took it upon himself to find out useful information about the area and took care of purchasing tall, cheap boots. The boots were sold by a merchant on a raft. The cunning seller acquired large numbers of boots of a mysterious brand called “Anti Prot” and resold them here in small bulk quantities. The boots were remarkably sturdy, one-size-fits-all, and suitable for any race or gender. Perhaps the dwarf could have found cheaper ones, but the nearest store would have been miles away. Meanwhile, here was a sales raft by the shore, swaying on the waters, with a small boat anchored to it. On the raft was a player, who sold basic necessities for newbie players that were led here by their own stupidity or by certain quests. 
 
      
 
    The boots were a godsend. That is because the stone-encrusted footwear could be discarded. However, should your own feet turn into inflexible molds for a marble statue... 
 
      
 
    The second problem posed by the location were the trees. Here grew a mixed forest: thoroughly wet, diseased, and rotting at the base. The trees, whose crowns were concealed by the dense fog, fell over constantly. And they did so without regard for the laws of physics, as the merchant player happily informed the team, simultaneously trying to sell them bunches of dried meat. Regardless of a tree’s tilt—even if it’s growing parallel to the ground—its trunk can move in a weird trajectory and fall on the opposite side. Just try to avoid being hit, when hundred-pound rocks have formed on your feet! It all came down to one thing: injuries were inevitable. 
 
      
 
    The third problem of the location: visibility was about the same as in one of Steven King’s novels. Barely anything could be seen. Who knows what could be hiding in the gray fog that smells of rotten wood? 
 
      
 
    In summary: they were entering a foggy, rotten forest on barely moving feet that were literally turning into stone, while being in constant danger of getting hit on the head by a falling log. 
 
      
 
    Monsters added to the problem. 
 
      
 
    “Cursssed creaturesss,” stated the merchant player emphatically, while sitting in a little tent on his raft and cooking a soup on a clay stove. The mushroom soup would protect the adventurers against the endemic disease that caused weakness and a strong, persistent cough. Once a person had tasted the soup made of local mushrooms and bark, they were safe for three hours. The friends each bought a bowl and partook of the fairly pleasant-tasting soup. Just in case... 
 
      
 
    As for the monsters... 
 
      
 
    Yes, there were the undead. Varied, small, disgusting, cursed, and fossilized. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, the petrification process only benefited the creatures. It created additional armor that offered excellent protection against physical and magical damage. A myriad of minor beasts inhabited the area. Their outward appearance was a living reminder that the hollow was situated at the intersection of two worlds: water and dry land. As if that wasn’t enough, it was intermixed with a third world—the world of the undead—which turned the peaceful rice fields into a horribly strange area. 
 
      
 
    Yes, specifically rice fields. Or so they were told by an old fisherman with a barely moving jaw, who lived in a riverside village slightly downstream of the cursed forest. The floodplain used to be so fertile, that the harvest was gathered three, and sometimes four, times a year. The local rice was famous for its taste. Its fame drew merchant convoys from nearly the other side of the world—places as far as the city of Roghalroum. However, as it happens in such cases, everything changed overnight. The fields turned into a breeding ground for the undead; the rice plants died; the trees barely grew, rotting at the roots. The worst were the diseases originating from the hollow and flowing downstream into the ocean. 
 
      
 
    The old man didn’t have to particularly explain about them. His entire appearance showcased the horrific plagues that were overtaking him. His skin was covered by strange grayish scabs and numerous stony warts. The old man coughed loudly, his entire body racked by the spasms. He could barely talk, having difficulty moving his overly heavy and gray jaw, which had almost entirely turned to stone. The village was full of the sick, who were lying down like living statues that were quickly turning into solid rock. They would not even need to be buried—just lean them against a tree, and you’ll have both a headstone and a coffin simultaneously. Well, you might also want to hang a sign on the statue’s chest—with the name and date of death. The animals fared no better. The dogs stumbled along, their fur sticking out in gray icicles. The chickens marched along mechanically. The heavy ducks and geese no longer swam, but waded in the shallows—water no longer supported them. A pig uprooted the soil like a bulldozer—it was a powerful animal and almost completely petrified. A horse was trying and failing to pull a cart—the horse’s legs were stiff and unbending, which made the animal prance like a third-rate ballerina at a cheap ballet. 
 
      
 
    Mith shook with emotion after glancing into the village pond. Which was understandable. Anyone would be moved to the depths of his soul by the fish crawling at the bottom, which were unable to swim to the surface. 
 
      
 
    However, it wasn’t the fish that impressed the veteran player dwarf. He was moved by the sight of a granny trying to peel a hard boiled egg for breakfast. The egg wouldn’t crack... After the sixth failed attempt to break the stone egg, Amou rushed to her rescue, gifting the granny a large chunk of smoked ham. It was a dubious exchange: a low-fat egg was much healthier than bacon for such a frail grandma... 
 
      
 
    After visiting the horrific village, having looked enough at the nearly inflexible fishing nets and almost sinking boats, and having talked with everyone they could and couldn’t, the adventurers set off upstream. They made a brief stop at the sales raft of the entrepreneurial player to purchase necessities, before finally stepping into the gray fog. 
 
      
 
    The flooded hollow met them with creaks and groans of falling trees. A pike skeleton swam by Amou’s feet, who let out a short scream. The body of the fish was half-concealed by plates of petrified armor, while its jaws snapped evilly. On a damp branch sat a squirrel skeleton, nibbling at a petrified nut and casting carnivorous glances at Mith’s neck. A corpse leaned on a tree. More accurately, it was a stone statue whose face was twisted in fear, and whose hands were thrust out in front, as if he were shielding himself from an attack. One of the arms was mostly whole, while only a stub remained of the other. They tried not to think of what happened to the unfortunate guy with the half-eaten arms. Someone was hooting hysterically in the fog, which swirled around the players as if feeling for and checking the fat on its future victims. 
 
      
 
    “Damn quest chain!” squeaked Mith in an unusually high-pitched voice, his eyes glued to another dead guy. The victim had tried to climb up a tree, but got petrified in the process. The guy was frozen in action, hugging the tree while six feet above the ground. The fog licked his stone head; a petrified skeleton of a necro-rat hung off his left buttock. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” began Amou uncertainly, “maybe we should try another time? Convoys will be arriving at the outpost soon. They need to be fed—” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” said Lori firmly, stomping on the pike’s head. “We’re gonna go and kill everybody!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not our task,” Crow reminded her, as he stared around the visible part of the location for the fourth time. “We don’t have to kill anybody at all. We’re bringing the Light...” 
 
      
 
    “That’s boring! What’s a good deed without bloody murder?! Are you done looking around? Can we go now?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a sec. We’re getting into battle formation. And no breaking ranks!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf pulled out a blue-green scroll and read out a short spell. The parchment crumbled into ashes. The fog cleared, but not fully—it only retreated a little, forming an empty zone of about ten strides in diameter around the adventurers. Their field of view increased. More trees became visible, on whose branches sat permanently frozen petrified animals and adventurers. A massive black shadow flitted ahead in the dense fog; with a noisy splash, it disappeared again. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” ordered the dwarf, making the first big step. The eagle Chrys, who was sitting on his shoulder, looked sidelong at the skies and closed his eyes grumpily, refolding his huge wings more tightly around him. The feathered predator was extremely unhappy with the surroundings. 
 
      
 
    This time, they walked single file, staying an agreed-upon distance apart from each other. Amou was right behind the dwarf, who walked in front of the group; Mith was a step behind the bard; Lori brought up the rear, keeping a distance of two strides behind Mith. The quiet and creepy-sounding sad melody of the bard added a note of despair to the flooded hollow. The melody was aimed at their enemies. It slowed down the monsters’ movements and lowered their chances of delivering a critical hit. The trees were tall. The fog securely concealed their branches, and it was impossible to tell what creatures could be looking down at the heads of the nervous visitors right now. 
 
      
 
    With a dull splat, a petrified elf fell into the mud from the top of a tree. He had staring, glassy eyes and unnaturally widely spread legs, as if he were doing the splits sideways. In his hands was a strange flower. It looked beautiful, but a little sinister: its flower bud seemed composed of thin, curved bones, while its leaves looked like insect-damaged parts of a skull or shoulder blades. Inside the flower bud flickered a shred of the gray fog, which glowed blue. The elf twitched and began to sink. Apparently, he had fallen into a hole filled with thick mud. First to disappear from view was his head, followed by his shoulders and hands with the stone flower; the last to disappear into the mud were the widely spread legs. With a relieved creak, a thick tree trunk fell from above, noisily breaking its blackened branches. The tree had served as a haven for many... 
 
      
 
    Numerous mud-splattered mute beasts attacked the adventurers. Especially notable were the dogs, with eyeholes that glowed a fiery blue and fanged jaws decorated by formless stone growths. The most notable thing about the dogs, though, was that they had sat high up in the tree before falling down. Even the skeleton of a former domestic pig, with its huge stony tusks, had a surprising ability to scale vertical surfaces. Doctor, will I be able to climb trees after I die? Of course, my dear pig! Of course you will!.. 
 
      
 
    The magic staff battered the opponents with a hail of stones. Twice. The barrage knocked the boldest beasts off their feet, throwing them backwards; the stones broke branches off the fallen tree and pummeled the mud. 
 
      
 
    “This is easier than I thought!” yelled Mith joyfully, waving the staff around. 
 
      
 
    The scattered bones of the resultant victims—several rats and some tiny unrecognizable creatures—came back to life with a clatter, glowed with a bluish light, lifted into the air by themselves, and rapidly flew at their allies, sticking to their sides and filling holes in their bodies. The dog grew in size, changing from Level 60 to 70. With a vicious growl, it leaped forward and slammed into the dwarf’s shield. With a screech, the stone fangs grazed the metal of the shield, leaving deep scratches. Crow did not even flinch. With a careless swipe of the hammer, he brushed the bony filth off the shield. The canine jumped back and began to circle from the side. 
 
      
 
    “Attacker behind us!” cried Lori. Then came the sounds of hitting, followed by shots from Mith’s staff. Following the dwarf’s orders, the cardmaster did not use his own main weapon and did not summon any monsters. At this stage, they had to try to survive and win while using the least amount of force. Right now, they were still at the edge of the hollow. If they couldn’t manage with minimum resources, it would be a bad sign—they would not be able to reach the center or survive there. They would have to return to the village to look for another couple of shield warriors and, preferably, a priest. Some mass magic would not be amiss, either—even if it’s beginner level. 
 
      
 
    The undead dog did not manage to avoid getting hit this time, and Crow smashed its skull with a crunch. Meanwhile, the dwarf kept the pig within his field of view. The swine’s appearance had changed drastically: it grew a tall hump, wider shoulders, additional fangs, horsey legs, and strangely wide and round paws, which perfectly supported the beast’s weight on top of the mud without sinking. Its level was 90, and that wasn’t the limit. More and more bones plastered themselves onto the growing oinking carcass. Gray fog flowed inside the skeletal body and glowed blue. The beast’s level jumped to 100th. Its red nickname suddenly changed from “pig skeleton” to “Toomgr the Mutilator.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” grunted the dwarf, planting his feet as firmly as possible in the mud. “Things are about to get a little bumpy. But don’t worry. It’s just a little foggy turbulence.” 
 
      
 
    Toomgr lowered his head and charged, rushing at them with accelerating speed and splattering mud in all directions. 
 
      
 
    Smash! 
 
      
 
    The iron shield in the dwarf’s hands groaned. The dwarf himself said nothing. The hammer whistled through the air, striking the swine under the chin and throwing its head back, directing its foul snout towards the invisible skies. Jumping onto the dwarf’s wide shoulder, Mith fired several shots from his staff. It was like shooting at a bundle of brushwood. With a dry crackling sound, bones flew in all directions; the pig was falling apart, while its character Level decreased simultaneously. The spark shining inside the dwarf’s chest guaranteed that such a simple-minded attacking mob will continue to maul Crow without switching its focus to the others—unless they use Light magic, which is so hated by the undead and similar beasts. 
 
      
 
    “Baby?!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine!” came a cheerful answer, and the reassured dwarf concentrated on plastic surgery: by using his hammer instead of a scalpel, he skillfully removed excess bits of snout and body from the howling Toomgr. The monster was unexpectedly skilled at resisting, which added to the dwarf’s displeasure and worry. 
 
      
 
    The music grew slightly louder; a gentle calming voice intertwined with the melody. The bony beast slowed down; its slashing blows became weaker and less frequent. The other tiny mobs also dropped to the ground. This allowed the dwarf to deliver several full-strength blows; meanwhile, Mith managed to clear their surroundings with the help of his staff, churning up water and mud. The fight ended after several minutes. The heroes were left standing alone in the middle of splashing water and rotting trees. Amou’s and Mith’s faces shone. Crow’s and Baby’s, however, looked unhappy. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with you two? We won, didn’t we?” declared Mith, swinging his weapon. 
 
      
 
    “But at what cost...” sighed the seasoned veteran, gathering trophies. “How many shots did you fire?” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s counting? It’s all for the sake of victory!” 
 
      
 
    “How many?!” 
 
      
 
    “Twelve shots, teacher,” Mith corrected himself hastily. “I got a little carried away... one of the rats turned out to be so agile...” 
 
      
 
    “Right... My shield is pretty banged up. My armor is damaged, too. The hammer is fine. Lori?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine. I’ve spent one health potion and my weapons have lost a bit of durability.” 
 
      
 
    “Amou?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine!” answered the girl, clearly imitating her female mentor. “It’s just one string that tore on my guitar.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re paying a bit too much for victory in a single minor scuffle,” grumbled Crow. “Mith!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Stop shooting like you’re in a Western film! I’ve told you this before!” 
 
      
 
    “But, sensei! That rat was so quick and acrobatic! It did backflips, showed me all kinds of bad hand gestures—” 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay... I’ll use as little ammunition as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “No more than three to five shots from the staff for encounters like this,” stated the group’s leader firmly. “Otherwise, we’ll find ourselves in the heart of this cursed location without ammunition, strings, potions, and many other things. Do we need that kind of humiliation?” 
 
      
 
    “We can always retreat and restock our supplies,” squeaked Amou quietly in her friend’s defense. 
 
      
 
    “Not always!” Baby and Crow chorused back. 
 
      
 
    Surprised by such a show of solidarity, the newbies shrugged and obeyed. If they needed to conserve supplies, so be it. They had already heard stories of players getting carried away in the heat of battle and ending up with broken weapons, crumbling armor, and without any alchemical potions, all while in deep woods full of monsters. These sad and funny stories taught an important lesson. The gaming portal was full of short video clips featuring foolish players calling for help while hanging off a cliff or being stuck in a tree. Nobody wants to die and lose their hard-earned experience points. 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” cried Lori. 
 
      
 
    The team stepped aside with the grace and coordination of an elephant. Another tree toppled with a crash. On its branches sat only three or four nasty skeletal creatures. The dwarf dispatched them on his own, having managed to stop Mith just in time with a sharp snarl. Mith was still acting like a kid who couldn’t resist shooting a gun. 
 
      
 
    “We’re getting weighed down,” remarked Amou. Her vague statement was clearly understood, as everyone looked down at their feet. The boots were quickly turning into large hollow rocks. Their weight had already reached ten to twelve pounds each. In about fifteen minutes, they will start dragging hundred-pound weights on their feet, made of blueish gray muck. Their movements will become even more clumsy; their speed of walking and weight-bearing ability will drop. Crow and Lori weren’t having any particular problems for now—their levels of strength were much higher than those of the unfortunate bard and cardmaster. Those pathetic weaklings. They had a supply of extra footwear, but it wasn’t infinite. 
 
      
 
    “Onwards,” quietly ordered the dwarf. He looked at his damaged iron shield, which was starting to get covered by a light frosting of stone. The cursed petrification affected even those objects that weren’t touching the water swirling around their feet. Just not as quickly. 
 
      
 
    “The amulet blinked!” whispered Amou excitedly. In her hands, she was holding a tiny ruby shaped like a peardrop and hung from a thin silver chain. 
 
      
 
    “A game of Hot or Cold,” said Baby through clenched teeth. She used the handle of a heavy seax to squash a skeleton woodpecker, who was getting ready to jump off a branch onto the back of the bard’s head. “I hate this sort of thing...” 
 
      
 
    Crow stayed silent. But he agreed totally. There was nothing worse than this kind of locator, which blinked faster as you approached your goal. It was one thing to conduct the search in daylight, in the middle of an empty field. But what if you’re inside a stone labyrinth, or among a network of volcanic crevices and rivers filled with fiery lava? What if the object was located underfoot or overhead? That was exactly the case here: the corpses they needed could be anywhere. They could be hanging in trees or buried 10-15 feet deep in the mud. What horrible working conditions... 
 
      
 
    “Moose!” said Lori sharply, her keen eyes spotting the danger from the back ranks. “Damn it! Just look at the size of those antlers...” 
 
      
 
    That’s when the rest of them saw yet another surprise thrown at them by the nameless hollow. The giant animal preserved its majestic gait even in death. Its huge antlers proudly sliced through the fog; its heavy hooves splashed the water; the rotting branches of bushes drummed a funeral march against its ribs. The passenger sitting among the moose’s antlers stared maliciously at the intruders with its empty eye sockets filled with gray mist. It opened its mouth and began to screech nastily, jumping up and down atop of the head of the dead and resurrected moose. More than anything, the rider resembled a rotten dead pinecone. 
 
      
 
    “A dead attic vhan,” said Crow, giving a precise and accurate identification. 
 
      
 
    “And two dead chuvvers,” added Baby, looking to the left, where two other stone-covered skeletons had emerged from the water. 
 
      
 
    “Should I spare the shots?” muttered Mith, looking apprehensively at the terrifying moose antlers. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” snapped the dwarf in reply. He stepped towards the nearest tree and rammed it with his shoulder as hard as he could. The armor clanged; the tree gave a creak. But it did not topple. The dwarf did not repeat the attempt. Instead, he walked a little further and slammed into another trunk. This time, the rotten tree toppled immediately, falling where the dwarf had directed it. The heavy branched log smashed into the moose’s spine, snapping it like a match. Choking with evil screams, the vhan sank into the water while gripping the antlers and keeping his eyeholes locked onto its enemies. Just like the captain of a sinking battleship... 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” ordered Crow, activating both the Spark and the Mental Fortitude aura. The vhan was clearly cursing them. It was a weak curse, but still. Just to be on the safe side. The aura of Fortitude covered the small group, increasing their chances of resisting dark magic. 
 
      
 
    “Baby. Cut off the chuvvers’ heads. Amou, good job—carry on playing, just like that. Mith, climb onto my shoulders and get ready to fire into the mudhole at the sunken vhan’s signal.” 
 
      
 
    “Whaddaya mean?” asked the cardmaster, already standing tall on the dwarf’s shoulders. “What signa—DIE!” 
 
      
 
    The stone buckshot plunged into the water, smashing the snout of the resurfaced screeching vhan. Behind it, the moose was slowly getting to his feet. The hammer came down between his antlers. Mith fired another shot from the staff. Behind the two guys’ backs, Amou was singing encouragingly. Meanwhile, Baby concentrated with professionalism on decapitating the chuvvers. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep going like that,” said Crow with a shrug, coming to terms with the costs of their tactic. 
 
      
 
    Mith nearly fell off and, firing another shot at the vhan’s little legs thrashing in the mud, supported his supervisor: 
 
      
 
    “We’ll walk across corpses and bones to search for corpses and bones! That’s right! We’re such a weird bunch...” 
 
      
 
    “The ruby is flashing more often now... Lori! Lori! The headless chuvver is trying to tell you something... whoa... you sliced his legs off at the shoulders...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep moving for another two hundred yards, and then we’ll take a break,” decided the dwarf. “We need a lookout point. Mith, search for a tree that’s as thick, tall, and strong as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Easy for you to say,” whined Mith, discouraged, as he continued to stand on the powerful dwarf’s nape. “I can’t even see the back of my own head in this fog...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He who truly seeketh, always findeth and receiveth. 
 
      
 
    They managed to find a tall and still firmly rooted tree. The quick and agile Lori dragged Amou onto the branches. The dwarf tossed Mith upwards into the tree before ascending himself. On the way, he mercilessly crushed an elf skeleton who was stubbornly clinging to his boots. 
 
      
 
    Clearing the thick branches of its inhabitants—tiny bony creatures and one dead cow—the adventurers stretched out in comfort to take a rest. Thankfully, the respawning rate here was reasonably slow. The magic had run out, so the fog took them into its translucent moist embrace again. However, the fog also concealed them from onlookers. And concealed them well. Keep still and don’t make too much noise, and you have all the chance in the world to remain unnoticed. 
 
      
 
    The newbies talked amongst themselves in hushed voices, discussing the curious and frightening hollow, which was reminiscent of an extremely depressing foggy nightmare. The dwarf and his girlfriend were trying to gather information from their surroundings. On the surface, it seemed like a futile, and even foolish, attempt. However, right now, the seasoned veterans of the gaming universe were using their ears, rather than their eyes. Listening to the squishing of the mud and the splashing of the water was an excellent way to find out a lot of things. Within several minutes, Crow and Lori already knew how far away the truly large monsters wandered, in which area trees were falling more frequently, and where the nearest group of players was presently located. Lori was about to climb to the top of the tree that had given them refuge, when she suddenly froze, staring wide-eyed at the dwarf. A few seconds later, he heard it too. He grabbed Mith by the shoulder, forcing him to stop talking. Picking up on the tension, Amou remained silent. The four adventurers went completely still, as they sat high up in the branches enveloped by dense fog. And so they sat, quiet as mice. 
 
      
 
    Another couple of seconds passed... And this time, everyone heard it. 
 
      
 
    The high-pitched malicious giggling. Nasty giggling. Female giggling. 
 
      
 
    The unpleasant laugh came from the side, about 50 feet away from their tree. Then, suddenly, it came from the other side. And then, again from the former. But the source of the sound was moving fairly quickly in the direction of the other players, who continued to make noise as they forged their way through the hollow. Soon, the giggling faded in the distance; however, they continued to sit in dead silence for the next couple of minutes. Lori was the first one to come to life again. She swore quietly. 
 
      
 
    “We got lucky,” breathed out the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “What was that? Did the Wicked Witch of the West pass by us?” whispered Mith, shivering violently. “I even got the chills.” 
 
      
 
    “Worse. A cursie ran past us,” answered the dwarf. “Baby, climb up and take a listen. We need to orient ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Lithe as a panther, the girl slipped up the tree trunk. 
 
      
 
    “What’s a cursie?” asked Amou, looking around nervously. “What a weird laugh...” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a female player.” 
 
      
 
    “A player?!” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Green Witch class. When she is in battle mode, when she is using magic, she involuntarily gives away her presence by giggling. Specifically her presence, not her location—remember that! Luckily, we managed to climb up a tree before she noticed us.” 
 
      
 
    “Is she that dangerous?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends on her level and skills. And even more on her specialized gear. Here is my advice to you, kids: Until you gain more experience, don’t even think about dealing with green witches. Even if there are ten of you against one of them. Especially if you happen to be in an area like this one, full of fog and dark creatures.” 
 
      
 
    “No kidding...” 
 
      
 
    “Have you run into witches before? Green ones? Are there other kinds?” 
 
      
 
    “We have. Yes, there are other kinds,” answered the dwarf. “Fate made us cross paths a few times. The first time was when we were total newbies—when we had only just met each other. On one of our first missions together, we ran into three witches, who called themselves The Colorful Trio.” 
 
      
 
    “And how did it go?” 
 
      
 
    “We got steamrollered,” snorted Crow. “It was an absolute nightmare. The things they did to us...” 
 
      
 
    “That way,” declared Lori, after silently climbing back down, “with a probability of about sixty percent. Or that way,”—she pointed in a different direction— “with a lesser likelihood.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know that?” said the cardmaster, unable to stop himself. “Don’t get me wrong, dear Lori! I absolutely believe you! It’s just that envy and curiosity are eating me alive!” 
 
      
 
    “In those parts, you can hear more noise coming from large monsters and more frequent crashing of falling trees,” explained the amazon. “Also, in that direction lies the center of this locality—its very heart. Since you were sent here on a mission, then you won’t reach the goal so easily. You’ll have to fight to get to it, and to subject yourself to the dangers of nature. Therefore, if you listen closely, you’ll understand where the most dangerous area is, and that’s where you’ll have to go.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stare danger in the face!” squeaked Amou. 
 
      
 
    “Better to stare into its back,” disagreed Crow. “And, before it has a chance to turn around, hit it with a club from behind! Let’s climb down. I’m going first.” 
 
      
 
    A loud frightened scream forced them to freeze in their tracks and listen. Another cry reached their ears. Then came a couple of loud swears. The shouts came from the other group of players. In their voices was real and powerful fear, especially in the first shouts. 
 
      
 
    “Witch,” spat the dwarf. “A PK is mentally tormenting some careless idiots.” 
 
      
 
    “This place must be her hunting grounds,” added Lori. “It’s perfect for a witch.” 
 
      
 
    “While she is driving the poor heroes into hysteria, let’s put some distance between her and us. Everybody follow me...” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf jumped down onto the ground, and caught the others one by one. Getting back into their battle formation, they quickly walked off in the direction that the amazon had selected. They were moving towards the sound of footsteps of a large monster that was hiding behind a thin wall of trees. Better to go there, than to stay close to a hunting green witch... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took an hour and a half of silent wandering in the fog to find the corpses frozen in stony rigor. Amou and Mith only lasted for the first forty five minutes. Then they lost their focus and composure. After another quarter hour, the gloomy atmosphere of the dying hollow began to seriously affect the newbies’ psyche. Crow began to tell funny short stories, getting everyone to smile and temporarily forget the swirling cold fog around them and the squelching mud under their feet. Amou stayed silent and did not touch the guitar’s strings—the dwarf did not want to make dangerous noise, as useful as it might have been. Plus, the strings kept snapping due to petrification. 
 
      
 
    They had changed quite a bit of footwear, throwing out pair after pair of boots that had turned into shapeless boulders with a hole inside. They threw out petrified cloaks and hats. Several times, they had to knock stone icicles off their noses and ears. The dwarf scraped a stony crust off his shield and armor; then he shattered his own pants with his hammer and pulled on a new pair. This method of changing clothes amused the dwarf’s companions, which slightly improved the rapidly deteriorating mood of the rookies. Localities like this should not be navigated without sufficient preparation and in such a small group. In places like this, the main danger is not the beasts, but rather Nature itself, which actively fights against uninvited guests. 
 
      
 
    They tried to avoid facing monsters, walking around them and only fighting them as a last resort. They didn’t do so out of fear of the undead creatures. No. Crow was afraid of the green witch. The giggling assassin was wandering around in the fog somewhere. She was looking for her next victims. There was a tiny chance that the other group of players killed the witch, but the dwarf seriously doubted it. 
 
      
 
    After an hour and a half, the ruby drop stopped flashing and began to glow with a bright, joyful light. They were very close to their goal. The steady red glow lit up the tired faces of Mith and Amou, returning them to their usual bright and happy restless selves. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to dig up some corpses!” declared the cardmaster, ignoring the icicle that had grown under his nose and was getting in the way of him talking. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot me with your crossbow,” asked the dwarf. The sudden request shocked his friend to the very depths of his soul. 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci, what are you saying?” 
 
      
 
    “Shoot me. Just do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d never!” 
 
      
 
    “ Well, at least point it at me,” the dwarf continued to beg. 
 
      
 
    The girls had already realized the catch and were unsuccessfully trying to hide their grins. Noticing this, Mith took the crossbow off his back, took a quick glance at it and gasped. The crossbow could no longer fire. Before this, Mith checked the weapon frequently. But in the last hour, he had forgotten about it. And here was the result: the bolt and crossbow had merged into one. It was no longer a deadly weapon, but a toy carved out of stone. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” said Mith, hanging his head. 
 
      
 
    “Over there, corpse diggers.” Lori pointed to a small hill half-concealed by bushes and fog. Barely visible on the side of the hill was a small deep groove, or maybe even a small cave. “I’ll go first...” 
 
      
 
    Without hesitation, Crow let his girlfriend take the lead. He followed, walking in step with her and keeping five feet behind. The students followed them, carefully observing the actions of their mentors. Actually, it was Amou who was doing most of the watching; Mith, on the other hand, was busy trying to pry the bolt off the crossbow and sighing grievously as he regretted yet another of his careless mistakes. The guy had decided to become a real professional. However, as soon as he had made that decision, he began to screw up. 
 
      
 
    The redheaded amazon’s guardedness was warranted. Without disturbing the bushes lining the entrance to the little cave, Lori stood on tiptoe, leaned forward, and stared inside. She stood in this pose for about a minute, and then backed up, stepping high to avoid getting stuck in the mud. 
 
      
 
    “Lori is a heron,” whispered Amou quietly. 
 
      
 
    Crow gave a tiny headshake. Lori most likely heard Amou’s comparison and was going to teach the bard a few difficult lessons in the future... The amazon was vengeful... Also, Lori knew how to concentrate on the problem at hand, saving the rest for later. 
 
      
 
    “Look at this.” 
 
      
 
    A flickering image appeared in the air in front of their faces. It was a screenshot, which could be seen only by the members of their group. The picture showed a cave. It was truly small, but with a high ceiling, which was very important. It would allow them to attack full-swing and give them room to maneuver. Near the back wall of the little cave stood petrified boxes, chests, and rucksacks. In the same place, weapons stood leaning against the wall: spears, bows, halberds. Everything was covered by a stone crust. These were no longer objects. These were part of a very realistic stone bas-relief. It was a very sad bas-relief, too. In the corner were several petrified human and animal forms: a dwarf, a human, a half-orc, another human, plus two mules with their heads pushed against the wall and frozen in that position forever. 
 
      
 
    Closer to the center of the cave was an open area strewn with various bones. On top of them lay a huge bear skeleton. It was resting in the pose of a sleeping animal, with its heavy head dropped between its long-clawed front paws. In the eye sockets of the stone-reinforced skull flickered blue sparks. Stone spikes stuck out along the spine; whole plates of armor covered the ribs and paws. Also worth mentioning were the bones piled beneath him: they would easily become building material to strengthen the beast and increase its level. Correspondingly, that would also increase its magic resistance, along with the number of skills, life points, and mana. Plus, it would add other unpleasant special traits. Right now, over the brute’s ugly head flashed the text: “Undead Bear. Level 100.” 
 
      
 
    The ruby drop amulet led them straight to the lair of a bear who was dead, but who had not stopped hunting and killing. 
 
      
 
    “Luring him out would be a bad idea,” muttered the dwarf. Nodding, the amazon added: 
 
      
 
    “We must give him no time to recover. Thanks to the stash of bones in the mud, he can easily jump about fifty levels. Direct offensive is our only option. You go first. I’ll be on your shoulders. Mith will attack with his animal horde. Amou will raise our morale. Our chances are pretty good, as long as we don’t let him inhale bones and grow in level.” 
 
      
 
    “Plan accepted. Amou, we’ll need a song for strength and speed. But don’t start playing until we’re inside the cave. We can’t make any noise outside. Mith, do you have anything that is quick and strong, but not too big? And, preferably, able to withstand blows.” 
 
      
 
    “In my special deck—” 
 
      
 
    “No. Don’t touch that one. Use what’s left of your regular deck.” 
 
      
 
    “It only has rats left in it! Plus some other fodder. Two regular otters and one ferret...” 
 
      
 
    “Send them all inside. All at once. Right after the first time I smack the bear with my hammer. And watch your health. Stay right against the wall; fire at will from the staff—just don’t hit us in the process. Amou, you stay behind Mith. He’s your human shield. No one cares if he gets scratched.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me?!” hissed the cardmaster in indignation, as he pulled out a pitifully thin deck. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a man or not?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I am! I’ll be Amou’s shield-maider!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no such word. Okay, let’s get going. Fist bump for luck!” 
 
      
 
    Stretching out their hands, the four teammates exchanged fist bumps. Arming himself with a new hammer, Crow took a couple of fast steps towards the lair, moving as quietly as possible. He reached the line of treacherously crunchy petrified bushes and rushed towards the cave, crushing branches and twigs, squishing clumps of mud, and splashing water. In his chest shone the Spark, while his group was covered by Mental Fortitude. 
 
      
 
    Bursting inside the cave, he jumped forwards. Thankfully, he did not need to look around, as the screenshot taken by Lori had been quite detailed. This made memorizing the position of important objects in advance easy. The bear came to life and began to get up. The terrifying roar was followed by glittering blue fog that streamed out of the beast’s still-shut jaws. The bones under the bear skeleton began to shift and rise into the air, sticking to its ribs and paws. 
 
      
 
    Into the first blow, Crow poured all of his strength, all of his experience. With a short cry, he brought the weapon down on the enemy’s head. With a crunch, the skull dropped down, smacking against the ground and sending bits of stone flying. Another hit. The hammer swung in an arc, smashing into the bear’s left temple and forcing the broad ugly head to jerk to the side, again thwarting the beast’s attempt to get up. Lori had already managed to straddle the brute and was delivering blow after blow with both of her seaxes, chopping up the bear’s spine. A shot. A handful of stone buckshots hit the bear’s ribs and back leg, missing the allies but forcing the beast to collapse again and roar in fury. A rhythmic stringed melody filled the cave; the soft voice of the girl bard joined in, as she danced behind the aiming cardmaster’s back. 
 
      
 
    Another hit... Out of the bear’s jaws flew out several fangs, knocked out by the hammer. A dense blue mist squirted out, somewhat reminiscent of blood. More stone buckshots. Rapidly striking daggers. Fingers plucking strings... The many-voiced squeaking and squealing of quick, small predators that threw themselves at the bear. The otters and the ferret were biting as fast as Lori’s daggers were striking. Assaulted on all sides, the undead bear roared, but its entire attention was focused on the stocky dwarf with the Spark inside his chest. With its paw, the bear easily swept aside one of the otters and struck the dwarf’s shield. The shield got pierced through—the unenchanted and already weakened metal simply gave up. The monstrous claws appeared out the holes in the shield; the bear surged forward and delivered the next whammy as his bony butt had already gotten up. The dwarf was thrown backwards. His shield shattered into pieces. Gripping the handle of the hammer with both hands, Crow leaped forwards and, with doubled force, smacked the brute directly on its nose bridge. There was a crunching of bone, and the skull lost its last stone decorations. The bear’s life dropped to fifty percent—Crow’s friends were doing their job. The roaring undead beast opened its mouth wide, and blue fog filled the entire little cave. The game system sent an alarming message about sharply increased speed of petrification of both living and nonliving matter—and about the curse that fell on them. 
 
      
 
    Petrification added excess weight, decreased the flexibility of their bodies and clothes, which all affected the speed of movement. 
 
      
 
    The curse weakened and slowed them down. A lot. If the curse breaks through the first level of Fortitude, each of them will lose ten percent of strength and speed, respectively. And along with strength, they will also lose their weight-bearing capacity and ability to deal physical damage. 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” With a cry, the amazon thrust the seaxes in so hard, that she sank elbow-deep into the bear’s skeleton. There, the blades came into contact with something important located on the other side of the breastbone. 
 
      
 
    The bear roared again. However, this time, it didn’t sound like a threat; it sounded like fear. Lori had found a vital point. 
 
      
 
    “Altogether, now!” shouted the dwarf. He took a golfer stance. Swinging the hammer in a short arc, he hit the enemy’s breastbone; Lori struck at the same time. This kind of direct hit shook the bear; the reverberating roars were deafening. The creature rolled over, trying to squash the stinging bug on its back. However, Lori easily avoided the danger by clinging to the ceiling. When the bear rolled back onto its belly, the amazon returned to her original position on top of the enemy’s back. Such a lowly trick will not work on experienced players. What a pitiful attempt. 
 
      
 
    Mith delivered the final blow with a shot from his staff. In order to avoid accidentally hitting his teammates, he had to step forward, wait for the right moment, and then fire at the long-suffering breast bone. With the final shot, the breast bone simply vanished. For about three seconds, the beast stood motionless with a huge hole gaping in its chest. And then the bear crumbled into a pile of rattling bones. 
 
      
 
    “We’re alive,” exhaled the dwarf in relief. He was examining his chest, which had deep, long scratches all over it. “My armor barely held up.” 
 
      
 
    “Minus one dagger for me,” replied Lori, stuffing her broken weapon into her backpack. “And minus fifty percent of life. Damn spines! It was like riding a cheese grater.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m alright. Only minus two sets of strings.” 
 
      
 
    “Good job,” said Crow, smiling. “Your music really helped us out. You did well, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Minus the otters and ferret,” replied Mith tiredly. “My health is low. Minus eight rounds of ammunition. But we finished him off!” 
 
      
 
    “So we did,” agreed the dwarf. “I got another level.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too!” 
 
      
 
    “And me too!” 
 
      
 
    “And me!” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s our goal? Let’s look for it,” said the dwarf, interrupting their collective jubilation. “Hurry. We’ll search through everything here and leave quickly. Right now, we’re in a trap with only one exit. We shouldn’t stay here too long. Let’s hur—” 
 
      
 
    Crow broke off, without finishing his sentence. Pausing, he stood still, listening. 
 
      
 
    From behind the bushes concealing the entrance to the bear’s den came high-pitched malicious giggling. 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit!” snarled Crow in frustration, hitting the earthen wall of the cave with his hammer. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe she hasn’t noticed us yet...” whispered Amou. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, she did,” replied Crow and Lori in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Do a complete search. Quickly.” The dwarf wrenched a large boulder out of the sloppy ground and threw it near the exit. “We need to find the jar. I’ll cover the exit while you look for it.” 
 
      
 
    Unable to find enough rocks to block the door, the dwarf had to use clumps of soil and various petrified objects, which included the permanently stiff corpses and their parts. A few minutes later, the entrance to the cave was blocked off by a scary-looking wall that, at first glance, appeared to be composed of broken mannequins. Arms thrust out in all directions; occasional heads stared sadly at the ground; legs pushed up against the walls, digging their stone heels into the mud. As soon as he saw the wall, Mith gave a suppressed gasp and crossed himself. Then he made a screenshot and continued the search. Just another day of battle. The youngster was getting used to it... 
 
      
 
    The giggling sounded again. But this time, it came from a different direction and seemed to be receding in the distance. However, Crow was not born yesterday. Strengthening the barricade with yet another corpse—a one-eared mule with broken-off saddle bags—the dwarf pressed himself to the damp wall and, raising his voice, barked: 
 
      
 
    “Witch!” 
 
      
 
    A nasty little high-pitched giggle sounded right beside them, on the other side of the nightmarish barricade. This time, Crow was certain: the witch was standing in that exact spot. And it was her own laugh—not the otherworldly sound of her character class. The PK standing in the fog was having fun. 
 
      
 
    “Get lost, cursie! I’m not looking to make enemies with you. We don’t really have much to take, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Again came the giggling, which was also real and even more malicious. 
 
      
 
    “Witch! I’ll kill you, witch! You’d better get lost! Let’s not butt heads with each other!” 
 
      
 
    Right now, the dwarf was playing for time, giving his friends a chance to find the quest object. At the same time, he checked the system’s indicators. Everything was okay for now—teleportation was not blocked. But there was no point in leaving here, as finding the jar was only half of the task. To finish it properly, they need to find a certain hill, climb to the top of it, and break open the jar there. But in their path stood a green witch. 
 
      
 
    “‘Get lost,’ ‘butt heads’... You have such simplistic vocabulary,” said a sinister and slightly harsh female voice from above. The witch had taken up position on top of the cave. The dwarf jumped back from the entrance. He looked around, snatched up a shovel covered with a stone crust, broke off someone’s petrified hand from the handle, selected a spot and began to dig away at the ceiling of the little cave. Clumps of soil rained down. He kicked them towards the exit, adding strength to the barricade. 
 
      
 
    For now, they are in a stalemate. The witch will not risk coming in here. This says a lot. Her level and gear are not so great that she would dare to face four players head on. But then, her character class is not made for it. She is an underhanded mental killer, a master of curses. She is a wolf that preys on weak and sick animals that got separated from the herd. But they shouldn’t drop their guard, either. A witch is cunning. A slow, dimwitted player would not be able to kill using a character like the green witch. He would need to be merciless, underhanded, and cunning as a fox. 
 
      
 
    However, luckily for the four friends, the witch that had tracked them down was insufficiently experienced. Had she been more mature, she would not have been standing in one place. Dashing back to the entrance, the dwarf peeked outside between two elf heads with frozen tormented expressions, and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Simplistic? Well, sure. Listen, get lost, will you? I really don’t wanna fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahhh... but I like you already, peasant. Come out, we’ll have a chat...” 
 
      
 
    And again came the snide giggles, filled with malicious happiness and pleasure. The witch was simply reveling in the waves of bone-chilling horror that she herself was creating and sending at her victims. You didn’t need to be a psychologist to know that she didn’t come here for loot. Or, at least, the desire for loot was not the main motive of the mysterious individual with the nasty giggle. 
 
      
 
    “Well, my little lost friends,” jeered the witch. “Are you gonna keep hiding in your little burrow forever? Come out! We’ll have lots of fun together. We’ll dance around in the fog. We’ll look for each other. Find each other. Kill each other. How does that famous poem go? 
 
      
 
    Answered the snap of a closing lock and the jar of a gun-butt slid, 
 
    But the tender fog shut fold on fold to hide the wrong they did. 
 
    The weeping fog rolled fold on fold the wrath of man to cloak, 
 
    And the flame-spurts pale ran down the rail as the sealing-rifles spoke. 
 
      
 
    The bullets bit on bend and butt, the splinter slivered free 
 
    (Little they trust to sparrow-dust that stop the seal in his sea!), 
 
    The thick smoke hung and would not shift, leaden it lay and blue... 
 
      
 
    Pausing her recitation, the witch roared with laughter. Then she started giggling again. 
 
      
 
    “Who the heck is she?” asked Mith in horror, his shaking hands pointing his useless crossbow at the wall of stone mannequins. 
 
      
 
    “An educated woman,” replied Crow, sending a deluge of earth tumbling from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Are we still in Waldyra? Or are we now trapped in a horror film?” 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” hissed Amou angrily. “Look for the jar!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right...” 
 
      
 
    “Where there are witches, there is always horror,” muttered Crow. Then, stepping up to the barricade and adding a bit of stress to his voice, he yelled: “Go away, witch!” 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you running away, little birdies? Fly away, then! Or have you lost your wings? Ran out of teleportation scrolls?” The witch’s voice was full of greedy curiosity mixed with hope. What if they really are trapped? 
 
      
 
    It was enough for the dwarf. He realized that the witch was still standing on top of the hill. Turning around, Baby exchanged glances with Crow. Nodding in silent understanding, she grabbed Amou, thrust a staff into her hands, and prodded her towards the center of the cave. She also pushed Mith in the same direction, while grabbing her remaining dagger. 
 
      
 
    “Ready,” she whispered, glancing at the disciples. “Aim staffs at the roof! Fire at everything that moves!” 
 
      
 
    “Graaah!” roared the dwarf, shaking dirt off his head and thrusting the shovel forcefully into the ceiling. “Graaah!” 
 
      
 
    The roof shuddered, began to cave, and fell down in a giant earthen heap. Along with the earth fell the shrieking witch—a woman in a long black dress with excessively puffy sleeves and an incredibly deep plunging neckline. 
 
      
 
    “I warned you, witch!” yelled Crow, adjusting his grip on the shovel and raising it over his head. “I told you, I’ll kill you!” 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” ordered Lori. 
 
      
 
    Two staffs sent out streams of fire and buckshots. The flames from the torch licked the woman, who screamed even louder. The tongues of fire hid her from sight; a furious round of stone buckshots hit the blazing fireball. Stoning to death and being burnt alive. The Inquisition was back. The hollering witch got executed in accordance with every grim law of the genre. The shovel struck her flaming throat, causing the witch’s screaming to be cut short. Lori stood and watched the victim twisting in agony at her feet. Judging by her facial expression, it was clear that Lori was feeling rather unwell. Realizing what’s going through her mind, the dwarf walked up to his girlfriend and hugged her. The disciples fired a few more shots, and the deed was finished. They did not notice the fear that had flitted across Lori’s face when she saw the burning female body twisting as if in pain. They were busy with the ritual of destroying dark forces. The witch had been executed. 
 
      
 
    “Good job,” said Crow casually. He let go of Baby, who was back to her usual self. “You finished her off in style.” 
 
      
 
    “This is terrible,” said Amou, shaking her head. “We’ve become so evil...” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s find the jar and get out of here! And take the trophies off the witch. What’s her name, again? Legro? Hmm... Get moving, ladies and gentlemen! Hurry! The bear will return soon! And kick our butts! Quickly, now!” 
 
      
 
    In a frenzy, the team of adventurers continued to search the lair of the undead bear. They broke open petrified backpacks and sacks, crushed saddle bags, and shattered boxes. The dwarf dismantled the barricade, carefully examining every corpse. His thoroughness yielded results: he was the one to discover the jar, which turned out to be more of a tiny pot, which hung on a string around the neck of a long-haired man with a tragic face. Crow did not pause to examine the victim’s tragic expression, ripping off the jar and leaning the broken torso against the wall. 
 
      
 
    Several minutes later, the group was already walking away from the lair, where so many interesting and dangerous things had happened to them. In their bags, they were carrying away quite a bit of loot—the objects had been preserved as though canned inside the victims’ petrified bags. They found many things inside the bags of the deceased group: alchemical potions, weapons, clothes, parts of armor, several scrolls, three large shields, arrow tips, and spare bowstrings. 
 
      
 
    This time, they did not make any detours. They traveled straight as an arrow flies, moving directly towards the specified coordinates. Crow pushed through crumbling bushes like a bear—only a live one—dragging his comrades behind him. He kept urging them to move faster, sometimes forcing them to break into a jog. They killed every monster they met without sparing any ammunition this time—their goal was almost in front of them. 
 
      
 
    The steep cliff appeared out of the fog suddenly. Torrents of mud flowed downhill, carrying the scent of a rotting bog. In the water flashed bluish bolts of electricity. Their boots began to crunch, so fast was the speed at which the stone crust began to form on them. With a roar, the dwarf chased his teammates uphill; Lori supported this action by shoving Mith so hard, that he flew up to the clifftop like a bird. 
 
      
 
    At the top of the tall hill, it was raining. A dark, stinking rain. It was also hailing stones—fine gravel poured down from the heavens, drumming against their heads. Each of these little “drops” took away several hit points. Falling to his knees, Mith broke open the little jar. Alongside him, Amou helped “breathe into life” the contents of the jar, as the instructions said. Simply speaking, they warmed a pale, sickly-looking sprout, which stuck out of a clump of soil that had been sealed inside the little broken jar. The warm breath made the sprout shiver, turn green, and grow a little, stretching towards the stormy evil sky. Crow and Lori were covering their friends with shields. The hammering evil hail suggested that the malicious dark rain was trying to reach the seedling, trying to stop it from growing, even if they managed to plant it into the stinking soil. 
 
      
 
    They did manage it. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had the seedling grown the first leaf than the furious sky began to throw rocks the size of an orc’s fist. The shields groaned and began to fall apart. The dwarf and Baby were barely standing. Meanwhile, Mith and Amou kept breathing on the seedling, warming it with their breath. 
 
      
 
    The second leaf grew... and a third one... then a new thin branch... Meanwhile, the ground around the young seedling kept growing lighter. 
 
      
 
    The weather turned even wilder—it was now throwing boulders, just barely missing the four friends. However, a wave of mud came rushing at them, threatening to wipe out the fragile plant. The stocky dwarf planted himself in the path of the mudslide, holding a shield in front of him. He absorbed the attack, which knocked him off his feet and submerged him in mud and stones. But the seedling was saved. 
 
      
 
    A few more moments, and... 
 
      
 
    The seedling sprung to full height, increasing hundreds of times in size within a second. The tree’s crown, green as the first grass in spring, disappeared into the violently storming fog; the trunk grew thicker and thicker; the branches covered the beaten adventurers like an umbrella, protecting them from the hailstones. 
 
      
 
    An emerald flash... and the top of the hill was suddenly covered in sunlight. Real sunlight. High above their heads, tree boughs swayed, bearing numerous leaves and bright blue flowers. The stone hail stopped. The gray fog dropped close to the ground, as though in fright, and was slithering hastily away from the hill. Beneath their feet, plants sprouted, creating a carpet of green over the dark soil that had so recently been barren and dead. 
 
      
 
    Victory... 
 
      
 
    Wiping mud off his face, Crow looked around, briefly glanced at the tree, shrugged, and concluded: 
 
      
 
    “Our work here is finished. Now, let’s go home. My forge is waiting for me.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    A dull but useful lesson. Forging and digging. Digging and forging. Mountain city 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    UPON RETURNING, CROW did not take up the hammer right away. 
 
      
 
    First of all, he walked around his own aboveground property. He conversed with every worker, asking what they needed, if anything needed to be bought, and whether anyone was sick. After finding out his workers’ wishes, he carefully wrote them down. The dwarf also talked with the guards that passed by. He spent a few minutes with an axeman, looked at the distant mountain peak, and sent a couple of curses on the heads of the orcs. 
 
      
 
    Having made sure that everything was normal at the outpost, the dwarf descended under his hill. There, he sat Amou and Mith down, stood in front of them, and burst into a short yet emotional speech, wherein he listed the mistakes made by the newbies in their most recent outing. Joining in, Lori added a few comments of her own. Then, the two veterans threw in some carefully measured praise, underlining the new players’ bravery and ability to follow orders, and concluded that the newbies are growing as fighters and members of a raid group. 
 
      
 
    The lesson took about half an hour. It was rather dull and boring, but quite useful. Strike while the iron is hot, as they say. The students nodded vigorously to show that the lesson has been taken to heart, and that old mistakes will not be repeated. With that, the friends got to sorting the trophies. There turned out to be surprisingly many of them. 
 
      
 
    Money. More than twenty gold coins. Slightly more silver ones. Nearly five hundred coppers. 
 
      
 
    Jewelry made of copper, bronze, silver, with occasional inserts of modest semiprecious stones. 
 
      
 
    Metallic parts of armor, weapons, and tools, all covered with patches of rust. They also found some undamaged ones—they just had to remove the crusty mineral deposits, and the objects were ready to be used again. But the majority of metal was sent to be reforged; on the bright side, the metal was of reasonable quality, and far better than the orcs’ junk. 
 
      
 
    Alchemy. Medium-strength potions for health and mana. Elixirs for strength and stamina. Tonics for sharpening the mind—or the characteristic of intelligence, as it were. 
 
      
 
    Magic scrolls. Three of them were mass fighting magic. All three summoned a fire storm. Another two scrolls were created in temples and charged with holy magic of the Light. One was for mass destruction of the undead. The second one was Wyllowe’s holy light of healing and courage. Six scrolls with a fireball of the highest level, and two with a poison thorn thicket. One scroll with a water barrage. Over a dozen scrolls with cleansing from poison. Two scrolls of God’s Fist—destruction for single undead creatures, unless they manage to evade the spell. One scroll for creating a holy wall, also by Wyllowe. A circle of protection lasting five minutes, to be employed against dark creatures. 
 
      
 
    Other random finds. A couple of strange and already seen flowers, which resembled a skeleton’s hand closed like a flower bud. An armful of stinky yellow grass. Bottles with green and red liquids. Three dying letters, which the system automatically offered the finder to deliver to their intended addressees. Twenty stone eggs. Fifteen petrified small creatures, mainly crows. A medium-sized statue of stone, which was also covered with stone icicles—a new decoration for the wall encircling the hill. Many petrified bottles with unknown contents, locked like jewelry boxes of stone. The bottles would need to be broken open, and their contents checked. 
 
      
 
    Not a bad haul. Too bad that most of the supplies of the deceased team turned out to be hopelessly ruined by the stone curse. They divided the loot equally. The disciples chose to store their share at the dwarf’s place, since they already practically lived there themselves. 
 
      
 
    Certain trophies were set aside. These were the items left behind from the “corpse” of the green witch. A black dress, saturated with dark demonic essence. A bonnet, also black, decorated with black pearls. A pair of black lacy gloves. A pair of hiking boots with thick soles—an item surprisingly practical compared to the rest. That is, if you don’t take into consideration the leather skin—the boots were made of a chuvver’s hide. The laces were made of hair from a red-headed mermaid. The soles were made of several layers of rhinoceros hide—the only normal component—but, again, saturated with dark essence. Such boots were excellent for a swampy environment. The footwear was sewn with magic that gave the ability to run right over the top of quagmires for the duration of three minutes, once an hour. 
 
      
 
    The clothes were enchanted to repel water, arrows, and crossbow bolts. On top of that were added spells of inconspicuousness and “wholeness”—the dress was considered to cover the wearer’s entire body, from the top of her neck to the soles of her feet. Thus, the low-cut neckline of the dress was not a weak point for an attack. 
 
      
 
    A thin, fragile obsidian knife, laced with poison and enchanted for durability and additional piercing strength. A light miniature crossbow of excellent quality, along with a dozen assorted bolts. 
 
      
 
    The witch turned out to have many regular and specialized potions. Three battle scrolls: one stone hailstorm, and two Strings of Doom. Two teleportation scrolls and three crystals of similar purpose. Two scrolls of healing. Elixirs for vision in fog and at night, for health and mana, for strengthening of intellect and wisdom, for increased agility and running speed, for blocking stamina, and for protection against diseases. There were others, too. It was expensive alchemy. And all of this gear was centered around one thing: longterm, autonomous “swimming” in unhealthy, gloomy areas, such as the flooded misty hollow. The alchemy was ideally suited to that location. Everything for solo murder of players. This woman was a pro... And the stupid way in which she lost absolutely had to wound her pride. She must be furious right now. And she will definitely reach out to him soon. Very soon. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Crow was left in peace and solitude—the rest of the gang went to hand in their completed task and to request the next one. Additionally, they will quickly deliver the letters the deceased heroes wrote while dying. Then, Mith will go buy some food supplies, reload the battle staffs, and return to Gray Peak to help with digging. Meanwhile, the girls will set out to one of the Great Cities. There, Lori was planning to visit a certain grandpa, who lived in the stone halls near a chasm beside Khradalroum. The grandpa was an expert in the history and legends of Waldyra. He may be of help—if he agrees to speak with the young foreign women, that is. That’s why the girls will first buy some special cheese, plus a bottle of strong dwarvish vomitka. 
 
      
 
    After making another round, Crow descended under the hill and fired up the hearth in the new smithy. Before Mith returned, he needed to reforge all the junk and make as many new objects as possible. A large caravan had just arrived at the outpost, but the dwarf had no time to attend to the travelers. The caravaners will have to make do without hot flatbread, rabbit meat, or fresh eggs. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had the echo from the first ringing blow of the hammer against the anvil filled the corridors and faded, than the next sound followed, and the vibrating sound wave came alive again. Having taken off his armor, the dwarf was deeply focused on forging metal. Hissing, the iron ingots dropped one after another into the churning water; red-hot parts of armor were seized by tongs and thrown onto the anvil. Not a single useless motion. Just stingy rationality and evenly paced productivity. Crow could have been working on a blacksmithing factory line. 
 
      
 
    Even the ringing of a new message did not make him pause; only his hand shook a little when he saw the sender’s name. 
 
      
 
    Lenolia Legro. 
 
      
 
    The evil taunting woman in black. The main enemy in the foggy hollow. The giggling PK. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, evil kitty. You are SOMEBODY, and not just anybody, right?” 
 
      
 
    Lost in thought, the dwarf finished forging the ingot, threw it into a barrel of water to cool, and wrote back: 
 
      
 
    “Hello to you, too, misty kitty. Did you finish off those poor guys? They screamed so loud...” 
 
      
 
    “Them—yes. Half of their group ran away. Only three of them tried to blindly fight back. One guy even managed to ruin my hair. I didn’t manage to take down your group, though.” 
 
      
 
    “We got lucky. I’ll return your things. Everything down to the last copper penny, to the last bottle of nurrotlen.” 
 
      
 
    “Not everyone is able to recognize the clear-as-water nurrotlen in an unlabeled bottle. So you’ve already visited an alchemist?” 
 
      
 
    “I did. What about my offer?” 
 
      
 
    “Had my gear been better, I’d have killed you for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Your gear is amazing for your 100+ level.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s not a set! If only I had the Harbinger of Sorrow set...” 
 
      
 
    “Why not the Emerald Swallow set? For a green witch flying solo, it’s much more suitable. But also more expensive. Much more expensive. That’s if you plan to buy. As for trying to find it yourself... It would be easier to sell your soul. I will only ask one more time: what about my offer?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll give it back for free?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’ll leave it in a convenient place for you, and send you the coordinates, so you can pick up your things.” 
 
      
 
    “But what do you want in exchange, evil kitty?” 
 
      
 
    “Does she sense something about me?” muttered the dwarf in surprise. “Why does she keep calling me ‘kitty’? I’m a bearded dwarf, for heaven’s sake. I’d understand if she called me a bear or a hog, but a cat?” 
 
      
 
    “In exchange, I’ll ask for a favor. Someday. Or I might not.” 
 
      
 
    “And what if I say no?” 
 
      
 
    “Then I’ll ask someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, you’re very strange. But you’re definitely SOMEBODY, and not just anybody. How about having a glass of wine together right now? Or maybe something stronger? I know a good portside tavern in Alcaroum. Or we can meet at the Cyclops in Algora. You can give me back my things. And we can have a good chat. Get to know each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Not today, sorry. I have too much work to do. So how about the deal, witch?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard you, evil, wise, and strange kitty. And I’ll keep it in mind. I’m waiting for the coordinates of the location. When the time comes, I’ll consider your request and give you my answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
      
 
    “Someday, I’ll kill you, evil kitty.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already tried. Be careful that you don’t burn your little black wings again, cursie.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s better to get burnt than to freeze. I hate cold, apathetic types. But you seem to be a hot-blooded kind of guy. So I’ll try to kill you again someday. Where are you right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Me? On a boat near the island of Al Dra Dras. What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m standing on the burning cart of a caravaner. Would you like to watch me as I kill the survivors?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send the coordinates soon. Good luck with the fight.” 
 
      
 
    During their conversation, the dwarf finished reforging the remaining junk. He put out the flames in the hearth, gathered the witch’s possessions, and took out a teleportation scroll. As his destination, he chose a small village not too far from Algora. A moment later, the magic transported him to the precise spot. Looking around, he saw an old graveyard on top of a hill. Reaching a low wall, he spotted several freshly dug graves nearby. Excellent... A few minutes later, the black-haired dwarf disappeared in the flash of teleportation. A message was sent to the witch, bearing a brief and accurate description of the spot where he hid her things. 
 
      
 
    Another job done. 
 
      
 
    All that remained was to wait for the result—not now, but in the future. The bait had been cast, and the PK with extremely specialized skills had swallowed it. She was interested in the offer. She had contacted him, expecting taunts and swears, threats and cursing. Instead, she had gotten a calm business-like conversation, and a consequent agreement without any obligations. Will she attack the dwarf or any of his comrades who participated in her murder? Undoubtedly. She will stab them in the back without a second thought. It was clear that she was vengeful as hell, as well as clever and cruel. 
 
      
 
    And that damned nurrotlen! His tongue gave him away again. The transparent liquid in bottles of a special shape was sold quite rarely, for an incredibly high price. It was considered a dark and forbidden substance. Moreover, a most powerful spell of inconspicuousness was placed on the bottles. Thus, nurrotlen remained unnoticed even by the guards. Most often, nurrotlen was used as a radical way out. Breaking the bottle will easily destroy almost any obstacle and simultaneously cast a dark curse. This would include, for example, the thick door of a prison cell, along with a part of the corridor. But the cost... The cost of nurrotlen is obscene. A lone PK, who had barely surpassed the hundredth level, was unlikely to be able to afford such a purchase. Did someone gift it to her? Did she win a lottery? Did she find it? Steal it? The possibilities were endless. 
 
      
 
    Another great mystery was the identity of nurrotlen’s manufacturer. Nobody knew the inventor of the hellish substance. Was it a player or a local? What was the recipe? Why were bottles of it so rare? 
 
      
 
    While lost in thought, the dwarf did not sit still. He fanned the flames and placed ingots on the glowing coals. He was done reforging junk. It was time to get down to business. 
 
      
 
    The ingots slowly heated up in a less-than-perfect blacksmithing hearth. Meanwhile, Crow checked the corridor, and removed any piles of dirt and small stones, dragging everything back to the surface. Upon returning, he dealt with huge boulders. There were only two, and each was the size of a pony. Straining his digital muscles, the dwarf dragged the huge stones to the surface, almost getting squashed when lifting them into the tomb. On the way back, the player brought several pine logs, using them to securely reinforce the short passageway made by Mith. As soon as he was done, he grabbed the forging hammer. He did not pause for breaks. Although today had not been spent in vain, he had not gotten any closer to his main goal, had not found a single multicolored brick, had not forged a single new object. Fortunately, the day was not over yet. Later, he will need to distribute characteristic points that he had gotten thanks to the two newly acquired levels today. 
 
      
 
    The red-hot ingot spat out a handful of sparks from the hammer’s impact. The metal flattened and turned a furious scarlet. But its fury did not scare anyone—the dwarf continued to concentrate on delivering blow after blow. He decided to start his work with nails and tips for crossbow bolts. An excellent combination. Items for peacetime and for war, respectively. The former will pierce tough wooden boards. The latter will pierce equally tough hides of orcs, as well as other evildoers... 
 
      
 
    By the time Mith returned, the dwarf managed to accomplish a lot. He forged quite a few nails and crossbow bolt tips. Once he got tired of making small things, he forged three iron cartwheel axles and one smithing hammer. Then he got to making horseshoes, making four at a time for one type of draft or riding animal, before proceeding to the next. Shoes for horses, camels, oxen... Crow worked nonstop, moving and acting like a well-oiled machine. 
 
      
 
    However, by the time his comrade’s happy shout echoed down the corridor, the dwarf was already sipping on a dark lager while sitting with his feet up in a luxury velvet armchair, which he had dragged out of the recently discovered guest room. He earned it. He had raised himself up to the next step on the ladder leading to the title of Beginner Blacksmith Apprentice. Or, more accurately, he almost got there. Just a little more, and another flight of stairs will be opened to him. The current progress was more than enough to be able to take the next step, which he had long planned but kept putting off. It was time to visit the grim snow-covered homeland of the real dwarves: the Great City of Khradalroum, which was famous for its conservatism and secrecy. The only place more secretive was an elven city. To call the pointy eared people huge paranoiacs would be an understatement. The higher an elf’s rank, the more suspicious he was, especially towards individuals of a different race. And if you are a dwarf... A high-born and highly ranked elf will sooner prefer to breathe a lungful of a mountain ogre’s fart, than to offer you a handshake. 
 
      
 
    “Are we gonna start digging?!” Judging by the fire in the young helper’s eyes, his desire to become a digger was as strong as ever. 
 
      
 
    “We are,” agreed Crow, getting up and stretching. “I have finished blacksmithing for the day.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” 
 
      
 
    “Have you finished everything? Reloading the staffs? Selling the trophies? Buying supplies?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup! I gave the supplies to the cook. The loaded staffs are in the tomb. Lori took some of the money; the rest was left beside the staffs,” listed off Mith energetically. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver. Take a shovel and dig. You’ve earned it.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf turned away, hiding a guilty smile. Right now, he felt like Tom Sawyer, who had managed to sell the task of painting a fence for a hefty sum. Mith had been in such a hurry only because he wanted to grab a shovel and dive into the dirt as soon as possible. It wasn’t much of a reward, to be honest. However, judging by the disciple’s cries of joy, he liked it. 
 
      
 
    “Are you still set on getting a gobmouth?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup! Why? Have you found one for sale?” 
 
      
 
    “In Waldyra, you can always find anything for sale,” said Crow, shrugging. “It’s just a question of price.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you buy a legendary animal? Does a gobmouth of a legendary class exist?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... A legendary class of pets, huh...” The dwarf scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I’ve never really looked into it. You’d better ask Lori. Actually, I think there was a golden dragon...” 
 
      
 
    “And a shark, and a riverbed worm! Also, a black and white wolf! His nickname is Tyrant. And he belongs to Rosgard—a famous player legend!” 
 
      
 
    “Never heard of him.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already told me that. Can I start digging from here?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” said Crow, approving his student’s choice. 
 
      
 
    With a grunt, Mith thrust the shovel’s blade into the wall of dirt. The excavations had begun. The dwarf joined his student a minute later, taking up his position a little to the left. It was silly to compete against a dwarf in a digging race. Soon, Mith began to get tired, but that only added fire to his enthusiasm. As soon as he was out of breath, he took a special elixir and continued to dig with renewed energy. His shovel was starkly different from the tool Crow was using. It had a comfortable handle of reddish wood, a copper blade polished to a shine, and a couple of runes here and there. It was an expensive tool, purchased with his own money. Mith was truly enjoying the current chain of events. He had grown into his new role to the point of buying not only a shovel, but also a miner’s helmet that had a small flashlight on top. On the cardmaster’s little fingers glittered rings with charmed stones of grayish green malachite. These were also connected to mining. That’s why Mith’s digging was only slightly slower than Crow’s. Additionally, Crow took upon himself the task of getting rid of piles of soil and rocks, periodically dragging them outside on his own back. Then he would grab his shovel again and continue to dig, Meanwhile, he would listen to useful comments made by Mith, who had somehow managed to become surprisingly savvy on the subject of mining. 
 
      
 
    “A mining cart enchanted to carry five times more load costs only a hundred gold coins! But the rails for it are so expensive! I’ve heard they get bought for mines belonging to clans. However, the problem of weight remains. Not everyone is able to push a cart like that. Not unless you can chain a giant to it. But we’re not slave owners, are we?” Mith gave a wistful sigh. “A gobmouth would be real useful here! Crowcci, would you be able to push a cart with a five times greater-than-normal capacity? You don’t even need to be chained to it...” 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for an answer, the inspired disciple continued to talk. 
 
      
 
    “There are also digger golems! But they’re more suitable for digging tunnels under enemy defense lines. They have such huge hands! Their palms are flat, with saw-toothed edges; and their feet are like excavator buckets! I saw them today in a big store called Mining Supplies. The golem was standing right inside their glass display case. So terrifying! And awesome! Oh! A red brick! Crowcci, this one’s for you. We’ve already dug out four bricks today... Oh! I also saw a super-duper fancy shovel! It was really something! The blade was made of a strange metal, and so was the handle. Plus, it had inlaid gems, and had gold lines engraved all over! Is it for elite-born miners, a shovel like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well...” 
 
      
 
    “A wall... Are we gonna bust through it, or turn back? Oh, look! A window! What’s inside it? Ouch! Let go! Let go, you sharp-toothed swine! Crowcci, sensei! A dead lady grabbed me by a man’s most precious thing—by the shovel! Let go of me!” 
 
      
 
    “...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, wow... How did you drag such a huge skeleton through such a small window? Oooh! I found three copper coins in her boots! If every skeleton has three coins at the very least, that’s not a bad haul! I also saw scrolls with spells to strengthen tunnel ceilings! Just read the scroll—and you won’t need to worry about the corridors for a week! But the price... Just in how many dead ladies’ boots will I have to rummage, in order to save up enough money for that kind of magic? I’d rather steal from Amou’s piggybank... Oh, look! Someone’s twitching leg! It’s barefooted... Damn! Where is your boot, you rotten foot?! Where did you hide the boot with the money inside?! Oh, wow! My strength increased by one point! That’s the magic of physical labor: it makes a man out of a boy, and a woman out of a girl!” 
 
      
 
    Crow listened and listened, trying to intervene only in extreme situations and letting the disciple learn to act independently. To be overprotective is to guarantee failure for the future adventurer. It’s better to let him make mistakes and suffer small setbacks now, rather than later, when the level of danger grows exponentially. 
 
      
 
    Also, the dwarf came to a simple and obvious conclusion: Mith had found his profession. A miner. A collier. A digger. It was hard to say what the student liked the most: digging earth or finding things. Both, most likely. But one thing was certain: he had found his path. A pickaxe, a magic mining cart, and a trusty shovel—these were the most suitable tools for him. The funniest part was that representatives of his class, cardmasters, were considered elites. They were snobby, rich germaphobes who never sullied their hands while commanding armies of monsters. Crow could not remember a single cardmaster who, in his free time, worked as a miner—or worse, as a digger on call. Mith, however, did not mind getting his hands and shoes dirty. He kept digging without a care in the world, while the smile on his dirt-smeared face grew wider and wider. He had caught the bug... He should have been born a dwarf in Waldyra. It’s just that he didn’t realize this before. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Mith, the speed of work increased sharply. The silent dwarf and the chatty young human guy complemented each other perfectly. As soon as something truly big began to move around threateningly under yet another fallen pile of earth, the dwarf lit up the Spark in his own chest and activated Mental Fortitude, drawing attention to himself and protecting his partner from possible curses. After six vicious struggles underground, Mith ran upstairs and fetched one of the staffs, which was loaded with cold. It emitted a white powerful freezing ray that was excellent for slowing down the occasional zombie. It also worked on skeletons, blocking their joints and freezing them to the ground. The money-conscious dwarf would not have reached for a weapon so expensive, had the opponents not gotten so serious. Slowly but surely, it was becoming clear: the shallowly buried city was based on the principle of a classic dungeon. 
 
      
 
    The deeper underground they went, the stronger the enemies they encountered. It was a concept successfully implemented in many computer slasher games. 
 
      
 
    In this case, the closer to the center of the city, the stronger the resistance encountered from the beasts trapped in the dirt. 
 
      
 
    Their latest opponent was another half-orc skeleton. This time, though, the bony giant was Level 110, and was clad in a suit of real knight armor. On top of that, he wielded a spear and a thick shield, which offered excellent protection against the blast of cold from the staff. They managed to defeat the half-orc. They broke him apart bone-by-bone. But the dwarf wasn’t happy with the established trend. Initially, he had hoped that the place would function according to a different principle: the enemies would be of average level, but there would be a couple dozen especially dangerous lairs of undead, which could be carefully avoided. 
 
      
 
    Crow decided not to despair, instead preferring to think that the current situation was nothing compared to what would come much later. It’s better to be prepared for the worst. On the plus side, the number and value of trophies increased correspondingly with the number and strength of enemies. They found so many copper pitchers, both squashed and whole, that they started to suspect that the buried citizens had been hardcore pitcher-philiacs. They also encountered gold and silver coins, although rarely. The pile of rusted junk had grown again, the gathered metal suitable only for reforging. They found quite a few fairly well-preserved arrow tips. They occasionally came across tools. They unearthed three more multi-colored bricks. Lots of moldy rags. Two tapestries. Some furniture. Countless spoons and forks. A slightly lesser amount of clay plates. Tons of stones and regular bricks! The hired dwarf mason will have plenty of work on his hands. And, by the way, tomorrow, he will need to be sponsored and sent for further education. He will be told to return with a helper in tow. The wall encircling the hill had been completed; it was time to build a house. 
 
      
 
    When the number of found objects grew so much that Crow could not keep up with sorting and removing them, he made the tough decision to temporarily stop the excavations. Grabbing a dirt-smeared Mith by the scruff, he dragged him out of yet another tunnel. Crow dusted him off and handed him a little bag of freshly excavated coins, which still smelled of zombies’ sad heels. Then he sent the cardmaster on a midnight shopping trip. At first, the disciple resisted; however, after studying the shopping list, his expression brightened and he instantly took off. Since they now had some money, they should spend it before the return of the girls, whose business travels, bribery of important persons, and other expenditures grew with each passing day. Although Crow did not begrudge them the money, he had nothing left to spend on tools! Meanwhile, the shovels were wearing out quickly. 
 
      
 
    Before Mith came back, the dwarf managed to clear the corridors of soil and stones, and place selected furniture along the walls. Everything rotten was set aside as firewood, adding to the pile of logs by the smithing hearth. The rotten fuel won’t be usable right away—it was too wet, and would generate more smoke than fire and heat. The remaining half a dozen logs were used to strengthen the walls of the corridors. Then he had to walk down the entire length of the tunnels and remove piles of soil, fix the braces on the walls, check the ceiling, and rip out and crush half a skeleton that had come alive and was sticking out of a wall. There was no respawning in this area, which was why everything was fairly calm right now. But as they get closer to the center of the city... There, they cannot count on the kindness of the game’s developers. The monsters will definitely respawn. 
 
      
 
    Having finished the work, Crow stood in thought for a while in the empty corridor, then sighed and returned to the smithing hearth. He kindled the flames, checked and laid out the tools, rearranged the barrels and boxes, and moved the wooden chest with finished goods closer to the exit. The second, not yet occupied, half of the tower was repurposed for other needs. There, he placed two spacious and slightly crooked cabinets; beside them, he arranged four armchairs in various states of preservation; in front of them, he put a large table of bog oak—a real monster on four legs. On the table, he set out some goblets. Into one of the cabinets, he put away whatever potions he had; on the other shelf, he placed the magic scrolls. He used the second cabinet to store the unearthed bottles of wine. He had barely finished all the preparations, when the hearth built up enough heat. The bent and pierced armor quickly heated up, and the dwarf grabbed the forging hammer. The ringing sounds of striking metal carried across the underground halls yet again... 
 
      
 
    Mith returned after an hour. He blinked in surprise, amazed at the amount of work that got completed by the dwarf on his own. Everything was cleaned, sorted, put away or destroyed. The rhythmic sound of hammering proved that after finishing other tasks, Crow decided not to rest and found himself more work to do. Here was an example to follow without second thoughts. Which is exactly what Mith was already doing... 
 
      
 
    Glancing inside the underground smithy, Mith grew even more amazed: an office appeared there, complete with armchairs, cabinets, and a table. The cardmaster overflowed with joy. He sat in each of the four armchairs in turn, tested out the table’s strength, ooohed and aahed, and even thumped the working dwarf on the back from overwhelming emotions. Then he got to work and began to unload. 
 
      
 
    The disciple brought three fighting scrolls with mass magic for future battles aboveground. There was no doubt that the orcs would return to deliver a new blow. And this time, the red dragons probably won’t come, and the super-archer probably won’t show up to save the outpost. Mith also bought six scrolls with the third-tier String. They were relatively cheap, while the damage delivered by the spell was more than enough for the current level of enemies. He also got a bit of alchemy for strength and stamina. Other purchases included ten potions and three scrolls to increase weightlifting capacity. For his own specialized skills belonging to his class, he got six playing cards with king moles. These underground creatures were peaceful, blind, and possessed long claws. They were excellent at digging, which was their main characteristic. Additionally, Mith acquired two new shovels—the same kind as his own special one—and two pickaxes. Some walls were easier to break through than to walk around. They ran into one such wall, right before ceasing excavation work for the day. Mith also bought many other small necessities, including thick candles, a bundle of top-of-the-line torches, and two magical lamps. 
 
      
 
    Finishing forging another ingot, the dwarf left it to cool. Meanwhile, he settled into one of the armchairs to rest and wait for Mith. The cardmaster decided to spend some time decorating their “Lair of Legendary Adventurers,” as he decided to call it. In order to reach his goal, the student used whatever was readily available to him. On the walls, he hung two tapestries with battle scenes. Next to them, he hung a large, slightly rotten painting that depicted a hunter gazing into the distance, with a long-eared reed cat sitting by his right leg. On the ledges of the walls, he placed the most beautiful pitchers, several objects made of silver, parts of weapons, eight bent and pierced warrior helmets, plus a thoroughly rotten green wizard’s hat with a huge brim ruined by mice and mold. Only then did the guy allow himself to sit down in an armchair beside his teacher. Together, they clinked mugs filled with fresh beer from Abel and Gabre. The beer had been poured from a newly purchased small keg that was sitting on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Our Lair of Hellbent Adventurers! So cool! An underground lair! Wow!” 
 
      
 
    “‘Hellbent Adventurers?’“ 
 
      
 
    “It sounds grand! The Hellbent Adventurers... Well, there are other options, of course! Tons of them! The Heroes of Bloody Battles, for example! Or, The Great Diggers of Yore! Oh! Maybe we should call ourselves that?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, why not,” snorted the dwarf, stretching out his legs tiredly. “You’re not tired of this yet?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t plan on sleeping. I’ve had enough adventures for today. The digging, on the other hand... I’m drawn to it! I’m going to keep digging! The only question is, where? Here, or in the real world?” 
 
      
 
    “Better to do it here,” noted Crow after a short pause, during which he pictured the police of the real world arresting an ecstatically howling digger with a shovel. The incident could take place at a graveyard... or on the rails of a subway... 
 
      
 
    “I think so, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s review our achievements in digging... and our prospects for today.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see...” 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the armchairs, the two mud-splattered guys turned their eyes to the ceiling in thought, and began to recount their achievements for the day. In the past few hours of persistent digging, they had moved 20 yards deeper into the buried city. This wasn’t bad progress at all, considering that all soil and debris had been removed from the passageways. Particularly good news was the fact that the dwarf had not been mistaken—having forged ahead, the diggers could finally conclude with certainty that they were moving straight down a narrow stone-paved street of the medieval city. They had found themselves walking between stone walls with occasional small windows. The nameless creators of the city destroyed by the monstrous cataclysm had built it in accordance with all the rules of fearful early architecture: while moving through the city’s outskirts, the diggers had not yet encountered a single rich house with huge “display” windows. The buildings here were securely protected. Their walls were nearly three feet thick; many windows had iron grilles; the doors had rotten, but in the past, they certainly could unpleasantly surprise a robber with their durability. Between these buildings, the adventuring diggers moved, decisively walking past the doorways plugged shut with dirt, picking up numerous objects from the ground, and mostly looking only straight ahead. 
 
      
 
    It was getting late. The day had been full of hard work. All that remained was to wait for the female squad to return. Then, they can all rest with the extremely happy feeling that the day had been productive. The two guys had less than an hour on their hands. From this arose a dilemma: should they move ahead for another 15 feet, or should they unstopper the earth-plugged doors of the buildings and see whether the gaming gods send them rewards or problems? Actually, they didn’t need to guess. From his broad experience, the dwarf could state with certainty that the gods will send them a little bit of both—problems and rewards. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go left,” suggested Mith, remembering a wall of dark red stone. “Someone was rustling around in there. Maybe that someone is guarding a pot of gold?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” agreed the dwarf, finishing his beer. “Alright. We’ll go left. Take a staff and a shovel. I’ll take a hammer and a pickaxe.” 
 
      
 
    And so it was decided. 
 
      
 
    A few short minutes later, the diggers finished their beers and dived into their next adventure by daringly knocking with a pickaxe on an earthen plug blocking a door. After a few powerful blows, the packed dirt collapsed in a crumbly heap. Out of the gaping dark entrance immediately thrust out half a dozen blackened, shriveled arms, which jostled and pushed each other aside in their hurry. A many-voiced evil moaning sounded, and a gray-skinned mug with bulging eye whites came out into the light. Mith entered the battle first, passing the freezing ray over the hands and face of the zombie. From the side, he looked like a frightened painter, whose post-apocalyptic painting had suddenly come to life, and who was hastily trying to paint over the beasts howling from the canvas, with a brush dipped into white paint. His generous strokes slowed the beasts down, but did not make them disappear. That’s where Crow came in. With a monstrously powerful swing of the hammer, he threw the nearly emerged undead thing back to where it came from. The undead’s forehead crunched and caved in; the beast staggered backwards and was replaced by a new head emerging from the darkness. This time, the dwarf changed tactics: he swung the pickaxe upwards from below, sinking its sharp point deep under the creature’s chin; he yanked the tool towards himself, dragging the undead into the corridor. Mith took a swing with his shovel; the dwarf followed up with the hammer. This was not enough to make the Level 100 zombie rest in peace. With a deep moan, he began to get up, pulling the pickaxe out of his body. The cardmaster stood his ground, using the freezing ray to slow down the zombie’s friends, who were crawling out of the black doorway. Meanwhile, Crow gripped his hammer with both hands and, with several broad strikes, finished the job, crushing the enemy into harmless dust. 
 
      
 
    “Two more coming!” cried Mith warningly. 
 
      
 
    Two zombies, who were now frost-covered and white-haired as if from age, had widened the doorway and were clambering out. One was ripping a women’s bonnet off its head; the other was trying to unsuccessfully reaffix its jaw, which had dropped onto its chest. Behind them came a third zombie—the one with the punctured forehead. Behind the fractured skull gaped dark emptiness. No brain means no sadness or complexes; the only feeling remaining is perpetual hunger. Apparently, there were only three opponents. 
 
      
 
    “Set a couple of hungry rats on them.” The dwarf drove his hammer into the shoulder of the most persistent undead. The zombie’s arm fell off and began to twist on the ground, like a chopped snake. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sensei!” 
 
      
 
    The fired crossbow spat out a bolt, which shot into the huge maw of the one-armed undead. Crow smacked the bolt with his hammer, driving it in deeper. With angry squeals, the black rats attacked the torn-off arm and began to feast on it. 
 
      
 
    The adventurers were leading in battle. Very soon, the fight was over. The undead lost soundly. They managed to crush one rat and brush against the dwarf a couple of times, which did not cause him any significant harm, as natural regeneration took care of the damage almost immediately. The experience earned was surprisingly little: the monsters were ordinary, without any special abilities or tactics. Their type simply pushed on ahead, while ignoring injuries. 
 
      
 
    The now-uninhabited building was left entirely in the players’ hands. Deciding not to turn down free stuff, the heroes began their thorough search. The rotten broken furniture was only useful for firewood, thanks to the zombies’ work. The walls bore strange writings and crooked drawings. Possibly, these were the dying curses or notes written by the deceased, which were created before they turned into zombies. The players also spotted dramatically dripping black handprints—all in accordance with the best traditions of the horror genre. The sight sent shivers down their spines. Pieces of weaponry and kitchen implements lay broken on the floor. There was a lot of whole and preserved dishware, too. By now, they had gathered at least five dozen various mismatched plates and countless spoons—enough to open a thrift shop. They also found some money: good old copper and silver round tokens. The pot of gold, unfortunately, was nowhere to be seen; they found nothing that could be considered real treasure. On the whole, the reward covered their expenditures, but not by much. Especially since some of the found objects still needed to be sold. 
 
      
 
    “Now, let’s go right,” suggested Mith, glowing with enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    And so, they went to the right. With the help of a hammer, they politely knocked on someone’s long black fingers that were sticking out of a window. The zombie’s hand had such awful nails that, prior to killing him, one had the urge to grab an iron file and give him a manicure... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’re back!” declared Amou, hurrying in Lori’s wake. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” responded the diggers, reclining in the armchairs and gazing lazily at a pile of goods lying on the large table. 
 
      
 
    “Nice headquarters you’ve set up!” Baby noted approvingly, placing hands on her hips and looking around. “Just like a lair! It deserves a name!” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea!” agreed the bard. “It needs some kind of cool name. Wow, there’s so much on the table! Is that a crystal spoon? Ah, what a cute butterfly pin! Oh! It’s moving its wings! You’ve brought so many plates, too...” 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat,” offered Mith, getting up and indicating the two empty armchairs. “We have fresh beer and very old wine. I can open a bottle, if you’d like. We also have cured meat, covered with white mold...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve brought a ham made according to a dwarvish recipe, a loaf of freshly baked country bread, onions, and tomatoes,” listed off Amou. “I’m going to cut it all up. I might even cook something, if Mith hangs a pot over that hearth over there.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure didn’t sit still while we were away!” said Baby, impressed, as she looked down the underground street that stretched into the darkness. A single torch shone at the street’s very end. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve finally made some real progress,” replied Crow. “Both in forging and in digging. Tomorrow, our three brave spies will stay here. Meanwhile, I’ll set out to learn the heights of the blacksmithing craft.” 
 
      
 
    “The heights?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, maybe not heights. ‘Lows’ would be more accurate. I’ll be gone for half the day. Then, I’ll get back and continue smithing.” 
 
      
 
    “And digging!” hastily added Mith. 
 
      
 
    “And digging. And you’ll get at least one day to sell stuff in peace. I bet the convoy men have already started to forget that Gray Peak has a market stand that sells produce, firewood, and forged metal goods.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take care of it!” squeaked Amou, who was slicing tomatoes. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” sighed Lori, agreeing reluctantly. “But the evening belongs to us! We have a lot to do. We found a bunch of side quests, too. How else will we women grow and get stronger in this cruel world?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try not to hold you up,” promised the dwarf. “What else did you bring for us, besides the ham and tomatoes? Any new leads?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve dug up a bit of info. But it’s all murky and needs to be checked. Zap, do you remember the CDS?” 
 
      
 
    “Such bastards are hard to forget.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s CDS?” 
 
      
 
    “The Clan of Dead Sands, most likely,” answered Crow, before Baby opened her mouth. He fingered his beard in thoughtful surprise. “But what do they have to do with any of this?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. The Clan of Dead Sands. The most militant, aggressive, and cruel clan inhabiting the Northern Desert. They are top-caliber fighters,” said Lori, shaking her head in unconcealed admiration. “They’re desert ninjas with unique magic and skills. The clan is in a state of continuous war with the Kingdom of Algora. They especially hate the king of Algora—that adulterer with a sweet tooth—and the mages who head Algora’s Guild of Mages.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” gasped Mith in shock. “The king of Algora, an adulterer? Whoa! I’d never imagined that!” 
 
      
 
    “He’s quite the stud,” snorted Lori. “Men shouldn’t read any sensitive information regarding the king of Algora, so they don’t die of jealousy. He’s a true alpha male, and an even greater horny goat. To put it simply: his bed never gets cold, as the king works hard not only by day, but also by night. But we’re not here to talk about his success in romantic matters.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t mind hearing about it,” sighed Mith wistfully. 
 
      
 
    “Apart from his achievements in fornication, the king is famous as a warrior of Light—a strong advocate for the destruction of Darkness in all of its forms. According to him, that includes any killing techniques.” 
 
      
 
    “Which, among a small circle of particularly knowledgeable people, is exactly what the Clan of Dead Sands is infamous for,” interjected the dwarf, handing Lori a goblet of wine. 
 
      
 
    “They’re Dark?” Amou clapped her hands over her mouth. “Of course! They have the word ‘dead’ in their name, don’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” said the amazon with a nod. “It’s no coincidence. You kids aren’t stupid; have you ever wondered why such a large desert is situated so far north? It’s a bit unnatural, isn’t it, even for a magical world?” 
 
      
 
    “Well...” Amou shyly lowered her gaze and pointed at Mith. “I wanted to study the maps of Waldyra, but he got in my way. He dragged me away on adventures...” 
 
      
 
    “What?! Me?! I was sitting in the library, minding my own business and reading ‘The Art of Card Battle,’ when you called me to go to that village where the quest chain begins! All I had time to finish reading was half of the book’s introduction! And that is the entirety of my ruined education...” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then,” said Lori, interrupting the quarrelers. “I’m going to keep talking. Otherwise, off to bed with you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no, please continue. We’d love to hear your story!” 
 
      
 
    “Here is a world map of the explored parts of Waldyra. It was created by a certain royal mapmaker named Sergius Kolesnus.” Lori took out a tightly rolled tube of paper. “We should hang it in our headquarters. Study it carefully. It’s worth it.” 
 
      
 
    Crow took a part of the trophies off the table, and the four adventurers bent over a rolled-out colorful map, while continuing to listen to Lori’s comments. 
 
      
 
    “And here is the giant Northern Desert, see? Nothing but sand. Just dunes and dust. But there is a legend which says that before the CDS came to the region, it could not honestly be called a desert. It was more of a very flat area, which was huge and somewhat dry. The ravine had a couple of small rivers, occasional rain, and was definitely covered in vegetation—even a few trees, here and there. There were settlements there, too: human, orc, and dwarf. They planted wheat, grew turnips, and harvested clover and alfalfa. But then, out of nowhere, the Clan of Dead Sands showed up. And very soon, the ravine turned into a desert.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god... They killed the ravine!” exclaimed Mith, furiously poking his finger into the center of the desert on the map. “They have cold hearts! That’s where the vile aura is coming from!” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it,” disagreed Lori. “When members of the CDS appear outside the desert, nature around them does not die. They’re regular people with very unusual fighting skills. This goes for both their warriors and mages, and mixed classes. The problem lies with either the clan’s elders, or a certain special large artifact that the clan had brought along. Additionally, the artifact is so powerful that its strength continues to suck the life out of the land—thus, the Northern Desert continues to expand in all directions. If this keeps up, the desert might even reach Algora someday... The wave of sand will lash over the city walls and, in a lethal tide, sweep down the peaceful streets, destroying everything alive in its path... Do you get the picture now?” 
 
      
 
    “Ooooo...” chorused Mith and Amou, clutching at each other in horror. 
 
      
 
    “At one point, the royal forces tried to confiscate the deadly artifact from the Clan of Dead Sands, but they were unsuccessful. Ever since then, the war between them continues. The two sides remain irreconcilable foes.” 
 
      
 
    “But what does this have to do with Anrull?” interrupted Crow, chewing on a ham sandwich. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not really clear,” shrugged Lori. 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
      
 
    “We need to keep searching, Zap. Still, Amou and I did find out a few things.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” said Amou with pride. She looked down her nose at Mith. “We did!” 
 
      
 
    “And what did you find?” 
 
      
 
    “We searched for something—anything—connected to Anrull or his followers in recent times. Any news or rumors of activity. Anrull himself is nowhere to be found. He may even have been cast down. His followers, however, are alive and continue to plot evil—as proven by the events regarding Vurrius. So we began to dig deeper. And today, a certain grandpa, with his tongue loosened by the dwarvish vomitka, remembered that one of his magically secret and unread by anybody else books vaguely mentioned a certain reckless dark adventure: an attempt on the life of Algora’s king. A group of young but impeccably trained fighters from the Clan of Dead Sands visited the city of Algora, in whose dungeons they were to meet the dead-yet-continuing-to-live followers of the cult of Anrull. Uniting their strength, skills, and magic, they were supposed to sneak together into the palace, find the monarch, and kill him!” 
 
      
 
    “Ooooo...” chorused Mith and Amou again, enchanted. 
 
      
 
    Amou had already heard or maybe even read this story, since she had been with Lori during their search for information. But this didn’t stop her from being impressed all over again. And sincerely, at that. She was the ideal audience. 
 
      
 
    “But something went wrong, and the plan failed,” concluded the amazon. “The king is still alive and continues to steal women’s hearts. As for the cult of Anrull and the assassins of CDS, nobody heard of them again. It’s like they disappeared. Who knows what happened to them. Maybe they were exterminated by the guards on their approach. Or maybe, they got devoured by some underground monster. There are lots of possibilities. It’s unlikely anyone knows the whole truth.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s just a legend,” added the dwarf, “of times long past.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it wasn’t so long ago. But, yes: it’s a legend unsupported by anything except a few incoherent words of a tipsy grandpa hermit. Still, there is more to that grandpa than his love of a good alcoholic drink. It’s not for nothing that his cave is guarded by a peacefully napping terrifying beast.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, stop,” said Crow, raising his hand. “I get it. There is a legend, and it contains a clue. You’re saying that, since the CDS fanatics and the dark cult followers did not manage to eliminate the king back then, the priests of Anrull decided to make another attempt. This time, however, the person sent to the palace would have been the distinguished commander of Northern Campaigns—a certain behemoth named Vurrius.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “And during the ceremony, he was meant to release the evil spirit from his own body—a spirit pumped full of dark holy energy.” 
 
      
 
    “The spirit would have destroyed everything in the vicinity. But Vurrius did the same thing as the ones before him: he simply did not go to the intended place. This is another epic fail on their part. The spirit trapped in the centurion’s body is angry. It sends curses of freezing cold, creates cataclysms—the head priest of Anrull’s temple has no shortage of power. Meanwhile, Vurrius prefers to stay in the peaceful and remote countryside, where the terrible snowstorms cannot cause too much damage to those around him. Having discovered a benefit to themselves, the old clans regularly visit the centurion and collect said benefits in the form of free wintry hurricanes. This will continue indefinitely, as the situation is beneficial not only for the clans, but also, as strangely as it sounds, for Vurrius himself. To be honest, Zap, you’re right. The best solution for us would be to wait until the guards change shifts and Vurrius leaves for his next post somewhere far up in the mountains. Let the clans continue to use him. However... we are facing a war here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” agreed Crow grimly. He looked slightly uneasy. “I’ve also thought about this most important fact. What happens if Vurrius gets killed?” 
 
      
 
    “The priest’s evil spirit that is stuck in his body will be set free. We’ve already talked about this.” 
 
      
 
    “And the first thing it’ll do, in order to calm its fury at least a little, is destroy whatever happens to be in its path.” 
 
      
 
    “And that happens to be us,” concluded Lori, finishing the dwarf’s thought. “I’m not sure that even the highest priest of the vanished god will be able to kill the king. He is too well protected. He has already survived countless attempts on his life. In any case, Vurrius is a means of transport. An unhinged bus that has tricked its only passenger. How long has he been driving him around now? Years? Had I been that passenger—” 
 
      
 
    “You’d blow up the entire bus fleet and more,” agreed Mith. “How horrible! To ride around for several years and still not reach your destination! To spend years looking out of a tiny foggy window, while the only thing outside is endless mountains, and the only food available to you is your own fingernails and the strange bits of lint in your armpits...” 
 
      
 
    “Ew!” squeaked Amou indignantly. 
 
      
 
    “...I’d blow up more than just the bus fleet! I’d reduce the entire city to dust!” 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” cried Amou, shocked at his cruelty. 
 
      
 
    “Well, why not?! Just imagine this: you get into, say, a taxi—and it proceeds to drive you around the boondocks for several years!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah... After getting out, I’d definitely speak to the driver!” said the girl, nodding vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “If the spirit lets its anger loose here, it’ll destroy everything within a several hundred yard radius, that’s for sure.” The dwarf glanced at the ceiling. “And its fury will erode the layer of earth above us. The city will become exposed to the outside world. So many people will suddenly flock here, that...” 
 
      
 
    “That it would spell the end of all our plans,” Baby finished his sentence. “Exactly. I’m coming to the conclusion that Vurrius needs to be finished off by someone else’s hand—a hand of Light—and it must be done while pleasant church music is playing, so that his screams of agony wouldn’t be too audible.” 
 
      
 
    “Lori!” cried Amou with even more indignation. 
 
      
 
    “Most importantly, the priests need to lead him as far away from here as possible. But they’re unlikely to succeed in doing that. Vurrius is a seasoned warrior. He’ll sense right away that something is wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Our discussion has come full circle,” sighed the dwarf. “We’ve already talked about this, albeit using slightly different words.” 
 
      
 
    “But today, we’ve found out a few more things.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not enough, Baby. We need a way. A relatively peaceful way to extract an evil dark spirit from the sack of meat that is Vurrius. Moreover, we need to find it and use it as quickly as possible. Otherwise, the centurion, who keeps charging into the front lines of battle, will get killed by the orcs or by the goddess Guorra as she passes by—and she likes strolling around here, as Mith and I already saw.” 
 
      
 
    “It was super scary!” agreed the cardmaster, nodding vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “Brave ladies! Find a way! We know that Anrull is probably behind this. We also know that the spirit residing in the centurion’s body is no ordinary follower, but a high priest in a green cap. Find the weaknesses of the cult of Anrull. In their time, several clans had raided quite a few of their dark temples. From there, they had taken many trophies. Far from all of these objects were destroyed. Baby, Amou: first of all, check the dark auctions. We need temple books, and they can either be found in a preserved temple, or bought. The latter is more likely. Also, check the libraries for accessible books of Light that deal with the eradication and exorcism of great evil. You should be able to find a way to banish the genie from Vurrius’ body without having to rub the lamp three times in particularly sensitive places. We won’t be able to handle the dark spirit of Anrull’s priest ourselves. Thus, we have only two options: either we chase it away with the help of holy Light magic; or we simply talk to it and give it pointers on how to slip out and leave. Both options boil down to one thing: we need to rid the centurion of dark intestinal worms, without causing harm to the parasites themselves. To do this, we need knowledge—either Light or Dark. Baby knows how to be careful when using dark objects; she will teach Amou about it, too.” 
 
      
 
    “What about us?” asked Mith hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll relegate the burden of saving our home onto the fragile shoulders of women,” replied Crow. “As for us, we’ll get down to digging.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good!” 
 
      
 
    “But tomorrow morning is for me!” added the dwarf hastily. “You all stay home. You can go shopping for books later.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal... But you do realize, that we don’t have enough means to buy any books that are actually good? Fine, then... Tomorrow, Amou and I will try to figure something out. But we’re taking all of your money!” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent proposal. Mith, shall we go dig a bit more? In order to sleep better tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “We shall! The girls will help us, too, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” replied the girls in unison. 
 
      
 
    “As expected,” grumbled Crow, dragging Mith along with himself. “C’mon, let’s go...” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” sighed Mith, already eying the shovel that stood leaning against the wall. “I love to dig before going to bed! It makes me sleep better!” 
 
      
 
    With a light ding! the dwarf received another message from the witch: 
 
      
 
    “I picked up my things. Nothing is missing. You don’t mess around, do you, kitty? In your honor, I killed two squealing chicks and one cocky rooster. So you’d sleep better at night. Sweet dreams, kitty. And see you soon.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Freezing corridor. Contenders 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE STONE WALLS AROUND HIM were completely covered in carvings. In the corners lay lumps of old grayish ice. From the ceiling hung a dozen or so icicles. Roughly made stone benches grew right out of the floor. They were so low, that only dwarves could sit on them without drawing their knees up to their chin. In a huge stone pot was a dried-up crooked sprout that had given up the ghost. The dry soil out of which the plant stuck out was a painful sight for any gardener. Nobody ever watered it, unless you counted the spit of the dwarves who passed by. Under the domed ceiling burned an oil lamp of burnished copper. Simply put: the surroundings were ideally tailored to suit the tastes of grim dwarves, especially of those who hailed from the North, or even from Khradalroum itself, which is exactly where the corridor chosen by Crow was located. 
 
      
 
    The tall double doors barring the corridor were so massive, even at first glance, that it became immediately apparent: should anyone try to force his way inside, he would have to work quite hard and without any guarantee of success. The corridor itself was fifteen big orc strides in length, and wide enough to give elbow room to all the contenders gathered in it. The opposite end of the corridor opened right onto a mountain slope covered with fresh snow. A narrow mountain trail wound downhill for several miles, leading to a couple of houses and a watchtower below. At the foot of the mountains stood a dwarvish outpost. It had a stable and a market stand. 
 
      
 
    That is where the flash of teleportation brought the dwarf Crow. From there he began his tenacious ascent, starting his journey before sunrise. Occasionally, he would tear his gaze away from the ice- and snow-covered rocks, and admire the black starry sky, which had barely begun to grow light. Crow did not walk alone. In front of him and behind him trudged lonely figures, just like himself, with little puffs of foggy breath escaping their lips. At dawn, when he finally reached the corridor and sat down on an unoccupied edge of a bench, there were already ten others. By the time the rest arrived, their number had grown to seventeen. Fifteen players and two locals were present. Their races included dwarves, humans, and half-orcs. Not a single elf was among them, which was understandable. Dwarves and elves were horrible racists. Dwarves were more honest in this regard: they never conceal their dislike behind thin smiles, fluttering fans, and meaningless polite words, between the lines of which lie multiple hidden meanings that all tell you to get lost. 
 
      
 
    Everyone who had come here wanted to become an apprentice to any of the blacksmiths living behind the carved stone doors of the rich dwarf clan. The amount of riches, fame, and trust from the dwarvish king towards this ancient clan were apparent to the naked eye, if you were observant. The corridor itself, which exited directly onto the snowy mountainside, is a loud statement of the great trust afforded to the aforementioned clan. Its members can enter and leave at any time, without using the city’s gates. They can let anyone in and out. They themselves guard the entranceway against enemies. It would be silly to think that their only defenses are the double doors and a couple of dwarves clad in armor and bearing halberds. 
 
      
 
    The players were exchanging furtive glances and talking in whispers. Nobody noticed Crow. He stepped away into a dark corner, pressed his back against the wall, crossed his arms and went still. Through half-closed eyelids, he carefully studied each of the arrivals, trying to deduce their level of skill based on their behavior, their confidence or lack thereof, their posture and words. This was important. 
 
      
 
    Today’s quick and rough selection process will only choose five of them. 
 
      
 
    He was able to make some conclusions based on his own intuition and observation skills. Nine of the people and dwarves were complete newbies. Very inexperienced. They were greener than the grass outside. They knew it themselves that it was pointless for them to come here. Apparently, they were hoping for a miracle. Another five looked more confident. They had clearly spent a couple dozen hours standing behind an anvil, had learned several recipes, and potentially even managed to sell some of their forged items. The last three—a half-orc, a human, and Crow himself—were the most vague. They preferred to keep silent, wait patiently, and stare either at the wall, or at the sparkling icicles, or at the five little flames of the copper oil lamp. 
 
      
 
    The wait lasted no longer than a quarter hour. With a heavy clang, the doors began to open quickly and noiselessly. There was neither creaking, nor pausing—the huge thick blocks of stone moved as smoothly as though they were gliding on water. Apparently, the initial clang was to create a dramatic effect. The signal generated the intended reaction. Everyone jumped up and moved away from the center of the corridor, making space for the main figure, who did not leave them waiting. 
 
      
 
    The first to enter were the guards. They were stocky, broad-shouldered, clad head to toe in metal, and grasping shields and axes in their steel grip. They walked to the end of the corridor, where they took up position at the edge of a sparkling white snow drift. Nobody feared the newbies themselves. Nor were they worried about any dangerous items that could have been brought in—the walls of the corridor concealed powerful artifacts that had already checked the bodies and gear of the visiting strangers. Actually, this carried a certain mild risk to Crow himself. 
 
      
 
    With a wide and confident stride, a dwarf stepped into the corridor. He was wearing a green and red tartan cloak overtop of gray armor. He wore no helmet. The uncovered head was framed by a mane of coarse unruly hair that stuck out in all directions. The dwarf looked like an angered beast with bristling fur. A pair of tiny, truly dwarvish eyes gazed sternly at the congregated newcomers, clearly having already made conclusions about each and every one of them. The dwarf’s right hand rested on the hilt of an axe that hung from his belt; his left hand held a regular-looking chunk of yellow-black ore in front of him. It was a regular rock, though an overly clean one. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf did not bother with making speeches. Nor did he waste his breath on greetings. He did not even introduce himself. Marching between the two uneven rows of newbies, he stretched out the stone to each of them in turn. Everything proceeded without a hitch—the present contenders had already learned the basic rules of the place and knew that the stone was analogous to a guild’s book. The rock will instantly check all your smithing skills and achievements. 
 
      
 
    The verdict, like the inspection, was equally quick and impassive. 
 
      
 
    “No,” shot the dwarf, and kept walking. 
 
      
 
    Cringing in shame, the newbie left the ranks and hurried towards the exit. He will have a chance to try again, once he raises his own skills a bit. Nobody even tried to argue. They had been warned about that, too—objections and doubts about the decision making process were not tolerated here. They would be instantly thrown out; and then, their way here would be barred forever. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “No...” 
 
      
 
    The choppy sound wave was rapidly approaching. On its way, it only stopped five times. First, it paused near an orc; then, next to a human; the third and forth were locals. The fifth and longest stop was Crow. And for the fifth time, the solemn dwarf in the tartan cloak announced: 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    After that, he turned around and, putting the stone away in a little black bag, walked towards the doors. And that was the end of the important ceremony. Actually, it felt less like a ceremony, and more like a procedure. During the inspection, the solemn dwarf’s face remained inscrutable. However, he stopped beside Crow for a fraction of a second longer than beside the others. Almost the same honor—a tiny pause—was granted to a half-orc, a human, and one of the locals. Beside Crow, the delay was even a little longer. The solemn dwarf saw something else in the young man standing before him. And Crow was ready to bet that this particular “something” had no relation to his skills, and everything to do with his body, and was rather unflattering. Illness. That damn gravedigger’s fever, which consumed from the inside. That’s what the representative of the ancient dwarf clan saw at Crow’s core. But the answer came out as a “yes.” Waiting until the rest formed a straggly line behind the broad back of the taciturn solemn dwarf, the player joined them. The guards marched behind them. Soon, the corridor grew empty; then, the stone doors shut themselves noiselessly, letting out an echoing clang at the end. 
 
      
 
    Another task finished. Another step had been successfully taken towards the goal. All that remained was to prove himself in work. This moment marked the start of a new chapter in his digital life. 
 
      
 
    Crow was the only one who did not look back at the sound of the heavy doors shutting behind them. He was busy staring greedily at the panoramic view of a factory in all of its magical medieval glory. 
 
      
 
    There were ovens and blast furnaces everywhere. The various sized openings carved into the stone walls spewed monstrous heat. Countless bellows pumped air by themselves; clattering chains rapidly pulled hanging loads across the ceiling, miraculously avoiding collision with numerous oil lamps and magical light orbs. The air was hot and dry; the stone floor underfoot was perfectly smooth. The ringing of hammers, the puffing of bellows, the hiss of steam and hot metal blended into a strange but pleasant melody to a man’s ears. The walls, floor, and ceiling featured artistic carvings that glorified the craft of blacksmithing. The only wall space free of carvings was covered by three dozen portraits in heavy silver or gold frames. It was a Wall of Fame. It showcased distinguished blacksmiths who excelled in their craft. The blacksmiths had either been part of the clan, or had received their professional education at the clan’s smithy. Here, they didn’t just forge metal. They forged talent. A minute ago, Crow became a part of that talent. He still had to go through the process of training, the results of which will show whom he will become: a good but regular blacksmith, or a true master of his craft. 
 
      
 
    “Foreigner Crow.” 
 
      
 
    The brief words of the solemn dwarf forced Crow to turn around and step towards the source of the voice. The rest of the group walked on. Meanwhile, the two dwarves stayed in a small alcove full of shelves laden with leather aprons and sleeves. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Tormund,” the dwarf introduced himself, without waiting for the inevitable question. “I am the youngest master in the clan smithies of the Dukovs.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Crow. A student that has barely mastered the basics,” answered the dwarf in turn, being particularly careful not to make the foolish mistake of calling himself a blacksmith. Among dwarves connected to the blacksmithing craft, the word “blacksmith” was equivalent to a title. A swineherd should not call himself a duke. Likewise, a forger of everyday objects should not call himself a blacksmith. 
 
      
 
    “An illness is burning you up from within. A sinister illness. It often afflicts those who dig around in others’ graves. Tell me, foreigner Crow...” The dwarf paused for a second as Crow cringed. Tormund still hadn’t called him a disciple, continuing to refer to him as a foreigner. Everything will be decided in the next few moments. The most important thing right now was to give satisfactory answers. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like to rummage in the remains of the deceased? Do you like to dig up graves in hopes of easy profit?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” answered the player clearly, realizing that right now, his words were getting checked by some sort of powerful artifact. “I do not look for graves to rob. I fell ill after digging an underground tunnel on my private lands and coming across an old abandoned tomb. These are my lands. It is my business to decide where to dig my own soil and break up my own stone.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” replied Tormund Dukov, gazing intently at the player. “Every dwarf is a master of his own lands. Nothing and nobody can tell him what to do there. I’m not judging you, young disciple. Nor do I blame you.” 
 
      
 
    Just as expected. Dwarves were diehard defenders of private property. Just try telling a dwarf what to do on his own private land—and he will waste no time telling you where to go, and then proceed to do the exact opposite of what you told him. According to the silent and approving opinion of all proper dwarves, Crow had every right to do as he pleased on his private land. And if a grave happened to be there, then it was too bad for the grave—unless the owner of the land decides to show it respect. As for the words about digging tunnels and breaking up stone, they were real music to a dwarf’s ears. However, had Crow said that he accidentally stumbled upon an old grave when he was digging a hole to plant a cute little tree... then he would have been hastily escorted to the exit, while being suspected of having a completely wrong sexual orientation for a real dwarf... 
 
      
 
    “But it won’t do to have an illness like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m saving money for a cure,” replied Crow immediately. “I’ll definitely get well.” 
 
      
 
    “First, let’s try to cure you with work, young disciple,” said Tormund, with a faint trace of a smile beneath his bushy beard. “Fight fire with fire. I can see you’re tough as a young bull. Your back is strong. One of our students, who had been a stoker at a large furnace, had gotten sick recently. Would you take his place?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” answered the player without a second thought, although he had no idea how a blazing furnace would cure him of grave fever. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, the selected students were first supposed to be tested on their skills via the oldest method in the book: by being asked to forge their best work in front of a master. The better the object that comes out from under your hammer, the more experienced the mentor to whom you will be assigned. If you somehow manage to surprise with your work, you may even earn a special bonus. Or a gift. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” said Tormund and left the alcove. Crow hastened after him. 
 
      
 
    They passed the other four contenders, who were standing beside small ovens. Without stopping, they kept walking towards a blazing hot gigantic furnace of stone and metal. Crow was accompanied by stares from four pairs of attentive eyes. There was no friendship between students. Only sheer competition. Only one of them could become the top student. The first one to pass every stage of learning receives special gifts, and maybe even skills. With his care, solemn Tormund immediately singled out Crow from the group, thus attracting the other students’ attention and their negative sentiments. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, the intensity of the students’ looks dropped sharply as soon as Crow got handed a huge shovel, a hat, a long leather apron, sleeves, and protective goggles. He was pointed to a hatch in the wall, from which streamed a thick and infinite river of superb anthracite. Tormund turned back to the other students, while the dwarf got to work. With the shovel, he scooped up a fairly large amount of coal. Taking three steps, Crow found himself near a rhythmically opening and closing opening in the side of the furnace. Choosing the right moment, he threw the fuel inside. He got engulfed by a wave of brutal heat; his hair crackled and steam rose from his shoulders. Every time the fire-breathing maw of the furnace opened, the temperature rose so high that it was like looking into the gates of Hell. Three steps back. Scoop some coal. Three steps forward. Well-aimed throw. Three steps back. Settling into the right rhythm, the dwarf began to move like a machine, working at his usual non-stop pace. The player had no idea how the unbearable external heat that engulfed him was going to quench the inner flame of his illness. Perhaps it was a cruel joke. Nevertheless, he will continue to put in his best effort until Tormund Dukov stops him. Crow wondered whether he would make it back to Gray Peak by noon. Will he get brownie points for working overtime? 
 
      
 
    The rest of the students presented their personal tool to Tormund, chose anvils, and then the raw materials. Then they proceeded to smith, no longer paying attention to the stoker Crow, who was growing dirtier by the minute. 
 
      
 
    The newbie stoker spent two hours straight swinging the shovel. His impressive character stats of strength and stamina were the only thing that allowed him to keep working for so long. His high amount of HP helped him stay alive and evade death—twice. Both times, a long tongue of flame lashed out of the furnace opening, managing to burn the dwarf severely before an iron plate cut it off. Twice the dwarf caught fire. Literally. He burned alive, turning into a lively prancing torch that cursed as it ran to the nearest vat of water and plunged into it with a hiss. While his regeneration caught up, the dwarf threw out the charred apron, sleeves, and hat; he ripped off the cracked goggles from his face, which had become black from coal dust. Then, he donned new clothes and sprinted back to his workplace, knowing perfectly well that his work wasn’t going to wait for him. The furnace must not cool down. After the second incident, the fire burned through his remaining personal clothes. The only things left were his boots and underwear. He had no choice but to put on an apron on top of his underwear. Crow did so with such an unfazed expression, that one of the students, who was about to laugh, stopped abruptly due to a sudden thought: maybe it was supposed to be done that way? Who knows these dwarves, with their strange rites of initiation... 
 
      
 
    Towards the end of the second hour, Crow got burned for the third time. And burned very seriously. The blazing white tongue of flame struck like a god’s spear, nearly piercing through his chest. Less than 20 HP remained of his life. Crow hurriedly grabbed two health potions, intending to drink them; however, Tormund suddenly appeared out of nowhere, grabbing his hand. Not allowed... What to do? Crow raised the shovel awkwardly and pretended to scoop coal. Tormund nodded approvingly and left. Clearly, taking medicine for burns was not allowed. But... how was he supposed to keep working? His health was slowly increasing; soon, it will recover without any medicine, unless the inferno bursts forth again... 
 
      
 
    Scooping up more coal with a crunch, Crow took several steps, threw in the fuel, and hastily retreated. His health had increased a little. Scoop up, step forward, throw the coal inside the roaring fiery hole, step back. The game with flaming death was incredibly stressful. He didn’t want to die; thankfully, for now, the blazing furnace was sparing the newbie worker. But its mercy was short lived. His health had almost recovered, when a new hit of furious flame left the dwarf with only four HP. 
 
      
 
    Four HP! A mouse fart could send him into a coma. 
 
      
 
    Heaven forbid a small piece of coal falls on his right toe! That would spell immediate death in agony! And if it falls on his left toe... 
 
      
 
    The practically dead dwarf tiptoed as he carried the next portion of coal. When throwing it in, he stood as far away as possible. With nervous little steps, he approached the coal hatch, eyes locked onto the increasing health bar. As long as nobody sneezes next to him... Phew. Again began the game of life and death, where every approach to the evilly roaring furnace was a living nightmare. Crow’s nerves were strained like anchor chains in a storm. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had he calmed down than a fifth hit of the manmade fiery element left him with just one HP. This could no longer be a coincidence. The game was leaving him with less and less... This was the absolute limit. Any less, and he’ll simply die. Fighting to keep a howl from escaping his throat, anxious as a sinner who had just entered Hell and was looking in fright at a red-hot stake labeled “Deep Repentance,” the dwarf scooped more coal with the shovel and approached the furnace with the resignation of a prisoner on death row. His health grew steadily... Another throw, and quick retreat... 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough for today.” Tormund’s wide palm rested on Crow’s shoulder. “Cool down and drink some water.” 
 
      
 
    Accepting a cold, fogged up goblet, the dwarf drained it in two gulps, swallowing the water along with the crushed ice that floated in it. 
 
      
 
    “‘Tis good water,” he gasped hoarsely. “I can keep working.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough for today,” repeated Tormund, taking back the goblet. “This water comes from the very top of the mountain. Even the sun cannot heat it properly—it barely melts at all. Such water can cool any fever. Such water can be appreciated by any dwarf.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” said Crow, getting the hint and rushing to check the stats on his digital body. The disease hadn’t gone anywhere. But it did change from an active state into a dormant one. Its deadly name turned gray, almost blending in with the background of the virtual screen. 
 
      
 
    “Another two-three days, and the underground heat in combination with the icy mountain water from the peak of Khradalroum will knock the vile disease out of you,” growled Tormund Dukov. “Now, off to the anvils with you. Show us what you’re capable of with a hammer in hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, teacher,” said Crow, inclining his head. He tore off the shriveled and burned apron. “I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    All that remained was to choose what exactly he wanted to forge. Definitely not a cartwheel axle. He doubted the dwarf masters would be impressed by a huge iron rod. 
 
      
 
    While Crow had been stoking the furnace, he had eyes for little else; still, he managed to catch a glimpse of the other students’ work. The orc forged a yataghan: a saber with a doubly curved blade. The human made a copper flower. The two dwarf locals forged vambraces and a knife, respectively. In all four cases, the quality of the objects was quite high. Not masterpieces, but certainly not garbage, either. They were durable items capable of serving their owner for many years. Even the copper flower—it appeared to be a part of a decorative lattice or fence. It was immediately obvious that the four guys chosen in the initial selection process did not simply rely on their luck. The objects they forged had not been chosen at random. They represented their future specializations. 
 
      
 
    The orc was a weaponry blacksmith. He likely wanted to become a master at making bladed weapons. That’s why he chose a yataghan—the same kind as the one that hung behind his back. Apparently, he trusted his own handmade weapons so much that he fought exclusively with them. 
 
      
 
    As for the human, that would be filigree smithing. Decorations, grilles, and fences—that was the specialty of the type of masters who protected clan fortresses, warehouses, homes, and other buildings and shelters by making beautiful yet very strong doors and locks. It was rare for a newbie to choose such a specialization on his own. It was almost certainly someone else’s suggestion. This was also supported by him being a recruit of the Lemmings of Chaos clan. 
 
      
 
    One of the dwarf locals was a future armor-maker—an ancient profession that was always in demand. 
 
      
 
    The second dwarf was a maker of various household items. He also won’t go hungry. 
 
      
 
    Not one of the four had left yet. They had all finished their work, armed themselves with brooms, and gave the floor around them a good sweep. Such was their first short workday. Right now, they have paused their work. They were standing and waiting. They were curious to see the work of the dwarf Crow, the strange black-haired guy wearing an apron atop of his underwear without the slightest hint of embarrassment. Moreover, they still hadn’t gotten the verdict on their own forged items. 
 
      
 
    “A horseshoe. Spiked. Made of iron,” stated the player dispassionately. He walked up to the simplest oven at the end of the row and took a heated ingot out of the glowing coals. 
 
      
 
    The other players muttered in surprise. Crow could sense their thoroughly concealed disdain. The locals mumbled something and went back to sweeping the floor. The orc and human joined them. They were relieved, and disappointed at the same time. It seemed that the fifth newbie did not intend to compete for the title of best student, since he had selected the simplest object and the simplest metal. 
 
      
 
    In the past few days, Crow forged so many horseshoes, that he did not even have to look at the anvil. Thus, he finished in record time. After only a couple of minutes, the neatly made iron horseshoe plunged with a hiss into a stone barrel enveloped in steam. Sticking his hand into the water, Tormund pulled out the horseshoe, carefully looked it over, and glanced at the player. 
 
      
 
    “A horseshoe?” 
 
      
 
    “A horseshoe,” replied Crow, smiling. He put away his trusty hammer into his rucksack and wiped grime off his face. “I want to forge the world’s best horseshoes, Master Tormund.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard such a wish before,” said the solemn dwarf. “Well... Everyone chooses his own path. And there is nothing worse than a steed walking up a narrow icy mountain path while wearing poorly made horseshoes. You are accepted as a student of the lowest rank. Today, you have shown the worst result of the five new students. You are last.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Master Tormund.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf began to list off the results of the others. The orc took first place. The human was second. The two dwarf locals tied for third and fourth place. Crow was last. And he was last to depart from the clan smithies of the Dukovs. He was last to cross the threshold, after which he rushed through the corridor and activated the teleportation scroll. Gray Peak was waiting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ohhhh...” moaned Crow, with a towel covering his head. 
 
      
 
    Beside him fussed an uncharacteristically tender Lori. She seemed genuinely worried by Crow’s appearance upon his return, when he made a couple of steps and collapsed like a piece of falling timber. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Speak to me!” 
 
      
 
    “Ooohhh...” 
 
      
 
    “It was really rough, wasn’t it? The Dukovs ran you into the ground, didn’t they, dear?” 
 
      
 
    “Ohhh...” 
 
      
 
    “You must be really tired! Your skin feels so cold to touch...” 
 
      
 
    “Ooooh...” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that, you say? Everyone was better than you? While you are the head idiot and floor sweeping team lead?” 
 
      
 
    “Ohhh!” 
 
      
 
    “Even mold deserves to live, darling, don’t worry. I never expected any achievements from you. You’re already good enough for me as you are. I’ll go chop some firewood—while you lie down, my favorite man, and have some rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Arrgh!” 
 
      
 
    Sitting up, Crow wiped his face and filled everyone in on his adventures in the smithing industry. He openly told them everything. Mith and Amou came over and listened with baited breath—not every day do you get to hear stories of important dwarvish ceremonies of acceptance into apprenticeships. Mith was devastated by the news that his favorite mentor finished last according to the results of the first unofficial competition. But the young disciple held himself together well, although he did not manage to wipe the sorrow off his face. 
 
      
 
    “Everything went according to plan,” concluded Crow, grunting as he got to his feet. “The girls can run along on their scouting mission. Meanwhile, Mith and I will—” 
 
      
 
    “—go digging!” exclaimed the cardmaster, jumping up in excitement. “We need to test out the moles! All three of them!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go digging, too,” agreed the dwarf. “But first, I’ll do some forging. I don’t know why, but I feel irked by the looks from the other students. I shouldn’t feel this way, I’m not a kid... but I crave revenge in craftsmanship terms. I need to forge something special—something to wipe the smirks off their faces.” 
 
      
 
    “Pfft,” snorted the amazon. “C’mon, Amou. Let’s leave the blacksmiths to their hammer-measuring contest.” 
 
      
 
    “Horseshoe recipes!” remembered Crow suddenly. “Buy me a couple of smithing recipes for horseshoes. I’ll send you a list, so you won’t buy the ones I already have.” 
 
      
 
    “If I stumble upon some.” 
 
      
 
    “And recipes for iron saexes. I’ll forge you some weapons. They won’t be very good at first; we’ll see how it goes.” 
 
      
 
    “Now you’re talking! I’ll find some! Ok, we’re off. Waldyra awaits us!” 
 
      
 
    The girls went under the hill to pack. From there, they’ll depart via teleport. Mith, who had been rubbing his hands enthusiastically, suddenly went quiet and, turning to his mentor, said: 
 
      
 
    “In the beginning, she and I wanted to visit various corners of Waldyra together. To climb mountains and descend into canyons, while holding hands.” He sighed. “She has already seen half of Waldyra by now.” 
 
      
 
    “Jealous?” said Crow understandingly with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “A little,” confessed the cardmaster openly. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. You and I will visit a place so cool, they’ll turn green with envy.” 
 
      
 
    “Oho! Awesome!” 
 
      
 
    “Now tell me what you’ve achieved here while I was embarrassing myself there.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we got a lot of things done!” 
 
      
 
    Mith began to recount their morning, and with every word, Crow’s expression grew brighter. Mith had not been exaggerating. The mischievous trio did get a lot done. 
 
      
 
    Since early morning, Mith and Amou had been running around doing chores around the household. Together, they took up sales and sold to the arriving caravans the entire stash of firewood, produce, beer, and almost all forged iron items. After a short break, the workers returned, bringing a fair amount of firewood and kindling from their raid of the surrounding area. Lori brought a lot of eggs, rabbit and partridge meat, green onions, and jackal hides. Grubber cooked up a large stack of buttery flatbread, generously drizzled with buckwheat honey. Thanks to the fresh supplies, they managed to feed a huge convoy of half-orcs—those growling, insatiable giants—who rapidly devoured everything edible and drank all of the beer. The pantry was emptied out. Realizing that they will have to put the sales on hold, the heroes gathered the workers and went off into the ravine again for a fresh round of gathering. After an hour and a half, they finally returned, destroying a couple of dozen enemies along the way and bringing back mushrooms, onions, and eggs. They also killed some rabbits. As soon as they came back, they were visited by another convoy. They sold them everything from the gathering trip. The convoy also bought the last cartwheel axle, the remains of crossbow bolt tips, and a handful of iron nails. 
 
      
 
    Such were the results of the household morning battle. The girls gladly escaped the productivity hell, grabbing along half of the day’s earnings, but also promising to buy a couple of hams and butter. 
 
      
 
    “Good work,” stated Crow emphatically, having listened to Mith’s entire story. “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “It was interesting! But digging is more interesting... Did you find out anything about a gobmouth from the dwarves? Do they happen to be selling one?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t ask,” admitted Crow. “But from now on, I’ll start asking. If you’re really set on it, then I’ll find you a baby mammoth.” 
 
      
 
    “An orca!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Now take half of our earnings and go shopping. Here’s a list. We need to get more food quickly; otherwise, old Grubber will drive us crazy with his nagging. As for his brother Woodman, buy him a new hammer and chisel. It’ll be a nice little surprise for the old guy. Oh! And get a good ladle for Grubber! Once you get back, start digging. Meanwhile, I’ll handle the other chores. I’ll go say hi to the workers, and assign them some tasks.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok! I’ll be quick! I’ll get myself a second shovel, too! Just in case!” 
 
      
 
    The young guy disappeared. Crow threw a ragged towel into the outdoor kitchen hearth and marched across his fenced property. The wall was quite something! Huge and made of stone, it surrounded the property on all sides, giving a sense of security. The statues standing atop of the wall stared grimly outside, as if warning potential intruders: Stay away! 
 
      
 
    He acknowledged the workers with a brief wave; he saluted the guard stationed atop of the hill and surrounded by blissfully napping dogs. Crow glanced into the pond, admiring the two fat golden shadows at the bottom and pouring in food for them. Then he called up the grievously wandering dwarf mason. 
 
      
 
    Lucri’s skills had hit their limit. He could not raise the wall higher—he lacked the expertise. Nor could he make the wall thicker, for the same reason. However, Crow knew how to fix this problem. Sitting down the mason, he delivered a rapid and brief speech, aiding his talk with choppy hand gestures. Lucri listened carefully, and began to nod vigorously once he caught the gist of the offer. Then he shook his master’s hand enthusiastically. Five minutes later, the young mason was packed and ready to go. He was dressed in traveling clothes and waiting impatiently. Crow did not disappoint, handing him teleportation scrolls and a jingling bag of coins. They said their goodbyes, and Lucri disappeared in a flash of teleport. 
 
      
 
    The young mason headed back home. There, he will become a student again. But this time, he will learn the skills to build stone ladders and stone houses. And he will learn them both at the same time. The learning process would take a couple of weeks, as far as Crow knew. But Lucri will return occasionally to take breaks from studying and to help around the homestead. The first time he returns, he will bring along a helper. With the way things were going, Crow needed to hire more staff and attract more talent. 
 
      
 
    After sending off Lucri, Crow went outside the wall. He spent a whole hour with the guards, who were gradually warming up and treating him with better regard. He took a walk alongside the patrolling team, and then sat beneath the kitchen canopy. He didn’t touch the guards’ food, but instead chatted with the cook about the player team’s achievements in their assigned hunt for enemies. He also greeted Vurrius, who looked gloomy as a raincloud as he stuck his head out of the watchtower to look at the horizon. Surprisingly, Vurrius responded to the greeting—grouchily and curtly, but he did respond. 
 
      
 
    Another ten minutes were spent on tidying up the territory of the outpost. In earlier times, the place had been kept spotlessly clean. Right now, however, they were in a state of war, and all of the guards’ efforts were directed at eliminating the orcs and patrolling the vicinity. In a prompt and businesslike manner, Crow dragged a rotten log to his property, removed a pile of rubble, and wrenched a couple of boulders out of the ground. He collected the garbage left by the departed caravans, including broken jars, empty torn waterskins, feathers, and fur. All of this would have disappeared on its own in time, as Waldyra cleans itself, but why wait? 
 
      
 
    Only then did the player descend beneath the hill and rekindle the flames inside the smithing hearth. Today, many tasks got done and a few things had been achieved. But Crow couldn’t stop there. Looking at things objectively, today he had only gotten in and passed the first selection process. But he still hadn’t gotten anything in return. He still needed several special dwarvish smithing skills. They weren’t very powerful, but they were the next step in his progress. It wasn’t simple. Actually, it was way too complicated. Well, at least he didn’t need to compete against the other students. Skills would be granted to everyone, even the lazy students. Plus, they would be able to select which skills—although the list is short, there are options. Later, yet another selection process will be conducted. For Crow, it will be the last one. After passing the second round and receiving his modest prize, he will politely bid farewell to the Dukovs and either quietly disappear, or postpone his education until better times. 
 
      
 
    He still felt the temptation to find and master new special blacksmithing recipes. The dwarf was pleased with his own enthusiasm. It’s great to have passion for your own work. But the truly good recipes, even the simple ones, are really expensive. Their purchase would require dozens of gold coins. Nevertheless, he had an excellent way to obtain what he needed: by continuing his excavation work. 
 
      
 
    The monstrous ancient cataclysm buried the city in its entirety. It disfigured and canned it. The underground served as a canning jar; the zombies were the spam meat that had come alive. Buried along with the homes and watchtowers were marketplaces, apothecaries, and other establishments, among which there definitely had to be blacksmith shops. Even inside a regular store, Crow had a good chance of unearthing some kind of smithing recipe. All he had to do was devote some time to forging, and then arm himself with a good shovel. He would need to dig away at the earthen wall, continuing to follow the narrow street that should lead right to the center of the city. 
 
      
 
    With a groan, the hammer squashed a heated-up broken corselet that had been unearthed yesterday. Beforehand, Crow shook a bunch of broken bones out of it. Someone’s rib cage had been squashed flat—a very heavy weight fell on him, apparently. Here was another benefit of having a personal lost city: one could always find rusted junk for reforging. Now that he had become significantly stronger, he no longer needed to visit the gihl midgets for the sake of stealing their horribly low-quality armor. Stealing their coal wasn’t necessary, either: Mith will soon bring back 30 pounds of good anthracite. He needed much more coal, of course. However, the cardmaster was far from a “mule” in his job description, so he wasn’t able to carry heavy loads. 
 
      
 
    Speak of the devil, and he will appear. Mith almost completely proved the saying. No sooner had the working dwarf’s thoughts turned to Mith, than he instantly appeared, stomping like a neanderthal down the corridor as he rushed from the tomb towards Crow. That’s what passion for digging does: it speeds you up by an incredible amount! 
 
      
 
    As Mith hastily changed into a newly purchased gray bodysuit, which had double leather inserts and a reinforced hood, he gave a quick report. According to it, everything Crow needed had been bought, delivered, placed into the storeroom, and given to the orderers. Grubber received the ladle; Woodman got the tools; the archer guard got a sturdy dagger, along with new collars from a pet shop that Mith happened to come across. The collars were for the growing dogs. He also grabbed a packet of good fish food, half of which he had already poured into the pond. Crow sincerely thanked him—the young guy saved the dwarf a lot of time. But it is unlikely that Mith heard the thanks, as he had already sped off. He stopped at the end of the excavated street and, with a strangely evil laugh, began to dig. In passing, he mentioned that he already achieved the second level in digging, and that he had received a minor skill: additional endurance during excavation work. Seems like Mith has completely gone nuts... And there’s no helping it. 
 
      
 
    The hardworking men labored for several hours without breaks. The dwarf had raised himself up by one more step of the blacksmithing craft. Much more work will need to be done before he can progress onto the next one. The junk had been reforged into ingots. Part of the latter was turned into forged items, ready for sale. Mith cleared the way and scraped dirt off the stone walls, finding a large bas-relief underneath it. It depicted a huge, tall tower that vaguely resembled a windmill built by a crazed genius. The bas-relief was only partially preserved. As soon as Crow saw it, he immediately made several screenshots, carefully capturing the outward look of the building that was almost certainly destroyed by now, or, in the best case scenario, heavily damaged. Under the bas-relief, right in the dirt, lay three colorful bricks, which Crow gently picked up and stowed away. 
 
      
 
    Working together, they dug out another thirty feet of passage, and then proceeded to move the excess soil and rocks outside. Having barely finished the boring routine tasks, Mith attempted to dive back underground. However, he was stopped by the firm hand of the dwarf, who reminded him of their other obligation: the hunt for scalps. The cardmaster resignedly obeyed. Arming themselves, they visited the cook. There, in addition to their main assignment, they suddenly received two more tasks. The cook asked them to find ten dozen partridge eggs, since the convoy with the guards’ supplies was stuck somewhere up north, waiting out the orcs’ attack. He also bade them to destroy a dozen nepentheses—just because, for no real reason. Well, why not? They were excellent tasks. First, they’ll have a brief snack with the workers; and then, they’re off to the ravine! With a happy screech, the eagle Chrys spread his wings while sitting on the tall post—finally, his stupid owner has deigned it fit to leave the dark and dank underground! Issuing a short order, the dwarf sent his pet into the skies to stretch his wings and look around. 
 
      
 
    The beginner paladin and cardmaster spent the next two hours raising hell in the vicinity of the Gray Peak outpost. The archer standing at the top of the tower shook his head incredulously, as he watched clouds of dust rise here and there. The two foreigners were simply masters at finding trouble for themselves! First, they literally dragged out a squealing gihl by his feet from underneath a bush; then, they particularly mercilessly trampled a nepenthesis to death—the latter suffered so much, that even the hardened heart of the guard was touched by the dying throes of the poor little dark beastie. Still unsatisfied, the foreigners searched and found a wounded orc swordsman. He roared and fought back, baring his fangs, but was eventually chased down and hammered to death. 
 
      
 
    The guard shuddered and continued to watch... And there was lots to see: the two villains had found a nest of two lovey-dovey nepentheses, wrecking their honeymoon, along with their stems, and finishing by ripping apart their jaws. His fingers digging into the railing of the watchtower’s platform, the guard waited in horror for the next tragedy. From the skies dived a maliciously shrieking harpy. The poor winged grandma fell right on a sharp stake kindly set out by the dwarf Crow. She thrashed so hard... So pitiful was the wrinkled old hag’s moaning, until the dwarf stunned her with his hammer. Seeing the terrifying monsters bludgeoning the skewered harpy to death, three accidentally passing gihls made the reasonable decision to flee the scene. But their short little legs were hardly made for running... With malicious joy, the screeching eagle hit each midget on the back of the head; then, grabbing one of them by the shoulders with his talons and lifting the midget off the ground, the eagle dragged him closer to the dwarf. No sooner had the mighty hammer hit the midget, than a snarling desert wolf suddenly appeared out of nowhere and began to maul the gihl... The nervously gulping guard hoped that the foreigners had satisfied their savage lust for blood. At that moment, however, three creatures came running out from behind a spruce tree: a jackal and three nepentheses were happily playing tag. From the ravine came the sounds of squelching and hitting of the hammer, bloodthirsty cries, stifled moans, and dying groans—sounds which ruined the appetite of many who heard them... 
 
      
 
    When the two warriors returned to the outpost, bent under the weight of the spoils, the guard at the top of the watchtower stood petrified in horror from what he had witnessed, and barely managed to nod in greeting to them. Or, at least, that’s how it appeared from the outside... 
 
      
 
    After reporting to the cook, receiving their reward in the form of the usual daggers and six portions of meat soup, the heroes returned to their home hill and had a real feast on the hilltop. Sitting on a thick spruce log, they gazed at the rocky ravine, watched the gray sky enveloped in gray clouds, and spent a long time staring hard at the granite mountain peak towering in the distance. There, a multitude of smoke columns rose up to the skies. Chrys, who was sitting at the edge of the log, was tearing apart a piece of jackal meat while glowering at the envious onlooking dogs—what if they try to take his food? If so, then those four-legged flea bags will regret it! During their extra mealtime, the two friends were joined by the old veteran watchman. He listened carefully to the words of his dwarf master, who was busy explaining to his buddy the mistakes made by him in their latest battles. The buddy was a good listener, who memorized every word and made the effort to ask for clarification. 
 
      
 
    Crow and Mith were getting ready to descend underground and continue the excavations, when the girls returned—and much earlier than expected. Lori’s angry look and Amou’s frown suggested that they had brought news, but those news were unlikely to be good. Crow inwardly prepared himself to hear the worst. As soon as the girls sat down, they burst into a furious rant that nearly overwhelmed the two unsuspecting guys. Reaching the nearest unoccupied armchair with difficulty and sitting down, the dwarf began to listen and quickly understood that their hopes for an encyclopedic—that is, bookish—solution to the problem with Vurrius were crumbling before their very eyes. 
 
      
 
    The dark tomes of the cult of Anrull were not available for sale, with the exception of a single lot: a skinny little book in leather binding was listed at a dark auction for the starting price of thirty thousand gold coins. There used to be more forbidden books available, but they had all been sold. The identities of the buyers were not disclosed. This rule was strictly followed, as the entire auction system hinged on it. However, Lori and Crow were not born yesterday in Waldyra. They understood perfectly well that everything depended on the intentions of the buyers. The books had been bought out by clans. The dark books were needed either for paladins, who needed to destroy a dark object in order to reach their next rank or to receive a temple skill; or for conducting forbidden rituals—by a different class of players, obviously. These same books could be used as a bargaining chip in expensive private deals behind the scenes. One thing was clear: the dark tomes of the cult of Anrull will not return to the auction. That’s why the remaining slim book costs so much. 
 
      
 
    Regular libraries did not have the needed dark books for reading. In Waldyra, there existed several places that kept suitable reading materials. However, gaining access to them would be so difficult, it would take weeks, or even months. A couple of places even required its readers to have an extremely dark reputation and to be well-known on the “other side” of Waldyra (at this point, Crow involuntarily thought of the giggling green witch). 
 
      
 
    The books of Light that could contain a description of the ritual to banish the evil spirit from Vurrius’ body were slightly greater in number. Moreover, they appeared at both auctions, dark and official. The prices were just as outrageous. It wasn’t all bad, though. Certain books were available for a reasonable cost. Lori even bought one of them: a short prayer book for paladins who haven’t yet chosen a god to follow. The prayers were very general. Call on the skies, if you will. You might even reach somebody up there—with a very small likelihood. The skinny prayer book with a cheap cover only cost a single gold coin. 
 
      
 
    O, powers of the Light and Good! 
 
    Give me strength and willpower! 
 
    I call on the sky! I call on the sun! 
 
      
 
    And similar nonsense. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, the prayer book itself, which was worn around the waist in a special leather case, gave +2 wisdom. Moreover, it gave the bonus regardless of the character’s class, as long as it belonged to the Light or was at least neutral. 
 
      
 
    The thicker, wiser, and more important the book, the more it cost. The prices were insane! In the middle of the pricelist were sums like two hundred seventy thousand gold coins. And the book would be worth it! The money would be recouped after a couple of years of regular usage of the book in elite dungeons and new locations. Apart from the knowledge contained in them—knowledge that many players don’t give a hoot about—depending on their color and type, the books bestowed massive auras, send out curses and diseases, drain HP and mana, and cast amazing spells of sometimes unique magic. 
 
      
 
    Crow knew that they could not afford such miraculous objects. Not even every clan is able to buy something like that. And even if it does, it’ll think thrice before retrieving such a treasure from the storerooms of the clan’s citadel—although, these days, even a citadel isn’t completely safe from powerful enemies. 
 
      
 
    Crow had hoped to buy a regular book, but one containing the wisdom of the Light, of a general type. Better yet, he wanted a book of legends connected to Anrull. But neither one nor the other were available for sale. If they were, the prices were... well... they were definitely out of reach for poor adventurers from the countryside. 
 
      
 
    Another downside was that such books were currently not in demand. This was all due to the Great Voyage to the Lost Continent, which the dwarf could not care any less about. None of the clans were going to spend crazy amounts of money on a bunch of digital paper. They currently preferred to buy ships and entire fleets. Recently, the dwarf heard from passing convoy men that some clan bought out absolutely all river vessels on five neighboring rivers! Now, the inhabitants of those areas had nothing in which to even cross a river! All the river merchant trade had come to a halt! 
 
      
 
    Clearing her throat, Lori glanced at Crow and, making sure she had his full attention, said: 
 
      
 
    “Cedry.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh...” The dwarf shuddered involuntarily. “What about that small, evil, cheating, vile parasite?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing in particular. But he may have the books we need. Also, the Lemmings of Chaos. And Diamond Hammer—even though the merchants appear to have been destroyed and their clan broken up, their situation is unlikely to be so simple. But dealing with other players is risky... unless we contact them through the Casemates of False Echo, which are under Alcaroum. Out of non-player collectors, besides Cedry the Rotten, are Black Glumph, Flattering Ellie, Bony Brumbus, Southern Joe, Dapla Mokala... Do I need to keep listing?” 
 
      
 
    “They are all very greedy,” grumbled Crow, putting heavy emphasis on the word “very.” “And we have nothing to offer them.” 
 
      
 
    The students listened with baited breath to the mature conversation of their experienced elders, while greedily gulping down the wine. They also were finishing off the onion rings that the girls had brought back. 
 
      
 
    “We have a ton of supercurrency,” disagreed Baby, “in the form of a stack of multicolored bricks.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Clans will definitely be interested. Same with Bony Brumbus. I recommend you start with him. I’d go myself, but that psycho simply can’t stand members of the beautiful sex.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, member of the beautiful sex. Are you aware that we must not sell the bricks, you dummy?” 
 
      
 
    “What choice do we have? Go on, then, and hand Vurrius over to the paladins of Light! Zap! Let’s get this straight, warrior! You’ve gone soft! We can easily get rid of the centurion right this moment. Rat him out to the right locals, and they will quietly check the centurion for demonic possession. Then they’ll skillfully rein him in and drag him somewhere far away. And they’ll do it all so quickly that he won’t have the chance to explode. We have nothing to be afraid of—in this world, there are elders so powerful that, with the snap of their fingers, they can pack the centurion into a magic cocoon and send him by teleport to the deepest abyss. Whatever happens afterwards is none of our concern. To replace Vurrius, the kingdom will send us a normal veteran—someone who is far more reasonable and easy to deal with. If I remember your plan correctly, by this time, you should have already bought out most of the outpost and a quarter of the ravine! And yet, you’re still fussing over the centurion: Is he frowning? Is he grumbling? Oh, look, he even nodded at me today!” 
 
      
 
    “Well... I...” stammered the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “What? Am I wrong? You’ve been spinning your wheels these last few days! And you know why? I’ll tell you why! You’ve taken a liking to Vurrius, and you don’t want to destroy him. Moreover, you want to save him! Are you a snot-nosed newbie, or what? What’s up with the sentimentality?” 
 
      
 
    “But don’t you want to help him?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” admitted Lori. “But not to this extent! I’m not ready to risk our plans for the sake of one possessed guard! And that’s considering the fact that I’ve found out about those plans from you! It makes my blood boil!” 
 
      
 
    “Why does that make your blood boil?” 
 
      
 
    “Because! You decided to leave me out of it...” 
 
      
 
    “A certain someone was in a coma!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t wanna hear your excuses. As for Mr. Royal, I’m gonna give him a black eye! Two black eyes, in fact! Or I’ll draw them, since you can’t give black eyes here. And don’t change the subject! Am I not right about Vurrius?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right... It’s sad to kill him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s like a damn barricade in our path!” 
 
      
 
    “He is treating us better.” 
 
      
 
    “He only nodded at you once and gave you a pat on the back! Before then, he destroyed everything that you had made with your own blood, sweat, and tears! And most importantly: territory! We need these lands! We must become the almighty rulers of these parts, and be the general sponsors of the local outpost of the guard of Algora. Aren’t these the precise words that you whispered so tenderly into my ear?” 
 
      
 
    “Whispered... tenderly...” squeaked Amou, looking sideways at Mith. “That’s how it’s done, you dimwit!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s this got to do with me?” replied Mith in utter bewilderment. “We’re talking about the centurion! I agree with Lori! Vurrius is a real piece of work! What good has he done for us?” 
 
      
 
    “Still, I feel sorry for him,” sighed Amou. 
 
      
 
    “Will he sell you these lands? Even if the war with the orcs ends? Will he? We can’t get around him—right now, he is the head person here. We can try going higher up the chain of command, of course; but for now, that’s above our level. So, will he sell you these lands? And not sometime in the far-off future, but right now, while these lands are priced at next to nothing? Will he sell them to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not...” 
 
      
 
    “And more specifically?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He won’t sell them.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, you and Mith either take a few bricks and go talk to Bony Brumbus—thankfully, it’s already getting dark—or I’ll solve the problem with Vurrius myself.” 
 
      
 
    Staring at him was the former Baby—the one from before the tragedy happened. And that settled the matter. As soon as Crow saw the agitated and flushed amazon, who had gone back to her former self, he silently got up and headed for their secret vault, dragging Mith along by the scruff. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll sell some stuff while you’re gone,” shouted Amou reassuringly in their direction as they left. Then, immediately turning to the angrily huffing Lori, she asked, “Who is Bony Brumbus, and why does he hate the beautiful sex?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Negotiations. Sharks in murky waters 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CASEMATES of False Echo. 
 
      
 
    A fancy name for securely protected rooms to hold negotiations. They are used in cases where one or more sides wish to remain anonymous to their conversation partner. That is the function of the casemates, which are located beneath the half-sunken city of Alcaroum. In order to get there, it is sufficient to use a high-rank scroll of teleportation. You would find yourself in a medium-sized room made of stone, with extremely minimal furnishings in the form of a single table and several benches. If you wish to enter the room together with your companions or business partners, you must all be part of the same group. Once the teleportation is over, nobody else can enter the chamber. Subsequently, you must place a sum of thirty-three gold coins onto the table in the middle of the room. This is payment to remain anonymous for the duration of an hour. After that time, the casemates will toss the discussion participants outside into their location of choice. 
 
      
 
    And so, you’ve placed the money on the table. You’ve waited until the gold magically vanished, to be replaced by an austere inkwell with a quill and a stack of blank paper. The rest is easy: write your message, fill in the name of the addressee, fold the sheet of paper in half—and it instantly gets sent to the addressee, bearing the stamp “Casemates of False Echo,” but without any mention of the sender’s name. The mention of casemates will be immediately noted by serious individuals. It tells them that the letter is serious, since thirty-three gold coins were paid to send it. The cost is not particularly impressive; however, it would be rare for a prankster to spend that kind of money for nothing. This guarantees that the message will be given priority—a huge advantage, since serious people get more than enough mail. 
 
      
 
    Crow did everything according to the instructions, without even glancing at the step-by-step explanation lying near the stack of blank paper on the table. Lori, who was infuriated by the delay of plans—and she hated delays—sent him here for the purpose of negotiating with anyone who might be interested in purchasing the multicolored bricks. The dwarf decided not to skimp and sent invitations to multiple addressees. Now, the only thing left was to wait. 
 
      
 
    Mith had gone quiet and was looking around in amazement, studying the stone walls covered by a network of ugly symbols. The casemates of Echo were more mysterious on the inside. On the outside, they resembled a giant stone sphere that lay inside a flooded underground cave. There were two entrances to the sphere: under water and on dry land. That’s exactly how the casemates were discovered long ago by a team of adventuring players. At first, they decided that they had stumbled upon a new dangerous dungeon or temple. But everything turned out to be both simpler and more complicated simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    Once they sorted out the mystery, the casemates began to be used regularly for negotiations. Naturally, many clans have tried, and are still trying, to break through the magical protection of the casemates in order to gain access to other people’s secret conversations. To date, none of their attempts have been successful. This place is valuable, because unequal sides can talk to each other as equals here. After getting his hands on some cool object, a newbie can readily bargain without having to fear the usual dangers associated with such dealings. Once both sides reach an agreement, the casemate takes upon itself the delivery of the sold objects. 
 
      
 
    It remains unknown why the stone sphere needs money, and who even built this place. Surely, there must be a legend that explains it? 
 
      
 
    Crow told all of this to his friend while they waited. The wait lasted just under half an hour. A serious offer draws a quick response. On the walls of the room, magical screens began to light up one by one. Each screen showed only a vague, foggy blur instead of a participant’s face. On some of the screens, the fog lifted: these invitees did not require anonymity. Others remained behind a shimmering veil that gave them the status of incognito. 
 
      
 
    On the first screen was a figure of a fat but powerfully built man dressed in full bony armor. He looked like a zebra due to the striped patterning of his unusual gear. His helmet was decorated with so many horns, it looked like a forest of various antennas mounted on the roof of a building. It was Bony Brumbus: a local, a fanatical collector, and a hater of women—he couldn’t stand them. 
 
      
 
    The second invitee was hidden. However, the dwarf was almost certain that it was Lord Cedry, also a local, who was incredibly cunning, underhanded, greedy, and unprincipled. He had accumulated so many precious rarities, that he could be rightfully considered one of the leaders in the endless race of collecting things. Cedry’s treasury, located on his estate, was legendary. It had destroyed countless player thieves who managed to reach its numerous doors. The dwarf was certain it was Cedry, because, at gatherings of this sort, the collector made a point of appearing between the fifteenth and twentieth minute of waiting. 
 
      
 
    The next five screens were also hidden. Crow sent out invitations to several clans: the Architects, Diamond Hammer, Lemmings of Chaos, Sleepless, Nautilus, Fierce Piranhas, and Gray Keepers. He also invited four locals. He could only guess at who arrived, and who didn’t. All of them decided to remain anonymous—for now, at least. 
 
      
 
    The conversation mode selected by the dwarf allowed the participants to hear only him, while he could hear all of them. However, the guests could not hear each other. Right now, he couldn’t hear anyone—the magical screen blocked all sounds. Nevertheless, clever Bony Brumbus gesticulated furiously, trying to draw attention to himself. His gestures were fairly eloquent and meant approximately the following: “To hell with the others, let’s settle everything between the two of us, unless you are a damn woman—that concentration of dark thoughts and actions, akin to a poisonous snake with her sensuous talk.” Yes, Bony Brumbus was good at sign language. 
 
      
 
    Having made sure that the rest had ignored the invitation, or else weren’t able to come, Crow decided to begin. Stepping up to the table, the player lowered a stack of five multicolored ancient bricks onto it. He paused a little—giving everyone a chance to have a good look at the goods—and then added three more little bricks. He stepped back and stomped his foot—the signal to remove the silencing aura. The magic lifted. Immediately, the room was filled with voices. The misty covering was removed from a couple of screens, showing their subjects. Crow could hear each of them; they could only hear themselves and the dwarf—but he had not said anything yet. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf did not hear any stupid statements, because such things couldn’t possibly be said here. Here were gathered smart people and smart artificial intellects. Both were very experienced. Both were very cautious. None of them would risk angering the mysterious seller with a stupid joke like “Why the hell did you place dirty bricks on the table?” or “That’s it?” as well as “We’re not building walls here.” Those invited to the negotiations knew that, with a click of his fingers, the seller could kick them out of the discussion. Such were the strict rules of using the Casemates: the initiator of the dialog had total control. 
 
      
 
    First came attempts to turn the group discussion into a dialog. 
 
      
 
    “I suggest we discuss the terms of the sale in private.” 
 
      
 
    “Brumbus wants the bricks! All of them! We can make a deal one-on-one, without the others!” 
 
      
 
    Of course, Bony Brumbus wants them—this misogynist was building a real throne out of the multicolored bricks. Currently, he only had the basic foundation for his royal throne, with pitiful outlines of the back and the future armrests. More than once, he had appeared at similar events—virtually, without being physically present—while sitting proudly on his unfinished throne. Many people have tried to find out the location of Brumbus’ lair, in order to get their hands on his throne and other treasures. Nobody has managed it yet. 
 
      
 
    “We’re happy to offer a good price.” 
 
      
 
    “Interested. What are the conditions of sale? Perhaps we should talk in private?” 
 
      
 
    One of the screens brightened; the image sharpened, and the anonymity vanished. A woman in silvery fighting armor with green inserts, with a sharp, clever face and the eyes of a predatory bird, leaned forward: 
 
      
 
    “Diamond Hammer is ready to purchase everything immediately! Even if these bricks are from our clan’s storerooms, which had recently been raided during the attack on our citadel—although it would be quite the evil irony. But business is business. What is your price? Are we having an auction?” 
 
      
 
    “We are ready to bid!” 
 
      
 
    “Dear seller, our side would like to make a very generous and, possibly, unique offer. We have access to very large resources.” 
 
      
 
    Two more screens lit up, veiled in a misty haze. The latecomers joined the discussion immediately, having quickly realized what sort of valuable articles lay in a stack on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Our apologies for the lateness! We’re interested. Has the bidding already begun?” 
 
      
 
    “Good day. Excellent bricks. We’re interested.” 
 
      
 
    What was notable: only a small portion of the participants decided to reveal themselves. The dwarf had sent out the invitations, knowing that nobody else would be able to use the message to join the conversation. Each letter was a teleport that worked either for a specific person, or for the members of a specified organization. The participants could neither see nor hear each other. The voices of those hidden were distorted: they preferred to buy in such a way as to remain anonymous even for the seller. Well, it was a reasonable precaution. 
 
      
 
    However, the anonymity wasn’t absolute—many individuals possessed a unique style of holding a conversation, or used specific words, often without noticing it themselves. The foggy curtain flapping in front of your face won’t be able to conceal your slang. Once upon a time, very long ago, Crow’s team used a recorded video clip to find a certain rude person who dared to insult the head of a particular clan. The recording only showed a dancing wooden doll on strings, with an endless stream of swear words as the soundtrack. That’s when they had to play detective and conduct an entire investigation... 
 
      
 
    It seemed like the discussion was going in the wrong direction. Many invitees assumed that bidding was about to start, and that the payment will be in gold coins as usual. Definitely not... Stepping up to the table again, the dwarf placed his hands on it and waited for everyone to notice. Once it was quiet, he spoke: 
 
      
 
    “Dear ladies and gentlemen! Thank you so much for responding to my rather unexpected offer. I don’t wish to keep you for long, as I understand that each of you has very many urgent matters to which to attend. That’s why I’ll get straight to the point. But first of all, I’d like to assure the unhidden lady: these bricks have not been taken from the robbed storerooms of the Diamond Hammer clan. I 100% guarantee it. I have personally dug these bricks out of a pile of spent ore.” 
 
      
 
    Total disinformation. It’s unlikely any of the listeners believed it. Given the scary and dangerous paranoiacs gathered here, it’s better to say nothing at all. Out of a bucket of lies, they can squeeze out a drop of truth and use it to find you. So it’s better to leave out the details. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need any gold. I’m seeking knowledge. I’m ready to trade these bricks for real temple books, Light or Dark, either connected to the cult of the god Anrull or containing a description of it. I’ll accept general information. I’ll also accept specialized information. I don’t need dark attacking spells. Nor do I need enchanted tomes for battle, which used to be carried by Anrull’s priests. No. I do not need those kinds of treasures. Only knowledge. One requirement: the books must be the real thing, taken from any of the temples. No copies—even if they bear the stamps of the priests to certify the authenticity of the copy. No. I only want the originals. Old dusty books. I have no requirements of the tomes themselves. I do not care whether they have been blessed or cursed. However, the books must be in readable condition. For each of these books, I’m ready to bargain individually and in this place only. I will not meet anyone in person. I will not agree to trades for anything other than the books. I do not want any privileges bestowed on me by either your clans or you personally. I am not interested in unique offers. The better the book being offered, the higher the price I’m willing to pay. I need a lot of books. Those of you who offer me truly worthwhile books on the pertaining subject will receive some nice bonuses from me. Truly nice bonuses. That’s all for today. I hope you’re interested in my offer, my honorable guests. Once again, I apologize for taking up your valuable time. You can get in touch with me via any of Waldyra’s inns. Please leave a message with a detailed description of the object you’re offering, along with its title. Send your letters to...” 
 
      
 
    Pausing for an instant, the dwarf mentally went through several options of names that were not connected to him or his friends. His first thought was the name of the gaming legend with the legendary wolf. Just change it a bit, and, presto, you’ve got yourself a new name! However, Crow decided against this option, as that guy probably had enough problems on his plate already. Damn, he should have picked out a name prior to this! He is such an idiot! The country life made him relax too much. Now, he’ll have to be very quick. 
 
      
 
    “...to the Fathead Beauty Queen!” blurted out Crow. “I await your responses. Have a nice evening. Goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    Crow clapped his hands. The screens went blank. He and Mith were left alone in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Fly back home,” he yelled to Mith. “I’ll join you in a sec! Alcaroum!” 
 
      
 
    The casemates kicked out the dwarf via teleportation. A moment later, he found himself outside. Instantly deducing his location, the dwarf sprinted as hard as he could towards the nearest inn, cursing himself to hell and back as he ran. He rushed inside and sighed in relief—there weren’t any players at the reception desk. It only took him a single gold coin and one minute to convince a cute blondie to open a post office box in the name of a certain Fathead Beauty Queen. He managed it in time. Now, all correspondence to him will accumulate in inns, and he will be able to retrieve it from any reception desk. There was a very good reason for his hurry. Any of the attendees who decided not to participate in the bidding could find out whether this name is taken and claim it, in case they get lucky. Then they would be able to receive other people’s letters. But Crow made it. He gave himself a strict talk to be more organized next time. 
 
      
 
    Actually, he had to make many concessions. Take the curses, for instance... Some books are cursed with the most horrific spells. But these books may turn out to be unique. The dwarf did not want his invitees to know that he and his companions were not capable of handling such problems. Let them be taken for a powerful clan that has found some leads regarding Anrull’s disappearance—and that will be the first thought of those to whom he had offered such a strange trade. This will really put them under pressure. The fate of the ancient god of death has remained an unsolvable mystery for a very long time. 
 
      
 
    And again... He could not simply say “I’m looking for a way to free a possessed centurion from the evil ghost of Anrull’s high priest, who is stuck inside him.” Let them keep guessing. The further their guesses are from the truth, the better. Most likely, he will be offered many “empty” books. But he’ll be able to sort out those that are pure garbage, thanks to the supplied titles and descriptions... 
 
      
 
    Why did this have to be so complicated... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf dropped into a grocery store and began to shop. The shopkeeper was absolutely thrilled by the scale of Crow’s purchases. He was especially pleased when the thoughtful dwarf demanded a sack of dried peas and five smoked hams. And why not? The convoy men love such hearty and simple food as pea soup with smoked ham. And Grubber was excellent at cooking it. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, the heavily laden player disappeared in the flash of teleportation. 
 
      
 
    Back at Gray Peak, several bits of news awaited him. The dwarf began to receive them even before he reached the wall surrounding his hill. He met two guards, who told him that the orcs camping out near the granite peak had been joined by massive reinforcements. Therefore, an equally massive attack was to be expected soon. It was time to get ready for brave battle and heroic death. Crow received this information without batting an eye, and assured the guards that, for the sake of his homeland and the victory of Light in the world, he was ready for both battle and death. One of the guards clapped the bold foreigner on the shoulder approvingly. The second guard clapped the dwarf on the other shoulder. Also in approval. The dwarf smiled, giving the pair a couple of ripe apples purchased at the grocery shop. Then he calmly continued on his way. Inside, though, his blood was boiling. 
 
      
 
    What terrible timing! Damn orcs just won’t calm down! And this time, Guorra has really gone overboard! This isn’t the first war with the gray-skinned, fanged monsters and their four-armed goddess. But they had never fought battles on such large territories before. Worse yet, the orcs had decided to pitch their large war camp in the ravine, which was covering the sleeping lost city with a blanket of stones. Honestly, it would have been better if they had sieged Algora! 
 
      
 
    Intentionally passing by the guards’ kitchen (though he made it look coincidental), the dwarf made sure the grim cook was there. Suddenly, smacking himself on the forehead as if he’d forgotten something, the dwarf came closer and set out the following provisions on a table: two hams, a large portion of soup peas, ten pounds of apples, a pot of butter, ten pounds of beef jerky, and a small bag of rye flour. Before this, he made sure to mention that the food was a gift. Crow remembered perfectly well about the problems with food supply, which were mentioned earlier by the cook. The supplies brought by him, in addition to the wildlife running around the outpost, should be enough for the next little while. Hungry warriors were bad warriors. 
 
      
 
    The cook accepted the gifts in silence. He didn’t even twitch the corners of his lips or raise an eyebrow. He nodded. Then he clapped the dwarf on his already bruised shoulder. He gathered all the food supplies. Then he tasked the dwarf with gathering another two hundred eggs and forty partridges. And maybe around twenty bunches of wild green onions. The dwarf gladly accepted the task, already knowing whom he was going to send to do it: the two fierce furies. The day was drawing to a close. It was getting dark outside. But the girls could do with a short stroll through the enemy-filled ravine in the dead of night, to gather fragile bird eggs in the dark and to search out sleeping partridges under bushes. 
 
      
 
    Then the dwarf ran into an angrily striding Vurrius. Oh crap... 
 
      
 
    Halting beside the dwarf, who had frozen still, the gray-haired giant gazed down at the sturdily built midget. With a great deal of force, he clapped the dwarf on the shoulder, nodded towards the tall wall decorated by statues, and growled: 
 
      
 
    “In case anything happens, I have faith that you will shelter peaceful travelers and fugitives, settler Crow.” 
 
      
 
    What do you know... It almost sounded like praise... The dwarf nearly melted from happiness. He hastily nodded, but he was straining his neck in vain—the centurion had already gone ahead and didn’t see it. No matter what he may seem like, Vurrius was a good guy... Evil, mad, psychopathic, but good nonetheless... They must definitely save him. 
 
      
 
    In order to get home, the dwarf had to climb over the wall; the only entrance was blocked by a large crowd of assorted folk, who were pushing in a hurry to buy some food and fuel. Clearly, none of them particularly wanted to go hunting or to gather firewood at night in a ravine occupied by bloodthirsty orcs. However, the girls will have to do it... But first, let them sell off what they already have. 
 
      
 
    The entire territory of the outpost was dotted with numerous bright campfires. The scent of smoke and cooking food wafted through the air. Horses and oxen snorted; riding lizards squealed in their drawn-out, high pitched voices; camels roared. The sound of lazy conversation floated over Gray Peak. Having reached the top of the wall, the dwarf sat on its highest point and went still for a moment, listening with sweet nostalgia to the roar of hungry voices: 
 
      
 
    “Two dozen eggs! Three portions of pork porridge!” 
 
      
 
    “Porridge, flatbread, and beer—five of each! Here’s the money!” 
 
      
 
    “Four bunches of firewood! Got any blacksmith stuff for sale? Like horseshoes? You do?! Give it here! I want two dozen!” 
 
      
 
    “We need horseshoes, too! These accursed roads! The animals keep losing shoes with every step; the boot soles keep tearing!” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, is that wooden chest for sale? I’ll buy it!” 
 
      
 
    “Eggs and meat, please! And five bunches of firewood!” 
 
      
 
    “I want that bundle of crossbow bolts! Why is it so expensive?! You need to drop the price, my friend!” 
 
      
 
    “Green onions, twenty eggs, a dozen mushrooms, some spices if you have them, and a couple of chunks of meat. Ah... I’m gonna make some Southern-style fried eggs today!” 
 
      
 
    “Porridge, please! The more, the better!” 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, the dwarf jumped down into the yard. Mith rushed up and began to thump Crow on the shoulder, shaking his head like a madman while muttering to himself: 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s what I call negotiations! Holy cow! Holy crap! Holy shit! Holy—” 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I got carried away... But holy cow! That was so quick, concise, and cool! I got shivers down my spine! Even judging by the silence of those mysterious individuals, it was clear that they’re very important and awesome! And that lady with bulging eyes? Heaven forbid to have someone like that for a mother! Her kid would pee his pants on every second step, and on every first step—” 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay... I’ll shut up... It’s hard, but I’ll shut up. Just don’t forget to take me along next time!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    “Also... Can we go digging? The moles are tired of standing around. They’re pawing at the ground and shaking their fanged snouts. They’re craving to dig up some fresh earth, and craving it badly!” 
 
      
 
    “Oho... Let’s go, then... But you’ll have to dig by yourself. I’ll back you up, if needed; otherwise, I’ll be smithing.” 
 
      
 
    “Even better.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll join you a little later. It’s just that first, I need to gain a bit more experience in the blacksmithing craft. Have you heard anything about my smithing recipes?” 
 
      
 
    “Lori bought two. One for horseshoes. Another for scramaseaxes—rough, iron ones. I’ve already read them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get to them, then,” said Crow decisively. “Are these the last of the convoy men?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup! These are the pitiful remains of the wild crowd that had attacked us more fiercely than gray orcs! We thought that they were gonna break through the wall! Thankfully, they didn’t.... Grubber is real pleased—he spent the whole day in the kitchen today! He put the new ladle to good use.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming down. You go tell Lori to find out the recipe for Southern-style fried eggs from one of the convoy men who just left the crowd. It was a tall bald guy with a black beard and wearing a long leather trenchcoat over a laced red shirt. We need good recipes, and that one has simple ingredients.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you even manage to hear it? I’ll go tell her.” 
 
      
 
    Mith rushed off, while Crow began to unload his purchases, filling up his own stores. It was time to build a new pantry and a new spacious cupboard. A couple more wooden chests wouldn’t hurt, either. The number of convoys and caravans increased with every passing day. If not for the war, there would have been even more of them. Every traveler’s pocket had money in it—money that needed to be extracted. Also, many journeyers carried rumors and secrets, which they were always willing to share—whether after having too many drinks, out of chattiness, or for money. The dwarf needed one of his own people—someone like the cunning Lori or naive Amou—to wander around gathering information. 
 
      
 
    The smithing hearth lit up quickly and enthusiastically, rapidly building up heat. The dwarf tossed a portion of good ol’ coal on top of the firewood. Dropping by the headquarters, he took two smithing recipes off the table. He placed five health potions of average strength into the cabinet for alchemy. They needed to grow their stash. He emptied his pockets of change, pouring the coins onto the table. The heavy round coins won’t last long here—Lori will quickly find a use for them. As a surprise for Mith, he also put a card with a mad mole onto the table. The animal won’t obey its master’s orders once released. However, it will dig like crazy. And if it hits a wall, it will turn around and attack whomever it sees first. On the positive side, the card was very cheap. For Amou, the player bought a set of new guitar strings. For Lori, he purchased a steel dagger. Such was his small selection of gifts for each and every one. 
 
      
 
    By the time the first iron ingots heated up, the dwarf already made his decision. He will forge seaxes for half the time allotted to blacksmithing. Then, he will switch to making horseshoes according to the new and old recipes. Since the horseshoes were so eagerly sought after by the convoy men, he should keep up with the demand. 
 
      
 
    Upon return, the student reported that he had honestly tried to send Lori on a scouting mission. In response, however, he was told to go do something so harsh to himself that he did not dare repeat his request. Instead, he retreated to the underground, in order to raise his spirits and restore his lost confidence. Before the dwarf had the chance to digest such a sophisticated and detailed answer, Mith had already grabbed a shovel. With a joyful yell, he snatched the card with the mad mole from the table and sped off down the excavated street. Crow shook his head and continued to hammer. Out of the tunnel came a vibrating menacing roar, which absolutely did not suit such a peaceful hardworking creature as a mole. 
 
      
 
    “It wooorks!” Mith’s yell was full of unhealthy levels of enthusiasm. “He’s drilling through the soil like it’s nothing!” 
 
      
 
    “Summon a steppe wolf for protection! If anything happens, call me.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” 
 
      
 
    In this situation, Mith needed to keep his eyes and ears open. The mentally ill animal was unpredictable. Nobody knows when the bulldozing mole will turn around and attack its summoner. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, it seemed that the gods of hard work were on the side of the overly eager Mith. The unrealistically large mole created a deep tunnel and continued to dig, moving further and further away towards the center of the underground city. Keeping up with the creature was impossible, as Mith was busy removing the ever-growing piles of excavated soil. Soon, another of the mole’s roars sounded from the bottom of the tunnel; in response came a thin and angry squeal of the undead. Faraway sounds of hitting and the crunch of bones signified the start of a battle; shortly after, the dwarf and Mith received a few experience points—the maddened mole had won. But it also suffered injuries, according to Mith. This was expected. 
 
      
 
    The mole died ten minutes later, after running into a large group of enemies. It died frighteningly quickly, too. It was killed with virtually a single blow. Mith suffered a rebound and hastened to heal himself. The dwarf ordered him to be on guard and to post the wolf further down into the partially obstructed tunnel dug by the mole. Just in case the enemies decide to jog towards the light at the end of the tunnel... 
 
      
 
    The disciple summoned another mole—a normal one this time, though it was nowhere near as strong or full of stamina. The excavations continued. Little by little, the glum facades of stone buildings, both preserved and flattened, emerged out of the ground. The occasional wooden buildings had mostly been turned into pancakes mixed with mud, with sharp rotten splinters sticking out of the ground. Often, someone would be scratching around under the dark logs and screeching vilely; however, Crow evaluated the situation and concluded that these undead won’t be able to crawl out by themselves, so the two guys left them for later. 
 
      
 
    Mith swung his shovel with selfless devotion. He constantly had to stop and stoop down to pick up yet another trophy. First, he would put the found objects into his backpack; then, once he accumulated enough loot, he would take it back to the headquarters and dump it on the floor. Among the found objects were utensils, furniture items, broken weapons, rusted tools, and a couple of regular magic scrolls. And many, many rocks and bones. Both of the latter were present in huge numbers. Rocks that were hewn and not; bones that were broken and whole. This was to be expected. They had left the edge of the lost city and traveled deeper—the number and density of the citizens living there increased as they moved closer to the center. In one area two strides wide, Mith was walking across a thick carpet of yellow crunching bones, which turned into dust when touched. A couple of swings of the shovel, and all bones disappeared. Such grim scenery was becoming more and more common. The suspense was growing... 
 
      
 
    Inwardly sensing a critical moment, the dwarf stopped Mith. With a disappointed groan, the live dirt-smeared excavating machine came to a halt. He didn’t stay still for long, though—it was time to clear the rubble. That’s when the disciple was joined by his teacher, who had finished smithing. In the past few hours, the dwarf converted quite a few iron ingots into reasonably good daggers. The quality of the produced objects was strictly dependent on the skills of the master and the amount of “steps” he had completed. More and more often, the description of an object made by the dwarf would include words such as “good,” “fair,” and “durable.” They meant a lot: increased strength, increased damage dealt by a weapon, and increased protection received from armor. Once he completes a few more steps in the blacksmithing craft, the description might start to feature words like “very good,” “amazing,” and “perfect,” in regards to objects made of iron, obviously. The higher the metal’s rank, the harder it is to work with, and the more skills are required. Starting tomorrow, if he manages to raise himself another level, he can and should begin working with red and yellow copper. He could even try it now, but copper is finicky. Lots of material would be wasted. 
 
      
 
    For the next hour, Mith and Crow immersed themselves in the strange and sometimes terrifying parody of the courageous work of rescuers who clear the rubble from collapsed homes. They took out stones and lifted logs, dragged back entire fragments of buildings and stomped on piles of broken shingles. They freed creatures trapped under the buildings. But, as soon as they were freed, the beasts did not thank their saviors, tears in their eyes; instead, they lunged at their rescuers’ throats with a hungry snarl, swiping their long claws and baring their terrifying black fangs. The levels of the undead ranged from 90th to 110th. They included zombies, skeletons, something in-between the two, and the first skeleton mages. It’s not pleasant to get a fireball in your face when you’re lifting a heavy tile that is pressing an undead against the ground. In such cases, the dwarf used the same tile to crush the insolent skeleton into little pieces. He was used to these kinds of weapons, as they were of the same bludgeoning type as a hammer. 
 
      
 
    Closer to midnight, the tired but happy diggers returned to the headquarters, leaving the corridors partially blocked by piles of soil and stone. The mole and the wolf died. May they rest in peace. Stretching out their legs, the adventurers reclined in the armchairs, as they sipped beer and gazed peacefully up at the ceiling. That is how the girls found them, having finished their work aboveground. The convoy men had bought out everything! Absolutely nothing was left... not even a single little stick of firewood. The girls poured a large pile of copper with occasional flecks of silver onto the table. They placed three gold coins separately, using them to weigh down a sheet of paper containing the handwritten recipe for Southern-style fried eggs. The female warriors sat down in the armchairs next to the guys and grabbed goblets of wine. A tired, unhurried conversation followed. They shared their experiences and lazily considered their plans for tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Another long day was over. And it ended in the most perfect way. Many things got done. They’ve pitched an offer to several interested parties. They had finally decided on Vurrius’ fate: they will save him after all, rather than kill him. The excavations and smithing were proceeding according to plan—the dwarf had finally caught up. The underground city was resisting more and more. Tomorrow, they will need additional strength. That’s why Mith will go train at a professional guild. He will receive a couple of new skills as a cardmaster. Then, he will purchase a card containing a clay golem. They needed a creature capable of withstanding quite a few heavy hits. At the same time, Mith will buy some food supplies. He will also fill up their stores of alchemy. Today, they only had to use a couple of bottles, but that was going to change soon. 
 
      
 
    The girls will look after the household. They were plotting new ways to obtain information regarding questions that concerned them. 
 
      
 
    As for the dwarf... Well, he will get lots and lots of sleep. After that, he will have an unhurried breakfast. And only then will he visit the Dukovs. He needed to continue his education... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    A stubborn dwarf is a normal dwarf 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IN NO WAY DID CROW want to look more favorable in comparison to the other four students. 
 
      
 
    In no way was he offended by being in fifth place in their overall ranking. No way. 
 
      
 
    No. He was completely unbothered by the fact that the object he created turned out to be the simplest and least impressive of them all. 
 
      
 
    He was not a little kid. He was a serious grown man, strong in body and spirit, who easily tolerates any losses and never takes them personally. 
 
      
 
    That’s why the fact that Crow dragged himself to the Dukov family’s smithies at four o’clock in the morning could only be explained by mild insomnia and an irresistible desire to feel the icy wind on the snowy slopes of Khradalroum. What kind of dwarf would not be tempted by that? 
 
      
 
    Nobody bothered to throw the doors wide open for a student who had barely begun his apprenticeship. Instead, one of the doors was left slightly ajar, and, without voicing a single complaint, Crow barely squeezed through the crack. Inside, a dry and even heat rushed into his face, as the smithies continued to operate even at night. 
 
      
 
    Politely greeting the sleepy and grumpy dwarf guard, the player stepped into an alcove. He pulled off excess clothes, leaving himself wearing the strongest fire-resistant leather pants that he could find in Algora. He had visited the city in the middle of the night for the sole purpose of getting these pants and a similar leather vest. He dressed himself in an apron, arm guards, and boots; he put on glasses, covered his hair with a hat, and armed himself with a shovel. Then he stepped up to the blazing furnace, which still had not been supplied with permanent staff in the form of a full-time stoker. The pile of coal lay black on the floor, no smaller in size than the day before. Here, problems with fuel supply were unheard of. What a blessed location. 
 
      
 
    And so, the work began. 
 
      
 
    Only half an hour later, the furnace heated up so much that it stood out clearly amongst its neighbors. Before then, nobody was working beside it. Dwarves aren’t such fools as to work with a nearly cold furnace. But once the oven surpassed its nearest peers, two local blacksmiths instantly appeared beside it. They placed magnificent steel ingots into the furnace, nodded dryly at the new stoker, and then proceeded to have a deep conversation with each other, discussing yesterday’s singer with luscious curves. Boys will be boys... 
 
      
 
    By 7 AM the record-setting furnace heated up quite a few ingots to a white-hot state. The anvils beside it shook from rapid repetitive hits. With angry hissing, finished swords, arm guards, corselets, miscellaneous armor parts and occasional tools plunged into the water. The stoker in his smoking, burned-through clothes dashed back and forth like crazy between the pile of coal and the rattling door of the furnace, throwing shovel after shovel of fuel into the oven’s insatiable fiery stomach. The dwarf paid the closest attention to the blacksmiths as they concentrated on their craft, while trying his best to keep up the rhythm of his own work. Thus, within the next hour, his blacksmithing skill had grown another level on its own—by watching the work of a master, you improve yourself. Crow did not count on such luck, though he had hoped for it. And his wish was granted. 
 
      
 
    In the past few hours, the player found himself on the brink of death at least a dozen times. The merciless tongue of flame lashed his long-suffering chest again and again, with the regularity of a lethal metronome, burning off HP and making the dwarf break out in a cold digital sweat of fear. The dwarf survived as best as he could. He tiptoed to the furnace, sneaking up to it with a loaded shovel; afraid of stumbling, he stepped over the smallest obstacles, waiting for the regeneration to catch up. He had unsorted characteristic points and thus could increase his HP level; however, he did not risk it, afraid that it might interfere with the strange process of fire cleansing started by Tormund Dukov. Nor did he use any potions. No healing magic was allowed. Everything was the same as yesterday: hellish work, infernal heat, cold sweat, lots of caution, and huge hopes. 
 
      
 
    Tormund showed up not long before eight o’clock. The pompous dwarf huffed and puffed, patting his sated belly and picking his teeth with a steel toothpick so large that it could easily be used to stab an ogre to death. Tormund eyebrows crawled upwards in surprise when he saw the bustling crowd around the recently almost cooled furnace. Beside it was a pile of finished items, stacks of ingots ready to be heated, almost entirely evaporated water in stone barrels, and the stoker, who was nearly black by now, running back and forth with a heavily laden shovel. Two more blacksmiths stood behind the working dwarves and annoyingly whined that good heat should be shared. The working smiths pushed them aside and continued to hammer, clearly hoping to exceed today’s quota. They were from the night shift, and would soon leave to go eat at one of the numerous underground taverns, or go home to sleep, or go for a stroll down the endless underground streets of the Great City of Khradalroum lit by magic streetlights and giant glowing snails. 
 
      
 
    By the way, it would be quite good to exceed the day’s planned quota, as the war with the orcs still continued with no end in sight. Like every war, it devoured a large amount of weapons, equipment, supplies, and lives. Though these smithies could not forge new lives, the rest could be made quite easily. Steel armor and weapons without any frills flew off the shelves of the Dukov family’s shops. The items were an ideal combination of durability, quality, and relatively low price. Then, the sold goods were loaded onto carts and sent off down dusty roads to some army unit somewhere that needed fresh supplies. Unless the convoy got attacked by bandits or orcs, everything arrived safely to warehouses. From there, the supplies would be distributed to warriors, including players. Thus, after only a couple of days, the armor and weapons created before the dwarf’s very eyes will be used in battle. Everything here was just like in the real world. This wasn’t simply a vivid animated decoration created specifically for the eyes of a player. The ore was obtained by miners, melted down into ingots, which were heated and forged into weapons, which would be sent into battle, where they would last for a couple of fights and then become unusable, unless repaired in time. But, eventually, they will still turn into dust. And the warrior will pick up a new sword. It was an endless cycle that continuously drove the sales. 
 
      
 
    Tormund kept observing the work of the smiths and stoker until 8 AM. Then came a low, prolonged roar of a brass horn hanging high up by the ceiling. The night shift was over. The day shift will start at 8:30 AM. The smiths were hastily finishing forging the last ingots. Crow passed the shovel to a thin young dwarf with long braids that reached down to his shoulder blades. Wiping his own face, Crow walked up to Tormund and greeted him politely. Nodding in response, the master handed him a goblet of water. With a brief motion, he halted the student and added ten drops of thick amber liquid full of fine ruby particles to the water. The liquid was dwarvish vomitka: a hellishly strong alcoholic drink. To drink it in its pure form, you’d have to be crazy and no longer care about your sanity or the opinion of others. It is said that a couple of sips of pure vomitka turns an elf into a human being. However, Crow had never understood the meaning behind the saying. He accepted the goblet and, without a second thought, gulped down the refreshing cold cocktail, chewing on the floating crushed ice that had turned a red color. 
 
      
 
    “How long have you been here, trainee Crow?” inquired Tormund, taking the goblet back from the thankfully smiling dirt-smeared player. 
 
      
 
    “Four hours. I couldn’t sleep. So why waste time lying in bed? I decided to come work instead.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm... That is a commendable decision.” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
     +1 goodwill in your relations with Tormund Dukov, the master blacksmith and Dukov family’s senior mentor to trainees! 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    “It’s not everyday that you see a young dwarf with such great ambition and determination,” added Tormund, stroking his well-groomed beard. “If you continue this way, if your willpower does not fade... then you’ll go far. You’ll climb to the very mountaintop with its age-old snow.” 
 
      
 
    Such a pronouncement was considered to be both high praise and best wishes for future success. Not that these words were rarely said—it’s that they were never addressed to slackers. Rise up in your craft like a mountain rises up above the clouds! All dwarves strive to reach the top. Especially blacksmith dwarves. 
 
      
 
    Such praise warranted an appropriate response. 
 
      
 
    Pressing both palms to his chest, Crow sank in a half-bow, lowering his head. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the kind words, Master Tormund.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re well-taught in manners, too,” mused the master. “Such a rarity among young people these days. Take up a hammer, young disciple Crow. I’ll observe your smithing. What object do you wish to create today?” 
 
      
 
    “I have two items in mind, master,” said Crow awkwardly. “One is an iron scramaseax. The other is a reinforced ox shoe. But if you don’t have enough time...” 
 
      
 
    “I have time. Since the other students have not shown up yet,” growled Tormund with distinct disapproval in his voice. He sat down on a tall stone bench. “Go ahead and start!” 
 
      
 
    And the dwarf began. 
 
      
 
    He did not even touch the others’ tools, which were spread out across several tables. Instead, he took a hammer he created himself. Beside it, he lay down smithing tongs, which were blackened by frequent usage. He looked fussily over the iron and copper ingots stacked tall in alcoves within the walls. What riches! He chose a copper ingot and stuck it inside a blazing hot furnace. Next, he placed an iron ingot inside, shifting it closer to the center, where the temperature was much higher. He stepped back, wiping his face, and waited in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Watching him, Tormund remarked: 
 
      
 
    “Us Dukovs pray to the honorable god Titanor the Thunderous. Above all, he values the blacksmithing craft, hard work, as well as courage and wisdom in battle. He especially favors heavily armored warriors with battle hammers. Spiked clubs will do, too. However, hammers are especially pleasing to Titanor.” 
 
      
 
    “I have heard much about the great god Titanor,” replied Crow with perfect honesty. “He is a reliable protector, and a powerful and fierce god. Any dwarf would consider it a great honor to worship such a lord in heaven. More than once he came down from the skies to partake in battle in the form of a dwarf in shining armor with a white-hot hammer in hand. The enemies scattered by the dozen! They died by the hundred! Such is Titanor the Thunderous.” 
 
      
 
    “Hardworking, polite, and knowledgeable,” commented Tormund in surprise. “You’ll go far. Far and high.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you again, master.” 
 
      
 
    “If you continue working hard, the time will come when you, too, can visit Titanor’s temple, bow down to him and ask for his patronage in craft and battle. And he will not refuse...” 
 
      
 
    What a touchy subject... Crow went with a vague answer: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep working, master. Harder than ever.” 
 
      
 
    It was sufficient. The master went quiet as he immersed himself in reading a long scroll. 
 
      
 
    At this moment, the iron ingot heated up, turning white. Crow carefully pulled it out, placing it on an anvil. He raised his hammer overhead, pausing for a fleeting moment as he detached himself from the world. And then, he delivered the first blow. Sparks burst out, hissing angrily, stinging the dwarf and biting into his face. But he habitually ignored the small stings. He hit the metal again. The ingot flattened, reddening furiously; the anvil responded with an affirming ring. Tormund observed the work carefully, having paused his reading. 
 
      
 
    Having turned, as per usual, into a productive dispassionate machine, Crow finished quickly. He extracted the smoking seax from the steaming water and carefully laid it on the table in front of the master. Without waiting for comment, the dwarf walked up to the oven and took out the copper ingot, just as the metal had heated up to the right temperature. The most important thing here is to be quick and not hesitate—if you want to be able to work nonstop, that is. 
 
      
 
    As he gripped the hammer tightly and delivered powerful blows, Crow was not thinking about the future shoe. No. He was mulling over Tormund’s hint about a needed deity that was ideally suitable for a blacksmith dwarf who fights in heavy armor and wields a hammer. Titanor was an ideal god for a paladin dwarf with a bludgeoning weapon. A powerful deity of Light, he was very popular among dwarves. He could also be worshiped by other races. Only the elves held no favor with Titanor. 
 
      
 
    However, Crow was not meant to become an adept of the temple of Titanor the Thunderous. He could not rely on a god’s continuous patronage in blacksmithing and battle. That is because one of his end goals will lead him to a certain place that none of the deities want to see opened. And then, Titanor will turn from a patron saint into a fierce enemy. And not just Titanor. No deity will bless a player or local on his journey there and the subsequent opening of the sealed terrifying abyss filled with insane laughter, beastly roars, tortuous moans, and mournful crying. No player seeking to reach the ancient locked doors can count on help from above. None of the gods will give their blessing. Actually, it is more likely to be the reverse: the currently ruling pantheon of gods would be categorically against said endeavor. That includes Titanor. 
 
      
 
    Thus, gods could not be counted upon... 
 
      
 
    Soon, with a quiet clink, a large copper ox shoe was laid down beside the still-warm iron seax. 
 
      
 
    The doors opened slightly, and the half-orc player walked in. Here comes another student. The rest were nowhere to be seen; however, there were no strict rules for attendance here. The game’s administration realized from the start that players won’t be able to visit Waldyra everyday towards the start of the work day. It’s also rare for players to be able to spend entire days in the smoky smithies. That’s why the attitudes were so flexible: come and go whenever you please. Tormund could be found here during the daytime. From dawn to dusk, he will be here. A player can come, report in, and forge a couple of items; in return, the teacher will give him a couple of words of wise advice and a small task, if applicable. And that’s it. You can then run off in search of adventures. 
 
      
 
    That’s why having the prodigal dwarf show up in the middle of the night was a rather unusual occurrence. The fact that the dwarf had worked for four hours straight was even more surprising. 
 
      
 
    The arrival of the half-orc in time for the morning shift was also a surprisingly uncommon sight. Upon seeing the half-orc, Tormund grunted in approval, encouraging such a serious attitude towards learning. He nodded in greeting, then bent down to examine the objects forged by the dwarf. Carefully looking them over on all sides, he glanced at Crow, who was modestly standing a few feet away. He beckoned him over and began to talk: 
 
      
 
    “This spot looks a little too thick. And this edge is much too thin. This curve here looks strange. The ox shoe you’ve made is not bad. It’ll last a long time and be worth the money paid for it. But if you take my advice into consideration, your next ox shoes will serve longer and hold up better against stony ground. And you will be paid more for your labor. And once the ox shoes wear out, your customers will seek you out again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, master!” 
 
      
 
    “A heavy dagger. Made of iron. Coarse. Unsharpened. Not bad, I’d say! I can see you’ve been practicing a lot; it’s not your first time forging a seax. The blade is a bit light. If you leave slightly more metal on it, it’ll deliver a heavier blow. The handle should be a little thicker. Here, I see three mistakes that a blacksmith should not make. Put my advice into practice, and the seaxes you create will become more durable, deliver stronger blows, and sit more firmly in the wielder’s hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, master!” 
 
      
 
    
     You have accepted the advice 
 
     of the senior mentor and junior master blacksmith Tormund Dukov. 
 
       
 
     Your learned recipe for “Reinforced copper ox shoe” has been improved! 
 
     (see details below)... 
 
       
 
     You have accepted the advice 
 
     of the senior mentor and junior master blacksmith Tormund Dukov. 
 
       
 
     Your learned recipe for “Durable iron scramaseax” has been improved! 
 
     (see details below)... 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    In addition to the above, one more step of the blacksmithing craft had been conquered. From teacher to student, old as time, here was the most direct professional ladder in all its glory and effectiveness. 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough for today, trainee. Once again, I applaud your effort.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much, master!” said Crow, inclining his head. 
 
      
 
    “It is time for you to start marking your work, student Crow,” added the mentor. “So that others can always say words of gratitude to you later... or make known their dissatisfaction with your work.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, master. I will do so.” 
 
      
 
    “See you again soon, trainee,” said Tormund, and turned to the other student. 
 
      
 
    Crow politely greeted the half-orc and exited through the slightly opened doors. He walked down the corridor until he reached a small courtyard. From there began a small trail that led down to the foot of the mountain. Another day of training had been completed. Many things got done. 
 
      
 
    A craftsman’s signature, huh... Alright, if the master says so, then he needs to choose one. This was easy; it did not require training, or time, or money. He just needed to dig around in the character settings, enter a short signature, select the type of objects that will be marked by it, confirm and—voila! What should he write? 
 
      
 
    “Created by the dwarf Crow the Wise”? 
 
      
 
    “Slapped together by dwarvius Crow”? 
 
      
 
    “Made by CROW! The greatest blacksmith of all time!”? 
 
      
 
    Definitely not. The dwarf descended down the snow-covered road, listening to the fresh snow crunching under his boots and catching the falling snowflakes on his face. Clicking on the craftsmanship category, he looked under the blacksmithing tab and activated one of the pictograms. In the subsequently opened window, he entered a short text. Done. From now on, each of his crafted objects will bear a simple yet accurate signature label: “Forged by blacksmith Crow of Gray Peak.” 
 
      
 
    However... he still needed to make sure... 
 
      
 
    The window with the entered text blinked for another couple of minutes—the smart system was checking the chosen signature for matches with others. Many dwarves inhabited the world of Waldyra; many of them could have chosen the word “Crow” as their signature. Too many, even. But, perhaps Fate itself was on the side of the dwarf, who was now hurrying towards the foot of the mountain. With one last blink, the label glowed a peaceful green, the window closed, and the pictogram of the signature remained active. Now he could be certain—the task was done. 
 
      
 
    Dwarf blacksmith of Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    It has a ring to it! Smiling into his beard, the black-haired dwarf continued his descent. He could have used a teleportation scroll—and he would eventually need to, since he certainly can’t undertake a long journey south on foot, from Khradalroum to Gray Peak, which was situated far, far away from here. Nevertheless, he wanted to take a walk and breathe in the fresh frosty air. It would help him gather his thoughts. Lately, life had gotten hectic. Various events were happening quickly, leaving him no spare time. He needed to use this opportunity. 
 
      
 
    Khradalroum. The official homeland of the dwarves. If a dwarf spends eight hours on the mountain or in its vicinity, he will receive a bonus towards his characteristics. It was a temporary bonus, of course; but it was a good one. Certain purely dwarvish classes received a bonus not only towards their characteristics, but also towards their skills. This also applied to professions. Miners, ore experts, diggers... Those players who have only just begun their journey in the game and found themselves in the Crèche of Khradalroum were given bonuses after two hours of continuous stay in said Crèche. Waldyra went easy on babies. 
 
      
 
    Your homeland will always give you strength. Such is the power of the Great Cities. 
 
      
 
    Although, not every Great City is like that. 
 
      
 
    Khradalroum gives power to the dwarves. 
 
      
 
    Roghalroum gives strength to the orcs and half-orcs. 
 
      
 
    Whassalroum is a source of power to the elves. 
 
      
 
    Alcaroum energizes the ichtyandres. 
 
      
 
    Algora... gives nothing. It is a human city. A Great City. Without any bonuses. 
 
      
 
    It is a non-magic city. A central city. The vast majority of players know absolutely nothing about the Great Cities or their true purpose, their special role. Yes, many of them know that the Great Cities have been built by the lost race of the mysterious Ancients. And that is the extent of their knowledge. The majority of players are hardly inquisitive or are simply too absorbed in the process of the game itself. They have never looked too closely at the world map of the Old Continent. They have never even tried to look at the five Great Cities from above and notice their strange positioning relative to each other. 
 
      
 
    It is worth noting that in Waldyra, it is the inquiring minds that rise to the top. Crow could easily recall the current heads of many of the most powerful clans during their younger days. Back then, they had their heads studiously bowed and their noses stuck in dusty books, hungrily absorbing knowledge. Legends, fairy tales, myths—they wanted to know it all. Even pitiful scraps of text were put to use, so that later, when these bits of text increased in number, they would magically combine into one coherent story. In those times, these proud clan leaders bowed easily, smiled openly and often to the powerful of the world, and tagged along after the regally marching archivists, famous historians, and adventurers. They absorbed knowledge left and right. They did it so that, one day, leaning on this strong foundation of accumulated information, they could suddenly spring forth and rise above everyone else. To rise up like a giant mountain rises out of the ground, thanks to the monstrous pressure of tectonic plates! 
 
      
 
    Flame, heat, and death! That’s how old gaming clans were born. That’s also how they continued to grow. This unbearable flame of perpetual war, the scorching heat of feuds and infinite competition destroyed the weak and tempered the strong. 
 
      
 
    Many of Waldyra’s mysteries have been revealed, many riddles solved. The acquired information was used by clans and a few rare singles for their own benefit. But some mysteries remain unsolved. Some places remain undiscovered. Not all riddles have been worked out. New secrets appear all the time—they are the ones that fans of puzzles and charades prefer to solve. New stuff is better than the old. The reason is simple: the old mysteries that remain are so hard to crack, that you’d break your teeth trying to solve them! The thin, dusty threads that lead to their solution keep breaking; some of these little threads and keys have been deliberately broken and hidden away by competitors, in order to block the path for others. 
 
      
 
    Ancient mysteries were often full of humiliating hoaxes. 
 
      
 
    One needed to look no further than the adventure undertaken by the Architects. It involved guarding an entrance into a recently discovered cave. The entrance was located in a tall riverside cliff. The Archies set up a war camp, dug out shelters, and posted strong security guards around the clock. Black dragons patrolled over the sleepy nameless little river; even mosquitoes pressed to the ground in fear, too afraid to make a sound! Large volumes of excavated soil kept being tossed out into the river. 
 
      
 
    Obviously, the Archies had found something special and were currently digging to clear themselves a path! 
 
      
 
    What did they find?! 
 
      
 
    The other clans rushed to bring up the archives and dig through tons of information. Four clans had independently concluded that the clan of Architects had possibly discovered the entrance to an ancient underground fortress of the legendary and currently extinct dwarf clan of Stoneheads. According to scant legends, the Stonehead clan was famous for its stupidity, stubbornness, implacability, resistance to the putrid breath of foul monsters, and its love of beer, which was enjoyed together with oversalted dwarvish orange turnips that mercilessly bloated the stomach. It was no coincidence that unknown artists always painted a swirling greenish-brown cloud above their depiction of the Stoneheads. The guests of the Stoneheads always had tormented facial expressions—it seems the smell inside the Stoneheads’ homes was rather special... Also, the Stoneheads were famous for their often-mentioned armor. In rare depictions, it looked like several complete knight sets of stone. It was quite possible for the level of these sets to turn out to be no less than legendary. Plus, the Stoneheads could have other miscellaneous valuable stuff: recipes, knowledge, keys to new riddles... 
 
      
 
    Four clans attacked the Archies’ camp almost simultaneously. They struck it with all their might. The Archies folded and the majority of them died; the rest fled in shame, screaming in horror and leaving a greenish-brown cloud behind themselves. Well, the cloud part may have been a figment of the aggressors’ imagination... The dragons flew away, too, in a cowardly hurry. 
 
      
 
    The four clans got rid of the Architects. They chased them away from the entrance to the underground tunnel. Next, they attacked each other, mercilessly destroying former allies. A handful of scouts entered the tunnel and were instantly killed by the Archies’ remnant forces that had hidden inside. The four clans declared a temporary truce and went into the cave. They finished off the Archies. And then, they turned on each other again. The fighting took place by a pair of large double doors made of stone. The doors were locked. They were also situated at the bottom of the recently dug tunnel—so that’s the place the Architects were trying to reach! They reached it, but had not yet managed to open the doors. Encouraged by the good news, the clans redoubled their efforts and literally destroyed both themselves and their enemies. That’s when a dozen new clans arrived. The initial four clans tried to unite their dwindled forces against the newcomers, but were finished off. In the underground, full of smoke, unfolded a real nightmare. First one clan, then another, would reach the doors. They would shield the skilled burglars and brainiacs, while both of the latter tried to open the doors covered by the most powerful spells of concealment. The doors had no keyhole, no carvings, nothing at all... 
 
      
 
    For several hours, first one clan, then another, would attempt to pry open the doors. More and more new clans arrived, jumping right into the fray, to fight for the treasure hidden behind the doors. In this bloody struggle, there was no time to find keys to fit the non-existent keyhole. So they began to use force. Magic and explosive potions were used to break down the doors. It worked quite well. They managed to make a deep hole—about three strides deep. But it wasn’t enough. The doors turned out to be made of strong and incredibly thick stone. So they continued trying to break through. One clan kept getting replaced by another—replaced by force, as the newcomers would kill off the previous people and take their place. 
 
      
 
    In the end, the hole in the doors turned into a real tunnel that was ten strides long! 
 
      
 
    But it still didn’t lead anywhere. On the other side of the tunnel was a dead end. 
 
      
 
    That’s when the clans began to wonder... 
 
      
 
    At that point, they received a perplexed message from the Architects, who wanted to know why the other clans had interfered in their construction of an underground warehouse for river cargo—and attacked them despite the fact that the site had been officially purchased by the Architects. Also, the message included a notice that the Architects had already lodged an official complaint with the kings, lords, guards, and anyone else that could be complained to, protesting against the incredible aggression aimed at peaceful workers... 
 
      
 
    Nobody knows exactly how much money was paid by the stupid treasure hunters to the Architect clan, in order to preserve their own reputation—and to avoid getting killed. Many of them jumped into the fray recklessly, without considering that the Archies would grind them into dust later. It was stupid for newbies to enter a contest of strength with the oldest clan in Waldyra... 
 
      
 
    That’s why it was better to solve new riddles, without fearing that the muddy waters might contain a huge angry pike that securely guards the access to ancient treasures. 
 
      
 
    At the end of his stroll, the dwarf greeted some guards beside a shop located on the side of the snowy road. He went inside and purchased quite a bit of food supplies, grabbing a couple of bottles of home-brewed beer and a tiny vial of the greenish vomitka. Then he activated a teleportation scroll and headed home to Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had the haze from the magic transfer vanished than the dwarf regretted leaving the empty, quiet, cold, and oh-so-peaceful snowy mountainside. It was like getting smacked over the head with a dusty sack with an orchestra inside of it. His ears went deaf; his eyes went blind; his brain gathered its belongings and left the skull, walking downwards along the spine in hopes of finding somewhere more quiet. 
 
      
 
    At first, the dwarf thought he ended up at the wrong place. Either he named the wrong destination, or the teleportation scroll went crazy, sending him directly into the center of Algora’s Seven Fountains Square, which is famous for its noisiness, as well as the odd and weird individuals gathered there. 
 
      
 
    The outpost was filled with at least three hundred people! Maybe even more. 
 
      
 
    It was a dense crowd with a thick smattering of draft and riding animals of all shapes and sizes. The entire mass of people was swaying from side to side, clamoring, yelling, shouting, laughing, munching, crunching, stomping, clapping, singing, swearing... If that wasn’t bad enough, some jerk was whistling out of tune, curse his damn throat... 
 
      
 
    Coming back from a work shift in the forges, the player got tossed out right in the middle of the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Where am I?” whispered the dwarf with a note of horror in his voice, having found himself among a dense forest of thick green thighs—a group of female half-orcs was dancing something half-way between an erotic and a fighting dance. 
 
      
 
    Above the dwarf’s head swayed impressive lumps; above that, fangs flashed alluringly; higher still, long wild hair whipped the air. 
 
      
 
    An extremely muscled hand landed hard on the dwarf’s shoulder; a hoarse voice growled more affirmatively than questioningly: 
 
      
 
    “You stare at my wife’s mukhzol?!” 
 
      
 
    “Me? At her mukhzol? No, no, no,” stammered the player. “I no stare at your wife’s mukhzol.” 
 
      
 
    “What! Why not?! My wife has beautiful mukhzol! You tryin’ to offend?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not, sir! I was just... uhhh...” 
 
      
 
    Although usually quick on his feet, the dwarf was currently too tired; he had not had enough time to rest. The unhurried stroll across crunchy snow down a mountain slope was not enough to completely recharge his batteries. That’s why his thinking process was a little slow right now. 
 
      
 
    The half-orc dressed in rawhide clothes decided to help the poor mumbling soul, who had already been wronged by the gods, having been made a dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “You’re too small to be looking at my wife’s mukhzol!” roared the big guy happily. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” gasped Crow, getting away as fast as he could. “I’m much too small for mukhzols like that...” 
 
      
 
    Maneuvering fairly skillfully through the crowd, Crow dodged left and right as he ran ahead for at least two hundred strides. Suddenly, the forest of legs ended, and the dwarf found himself in an open space. He had no time to rejoice, as the crowd suddenly surged forward and flattened Crow against his own stone wall. Grasping at cracks between stones, he began to crawl upwards. Behind him, someone yelled something about a queue; a hand grabbed his trouser leg and tried to drag the player downwards. Miraculously pulling free, he climbed higher, grasping and twisting; that’s when someone grabbed him by the arms and pulled him to the top of the wall. 
 
      
 
    Mith... He got saved by Mith. The guy rescued him and immediately ran off with a cry: 
 
      
 
    “I need to fetch more steeeew!” 
 
      
 
    “The hell is going on?!” moaned Crow, turning around to look down from the wall. 
 
      
 
    His home hill was surrounded by a raging mob. Give them a hundred pitchforks and as many burning torches—and you’ve got yourself an army of rioters. Behind the tight encirclement, the crowd of new arrivals was slightly more dispersed: people were sitting in small groups around campfires, staring impatiently at the pots hanging over the flames. They were cooking food. The groups further away had already eaten and were resting lazily on top of spread-out blankets. There were no less than four dozen campfires. 
 
      
 
    “Crow!” 
 
      
 
    Lori’s lion-like growl wrenched the dwarf out of his contemplation. 
 
      
 
    “We need supplies! Of any kind! Food! We need food!” 
 
      
 
    “I brought a little bit of food!” 
 
      
 
    “Haul it over! Then go get more! Take Mith with you. And hurry up! Or they’ll eat us alive...” 
 
      
 
    “Understood!” 
 
      
 
    There was no time to ask questions. Right now, they needed to do something about the situation. First of all, in two leaps, Crow reached the market stand and dumped onto it everything he had bought at the mountainside grocery shop. He snatched a handful of silver coins out of the money box, grabbed Mith by the shoulder as he ran up, and they both disappeared in a flash. 
 
      
 
    Left by themselves, the two female players used their remaining strength to try to restrain the monstrous incoming wave of travelers crazed with hunger and tiredness. Dozens of dirty hands clutching copper and silver coins stretched towards their faces; dozens of hoarse voices demanded food and firewood, wine and beer, compote and kvas. They demanded something cold to drink—something to soothe their parched throats, which were clogged with dust from the road. Children cried in their mothers’ arms; shining tear tracks ran down their dirty faces. Their tear-filled eyes looked with great hurt at the two very bad aunties, who wouldn’t give them any food, even though they were so hungry... 
 
      
 
    The first to break down was Amou. With an unexpected sob, she continued to rummage inside the empty boxes, though there was nothing left—even the remains of the supplies brought by the dwarf had already been sold. Just a drop in the ocean. Or a drop in a hot, drought-stricken desert. 
 
      
 
    “How can this be...” said Amou, sniffling. 
 
      
 
    Lori gritted her teeth. Her previous experience helped her maintain composure. But even she was touched. Another few minutes, and, perhaps, even the brave redheaded maiden would have started sniffling, despite her usual snide and snarky demeanor. Another few minutes, and... but the guys returned. Two male silhouettes stepped up to the market stand. They put down several heavy bundles, two small kegs, a huge pot, plus many bunches of dried meat and fish—a food that was particularly lightweight and nutritious. Naming the price at which they bought the goods, the men vanished again after grabbing more money. Quickly calculating how much to increase the price—only enough to cover the cost of teleportation scrolls, the initial cost of the food, and to make a small profit—Lori threw herself into the sales battle with renewed energy, giving food to parents with children first. 
 
      
 
    Behind the girls’ backs, under the kitchen canopy, old Grubber was working at an incredible speed with his ladles, having yelled that the stew was almost ready. Beside him bustled the workers, washing utensils and stacking clean dishes ready to be used. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the last bundle of dried fish was gone, the guys brought more. The residents of Gray Peak’s hill were working pretty much without profit. And, at times, even at a loss to themselves. It’s hard to break even, when you’re delivering regular food by using expensive magic scrolls. They could have jacked up the price, of course; the starving crowd would not have spared a few extra coins. Lori decided not to profiteer; although, demonstrating female wisdom, she did institute flexible pricing. If a fat guy in a rich suit squeezed his way up to the market stand, he got one price. If a woman came up, gray in the face from the dust and from what she went through, holding a crying child close to her chest—the price was completely different. Someone tried to protest such arbitrary pricing. The amazon, however, snapped back so aggressively, that the burly man, who was shouting something about equality for all, quickly paid for his food and then hastily disappeared. 
 
      
 
    And here comes the stew. The steaming clay bowls did not even have a chance to touch the market table--they were instantly taken by hungry shaking hands. Rolling coins rattled against the wooden tabletop. Hot drops of stew fell on the ground. Exhausted and starving, the people had begun to eat before even reaching their campfires. 
 
      
 
    Amou bit her lower lip, cradling a sleeping half-orcling in her arms. The infant’s huge muscly mother was lying twisted on the ground like a wounded wolf, greedily consuming her second portion of stew. 
 
      
 
    The stew was being handed out mostly for free. 
 
      
 
    If you have something to pay with—at least a copper coin—then pay. And if not? Then take it for free. Dozens of bowls got snatched up, one after another. Take as much as you need. Eat your fill. It’s a sin to profit off the dispossessed. That’s why the only ones that paid were those who arrived at the outpost on business matters. Those visitors could afford to pay for a bowl of stew and a hunk of cheese. 
 
      
 
    Mith and Crow came back again and offloaded the supplies. The dwarf passed four tightly wound magic scrolls to Lori. Then the guys disappeared in a magic flash. 
 
      
 
    The amazon wasted no time. Pushing the bowls of stew closer to the hungry customers, she unrolled the first scroll with her other hand and activated it. The closest part of the wall and the area in front of it glowed a vivid green color as the healing aura spread over it. No holy powers were involved—just expensive and powerful healing magic. The sparkling greenish glow of the aura covered the crowd, pressing against the dirty skin of those gathered, and spread out to the sides. The glittering silver and scarlet sparks flashed back and forth through the air like magical schools of fish. 
 
      
 
    Crow had noticed that many of the newcomers were seriously injured. They were barely walking, limping, or leaning on walking sticks; some were being carried in arms and on backs, while others were lying on stretchers. The guards on duty were doing whatever they could for the injured. In this situation, however, they needed all the help they could get, although such powerful magic was far from cheap. 
 
      
 
    Grubber’s pot had been emptied quickly. He immediately placed more meat into it for the next portion. The crowd around the hill was huge. And it continued to grow! 
 
      
 
    “Caravan from the north!” called the veteran in a drawn-out voice from the top of the hill. The pained expression on his tanned, wrinkled face clearly showed great sympathy for the refugees gathered at the outpost. 
 
      
 
    Yes, these were refugees. They managed to escape a horrible death. 
 
      
 
    In several particular spots, Algora’s Army and Algora’s Guards failed to contain the roaring onslaught of crazed bloodthirsty orcs. The gray-skinned berserkers burst through the army ranks and rushed into peaceful settlements. They set fire to forests and wheat fields, destroyed farms and apiaries, before reaching the villages themselves. Six settlements simultaneously went up in flames. Giant columns of black smoke rose so high, that they were visible from miles away. The remainder of the guards and soldiers tried to save the peaceful villagers who managed to survive the orcs’ attack. They managed it at the cost of their own lives. They led the villagers to roads and trails, sending them off in the right direction, while staying themselves to hold off the pursuing orcs, dying heroically to fulfill their duty. Their sacrifice shall not be forgotten! 
 
      
 
    Some of the roads and hidden trails led through the forests and hills towards the outpost of Gray Peak. Thus, Gray Peak is where they came. Hunger is a cruel master. It will make even an outpost in a state of war look like the bastion of salvation from the gnawing emptiness in your stomach. 
 
      
 
    Hence the reason why the crowd was so varied. And hence the reason why the mood was so polarized. The outpost was currently playing host to untroubled caravaners and convoy men, regular travelers, and wailing refugees. It was like one of Grubber’s soup pots, with a medley of ingredients bubbling inside. And if they don’t get fed, if their hunger isn’t tamed—who knows what could happen. 
 
      
 
    But the hill surrounded by a stone wall, with its busy and compassionate dwellers, managed to feed the hungry, heal the wounded, soothe everyone with beer and wine, plus supply them with firewood and large logs. The burning campfires used up a lot of fuel. The stash of supplies hidden behind the stone wall was melting away like ice in direct sunlight. Nonetheless, the worst was over. The flow of supplies had not been interrupted. The refugees quietly huddled around campfires. Most of them went to sleep—the first sleep they’ve had since the orcs raided their villages. 
 
      
 
    The men had to go back and forth two more times to get supplies. Then, Mith started making the trips by himself. The cardmaster’s weightlifting capacity was depressingly low. To remedy this problem, he drank a potion that increased strength; next, he took an herbal pill that increased weightlifting capacity, but decreased attractiveness to the opposite sex. What a strange drug... Mith continued to restock their supplies. This time, he spent money on more expensive products. Additionally, he ordered a small delivery convoy from the same village where they shopped. They managed to save money on scrolls, too, by returning to the village using crystals purchased at a small village square. 
 
      
 
    As for the dwarf... The dwarf was forced to stay in the yard, and to quickly drag out the anvil and tools from belowground. 
 
      
 
    The food crisis was over. What came next was even more serious: a transportation crisis! 
 
      
 
    The caravaners always had trouble with their carts. The refugees, however, had even worse problems. They fled either on foot or by cart, into which they threw whatever was within arm’s reach and sat the women and children on top. They hitched the carts to horses, oxen, cows, donkeys, mules, and other animals more-or-less suitable for the job. In some cases, they pulled the carts themselves: any half-orc was stronger than a donkey. Some half-orcs could even rival an ox in strength and stamina. Their chosen transport and draft animals were totally unsuitable for long journeys across rocky roads and places with no roads at all. Horseshoes detached and broke; cartwheel axles bent and broke; wheels broke into pieces; wooden boards cracked. It was a total catastrophe. The refugees barely made it to the outpost. They had a bite to eat, thanks to the kind residents of the hill. Once they had a bit of rest, the tired men began to evaluate the situation and started to panic—the carts could not go on. They needed quite a lot of cheap and durable metal parts and tools, in order to make repairs and continue on their journey. 
 
      
 
    And where did the unfortunate dispossessed turn their gazes? 
 
      
 
    That’s right. Towards the same hill, surrounded by a wall. 
 
      
 
    The remains of the crowd were slowly walking away, carefully holding bowls of stew in front of them, and carrying bread and fish under their arms. Now was the time to approach with new important questions. And there were plenty of them. 
 
      
 
    Would you happen to have any horseshoes? 
 
      
 
    What about cartwheel axles? 
 
      
 
    Iron nails? 
 
      
 
    Do you have any horseshoes at all? Or ox shoes? Or shoes for mules? Or donkeys? 
 
      
 
    What about wheels? We need large ones... and small ones... and medium-sized ones... and shafts, too... 
 
      
 
    Would you have any weapons for sale? What if the orcs catch up, and we need to defend ourselves? 
 
      
 
    The refugees were in luck. The clever dwarf had foreseen this crisis. Back when he was making trips to stock up on food, he would also drop into various places, grabbing a wheel or a rod, a wooden board or a wheel rim, a shaft or another couple of planks. 
 
      
 
    That’s why, when the first inquirers awkwardly came over to the girls behind the stand, they were greeted by the loud and rhythmic ringing of a forging hammer. The ringing came from behind the wall and echoed over the surrounding rocky ravine. The sound carried hope. 
 
      
 
    “Horse and ox shoes for sale! Cheap!” began Amou. 
 
      
 
    “Shafts and cartwheels! Iron nails of all sizes!” 
 
      
 
    “Armor-piercing crossbow bolt tips! Finished crossbow bolts, cheap!” 
 
      
 
    “Food for the road: smoked beef and pork jerky, corned beef, plain flatbread!” 
 
      
 
    “Wooden boards for repairs! Heavy iron daggers!” 
 
      
 
    “Everything is very cheap!” 
 
      
 
    “RRRRAAAAH!!!” responded the newly gathered crowd, charging towards the market stand. 
 
      
 
    “Whoooa!” called back the sellers, tightly gripping the items for sale and preparing to use them in defense against the storming mob. 
 
      
 
    The tide of people washed over the market stand and receded, leaving behind money and carrying away everything else. Of the sale items, nothing remained. Everything was either sold or given away. All the boxes, wooden chests, and trunks stood empty. Not a single crumb was left. The poor exhausted players (and it was only approaching noon!) sat down with difficulty under their own kitchen canopy to have a quick bite of whatever Grubber sent them. And what Grubber sent them was a rich meaty porridge. They barely had time to eat two spoonfuls of it, when shaggy black tops of small heads peeked out from behind the market table. The perpetually hungry half-orclings had caught the smell of porridge and ran over in hopes of getting some. Perhaps the pale-skinned foreigners would be inclined to share? 
 
      
 
    The foreigners certainly did share. A few minutes later, two dozen boys and girls of all races and ages were sitting behind a long table. All of them were carefully wielding spoons that were too large for them, digging into the porridge like they were starving. The children ate for free, of course. Grubber was muttering something about little moochers under his breath. However, his tone was so soft and affectionate, that it became instantly clear: the old cook’s heart was moved. And not only his—Crow, Lori, Mith, and Amou all received messages from the game system, indicating that the workers were thoroughly touched by the kindness of the foreigners. The workers had become more loyal and more trusting; they had begun to regard the household’s interests as their own. This was important. It was also pleasant to hear. It was proof that the dwarf had made the right choice in hiring these particular slobs, young klutzes, and grumpy old farts. 
 
      
 
    Similar messages about increased personal goodwill had also come from a dozen guards. That was absolutely fantastic. Crow also got messages from total strangers: caravaners, refugees, travelers, and others, who witnessed the kindness and hard work of the foreigners. Many people saw the freely given away food, drinks, firewood, and the two powerful healing auras, cast one right after the other, that put not only people, but also animals back on their feet. The third aura was an aura of vitality, which sped up recovery from tiredness and gave strength. Instead of spending ten hours to rest and recover, the refugees will be able to continue on their journey after only a couple of hours. This was important, as they will be traveling during the daytime; and by nightfall, they will be perfectly able to reach those lands that have not yet been touched by the fires of war. 
 
      
 
    And the war was spreading... Like a grass fire, it started as a barely noticeable flame that grew into a menacingly crackling tsunami, destroying plants and leaving behind a carpet of black. For now, the army was keeping the orcs at bay. However, their situation was heavily dependent on luck, which wasn’t always on the side of the Light. Fortune favors the bold, not the good. Such is her fickle nature. And gray orcs have no shortage of boldness. They love life and cling to it; however, they can also lay it down at the feet of Guorra, the goddess of war. 
 
      
 
    The children stayed inside the yard, quickly finding ways to amuse themselves. Some of them fell asleep; others began to throw pebbles; still others splashed in the pond, while staring in wonder at the nimble little flashes of gold darting at the bottom of it. 
 
      
 
    The players, on the other hand, took a short break to rest and gather their thoughts. Then they held a brief meeting amongst themselves. As soon as the meeting was finished, they threw themselves into action. Amou was left to watch the household, to supervise the dishwashing, and to help Grubber with cooking new portions of porridge and stew, as well as baking large amounts of flatbread. Mith and Lori went off into the ravine to hunt and gather, taking the workers along. All their supplies were currently out of stock. The only thing remaining was rocks—and they were hard to eat and did not burn. They urgently needed to refill the storerooms in the House on the Hill, which is the name Amou gave to the place where Zap and Baby lived. There was no house visible to the public from the outside; however, it still existed, albeit beneath the ground. The top of the hill won’t stay empty for long, though, if Crow is successful at bringing his plans to fruition. 
 
      
 
    As for the dwarf, he brushed coal dust off his shoulders, gathered twenty gold coins into a little pouch, and strode off boldly and confidently towards the watchtower. Why be afraid? He might get told to go kick rocks, of course, but he was already used to it. After all, rejection is a part of life! That’s right! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dwarf did not, in fact, get told to kick rocks. Instead, the dwarf was handed a mug of beer. By Vurrius himself. In person! 
 
      
 
    Such a gift could be readily considered equivalent to a lowly first-tier medal for bravery. He didn’t even want to drink it; he wanted to hang the filled mug on the wall and admire it every day... 
 
      
 
    “You and your comrades are worthy warriors!” growled the powerful gray-haired giant as he got up, putting his huge hand on the dwarf’s long-suffering shoulder. 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
     +1 goodwill in your relations with the centurion Vurrius, 
 
     head of the outpost of Gray Peak! 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Crow managed to keep himself from saying anything, although his naturally tiny eyes widened so much, he started to look like a rather ugly elf of some midget breed. 
 
      
 
    He had just received beer, goodwill, and a pat on the shoulder. Why was Vurrius acting so cordial towards him? Was he in a good mood? Did he recently receive a letter from his favorite grandma, or something? Or was his sudden kindness, perhaps, connected to what was currently going on at the outpost? 
 
      
 
    “You have fed, watered, warmed, healed, and even sheltered many people today,” the old veteran listed off the players’ achievements in a brief and clear, army-like manner. “I would like to say thank you—on my own behalf, as well as on behalf of Algora’s Guard!” 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
     +1 goodwill in relations with the Guard of Algora! 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Oh my... 
 
      
 
    No matter how powerful Vurrius was, no matter how stern by nature and bitter from past experiences of betrayal, even he was touched by the events. Seems like a glimmer of light still shone in the guy’s frozen soul. 
 
      
 
    “You have nothing to thank me for,” replied Crow, being perfectly honest. “One must always help the poor and unfortunate. Always.” 
 
      
 
    “That is exactly what I’m thanking you for. That you have worked hard today, but not to make a profit or to gain fame. Not for your own sake. But for their sake—the poor and misfortunate, who were so great in number that we could not handle them all.” 
 
      
 
    “Could not handle” was pretty accurate. The guards could not avoid getting involved in the problems of the refugees, who had overwhelmed the outpost. The half-orc cook had made and handed out quite a lot of porridge. Many refugees received blankets and medicines from the guards’ storehouse. Meanwhile, the guards continued to patrol and monitor the surrounding area, participating in the frequent skirmishes around the outpost. In other words, there were few, if any, guards present at the outpost at any given time. The rest were out in the field. Those who stayed behind were even more exhausted than the refugees—fighting and keeping watch at night will run anyone into the ground. The tired guards lay sprawled under the canopies, looking more like corpses than living beings. Additionally, they could not spare too many medications or magic, since their main goal was to protect the outpost, its surroundings, and travelers. A sick or injured guard cannot do any of that... 
 
      
 
    Vurrius did whatever he could, but it was not enough. The players completely surpassed the guards’ efforts, without even being aware of it. In their defense, it is impossible to be aware of much, when you’re assaulted by a hungry, thirsty, ill crowd on every side. 
 
      
 
    “The healing aura protected many from colds and other ailments,” continued the head of the outpost. “Another one gave strength. Some of the people have already rested and are getting ready to depart.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf nodded briefly. That was his first thought: epidemics. First and foremost, disease affects the weak and the depressed. A crowd of dispossessed refugees was an excellent, juicy target for any vile disease, whether it was a plague, a typical cold, a devastating fever, the black nukha, or the hundred-stride rubella. Something like that would be the last thing he needed at the outpost. 
 
      
 
    Settling into a chair, Vurrius tiredly rubbed his face, which was overgrown with stubble, and flexed his powerful shoulders. Then he sighed in despair. 
 
      
 
    “The orcs have forced their way into many settlements. In some places, they’ve gone in so far, we cannot even fathom how they did it. We had watchmen and barricades everywhere. Yet, they still managed to get through, those bastards... It is as if someone helped them! But who?!” 
 
      
 
    The veteran glanced at the dwarf’s face. Right now, the centurion saw a typical foreigner in front of him, rather than his acquaintance Crow. He had already been convinced that foreigners could not be trusted, that they easily engaged in betrayal and would often build evil dark schemes, all while smiling widely to his face and promising the world. 
 
      
 
    Crow gave a little fake cough. Coming back to his senses, the centurion shook his head, sighed, and continued: 
 
      
 
    “It seems like someone helped them enter without being noticed. Did they sneak in underwater? Underground? Via the skies? Did they walk in-between the barricades? Did they use magic to divert our eyes? We will never know.” The centurion heaved another sigh. “The horrors they’ve caused! The bastards broke through to seven villages! Six of them—the closest ones to us—had been pillaged and burned to the ground. Many villagers got killed.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the seventh village?” inquired Crow cautiously, whose experience in these matters called for details and clarification. 
 
      
 
    “It survived. Hmm... It’s a strange story.” Vurrius’ stubbled cheek twitched. “Thirty orcs got through, led by two shamans, with a stone giant in tow. A real force! And right in the middle of our protective ranks! This was to the south of Algora, not too far from the Great City itself! Our trackers quickly found their trail and led the army in their direction. But it was useless—the army was still too far behind the orcs. They would not catch up in time. They galloped at full tilt towards the little sleepy village. They made it to the outskirts... and stopped dead in their tracks. The scene of a cruel and bloody massacre met their eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “A massacre?” said Crow in surprise, while keeping in mind the centurion’s previous statement that the village survived. 
 
      
 
    Did the villagers fight back? Most likely. Those were some badass villagers, though, to be able to fight back against orcs, shamans, and a stone giant, and win! 
 
      
 
    “A massacre...” 
 
      
 
    “The villagers fought back.” 
 
      
 
    “The villagers didn’t even see anything,” muttered Vurrius. “That’s if you believe their words. Had I been there, I’d have asked the elders, or a shopkeeper—they always know everything, I’d have taken them by the scruff and given them a good shake. But the villagers kept their silence. Shrugged their shoulders. Said they didn’t see anything. Said they heard shouts and screams of fear, but nothing else. Hmm... A guard I know gave me a vivid description of the scene: scorched grass, ravaged earth, felled trees, broken fences, a destroyed barn. Dead orcs everywhere. A giant torn to pieces. Shamans torn to shreds. And silence... Such a peaceful, sleepy silence, with the occasional chirping of a grasshopper sitting on the remains of the colossus.” 
 
      
 
    “Oho... creepy...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes... Maybe some hero was passing by? Everyone seems to be leaning towards this conclusion. It couldn’t have been the villagers who killed the orcs, and then pretended to be harmless little sheep again, could it?” 
 
      
 
    “What sort of village was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a regular village called Mossy Hills. Nothing special about it. So why did you come visit me, good citizen Crow? Do you need help with something?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” said the dwarf immediately, having finished his beer. It was time to get down to business. He took the plunge, as if jumping headfirst into a blazing furnace. “I need more land! To turn into private property. I’d like to build more canopies. To set out more tables and benches. And then to begin building an inn on one of the land plots.” 
 
      
 
    “Ho...” Vurrius suddenly looked grim, as he descended into deep thought. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a dwarf,” said the player, smiling. “A dwarf only ever thinks of gaining more. More land and more fences.” 
 
      
 
    “We are in the middle of war. Is this really a good time to be building?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I’m thinking of building the inn as a minor fortification. There are blueprints available for sale. They are for buildings like those found on frontiers and outposts near dangerous places.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm...” The centurion paused again. 
 
      
 
    Crow’s spirits fell. Was his attempt unsuccessful? 
 
      
 
    “Fine!” The centurion’s heavy hand landed so hard on the table that it bucked with all four legs. “Take it! Here is a map of the outpost and all the land around it. Show me what you want.” 
 
      
 
    “This piece,”—the dwarf’s dirty finger drew a semicircle beside the surrounding wall, which was already drawn on the map—”and a large square plot here. And a biiiig chunk of land here, beyond the boundary of the outpost, in the direction of the granite peak.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you crazy? You have just traced an area big enough for a wheat field!” 
 
      
 
    “That is exactly what I want. A field. I’ve decided to grow cabbage and potatoes. I’ve had big plans from the very start. But our personalities clashed, Centurion Vurrius.” 
 
      
 
    “So they did,” agreed Vurrius. “I don’t like foreigners.” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly spoken.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point in pretending? Fine! You can take it! You have the requisite rights, as the first settler and a good husband, who cares about the land and the poor. I have nothing bad to say about you.” 
 
      
 
    What a statement... The centurion remembered about the dwarf’s rights—which he used to unceremoniously trample on. 
 
      
 
    “I have here a deposit of twenty genuine gold coins.” 
 
      
 
    “The locality here is remote. The soil is rocky. Plus, we are in a state of war. The price won’t be high. Let’s add it up...” 
 
      
 
    The process of calculation did not take long. Vurrius was no great mathematician, which was obvious by his silently moving lips and strained expression. But there wasn’t that much to calculate. The land near Gray Peak had not gotten more expensive since the previous purchase. Quite the opposite: its price dropped sharply. This was for the reasons already listed by the centurion. War is the best producer of low pricing. And the recently gained points in reputation did their job. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, an overjoyed dwarf returned to his hill, still unable to believe his luck. He was gently carrying several scrolls, which bore all the necessary stamps and signatures. Mith, along with Lori and the workers, came running back to the hill. It took them slightly over twenty minutes to gather quite a lot of eggs, firewood, onions, and other small but very needed things. The moment Crow showed the papers to his friends, the yard was filled with victorious shouts. Dashing up to the top of the hill, Mith tried to do a happy backflip, but failed. Instead, he crash landed onto his belly and, moaning and groaning, slipped down the hillside and out of sight of the staring refugees. 
 
      
 
    Two guards walked quickly to the outside of the outpost’s boundary, carrying several poles and a couple of special crystals. They were military land surveyors, no doubt. Another one was making his way through the sleepy mass of refugees. By the time Lori led off a small group to hunt, the guards had already finished marking out the land. It seems that, when needed, Vurrius acted very quickly. The new land plots became the private property of the diligent dwarf Crow, the first settler and permanent resident of the outpost of Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    He now owned a large chunk of land slightly to the right of the gates in the stone wall; plus, he had a long stretch of land in front of the gates that went left along the wall for about forty strides. It was a minor expansion of his old property. The first chunk of land was for the future inn. The second one was a place for canopy shelters that would shield guests against the sun and bad weather. 
 
      
 
    The large rectangular plot, which began within twenty yards of the outpost’s boundary, was the future field for potatoes and cabbage. The dwarf had been perfectly honest about his intentions. But he also did not mention that the field was located directly above the underground excavations and over the roofs of homes on the outskirts of the ancient buried city. 
 
      
 
    Not allowing the overwhelming joy to distract him, Crow grabbed a hammer and got to work. The refugees were still here. His dwarvish intuition told him that more were coming. He needed food supplies. And lots of essential items made of iron. Therefore, he must keep smithing. And keep growing his craftsmanship skills. As he stood by the anvil, the focused, dirty-faced dwarf hardly looked like the richest landowner around. Instead, he looked more like a laborer who likes to drink and doesn’t value hygiene. But looks can often be deceiving. The working blacksmith had some truly grand plans—both for the future, and for tonight... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s intuition was right. 
 
      
 
    The day turned out to be hell. And the evening was absolutely mad, causing the four friends to lose the little sanity they had left. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the orcs fooled around only in places like Gray Peak. In other unfortunate places, however, the Dark army attacked in earnest. For the strongest attacks, they chose the territory located north of and slightly to the east of Gray Peak. The area to the east and south of Algora had turned into a churning hotspot, where new troops kept marching and flying in from all directions. Billowing gray and black storm clouds blanketed the skies in the east; from the same direction came terrifying gleeful laughter and bloodthirsty battle cries, which gave the orcs, ogres, and giants a manyfold increase in strength. Guorra was getting down to business for real. 
 
      
 
    The protectors did everything possible to provide the surviving residents from looted villages with a safe passage to the north, west, and south, away from the east, where the orcs’ main forces were concentrated. The rumbling, bouncing carts with possessions moved with great difficulty down the narrow, rocky trails; behind them limped the injured, sick, and old. Not all traffic passed through Gray Peak, not even all those who were journeying south. But this was for the better. Even a tiny portion of refugees was enough to completely overwhelm the small outpost. 
 
      
 
    The unfortunate fugitives arrived in groups. Upon arrival, they would fall to the ground in exhaustion. Far on the horizon billowed dark clouds, heralding trouble. The storm clouds did not allow them to relax, forcing them to hurry and keep moving. After a bit of rest, the refugees raised their heads and began to look for food, medicine, and materials for repairs. To the credit of the four players living in the House on the Hill, all necessities were supplied. 
 
      
 
    Healing and invigorating auras were cast one after another. Still unsatisfied, Amou spent moments of relative peace running between the refugees sprawled on the ground and fixing them up with her “Minor Healing” skill. The girl carried along a purse filled with small bottles of mana, so that she could continue to work without pausing. She would fix up the wounded so often that soon, the spell rose up to the rank of “Healing,” which, by evening, approached the rank of “Moderate Healing.” 
 
      
 
    Mith had turned into a savvy purchasing agent. Today alone, he had gotten acquainted with three village shopkeepers, who offered a large assortment of cheap food and groceries. Mith had also ordered two small convoys that were scheduled to arrive from southwest the very same night; the convoys had been ordered from nearby villages. 
 
      
 
    Lori, along with Amou, busied herself with sales and free giveaways. On her far-from-fragile shoulders, Crow placed the burden of financial budgeting. If they weren’t taking money from refugees, that means they’ll have to ask for more from rich caravaners, who also needed to buy a lot of things after an exhausting journey. The caravaners objected and argued, showing their displeasure at such high prices, but they still paid. The outpost is in a war zone, you see. Don’t like it, don’t buy it. You see the orcs sitting over there by the lonely mountain? You can go to them, they’ll treat you for free... 
 
      
 
    Crow forged and forged, forged and forged, goddammit, he forged and forged! 
 
      
 
    The hammer in his powerful hand had turned into a blurry arc. Everyone at the outpost had become so accustomed to the metallic ringing of the anvil, that any sudden pauses in the sound made them flinch and look up in alarm. Anything and everything made by the dwarf got sold immediately. Sometimes, the dwarf would change the intended object on the fly, after hearing voices at the gate pleading for metal axles, horse or ox shoes. The refugees received everything they needed. Along with others, they changed axles, reshoed animals, hammered in still-warm nails, and reattached wheels. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf only left the anvil on a handful of occasions. And not for the sake of rest. He always knew to keep an ear out. As soon as he heard anything that might catch his interest, he would throw the hammer aside, rake handfuls of change into his pockets, and rush outside the wall. A second later, his calm, level voice could be heard convincing, flattering, insisting, comforting, offering. 
 
      
 
    In this manner, the dwarf had purchased a rather odd assortment of goods. 
 
      
 
    He now had two empty broken carts with tall sides. Crow acquired them for next to nothing from village convoy men, who managed to escape an orc attack as they returned from the market where they had sold off their cargo. 
 
      
 
    He also bought a wagon laden with sacks of turnips, carrots, and potatoes. One of the oxen drawing the wagon had fallen, while the other could not continue to pull such a heavy load by himself. The peasants were happy to sell the wagon along with its load to the dirty-faced dwarf, who offered them a good deal. The sacks were brought to the kitchen, where an overjoyed Grubber began to make enormous amounts of soup. The wagon was left in the yard. It could stay there. Crow had more land now, so there was no shortage of space. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until well into the night that most of the refugees departed to go further south. The remaining groups dropped off to sleep. Everything had gone quiet. The outpost was nearly empty. Moaning and groaning, the players plopped onto the ground. With shaky hands, they poured themselves some white wine from a dusty bottle. As they leaned against the wall, they went quiet, mindlessly looking at the starry sky. They lay like that, not moving or saying anything, for at least half an hour, gradually recovering from the day’s events. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve made some money,” said Lori, breaking the silence first. “I get cold feet just thinking about tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get through it!” declared Mith confidently. “Damn! I need to dig! I also need to go meet the convoys—they’ll be here in about two hours. Crowcci, will you help with unloading?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I will,” answered the dwarf hoarsely. “Digging? Aren’t you going to overwork yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a form of rest!” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of rest is that?” snorted Lori. 
 
      
 
    “That is definitely not rest!” added Amou. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to go dig!” insisted the fanatical digger stubbornly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m all for it,” sighed the dwarf, taking a big swig of wine. “But I’ll make a few corrections to your plans. Listen up, my merchants, healers, and diggers! Right now, the girls will go take care of their own business. Mith and I will spend a couple of hours digging and forging metal. Then we’ll meet the convoys. Unload them. And then, we’ll go to Algora together. To find a good restaurant. There, we’ll have a late dinner. Or an early breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” said Amou, excited. “Let’s go somewhere with live music!” 
 
      
 
    “To Royale de Canne?” suggested Lori with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t afford that!” Crow hastened to add. “Are you kidding? That’s the most expensive restaurant in Algora! If we’re lucky, we might have enough money for one of their bread rolls—a stale one, for takeout. Let’s find something simpler and cheaper. And closer to the waterfront. What do you say? Deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah!” 
 
      
 
    “But first, we’ll go digging! Otherwise, yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. Dress code: casual/festive. We need to have a little break from such a hell of a day. So, today, we’ll drink wine and party!” 
 
      
 
    “And buy a couple of new shovels, while we’re at it...” 
 
      
 
    “Mith! Don’t ruin the mood! Go dig already!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going, I’m going...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll celebrate our new land purchase, too. Vurrius really warmed up to me today.” 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci! How much more land do we need?” 
 
      
 
    “How much? Well, I’d like to buy the whole ravine, if possible,” the dwarf admitted with a laugh. “All the land that blankets the buried city. Since everything that is beneath the surface is ours by right.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Of magic, rain, and shamanism 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    STARTING FROM THE PREVIOUS DAY, the wonderful dwarf Crow considered any work in the clan smithies of the Dukovs to be nothing other than a break. He may have even called it a holiday pastime. The dwarf had already been burning with enthusiasm the previous workday. Today, while swinging the shovel for several hours until 8 AM, the player also whistled and sang to himself. He radiated so much happiness that anyone would have thought he was doing the most desirable, pleasant job in the world. 
 
      
 
    The other dwarves were glancing with suspicion at the singing stoker. Has the guy consumed twenty drops of vomitka recently? He seems much too happy to be swallowing coal dust... 
 
      
 
    Had they known the reason for the happiness overwhelming the dwarf, they would’ve understood. 
 
      
 
    At 5 AM, when Crow had crawled out of sleepy Lori’s embrace, having slept only ninety minutes, the first creaky carts of a new batch of refugees rolled into the outpost. The carts were drawn by lame nags and pushed by men, who were swearing so dirtily that even the sun turned red from embarrassment and hastily climbed up into the sky, hiding behind clouds. From behind the dwarf, who was sipping milk, came a groan of despair—the amazon had crawled out after him. The first cry of a baby tore the silence. Then a woman started wailing, cursing the orcs, while also remembering to criticize all men, loudly listing the shortcomings of the entire male gender. Giving a smooch on his girlfriend’s nervously twitching cheek, Crow flew off to the incredibly peaceful, blissfully quiet, magically deserted snowy hill. There, he stretched out in the snow and, for about ten minutes, lay still on the snowy bed, enjoying the silence. The guards of the local outpost looked sideways with suspicion at the dwarf lying on the side of the road—had the passing lad consumed thirty drops of vomitka? 
 
      
 
    However, after Tormund’s arrival, the receipt of two new lessons and the forging of four new objects, it was time for the dwarf to go home. As expected, his happiness vanished like a piece of kindling tossed into a furnace. His face drooped sadly. The dwarf tried to trick Tormund into giving him another lesson. However, the old master did not succumb to flattery and ignored his pleas. He thanked the dwarf for his hard work and kicked him out the door. 
 
      
 
    The watchguards saw the slumped, trudging figure of the dwarf with a bowed head, which confirmed their suspicions: so the lad did have a cup of vomitka, after all. And now he was suffering from a hangover. What is wrong with the dwarvish youth of today? Drinking vomitka early in the morning... Shaking their heads, the guards carefully poured themselves a couple of copper tumblers of homemade beer. They drank to the snowy cap of Khradalroum and followed the retreating foreigner with reproachful stares. Something was definitely wrong with today’s youth... 
 
      
 
    Crow’s sadness, however, was not due to a hangover. It’s just that he could already imagine what awaited him at home. He was trying to come to terms with the inevitable. Maybe he should drink something to lift his spirits... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was wrong. 
 
      
 
    Everything turned out to be much worse than he imagined. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he got home, streams of pouring rain slapped him across the face; gusts of strong wind forced him to take a step backwards. Soggy earth squelched beneath his boots. Black stormclouds, pierced by lightning, hung right over the top of the hill, touching the tip of the watchtower. Sounds of crashing thunder mixed with the grim rhythm of faraway drums. 
 
      
 
    A dozen of wagons and carts collided with each other, trying to push their way through the runny mud; oxen and horses collapsed; draft lizards fell over on their sides, roaring. A quick estimate showed that there were no fewer than fifty carts, thirty of which were stuck. The other twenty were slowly making their way in the direction of the south. Behind them walked the refugees, covering themselves with cloaks, capes, and blankets. Alongside them trudged heavily laden donkeys, shaking their heads in displeasure and braying at the top of their lungs. 
 
      
 
    “How long has the drumming been going on?!” asked the dwarf, yelling over the howling weather. He was talking to a lump of mud that he had fetched out from under one of the stuck carts. 
 
      
 
    Only the pair of red-haired braids and the dwarf’s loving heart helped him recognize the creature as his dear Lori. 
 
      
 
    “It had only just started! It’s definitely thanks to those damn shamans! Wish I could shove those tambourines up their—” 
 
      
 
    A gust of wind muffled the civilized lady’s words. 
 
      
 
    “It had only just started, huh,” repeated the dwarf thoughtfully, releasing his grip. The amazon dropped into the mud and crawled back under the cart. “Not good... Not good at all...” 
 
      
 
    “Zap!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, dear. You keep pushing. And I’ll go feed the fish...” 
 
      
 
    “ZAP!” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, crap... Fine!” relented the dwarf, pushing himself against the rough wooden sides of the cart. “One, two, PUSH!” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get these guys away from here!” shouted Lori, getting up. “The orcs will attack soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just thinking of visiting Algora! To check the mail addressed to the Fathead Beauty Queen! We should have gotten lots of offers by now!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re done with sales, anyway. The most important thing is to send these guys on their way. We’ll have time to deal with the mail later.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are Mith and Amou?!” 
 
      
 
    “Under the hill! We have an oceanarium there now!” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what did you expect?! You’ve dug too many damn tunnels! Rain is pouring down from the ceilings. Everything got flooded, and the water keeps rising. Worst part is that the water has damaged our barricades. And now, the undead are crawling out!” Lori wasn’t yelling; she was talking in the dwarf’s ear while they rocked the cart, helping the soaking wet driver get the accursed thing unstuck. “Oh! It’s moving! It’s moving!” 
 
      
 
    They both jumped back as the hitched pair of oxen began to drag the cart across the mud. Their driver ran beside them. The most important thing for them now was to keep moving and not stop. 
 
      
 
    “There is an army of wet skeletons! Mith and Amou are in the tower, holding them at bay. Hurry up and go there, Zap. I’ll get the rest of these folks moving.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf rarely fell into a stupor. It didn’t happen this time, either. Turning around, he bolted across the mud, quickly arriving at the wall, and then at the entrance hole in the body of the hill. He slipped inside. Mud squelched under his feet. Not good. Definitely not good. In the center of the hill, the mud vanished, to be replaced by dry earth. Inside the tomb, which was lined with stone tiles, it was bone dry. The coffins pushed up against the walls were filled with the personal possessions of the pair living in the tomb. From one of them hung bright-colored female dresses: the clothes Lori wore for peaceful outings in public. At the end of the row was a green dress with bright yellow flowers—the one she wore the night before, when all four players went to a small portside restaurant to gaze at a multitude of battleships and merchant boats, and to enjoy the taste of grilled fish. The evening went amazingly well. The night did, too. Although, very little time was left for sleep. But that wasn’t the problem here. The problem was the green dress with yellow flowers. Or rather, the problem hovered directly above it—two bearded ghosts, noted for their shimmering greenish bodies and the yellowness of their glowing eyes. The ghosts looked dolefully at the coffins and the little green dress, which perfectly suited their color palette. It would have gone really well with the color of their sad faces. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit!” howled Crow as he dashed past them, diving headfirst into the tunnel beneath the tomb. 
 
      
 
    “Woooo!” howled back the ghosts evilly. 
 
      
 
    Plopping down into the tunnel, the dwarf realized that Lori had not been exaggerating: he found himself up to his waist in muddy, icy water. From up ahead came the desperate yells of the fighters. Crow waded through the water, cursing his short legs. In such situations, dwarves always suffered more than others. However, he was moving sufficiently quickly; he also remembered to send a warning message to his girlfriend. 
 
      
 
    “Baby! There are two ghosts in the tomb! They are digging in your underwear!” 
 
      
 
    The answer came immediately. Even in written form, it was obvious how much the amazon objected to having anyone—even a ghost—go through her personal stuff. 
 
      
 
    “WHAT??!! Kill them! Wipe them out! Burn off their arms and eyes! Kill them!” 
 
      
 
    “Gotta run. Sorry. Find an exorcism scroll. Or else, they might take out your clothes and show them to everyone, while asking innocent questions like: “Whose red silken undies are these? They’re so small and cute! Show us the naughty girl!” 
 
      
 
    “Zap! I’ll kill you! I’ll definitely kill you! First the ghosts, and then you!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m at the watchtower. I’ll deal with that problem later.” 
 
      
 
    The discussion was over. Crow had arrived. Despite the gravity of the situation, he was grinning from ear to ear. He was even bent over from fits of laughter. This fact did not escape the notice of the two fighters, who were sheltering behind the cedar table. The table was lying on its side, its surface studded with hundreds of arrows and dozens of crossbow bolts, along with several daggers and throwing axes. Even while laughing, Crow managed to notice many things, before he threw himself down behind the barricade decorated with carvings—a very expensive shelter, to say the least. An antique one. Show its current use to any grandpa who runs an antique store, and he will personally murder everyone involved in such sacrilege... 
 
      
 
    “How are we doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Not good!” replied Mith, blowing bubbles across the water as he spoke. He reloaded his crossbow. “We were just about to write to you. Their numbers keep growing! We’re sparing the staffs for later, you see... Crowcci, why are you laughing?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Crow-sensei, why are you laughing?” gurgled Amou as well, whose guitar was hanging over the water, suspended by its strap from one of the legs of the overturned table. “We want to have our last laugh, too!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf shrugged and told them everything as it was. Meanwhile, he kept glancing around. He peeked out from behind the table a couple of times; then, he snatched a rock out of the mud underfoot and chucked it in the direction of the attackers. He also activated the Spark in his chest, sent his friends an invitation to join his group, and opened up access. He did all of this automatically, with everything stemming from his solid experience. When Crow finished telling his story and getting his group ready, Mith and Amou were crying with laughter—only their quaking backs were visible over the mud. Fishing his comrades out of the mud, the dwarf shook them clean and leaned them against the makeshift barricade. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” hiccuped Mith. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t do that!” said Amou indignantly, her eyes flashing while she tried to suppress her laughter. “Those are quite some ghosts!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” sighed the dwarf, pulling out a hammer and shield from his backpack. 
 
      
 
    Several rocks ricocheted off the tabletop; rusted kitchen knives sank into the wood, vibrating with a hum. Over the players’ heads whistled golden spoons, flying off like shooting stars into the darkness and landing in the water behind them. 
 
      
 
    “An invigorating song, please,” requested the dwarf shortly. Amou put down her staff and picked up the guitar. 
 
      
 
    Mith stood behind Crow as the latter got up. He placed a staff loaded with buckshots on top of the dwarf’s armored shoulder. Arrows and rocks bounced off the shield as Crow held it out in front. The dwarf stepped forward, wading waist-deep across the water. The lone oil lamp, which hung on the other table leg, did not cast nearly enough light. The two friends had been wisely sparing resources until the tank showed up. And now, the tank has arrived. 
 
      
 
    An activated spell of magical light lit up the part of the corridor in front of the barricade. On top of the churning water surface fell broken shadows of branches belonging to a pale, dried-up shrub—or, at least, that was the fleeting initial impression. Then it became clear that the “branches” were actually dozens of wet skeletons standing in the water, frozen in surprise at the sudden appearance of light. The bare skulls looked with grim promise at the intruders who dared to start the excavations. Their bony hands clutched close-range weapons. Standing behind their backs were other skeletons, who were armed with longbows and crossbows; they picked projectiles right off the floor, digging them out of the soft mud. A skeleton will throw anything within reach, as demonstrated by a coin-filled crystal vase that smashed against the dwarf’s shield, sending pieces of metal and glass shrapnel flying in all directions. A large jar of oil smashed open against the tabletop. With a hissing sound, a ball of flame sliced through the air, followed by another one. The first fireball hit the shield. The second one fell into the water. The oil spilled over the shield, armor, and water surface burst into flames. Crow was on fire. Nevertheless, the blazing knight kept walking forward. 
 
      
 
    “A skeleton mage,” he explained briefly. “He can throw Blazing Coals—a second tier ability. Mith, fire away.” 
 
      
 
    “Yessir!” 
 
      
 
    The staff placed on the dwarf’s shoulder fired twice with a bunch of stone rubble, which drummed with lethal force against the forest of old yellowing bones. With dull thuds, the damaged skulls were thrown backwards; some of them tore off and flew away, which caused the entire skeleton to fall apart and collapse into the water like a house of cards. Everything depended on character level. That was what the dwarf was trying to find out: their relative numbers. Here were skeletons of both fiftieth and one-hundred-fiftieth level. A totally random mixture. There were undead from the outskirts, as well as those from closer to the center of the city. The dwarf saw something else, too: far behind the backs of the skeletons, inside the earthen walls, were black holes dripping with mud. From those openings kept exiting new skeletons, swimming out in streams of mud and looking like monstrous newborns. The newly arrived skeleton would shake the mud out of its skull and take his place in the ranks of the undead. On the way, it would arm itself and determine its own status as either a close-range or long-range fighter. 
 
      
 
    It seems like the dwarf made it just in time. This was going to become a full-scale massacre. 
 
      
 
    A shot. Another shot. The stringed music and Amou’s quiet voice added surrealism to the scene. The magical light was lighting up the space in front of the table. From the other side shone the oil lamp, as it swayed over the mud. Directly under it, a bony hand suddenly appeared out of the murky water and clutched at the girl’s ankle. With a shriek, Amou jumped above the table as if propelled by a tightly coiled spring. Immediately, she suffered a direct hit by several rusted forks and two knives. And her exposed head, barely covered by a silk ribbon, got struck by a rock... 
 
      
 
    Stunned, Amou collapsed into the water and lay there facedown. With a gasp, Mith dropped to his knees and lifted the face of his female friend above the water. Swearing, Crow shook his head. His two friends still had a lot to learn. He stomped hard into the mud, his foot landing precisely on top of a barely noticeable white patch—the skull of an undead. The water churned, and a bare spine appeared, having been chopped above the waist. It looked like a river bottom predator cut in half. An endless stream of directly aimed objects hammered against the shield. Let the skeletons waste ammunition. Let them ruin the durability of old longbows and crossbows. 
 
      
 
    Having finished off the bony infiltrator, the dwarf kept going. He walked on alone. Snapping their jaws, warrior skeletons charged to meet him. Hiding behind their backs, a fighting mage swished the sleeves of his tattered robe, releasing another round of blazing coals. Sparks flew from the shield. The dwarf swung his hammer... 
 
      
 
    One of the skeletons, upon receiving a ramming blow to his forehead, simply folded, before flying backwards. The player was swinging his hammer like a scythe. The constant sound of crunching bone grated on the ears. The hammer slammed into the ribs of four of the bravest skeletons. Swords and axes hit the dwarf’s shield and shoulder. Snapping the neck of a skeleton in a plumed helmet, Crow forced the edge of his shield into a gaping mouth with black teeth. 
 
      
 
    The disciples peeked out fearfully from behind the barricade, gaping wide-mouthed at the dance of death in the flooded tunnel. The stocky figure of the dwarvish knight skillfully dodged the attacks of the enemies pressing upon him. They shot, hit, and burned the dwarf with magic. Someone tried to freeze the water under his steel feet. However, Crow easily broke the icy crust. He smashed and smashed the skeletons, breaking their arms, legs, and necks, and ripping off their heads. The dwarf’s life bar was shrinking—he failed to evade many hits. Nevertheless, he continued the dance, without saying a word. It took a few more seconds for the students to understand that their mentor was patiently waiting for them to come to the realization that it was time to help him. 
 
      
 
    With a quiet splash, two common beavers fell into the water. The animals dived, disappearing from view. Next, a black bear of average size appeared in the water. With a menacing growl, it began to advance. Mith lunged after him. First he took cover behind the bear; then he took his place behind the dwarf, who had taken a step back. Roaring, the bear of Level 80 took a broad swipe at the opponents. Two skeletons got imprinted into the earthen wall, where they got stuck in the mud, resembling a live bas-relief. A shot from a staff put to rest another three barely moving skeletons. The song and sound of the guitar sped up regeneration, so that the retreating dwarf’s LPs began to increase faster. 
 
      
 
    The students had finally come to their senses. Crow sighed in relief. An abashed Mith managed to damage six skeletons with one shot. Small bones rained down into the splashing water. Barging into the skeleton ranks, the bear began to act like a bull in a china shop. The wide swipes of the roaring animal’s paw sent the undead flying in all directions like bowling pins. Those enemies who were lucky enough to avoid the bear’s claws took up their rusty weapons, drew their creaking longbows, and got ready to deliver a counterattack. But right at that moment, something bit their legs in half... or, at least, that was the impression created. Throwing up their arms, the skeletons fell and disappeared underwater. 
 
      
 
    After getting a chance to catch his breath, the dwarf walked up to the wall, where the “bas-relief” was moving. With four hits of the hammer, he forced the wall decoration to disappear, thus partaking in the first act of censorship within the excavated galleries of the underground city. Having shown his love for living decorations, the dwarf returned just in time to shield Mith, who was getting carried away. The dwarf’s shield clanged under the frenzied attacks of the skeletons, who were drawn by the tank’s Spark. Too bad he had not enchanted his shield and armor with the spell of Blazing Flame or Acid Spray. The players had begun to work much better as a team. Thus, they quickly overcame the resistance of the native inhabitants of the flooded tunnels. With a bit of effort, they forced the undead out of the tower and drove them further down the corridors. The undead did not give in without a fight. The beavers died; the wounded bear barely survived. Amou got hit again—this time, right in the throat—by a well-aimed arrow shot by a skeleton archer sitting far away in the darkness. The arrow turned out to be enchanted with muteness, so Amou fell silent for a whole minute. Only her music remained. The next arrow from the same archer hit Mith. That’s right: the Spark in the dwarf’s chest acted only within a certain distance. Nothing stops a faraway sniper from choosing a target according to his own judgment. Meanwhile, nothing and no one is stopping the dwarf from shielding his friends with his own body, thus leaving the archer with no choice. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, they reached the sniper, harshly punishing him for his evil deeds. They confiscated his longbow: a surprisingly powerful thing made of tough blackened wood, with a golden bowstring and a quiver of arrows to match. It was simply an excellent trophy that would fetch a lot of money, if they took off the mild curse that had been placed on it. 
 
      
 
    An hour after the dwarf’s arrival, the battle was over. It was an overwhelming victory—unless you counted the bear, which had died despite their efforts, and the beavers that got killed before it. Twice, Mith had found himself on the verge of death. Amou got nearly killed four times. All of it happened due to getting carried away during battle, and because of dumb curiosity. One of them kept rushing to the front, imagining himself as The Terminator with a shotgun. The other one couldn’t resist sneaking a peek at the happenings around her. 
 
      
 
    Having gathered the trophies and still rejoicing over their victory, the heroes dragged the loot back to their headquarters. Barricading the entrances to the tower, they went off for a second round of trophy gathering, logically suspecting that they might have missed a few things due to the murky water. First of all, however, the dwarf made his friends climb up on a wide stone awning that hung over the doors and windows of a building on one of the excavated streets. Dangling their legs, the heroes wiped their faces, refreshing themselves with a couple of sips of wine and several pieces of smoked jerky. To their surprise, they found an old decaying coin purse wedged into a crack in the awning. The purse contained several coins: six silver and one gold. It was an unexpected present for the most persistent search team. Nevertheless, the dwarf did not drag them here to look for money. He came to strongly encourage his friends to distribute the available characteristic points, with an emphasis on endurance, which was so notoriously disliked by bards and cardmasters. Having brains is good. But having a good reserve of LPs is important. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 77. 
 
     Basic stats: 
 
     Strength: 150 
 
     Intelligence: 20 
 
     Agility: 30 
 
     Endurance: 135 
 
     Wisdom: 34 
 
     Points available for distribution: 45 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    No sooner had the dwarf started thinking of the wisest way to distribute his points than he was unceremoniously disturbed by Mith. The cardmaster still had not cooled down from massacring the skeletons. As he studied the muddy foaming water that flowed down the streets, along with the bits of garbage bobbing along on its surface, he tugged at Crow’s sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci! Sensei!” 
 
      
 
    “Eh?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just like the catacombs here, isn’t it? Once, we went on a side quest in Algora. We needed to scrape some glowing parasitic mold off the walls in the basement of some rich guy. He paid generously. He even gave me a card with a black rat. Anyway! There was a door in that basement—it was bolted shut—so we opened it and looked inside.” 
 
      
 
    “And there was a looong corridor behind it!” interjected Amou. “And glowing green walls. And rats everywhere! We heard someone’s dying squeals and saw someone else get chopped up for appetizer! Oof! We shut the door and left...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah...” The cardmaster nodded vigorously. “We were still babies back then. What I’m trying to say, though, is that our underground streets are gonna turn out cooler than Algora’s catacombs! In looks and in monsters!” 
 
      
 
    Crow burst out laughing. Loudly and sincerely. Yes, it’s common to hear something like this—from uninformed players, who think they’ve already seen everything. Coming from newbies, such sentiments were excusable. Still, it was better to warn them. Briefly setting aside the task of distributing points, he decided to enlighten his friends: 
 
      
 
    “Never tell anyone that the catacombs under Algora are not as cool as... well... any of the other dungeons. Remember this: there is nothing scarier or more dangerous than Algora’s catacombs!” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” exclaimed Mith in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “It was just a regular corridor!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s just the beginning. The deeper you go, the more dangerous it gets. There is one fairly credible legend. It says that the majority of the underground infrastructure there—the corridors, chambers, dead ends, separate labyrinths, strange halls, caves, real castles, etc.—were built by the new and the penalized. For testing.” 
 
      
 
    “By whom?” 
 
      
 
    “By the penalized. Those location designers who are being punished for something. Instead of cutting their salaries for messing up, they are instead forced to create miles and miles of empty tunnels. Or a labyrinth. Or some kind of nameless ruins. Newbie designers are sent to the same place. They won’t be assigned any important locations. First, they will be sent underground, where they’ll have to work hard on those same corridors. They’ll need to extend the tunnels, intertwine them, overlay them with various materials, add doors, and do everything else, in order to polish their skills. Once they reach a sufficient level, they might be allowed to participate in, say, decorating the storage rooms for pillows in the castle of the Dark Lord. And only then, after they gain enough experience, will they begin to build ‘outdoor’ landscapes. Beneath Algora, the game designers also test all kinds of nasty tricks or weird things—to see how it’ll work, once it’s set loose and given free reign. That is also where they test exotic ecosystems, which are such a huge part of Waldyra. After checking that none of these creations are disappearing, they leave everything as is, without destroying it. A small part of it will be used for separate minor dungeons here and there. The rest of it—the massive, huge, ugly, or simply unexciting--is sent below Algora, to join the hundreds of miles of catacombs already there. That’s why nothing will ever be able to surpass the catacombs of Algora. Never. And nobody really knows for sure how far down the underground corridors go.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Chaos rules there. But that’s not all! Remember that, in addition to location designers, there are also developers of quests, designers of monsters and characters, and all kinds of writers who love to create strange legends. There is a ton of material. And it all needs to be used somewhere, too. It would be a waste to keep it in storage, especially since new material is always being added. So the ugly monsters get sent to the same place: beneath Algora. Same for torn books with cheap text. The catacombs are a dump for toxic waste; it is constantly churning, stirring itself, while living its own life and growing all the time. They say it even plays host to some sort of special, never-before-seen race of intelligent beings—somewhere very, very deep down... Also, there are two player clans. They are sworn enemies. They simply hate each other. One is called Mythical Diggers, the other Dungeon Crawlers of Yore. These two clans compete against each other in their descent beneath Algora, each time trying to go as deep down as possible. These clans are far from poor. And it’s all thanks to the regular-looking dirty catacombs of Algora. But those guys are rarely seen in public. When they go down, it’s often for a month or more. That’s why their clan is composed of very specific types of people. You’d need to be a bit touched in the head, in order to literally spend your life belowground alongside monsters. On the plus side, they certainly aren’t lacking adventures...” 
 
      
 
    “Aaah... I want to drop everything and go to Algora’s catacombs!” admitted Mith, who was listening in awe. 
 
      
 
    “Ew!” snapped Amou. “A toxic dump and all sorts of gross things... No, thanks! We’re perfectly fine where we are!” 
 
      
 
    “We have plenty enough to do here,” agreed Crow. “Let’s distribute our character points.” 
 
      
 
    Crow finished first. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 77. 
 
     Basic stats: 
 
     Strength: 165 
 
     Intelligence: 30 
 
     Agility: 30 
 
     Endurance: 170 
 
     Wisdom: 34 
 
     Points available for distribution: 0 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
     You have achieved “Brainiac—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
     +1% chance of identification of objects. 
 
     +50 mana points. 
 
     Current chance of successful identification: 4.8% 
 
     Current bonus amount of mana: +50 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    His mana reserves had grown. This was pretty important, as the Spark consumed quite a lot of it; auras also required a lot of fuel. Strength and endurance increased, too. The dwarf was slowly but surely turning into a tank with the potential to become a paladin, although there was still the problem of choosing a deity... 
 
      
 
    Crow felt satisfied. Although his level was barely sufficient, it corresponded to the difficulty of his current problems. His efforts at the early stages had paid off. In the beginning, when he had arrived at Gray Peak for the first time, the weird dwarf began to haul random heavy objects, somersaulting and climbing to the top of the hill, and doing everything in his power to earn the first precious character points. And now, at his seventy-seventh level, he was head and shoulders above his peers. In addition to his huge amounts of experience gained in the old days, the dwarf was perfectly capable of solving problems that would have stumped many players who pride themselves on having surpassed the 150th Level mark. 
 
      
 
    Finishing their business, the players returned to the water. The dwarf walked in front, followed by Mith, who was carrying Amou on his shoulders while she played the guitar. The music increased energy and strength. As the girl proudly declared, it was about time for her to visit the Bard Guild, that extraordinary-looking, most curious building located on one of the central streets of Algora. Mith, who didn’t like to fall behind, hastily inserted a few statements of his own, saying that he also needed to visit his sly-eyed mentor, in order to receive a couple of new skills and deepen his old knowledge. This was wonderful news. The entire group had reached many milestones in the past few days. The cute little wolf cubs were turning into young wolves with sharp fangs—the kind of wolves who, while joking and laughing, did some pretty serious things without even noticing it themselves. 
 
      
 
    Upon returning to their slightly flooded headquarters (the water was almost gone, thanks to the stone roof), they opened and shut the door behind them again, putting the table back in its place. It was the same table—huge, made of cedar, scratched by knives and dented by arrows, slightly charred and bearing dozens of teeth marks. The skeletons had gnawed on the cedar in the darkness... 
 
      
 
    They arranged trophies, which could come in handy in the future, on shelves. The underground headquarters were beginning to live up to their name, as they got more furnishings, more contents inside cabinets, and a growing stash of interesting objects to set the mood. 
 
      
 
    The most important finding of the day was a model of a five-masted battleship capable of long, grueling oceanic voyages. As soon as the model touched the stone ledge where it was to be displayed, the room was immediately filled with the distinct salty scent of a phantom sea. The map of the explored parts of Waldyra now hung on the wall. On the map, Gray Peak was marked with a proud little white flag. 
 
      
 
    In the cabinets glistened dozens of jars, phials, bottles, and vials, all containing variously colored liquids or puffs of smoke. It was their stash of alchemy for all occasions. Below that were stacks of scavenged and purchased magical scrolls, respectively. They ranged from very cheap spells to truly expensive ones. The scrolls contained magic for healing, protection, attacking, cursing... 
 
      
 
    On the wall hooks hung clothes. Long raincoats with large hoods peacefully coexisted side-by-side with woolen cloaks and silk capes. There were a couple of orc cloaks made of well-dressed animal hides. There was also an elegant shawl with embroidered silver and gold music notes. A little above the clothes lay various hats. Below the clothes were shoes. Huge, tall AntiProt boots stood beside regular dress shoes and household slippers. 
 
      
 
    Another wall showcased their arsenal. It gave Mith the space to display a huge two-handed sword, so that the handle that ended in the shape of an evil dragon’s head would be visible and look good. The rest of the collection included broadswords, axes, sabers, spiked clubs, daggers, magic staffs, pitchforks... Most of the weapons needed a good clean and repairs by a blacksmith. Crow had already promised to take care of it, once he reaches that level. 
 
      
 
    A little to the left of the weapons hung the armor: corselets, shields, chainmail, helmets, breastplates of bone and leather, many-layered cloth armor stained with a special sap, along with matching pants, knee guards, shoulder guards, elbow guards, and boots of leather and steel. 
 
      
 
    The newbies craved to have a den for adventurers. A lair for seasoned heroes. And they got it, thanks to their own efforts and imagination. Crow was all for it. As for Lori, she absolutely loved this sort of thing. 
 
      
 
    Also, they had the bearskin! It was a giant hide of a white polar saber-toothed bear. The girls brought it back from their voyage to the Northern Reach. They bought it from a portside shop beside ships anchored in ice. The hide hung on the wall, its ugly head grinning maliciously at anyone who entered. 
 
      
 
    After arranging their haul, the players seated themselves in the armchairs and smiled in satisfaction. The den was filling up. They barely had a chance to rest, however, when all three of them simultaneously received a brief message from Baby, who had stayed aboveground. 
 
      
 
    “The orcs are attacking!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” grunted Crow, getting off his armchair and taking a large hammer and shield off the wall. 
 
      
 
    “A curse on the heads of the Dark orcs!” exclaimed Mith, getting into the role of a local warrior and jutting out his jaw. “May the Heavens strike them down!” he finished, taking down a couple of additional magic staffs. 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t they stay home in this rain?” wondered Amou, ruining the mood slightly. “They’ll catch a cold...” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t catch a cold,” Crow assured her. 
 
      
 
    “Because we’ll kill them first,” added the cardmaster, grinning savagely. 
 
      
 
    On that note, they finished equipping themselves, remembering to take along scrolls and potions. Then they closed their headquarters, also known as “The Adventurers’ Den.” They walked away with unhurried steps. Lori had informed them of the attack, but she gave them no reason to hurry. It seems that the orcs have only just begun their advance... 
 
      
 
    The group left behind a cleaned, slightly flooded network of tunnels with a single entrance door, which they closed tightly, propping it up with a log for additional security. Behind it was a real treasury, after all. Soon, they’ll have to install a security vault door... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was raining. It was pouring. It was... doing something beyond words. 
 
      
 
    Even the term “downpour” itself—a typically clear description of weather—was totally unsuitable for this phenomenon. 
 
      
 
    Wading through ankle-deep mud, the dwarf was the first to exit from under the hill. He halted—not in shock, but more in wait—as he tried to gather as much information as possible about their current situation. Coming out from behind him, the newbies stopped dead in their tracks, too. They, however, were definitely in a state of shock. So shocked they were, that Mith did not even manage to utter a few swears; Amou, on the other hand, pressed her hands to her ears and stared wide-eyed at the world that had gone insane. 
 
      
 
    And there was lots to look at. 
 
      
 
    Yet, at the same time, nothing could be seen. 
 
      
 
    At the orcs’ magic summons, the black heavens had opened to release not drops, not streams, but real torrents of water. The effect was like that of a giant’s showerhead turned up to the highest setting. Bestow any metaphor on this rain to describe the power of the roaring falling water, and you won’t be exaggerating. Actually, you’ll probably understate it. Moreover, after witnessing this nightmare, many would be reminded of the Biblical verses that describe the pre-catastrophic times when Noah was almost finished building the Ark. As soon as he hammered in the last nail, the heavens opened. 
 
      
 
    Orc shamans weren’t so merciful and did not warn anyone beforehand. They simply went and called up the magical icy downpour. It didn’t happen completely out of the blue, though... Everything had started from a light rain shower, which gradually turned into pouring rain, and had now become a giant rainstorm. 
 
      
 
    Water was the only thing within sight. It was literally everywhere: above, below, on all sides. Apart from the rushing of water, almost nothing could be heard. The noise caused not only the eardrums to vibrate, but also the entire head. The muddy earth, maddened and choking on water, slapped the heels of those who tread on it. Somewhere far away, barely audible over the roar of heaven’s waterfalls, someone was yelling at an animal, urging it onwards as it refused to take another step. The animal’s hesitation was understandable. Where is it supposed to go?! There is no ground to step on! 
 
      
 
    Standing frozen in the doorway of the entrance to the hill, the newbies stared outside like barely fledged chicks who got stuck in their first summer storm. Except that their “parents” weren’t shielding them with their own bodies from the cold raindrops, but rather forcing them to leave the nest... 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     The weather is terrible! 
 
     An incredible downpour is covering a large area! 
 
     The roaring torrents of rainwater falling from the skies 
 
     are beating down like spiked clubs of furious giants! 
 
       
 
     Being out in the open is extremely dangerous! 
 
       
 
     Right now is a great time to head to a warm and brightly lit tavern, 
 
     where you can always find a glass of wine or beer! 
 
     Today, hunters and gatherers will have poor success 
 
     in areas affected by the strong storm— 
 
     they should expect slim pickings. 
 
       
 
     Farmers, beekeepers, ranchers, and others should brace themselves, 
 
     as their fields, apiaries, and pastures are going to get flooded. 
 
     Visibility is halved. Legs and wheels are getting stuck in the deep mud. 
 
     The downpour is so hard that it literally hammers everything into the ground!.. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    The message stretched across several pages. The dwarf did not finish reading it. He already knew perfectly well what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “Orc rainstorm,” concluded Crow without the slightest trace of emotion. He stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    His friends followed him, letting out a gasp as they suddenly felt the stark difference between being under a roof and being outside. The rainfall truly did hammer you into the ground. Its wet palms slapped you nonstop on the head and shoulders. It blinded, deafened, and blocked all sense of smell and touch—it is hard to feel anything when you look like a rock under a waterfall. 
 
      
 
    The rain summoned by orc shamans was an evil thing. Only a very powerful shaman could have summoned it. Moreover, he would have needed the help of two dozen shamans of a lower rank. The downpour reduced the weight-lifting ability of characters; practically disarmed archers using longbows or crossbows; greatly limited mages; and negatively affected animals and magical creatures. The chance of getting sick increased fivefold in this weather. Agility was reduced fourfold. And that was just a small portion of the negative effects, which were too numerous to list. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, this type of rain did yield some benefits. For example, it strengthened many spells of natural magic. A fireball would burst right in the mage’s hands; however, a plant summoned by the same mage would grow twice as big. Stone magic was almost unaffected. Anything connected to the earth would get washed away. Water magic, paradoxically, was weakened by the downpour. 
 
      
 
    More strangely still, ichtyandres could swim in this type of rain. Literally swim. That is, not just walk across the ground, but literally fly above it. Soaring in the streams of rain over the land... That’s the dream of every fish! Naturally, ichtyandres would also be able to walk on land, as if walking on the ocean bottom. They could swim in the mud, too. But why walk or swim, when you can fly? Meanwhile, these underwater creatures would not suffer from breathing difficulties—the downpour is so strong that it is more than sufficient for their gills. 
 
      
 
    For the rest, however, the abundant rain would sometimes interfere with their ability to breathe. In some places, the heavenly torrents are so strong that the game system perceives it as diving into a lake and starts a countdown. That’s bad news, especially when you’re in the middle of a fight and accidentally find yourself in one of these “lakes.” Either your foe kills you, or you will drown while standing on dry land... 
 
      
 
    It sounds scary, and it truly is. You could die before the fight even starts. It wasn’t for nothing that such a rainstorm was often compared to a burst of godly fury, when the emotions of a god materialize and turn some portion of the game world into a real piece of hell—one filled with precious artifacts and deadly dangers. 
 
      
 
    Despite this, Crow was calm right now. He had already dealt with similar things in the past, so he knew what to do. Also, compared to the recent snowy and piercingly cold blizzard that happened at the outpost, the current bad weather seemed like child’s play. 
 
      
 
    But most importantly, Crow knew what to do. And so did Lori. 
 
      
 
    By the way, where is she? 
 
      
 
    The amazon did not take long to find. She was sitting in the gateway gap within the stone wall encircling the House on the Hill. The top of the gateway was covered by an upside-down cart with two of its wheels sticking upwards. The other wheels were missing. At the bottom, the gateway was blocked by a tall barricade of rocks. On top of this grim barrier, Lori spread out a kerchief and sat down. 
 
      
 
    Over the girl’s head fluttered a torn red umbrella. At her feet stood a huge tub; two long golden crests glimmered in the water. The snapping of fanged jaws could be heard coming from inside the tub. With her free hand, Lori held a wet, squealing jackal. The unfortunate beast had his tail pressed so far beneath him in fear, it reached over his belly to his forehead. Same with his back feet and all the other important appendages, which were under threat from the evil golden things sitting in the tub. 
 
      
 
    It was immediately obvious that Baby was in a very bad mood. She was sopping wet and desired nothing more than to rip off an orc’s most precious thing: a belt that held special vials of foggy glass, which were plugged with stoppers made of poisonous legs of giant millipedes... Thanks to the powerful potion within the vials, the orcs were not affected by the monstrous rain. Nor were their allies. There were a few exceptions, though. Harpies would not be helped even by the potion. They have no place in the rainy skies. The same applies to the giant hawkmoth, Druughoan the Destroyer. Gihls would be helped by the potion. But the dose would be lethal to them. After drinking the potion, the midgets will turn into reckless, screaming fighters, who will enter their last battle. The potion is poisonous to such small creatures and will kill them sooner or later. Ricefins, those spiky insects, will not drink the potion; however, thanks to their body shape and their chitin, they aren’t really affected by the streaming water anyway. As for nepentheses... The carnivorous plants are out of luck. They are probably already lying splat in the mud... 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” yelled the dwarf, coming up to the barricade and helping his friends climb onto it. 
 
      
 
    “Let me feed the fishies, and then we’ll go,” replied Lori, unclenching her fingers. With one last yelp, the jackal fell into the tub... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Flame of my soul 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
     You drank the potion Peplamos Ugra! 
 
     Your soul is burning with an unquenchable fire! 
 
       
 
     Effects: 
 
     +15% strength 
 
     +10% agility 
 
     +5% endurance 
 
     -10% wisdom 
 
     -10% intelligence 
 
     +40% weightlifting capacity 
 
     +30% speed of walking or running 
 
     +100% jumping height 
 
       
 
     +25% safe falling height (also depends on weight carried by character) 
 
       
 
     Visibility in the great magical rain: +75% 
 
       
 
     Resistance to the great magical rain: +50% 
 
       
 
     Concealment in the great magical rain: +40%. 
 
       
 
     You are experiencing the effects of “Healing Rain”! 
 
       
 
     Your regeneration is increased by 40% while being under the great magical rain. 
 
       
 
     You are experiencing the effects of “Cleansing Rain”! 
 
       
 
     Your resistance to all poisons 
 
       
 
     is increased by 50% while being under the great magical rain. 
 
       
 
     You are experiencing the effects of “Protective Rain”! 
 
       
 
     Your resistance to all attacks of physical or magical type is increased by 15% while being under the great magical rain (excluding attacks of holy magic type). 
 
       
 
     All your physical attacks will now deal additional fire damage by orc magic! 
 
       
 
     Additional notes: 
 
       
 
     During usage of close-range weapons: 
 
       
 
     +5% additional fire damage by orc magic! 
 
       
 
     During fist fights: 
 
       
 
     +20% additional fire damage by orc magic!.. 
 
       
 
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     You have been poisoned by the ancient orc fire poison Peplamos Ugra! 
 
       
 
     According to legend, the poison’s ingredients include the ashes of one of the most powerful orc shamans, who voluntarily underwent a special Dark ritual, 
 
       
 
     and then accepted a torturous death by being burnt alive. 
 
       
 
     Additional notes: 
 
       
 
     The poison is extremely strong! 
 
       
 
     The poison does not affect the amount of a character’s Hit Points. The poison’s effect is a delayed death. 
 
       
 
     02:59:55 
 
     02:59:54 
 
     02:59:53… 
 
       
 
     Attention! 
 
     You are successfully and fully cured from the disease “Grave Fever”! 
 
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     Attention! 
 
     You are the first person to cure “Grave Fever” in this manner! 
 
     Have you, perhaps, come to possess valuable information? 
 
       
 
     Unique achievement unlocked! 
 
     You have achieved “Asclepius”! 
 
     (This achievement has no ranks and cannot be improved upon.) 
 
     A memorable achievement for all players who, intentionally or accidentally, found a new recipe or some other way of curing a disease. 
 
       
 
     Congratulations! 
 
     Your reward: 
 
     A figurine of Asclepius the Wise with the commemorative inscription: “Healing Powers.” 
 
     The figurine is carved from grayish white stone. 
 
       
 
     Asclepius is posed with both hands raised over his head, holding his staff, around which a serpent is wound. 
 
       
 
     Additional notes: The figurine can be used as a pommel on any healer’s staff. It is capable of substantially strengthening any already present effects in surprising ways. 
 
       
 
     It can also add new effects. 
 
       
 
     Class of object: very rare. 
 
       
 
     Status of object: part of the “Asclepius the Immortal” collection. 
 
       
 
     Objects collected: 1/3. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    WIPING HIS MOUTH, Crow threw aside the empty bottle covered in soot. He turned around to look at his friends. 
 
      
 
    His friends were giving off smoke. It rose in happy little gray spirals from their wet heads and shoulders, despite the driving rain. Over each of his comrades kept appearing a ghostly image: a fanged face contorted in unbearable agony. The face belonged to an old orc wearing a strange headdress. The orc’s identity was no mystery: it was the image of the shaman who was burned alive. Moreover, he was burned along with all his personal possessions and ritual attire. The ghost of the cruelly killed orc will hover over anyone who swallows even a tiny amount of his ashes. 
 
      
 
    “They are coming!” exclaimed Mith, his eyes blazing. Behind his eyes was a raging fire. “Here they come!” 
 
      
 
    Streams of rain struck his outstretched arm. Having restored their own vision, the players stood over the remains of several orcs, who had gone mad from the potion and turned into berserkers, charging too far to the front and thus meeting their end. The players were looking in the direction Mith was pointing. There, half-concealed by the curtain of falling water, marched the orcs. Over their heads, one after another, appeared the images of the burned head shaman. The number of the ghostly images grew as more and more of the advancing orcs drank the Peplamos Ugra potion. A minute passed... and the numerous tiny, glowing, ghostly images merged into one whole giant face, which hung over the advancing army of orcs like a huge air balloon. The face came alive. It grimaced. The furiously blazing eyes under heavy eyelids stared grimly and menacingly ahead, at the outpost of Gray Peak, which lay behind the players’ backs. 
 
      
 
    “I got cured from the Grave Fever,” Crow informed his female comrade in arms, who was standing beside him checking her daggers. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” said Lori happily. “That means you’ll die healthy!” 
 
      
 
    “Something to look forward to,” chuckled the dwarf in reply. “My agony will be brutal and powerful.” 
 
      
 
    “What an awesome conversation before battle!” said Amou, looking between Crow and Lori. Then she turned to Mith. “You’ve got a lot to learn!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! I’ve already learned lots of phrases like that,” said Mith, sticking his nose in the air. “Look! The gihls are dropping dead!” 
 
      
 
    “So they are,” agreed Crow. “That’s why the orcs drink Peplamos Ugra and conduct the corresponding ritual only when they’re utterly desperate. The victory of the Light is not far off. The Light forces are pushing out the Dark enemies. Most of the orcs will die here; the others will return to the mountains and begin scheming again.” 
 
      
 
    “I see... But why are the gihls dying?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s too much for them,” said the dwarf, shrugging indifferently. “They’re too small and weak to withstand the power of the fiery, ghostly potion. The weakest of them will start to die and go insane in droves. And it’s gonna happen before the fight even starts. Just watch...” 
 
      
 
    As though hearing the dwarf’s grim prophetic statement, four clumsily running gihls simultaneously lost their minds and, with loud cries, lunged at an orc that was running past them. With a roar, the latter began to fight back, throwing aside the insane gihls, who drew the support of several ricefins. A dogpile formed, tripping up those who were running behind them. This collision triggered a dozen more cases of insanity, plus half a dozen instant deaths of gihls, who simply collapsed, turning into a puff of smoke before they even hit the ground. A little further away, a smilodon lost its mind. The prehistoric cat tossed its rider to the ground, and began to tear into him with its claws like it was digging a hole through his body. The rest continued to run towards the outpost, going insane and dying on the way. In the skies hovered the smirking face of the old shaman, steadily growing brighter and becoming almost solid, as it watched numerous soldiers die. 
 
      
 
    Drums boomed. Tambourines jangled. Ratchets rattled. Shamans howled. Glowing auras fell on the self-destructing army, gently covering the dying warriors, giving them strength and energy, slightly delaying their death, and moderating the side-effects of the special potion. With renewed spirits, the soldiers closed their ranks and filled the gaps. They marched right through the little clouds of gray fog, the remains of their recently dead comrades, literally trampling on their digital ashes. 
 
      
 
    And still, there was nobody coming out to meet them... 
 
      
 
    The rocky ravine was completely devoid of opposing forces, unless you counted the four players, who stood fearlessly on the side of the hill, soaking under the ever-worsening rainstorm as they waited for the approaching army. What insanity... 
 
      
 
    Clad in armor that was far from the best, the dwarf stood with a hammer in one hand and a full-sized shield in the other. His uncovered head was plastered with wet, black hair; his eyes were looking dispassionately at the death marching towards them. 
 
      
 
    On the dwarf’s shoulder leaned a pretty red-haired elf girl, who looked strikingly bright even in all the rain and gray gloom. The girl was toying with two heavy daggers and squinting lazily at the oncoming enemies. 
 
      
 
    Beside the redhead, a golden-haired elf girl stood frozen in fear, holding a large guitar in her hands. Over her head, pummeled by streams of rain, fluttered an almost broken red umbrella, covering the girl herself and her guitar. 
 
      
 
    A couple of feet away from her stood an outwardly calm guy of the human race. On his back hung a large crossbow. In his slightly shaking hand was a magic staff; his other hand rested on a belt bag that contained precious playing cards with various monsters. 
 
      
 
    The four foreigners stood alone in the rocky ravine... 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, a whole Dark army marched towards them to the beating of drums and rattling of ratchets... 
 
      
 
    Only a hundred strides remained between them... a pitifully short distance... 
 
      
 
    A little off to the side, between the group of four and the orc army, flashed a patch of bright white light. The Dark forces did not even notice it. The players, however, turned their heads and saw the snow white figure of a winged angel hanging under the grayish black clouds with a shining gold halo over his head. The huge wings were totally unaffected by the rain; not a single drop fell on the golden curls of the young man with a gentle smile and forget-me-not blue eyes. The strum of an invisible harp made the noise of the rain vanish... 
 
      
 
    The angel disappeared just as suddenly as he had appeared. As the gloom gathered, the rushing of the rainfall was silenced, and the bubbling mud reflected the echo of the angel’s quiet words: 
 
      
 
    “Photo of the day! Congratulations!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf turned away. He was staring at the opponents again. Between them only ninety strides remained. The other three teammates imitated him. However, the bard and cardmaster had a much harder time keeping their faces neutral, and nearly ruined the great and pretentious indifference of the moment. Come at us, Dark army. We don’t give a damn. Just like we don’t give a damn about the angels soaring in the skies... 
 
      
 
    Poor Mith nearly exploded with the emotions overwhelming him. That’s the reaction of every rookie before battle. And it’s not just rookies. When ranks upon ranks of gray orcs are marching upon you, with the face of a ghostly shaman hovering above them, your adrenaline is guaranteed to spike sky-high, whether you’re a rookie or not. 
 
      
 
    Seventy strides remained between them... only seventy... Had there been no rain, the four players would have already been taken out by arrows and deadly magic. Fortunately, the streams of rain, beating down like heavenly spears of water, substantially decreased the reach of long-range attacks. 
 
      
 
    Sixty strides... 
 
      
 
    Crow walked forward. His strides were slow, wide, and confident. Step by step, the stocky dwarf approached the enemies, leaving behind his friends to cover his back. 
 
      
 
    Between the dwarf and the front lines of the warriors in a lethal potion-induced craze, only forty strides remained. Between his friends and the orcs, that number increased to fifty. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf thrust his hammer skywards and drove the bottom edge of his shield into the ground, splattering mud in all directions. 
 
      
 
    “Doongadan! Doon an!” 
 
      
 
    “What did he say?” asked Mith in a hoarse whisper. 
 
      
 
    “He is demanding a duel. A one-on-one fight to the death... I think. I’m no expert in funny languages—that’s Crow’s specialty.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf standing alone with the raised hammer was demanding a one-on-one fight from the army of orcs. In doing so, Crow was banking on an ancient and nearly forgotten tradition of the orc tribes. Some orcs respected the ancient rule; others had long turned into lawless brigands, who thirsted for blood and plunder. Life is harsh in the barren mountains. What bloody traditions of dueling, when you’ve got nothing in your stomach except for a thin and still twitching nepenthesis foot? And yet, the potion befuddled their brains... 
 
      
 
    In reply, the dwarf received a savage, furious howl. The howl was composed of many voices. Dozens of throats responded to such a brazen demand from some dirty midget freezing in the rain, who thought so highly of himself that he stood in the way of an attacking army of orcs! 
 
      
 
    If an enemy army commander accepts the challenge, he typically selects the strongest and most skilled of his warriors for the fight. However, when the army commander is in a state of burning rage caused by a poisonous potion... 
 
      
 
    Out of the slowing army ranks, a huge gray-skinned guy in heavy armor jumped forward with a giant two-handed sword in his hands. Twirling the weapon in the air, he sprinted towards the insolent dwarf. 
 
      
 
    The challenge was accepted... and the army halted... The shaman’s ghost opened his mouth in a silent cry of fury, his eyes rolling and cheeks quivering. His rage was understandable—the time the soldiers had left until death was ticking away! The entire army was a ticking time bomb; and each of the fighters had its own timer that could go off at any minute! Even now, as they stood without doing anything, the gihls, ricefins, and some of the orcs weakened by wounds continued to drop like felled timber, never to rise again. How can this be? Did the head shaman die a martyr’s death for nothing? 
 
      
 
    A lone dwarf stopped the entire army... 
 
      
 
    Howling from overflowing fury and strength, the orc instantly crossed the remaining measly forty strides and aimed a monstrous blow with the two-handed sword to the dwarf’s uncovered head. The sword sliced through the air and water, leaving behind a blurry trail of silver. It struck the ground, sinking deep into the soft, wet earth. With a roar, the orc wrenched out the weapon. At that moment, moving almost lazily, the dwarf stepped forward and delivered his own blow with full force. The hammer came straight down on the back of the orc’s head. It was as if Crow was working at an anvil, holding his weapon with both hands and hitting as hard as he could. Another blow... 
 
      
 
    The orcs fell onto his knees, letting out a choking snarl, and tried to get up. 
 
      
 
    Another blow... 
 
      
 
    The opponent began to lose consciousness but did not give up; he kept trying to get off his knees, to come to his senses, and to shake off the concussion and stunning effect. Meanwhile, Crow unclipped a magic staff from his belt and put away the hammer. He grabbed the back part of the collar of the enemy’s massive corselet and jumped onto the back of the bent-over orc. He pressed the top of the staff to the already damaged back of the orc’s head and fired a shot point-blank. He fired again. And again. Yelling, the orc got up. He straightened up to his full height. He spun around. Dropping his sword, he waved his hands, trying to grab the enemy who was killing him in cold blood—who still hadn’t uttered a single word! It was futile. The orc’s huge paws could not reach the dwarf. Despite being so strong, so powerful and full of muscle, the orc was incredibly clumsy and awkward. One shot followed another. After spinning around in the downpour like a shaman in a crazed dance praising the rain, the orc fell on his back into the mud, landing with the full-blown force of his weight, to try to squash the enemy and drown him in the sloppy dirt. But the dwarf did not give up. He did not let go, and continued to fire shots. So many buckshots from a good quality staff... This staff was intended to be a weapon of mass destruction, able to hit multiple targets at once if used correctly. In this case, however, its entire power was directed at a single enemy. Occasional stones flew past the target, striking the mud. 
 
      
 
    A few more shots, and the orc, who had used up his last strength to get up, buckled at the knees and fell facedown in the mud, disappearing in a dying flash. A moment later, the dwarf was standing beside his planted shield again, raising the hammer to the skies and repeating the taunting challenge: 
 
      
 
    “Doongadan! Doon an!” 
 
      
 
    The orc army answered with a furious roar so loud that, for a brief moment, the noise of the rain and the beating of drums were drowned out. Once again, the dwarf did not have to wait long. A giant staggered forward, swaying drunkenly. His level was over two hundred. The giant was a muscle machine over ten feet tall, with huge broad shoulders and fingers that almost touched the ground. His overly small head was tilted aggressively; his teeth were clenched in a snarl. The foaming mouth and bloodshot eyes spoke for themselves: the giant was in a fierce rage. The flame blazing inside him was burning him up; it did not allow him to wait, but demanded action—any action, right now! To rip, punch, clobber! The giant dragged his club behind him through the mud, leaving a deep furrow that got immediately filled with water. Thus, behind the heavily stepping giant stretched a ditch full of muddy water as he quickly approached the calmly standing Crow. 
 
      
 
    Amou gasped quietly, pressing her hands to her face in fear. Mith looked grim, his fingers digging into the magical fighting staff in his hand. Lori remained outwardly calm, although her narrowed eyes suggested the opposite. 
 
      
 
    “Damn! What a huge giant! Crowcci won’t be able to beat him! Look at his level!” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t beat him,” admitted the amazon. “And he doesn’t need to. Because that’s not our goal. We’re playing for time. We’re dragging the battle out as much as we can. The longer this fight goes on, the better. If Zap dies, I’ll go next with the same challenge cry. Maybe it’ll work. If I die, you’re next, Mith. And so, we’ll each walk, in turn, to our death. In the meantime, the gihls will keep dying. The orcs will be stunted and maimed by the internal flame that drives them mad. And no wonder! The potion made with the head shaman’s smoldering ashes is burning a hole through their hearts.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s burning a hole through ours, too. But I don’t care! I can go next,” offered Mith, greedily watching as the enemy ranks shifted impatiently, and as the giant marched onwards, egging himself on with incoherent shouts. 
 
      
 
    “If Crow falls, the orcs are unlikely to respond again to the ancient challenge to a duel. And after the death of the second challenger from our side, they are almost certain to ignore it. That’s why I’m going next. You can rub shoulders with death as the third in line.” 
 
      
 
    “How ancient is this challenge cry? Maybe there’s something newer? You know, like with medicines—the newer, the more effective...” 
 
      
 
    “The orcs hate everything new,” said Lori, smiling, as she shielded her eyes from the rain. “Just hate it. They live as their ancestors did, and as did those before them. According to the game’s legends... Watch out!” 
 
      
 
    The giant tried to trick the dwarf. He aimed a swing with his club, but kicked with his foot—and slipped. He crashed onto his back, with his heels sticking up to the sky; the rain playfully tapped his huge flat feet. Crow remained calmly standing in the same spot, leaning on the shield planted into the mud. The downpour may be magical, and the special potion may be protecting the orcs from the rain’s effects, but the slippery mud plays by its own rules and gives no damn about any of it. It is a bad idea to raise one leg too much, while the other leg is not really supported by anything. The giant experienced this sad truth firsthand. The army standing behind him screamed with disappointment and took several steps forward. They yelled so loudly and so desperately, it was as if the giant had already met his end, even though his huge figure was furiously stirring as he quickly got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    The potion gives strength and jumping power... but it doesn’t add any brains. As soon as the stupid giant got up, he jumped into the air, epically rising 50 feet above the ground. The dwarf had to crane his head in order to make out the dark yelling shape in the torrents of rain. The scene was reminiscent of a multi-tonne cargo jet taking off in rainy weather... and experiencing sudden engine failure. The roaring colossus did not reach the heavens, and transitioned into a dive, directing himself towards the ground with the full weight of grim determination. To be more precise, he wasn’t diving, but rather falling uncontrollably. Completely uncontrollably. That’s why, when the falling enemy saw the damn dwarf firmly fixing a huge two-handed sword in his future landing spot, he was definitely unimpressed. 
 
      
 
    Boom... 
 
      
 
    The effect was akin to a powerful landmine explosion. Mud splattered and water splashed in all directions. A real crater formed, at the bottom of which rested the enemy. The crater was framed by a wall of mud; the hole was quickly turning into a swimming pool with murky, foaming water. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, oh, oh,” moaned the giant, having fallen on top of the steel spike. 
 
      
 
    “Ooh, ooh, ooh,” replied the accursed army in disappointment. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, oh, oh,” the stunned giant continued to complain as he shifted around, spitting mud out of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Ooh, ooh, ooh,” the Dark army kept encouraging him as best as it could, moving forward a few steps. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, oh... AH!” the giant tried to continue, but ended in a scream. He scrambled to get out of the water. 
 
      
 
    He had no choice but to hurry: the accursed dwarf had walked up to the crater and began to fire from the staff, aiming not just anywhere, but in the lower back near the tailbone, a mountain giant’s most vulnerable spot. The enemy grasped the edge of the crater—and a forging hammer landed heavily on his fingers. It didn’t take off much health; but more importantly, the giant’s paw pulled back, and the opponent was unable to crawl out of the hole. Crow fired a shot to the knee and leapt easily over the whole crater, flying over the giant’s head. As he passed overhead, he fired into the giant’s lower back... In response came another scream. The giant got pushed towards the ground, but managed to keep his footing and began to get up again. 
 
      
 
    “Scary!” whispered Amou, unable to tear her eyes away. “It’s like David and Goliath! Except that David has a machine gun...” 
 
      
 
    One shot, two shots... 
 
      
 
    An approaching whistling noise of something rushing through the air made many look up—was another giant falling from the sky? And yes, there was something big and dark up there! This “something” ripped through the overhanging clouds and rushed downwards with the speed of an anvil thrown off a roof. The comparison wasn’t far from the truth. The dwarf had used the “Boulder” scroll, summoning a giant rock from the sky. By that time, the giant had already bent his knees for the next epic jump, getting ready to reach for the clouds. He tensed, then sprung upwards with a victorious cry, lifting up his face... and saw a completely indifferent meteorite-sized rock within a few feet of his ugly snout. He snorted in surprise and turned to stone... literally. 
 
      
 
    The two rocks collided with an ear-splitting crash. For a fraction of a second, both boulders hung in midair, wrapped and whipped by torrents of rain. The titan strained to hold back the huge boulder. So that’s who supported the heavens on his shoulders in ancient times, not allowing it to fall on human heads! The titan, however, had no foothold; thus, both rocks—the living and non—plummeted back into the crater. The boulder, splattering mud and clay, sealed the hole and came to a rest. 
 
      
 
    The giant was alive. He had used the racial ability of petrification, instantly turning to stone. This significantly increased his resistance to damage of any type, unless it was dealt by holy magic—and even that exception had its own nuances. Almost any weapon would simply shatter to pieces upon hitting a living rock. The boulder that fell on the giant’s head took away some of his health, but it did not kill him. However, it was too early for Crow to celebrate—giants could not undo their ability’s effects by themselves. The giant will spend three minutes in a non-moving, petrified state. During this time, his health will substantially recover. Then, he will regain consciousness and continue... By that time, or a little later, the boulder summoned from the skies will vanish, too. The giant will climb out of the hole and finally be able to kick the damned midget’s overconfident butt! 
 
      
 
    The dwarf knew all of this. But he also understood that, at the moment, the situation looked like this: before the enemy’s eyes, the dwarf kicked the giant, hammered his fingers, shot at him with the staff, tormented him as much as possible, and then dropped a monstrous boulder on his head. This pushed the unfortunate opponent back into the crater, which became his grave, complete with an impressively large headstone. Nothing and no one was moving inside this grave. In the absolute stillness, mourning drops of rain drummed against the headstone... Soon, the infuriated huge warrior will wake up and climb out, but for now... 
 
      
 
    Crow used the moment of stunned silence to thoroughly wipe the sole of his boot against the “headstone” of the giant’s “grave.” Then, he turned to the army and thrust his hammer towards the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Doongadan! Doon an!” 
 
      
 
    Even the rain paused for a moment at such unprecedented audacity. The orcs choked. The gihls gagged. Meanwhile, the giants scooped up mud from beneath their feet and smeared it across their own faces—a gesture of mourning. They really thought their comrade got stamped out like a cockroach. 
 
      
 
    That was when the spirit of the shaman hovering in the dark sky finally lost it. Baring his fangs, he opened his twisted mouth wide and roared madly: 
 
      
 
    “UMGAAA!!!” 
 
      
 
    Out of the gaping mouth shot a pale blue glowing ball of mysterious energy, or maybe something more solid, falling somewhere among the tight enemy ranks. 
 
      
 
    “What did he just cough up?” inquired Mith, barely able to conceal his own amazement. 
 
      
 
    Amou, on the other hand, abandoned all pretense. Jumping up and down, she waved two red rags clutched in her hands and cheered: 
 
      
 
    “Crow! Crow! Dwarves rule!” 
 
      
 
    Considering the increased strength and jumping ability from the potion, the girl almost ended up in the clouds. 
 
      
 
    “Was it some ghostly shamanic phlegm?” Mith continued to interrogate Lori. “The spittle of contempt? The saliva of strength? The spirit of gum disease? Or did the grandpa just have something stuck in his throat?” 
 
      
 
    “The shaman had died, and his soul resides in another world,” explained the amazon briefly. “His ashes were used in the potion that was drunk by numerous living beings. They give his soul special strength. That’s why the shaman is present in this world, too. It is a special ritual. In our language, it’s called ‘Spirit Bridge,’ a translation of its basic meaning from orc tongue. The shaman is standing on that bridge. That’s why he can occasionally transfer small amounts of special energy from there to here. The one who gets hit by that shamanic phlegm, as you called it, will instantly die. And then, he’ll come back to life... well, almost...” 
 
      
 
    “Oof! Crowcci!” 
 
      
 
    “Crow! Crow!” cried Amou. “The shaman is attacking with life-giving spittle! Be careful!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘from there’?” asked Mith, greedy with curiosity. “From where, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “From Angora, the Great City of the Dead,” answered Lori shortly. Mith’s eyes rolled upwards in ecstasy. He swooned, falling over into the mud, and went quiet. 
 
      
 
    “RAAAGH! Doon an!” 
 
      
 
    Wrapped in pale blue light, a distorted silhouette appeared, emitting green sparks. In one powerful leap, it covered over forty strides and landed heavily in the mud, right next to the dwarf. A monstrous hand clutching a giant magic stone staff struck the “headstone” over the petrified giant, instantly pulverizing it. The hit also destroyed the giant underneath it, turning him into stone dust, which rapidly disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Doon an, grotkh!” 
 
      
 
    “What did he say?” whispered Amou in a quavering voice. 
 
      
 
    “To the death, grotkh,” translated Lori. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm,” chorused back Mith and Amou. 
 
      
 
    “Okaaay...” said Crow very slowly, looking up at the one who, until recently, had been a rather large, yet regular orc armed with a wall-ramming magic staff. The orc had died and come back to life. His gray skin had darkened, turning almost black; his eyes blazed with a fierce blue fire; out of his fanged mouth escaped blue flames; his nails and black hair glowed, and so did his staff, which his huge hands were grasping in a death grip. The torn armor groaned with every move of the undead orc strengthened by the unknown magic. Over his head faintly glowed a short name, “Anlum,” which meant “Dead Light” in the obscure language of the Ancients. 
 
      
 
    “Okaaay...” repeated Crow, glancing sideways at the crater, which was rapidly filling with water. “Okaaay...” 
 
      
 
    “Uhng!” 
 
      
 
    The orc struck his staff against the ground with such force that everyone around felt the earth quake under their feet. The terrifying opponent hit the crater again, destroying it completely. The enemy was in no hurry. He knew his own strength and could allow himself to fully enjoy his new monstrous power without worry. The ghostly shaman, however, did not share this view, and spoke up again: 
 
      
 
    “UMGAAA!!!”“ 
 
      
 
    The order had the desired effect on the undead orc; the creature wrapped in blue light stepped towards the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “ARGH!” came a furious roar from behind the backs of Amou, Mith, and Lori. Jumping in fright, the trio turned around and stared in surprise. At the top of the hill stood a powerful figure of a graying veteran with a huge hammer in his hands. He was clad in full armor, with numerous weapons hanging all over him. Centurion Vurrius had arrived. He was pointing with his hammer at the anlum. The centurion’s mouth was twisted in an evil, sarcastic smile. He transitioned to a quick run; barely noticeable dark puffs of greenish smoke escaped his lips. His eyes were far too dark for a normal human. The centurion was overflowing with a horrible, unusual power. The rain around him was turning to hail... Vurrius was running in a cloud of snow-white hail and icy air... And, it seemed like he did not give two hoots about the magical shamanic rain and its restraining force. 
 
      
 
    Crow acted wisely. The battle with the new opponent had not yet begun: they had not crossed swords or exchanged punches. So far, the anlum only had time to show his overwhelming strength. And that was fine. The dwarf jumped back, pushing off hard from the ground. He soared upwards in a long, high arc, and landed next to his comrades. Vurrius ran right under the soaring dwarf, rushing past like a speeding freight train. He slammed full-force into the anlum, who was about to run after the fleeing dwarf. The transfigured orc did not manage to reach the escapee. Worse yet, the savagely snarling centurion hit him with such force that the anlum was sent flying backwards. The undead orc fell flat on his back and let out a howl of great fury. With a short leap, the bearlike centurion landed on the anlum’s armored chest. He raised his hammer and began to smash the visor of the enemy’s deformed helmet with such force that the opponent’s head began to sink into the mud. The roaring orc flailed, kicked, and flashed with blue lightning, but none of it helped him in the slightest. He looked like a barely grown tomcat that had wandered into a neighbor’s yard in search of new thrills, and ended up running into a mature tiger. 
 
      
 
    The blows rained down, one after another. Every once in a while, the centurion would grab the hammer with one hand, while using his other hand to rip a weapon off himself and stick, drive, screw, or thrust it into the anlum. 
 
      
 
    “How awful,” commented Lori, expressing her emotions in a voice that sounded far from frightened. She clapped the dwarf on the shoulder as he landed beside her. “Good job, dear!” 
 
      
 
    “I got lucky,” exhaled the dwarf. He tilted his head back, letting the rain wash his dirty face. “They have reached Angora!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I saw that. Actually, I’ve been thinking about something else: if Vurrius is playing host to the priest of Anrull, the ancient god of death, can you imagine the priest’s reaction to the orcs encroaching on the City of the Dead and its afterlife energy?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re about to find out,”—Crow motioned with his eyes towards the vicious fight—”judging by the smoke..” 
 
      
 
    “So much smoke,” squeaked Amou in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, sensei!” said Mith. Then he cleared his throat and declared, “I want to be like you!” 
 
      
 
    “You wanna be a brutish guy with a hammer?” clarified Lori innocently. 
 
      
 
    “No! I mean, a warrior like him!” 
 
      
 
    “Time and experience, Mith. Time and experience,” replied Crow. “And thank you. Oho! Look!” 
 
      
 
    The anlum proved that he can stand up for himself. Bending and twisting, he miraculously managed to throw off the murderous centurion. The orc leaped after his tumbling opponent, brandishing his fighting staff and shouting out battle cries. The orc army answered with enthusiastic whooping and howling. The rain crashed down with renewed strength. The ghostly shaman swayed from side to side, his lips curled into a mocking, pleased smile. 
 
      
 
    “The rotten army rejoices!” sighed Mith. “Damn you, you old bag of bones! What are you smirking at? Who are you looking down on? May your lower back give out!” 
 
      
 
    “He has no lower back...” observed Amou. 
 
      
 
    “Then I’ll shove a frog down his throat!” 
 
      
 
    The shaman suddenly stopped smiling. He frowned, baring his teeth. Mith backed up in fear. It is one thing to threaten a powerful enemy when he cannot hear you, and quite another when he can... The cardmaster was about to pay for his rudeness... 
 
      
 
    But Mith was mistaken. The shaman got angry again due to Vurrius, who publicly demonstrated the fact that no anlum, or any other opponent, will be able to bring down this royal guard, war veteran, and proud warrior. 
 
      
 
    The orc changed by the mysterious magic stirred as feebly as a tortoise in the mud. The centurion’s wet boot pressed down upon his neck. Rain washed over the glazed eyes of the stunned and beat-up orc; water swirled in his mouth, which was open in a silent scream. The centurion did not remain unscathed, either: many of his weapons were gone; his armor was torn up and even melted in places. The ground surrounding the two opponents had turned into a rainy lunar landscape—the craters carved out by the magic staff were rapidly filling with water. 
 
      
 
    “The Darkness will be defeated!” The centurion’s hoarse cry coincided with the final blow of his heavy hammer. 
 
      
 
    The anlum’s head disappeared in a gray flash of light; his limp body began to dissolve slowly and reluctantly. It was a disturbing yet fascinating sight: the undead orc resisted his second death, and thus did not disappear all at once like normal monsters. No. The anlum disappeared like a sugar cube dissolving in hot tea: an unwilling yet unavoidable disappearance. Soon, the orc’s silhouette had nearly vanished... Another victory. The forces of Light were leading 3-0. 
 
      
 
    The orc army did not even scream this time. Hesitating for only a couple of seconds, they slowly began to walk forward. Slowly and surely, they were advancing on the centurion, who was standing over the fallen anlum. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had the group of players breathed a sigh of relief than the centurion’s free hand stretched out, burying its fingers in the dissolving gray fog. He clenched his fingers and ripped out a ball of blazing pale blue energy, which was absorbed into his palm at once. Stretching out to his full height, Vurrius opened his arms wide and lowered his head, freezing in this position as though crucified on a cross. 
 
      
 
    “Oh hell no!” groaned Crow. 
 
      
 
    “What?” asked Mith and Amou simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a fight to rule.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    Black smoke billowed out of the centurion. It came from everywhere: out of cracks in his armor, out of his eyes and mouth. Suddenly coming to life, Vurrius whipped around and, pointing at the huge ghost of the shaman, screamed madly: 
 
      
 
    “How dare you encroach! How dare you draw upon the skies of Angora! WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE? YOU SCUM!” 
 
      
 
    A giant ghostly silhouette formed above the centurion. It was a male figure clothed in a black and green cloak, with a matching green hat gracing the top of his head. His eyes were blazing with a fierce green fire; his entire form was wrapped in black smoke, which was billowing out of the centurion as if he were a burning car tire. 
 
      
 
    “WHO ARE YOU?!” The thunderous cry split the heavens. The four players and the host of enemies clutched their ears simultaneously due to the deafening angry scream. 
 
      
 
    The shaman recoiled in fright. His eyes were wide with terror. His facial expression looked as if he had been caught stealing apples from someone else’s orchard. A very creepy orchard, guarded by a real nightmare. The guard seemed to have left somewhere for a while, then suddenly returned and caught the thief red-handed. 
 
      
 
    “UMGAAA!!!” answered the shaman, standing on the Spirit Bridge. 
 
      
 
    The rain crashed down from the sky, turning into a solid wall of water. Even the Peplamos Ugra potion did not help. The visibility was preserved; however, the water pressed everyone to the ground like a giant palm. Gihls, ricefins, and weaker orcs began to sink into the mud, as if drowning in a quagmire. They tried to climb out, clutching at their comrades and dragging them down with themselves. By this point, the earth had already stopped absorbing the incredible amounts of water. Roaring rivers flowed everywhere, breaking apart the orc army into a multitude of islands. Many were swept away by the foaming currents and carried off somewhere in the direction of the granite mountain peak. The ratchets went silent. The drumming stopped. The ritual torches were extinguished. The gray sky dumped a sea onto the world. 
 
      
 
    “RRAGH!” The centurion hurled the hammer, which sliced through the air and water in a shining arc, and hit the ghost in the forehead. The shaman was thrown back so hard, it was as if he were not a spirit and his forehead were made of a solid substance. The huge head fell on top of the army. Those whom the falling ghost brushed against died instantly. They simply collapsed and disappeared into the water, which then spat out gray flashes of light that faded quickly. 
 
      
 
    The black ghost hovering over the centurion’s head spread his arms, lowered his head to his chest, and began to hoarsely utter mysterious words. The ghost paid no attention to the stunned players standing behind the centurion. He simply ignored them. He was busy with far more important matters—those comparable to real sacrilege—as indicated by his downcast face twisted in vicious anger. 
 
      
 
    The spell was uttered quickly. 
 
      
 
    Its effect was instant, though somewhat unexpected. In one spot, the heavens brightened, and the stormclouds scattered in fear; two ends of a shining bridge arc dropped down from above. The bridge was carved out of white and, in places, clear blue, solid crystal. One end was on this side. The other—which was far, far away, but still within sight—led down into the ground in a steep arc. 
 
      
 
    The pulsating light covered a huge area. In that instant, gray silhouettes of fallen warriors began to rise out of the water, one after another. They soared into the air and flew towards the bridge, gliding across it into the distance—right to the descending end on the opposite side. 
 
      
 
    The ghost of the shaman was being pulled upwards; the bloated head wailed, trying to grasp the ground with its fangs, refusing to go. The bared fangs brushed against several surviving warriors, who died on the spot. The black ghost snarled in displeasure. The sound sent an icy shiver down everyone’s spine. Not a single living creature can snarl like that. Another few words, and those enemy soldiers who had just died halted on their way to the bridge. With their semi-transparent arms, they grasped the bawling head of the shaman, lifted it up slightly and pulled it along after themselves. The orc shaman let out a miserable wail. His martyr-like death had been in vain; he did not lead the fighters into battle... and now, he was already on the bridge... and his giant balloon of a face deflated pathetically in an instant. Instead of a huge imposing head appeared a frail, gray-haired orc. Bent over from old age, he was leaning on a staff and barely shuffling his trembling thin legs. The bridge swallowed him up, taking along a few more souls. It flashed once more, brighter than ever, shining through the warriors. Then it vanished... simply dissolved, disappeared into the ground, evaporated into thin air... 
 
      
 
    The rain came down again, quickly losing its former strength. First it became a typical downpour, and then just a normal rain that fell hard and fast. 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
     Congratulations! 
 
     The potion Peplamos Ugra has been neutralized! 
 
     You have been poisoned by the ancient orc fire poison Peplamos Ugra! 
 
       
 
     Additional notes: 
 
     The poisoning has been downgraded from extreme to very strong. 
 
       
 
     It is recommended to drink an antidote or visit an experienced healer as soon as possible. 
 
       
 
     The poison does not affect the amount of a character’s Hit Points. The poison’s effect is a delayed death. 
 
       
 
     02:17:12 
 
     02:17:11… 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    The huge black ghost flowed back into the swaying centurion. 
 
      
 
    Regaining his senses, Vurrius took an unsteady step towards the enemies. Raising his hammer, he took another step, overcoming his weakness; he fell to one knee, but managed to get up and take another step. 
 
      
 
    “For the Light!” he whispered hoarsely, swaying in the rain and stubbornly forging ahead. “For the Light!” 
 
      
 
    The surviving orcs, gihls, giants, ricefins, and others, responded with a gradually increasing furious roar. Slipping in the mud, they were picking up their weapons, while keeping their eyes locked on the swaying silhouette of the old warrior as they marched towards him. 
 
      
 
    “For the Light!” cried Crow as he ran forwards. 
 
      
 
    “For the Light!” echoed the redheaded amazon, quickly overtaking him as she sprinted ahead. 
 
      
 
    “For the Liiiight!” joined in Mith and Amou, following their mentors into battle. 
 
      
 
    “The enemy shall not pass!” growled Vurrius, landing the first hit and driving a gihl with a spear into the ground. 
 
      
 
    “He shall not pass!” agreed the dwarf, covering the centurion’s flank with a shield to deflect a blow from an orc with a saber, while kicking another one in the knee. He raised his hammer. 
 
      
 
    “For Gray Peak!” cried Lori, driving both krises into the throat of a giant and jumping away to evade his blow. 
 
      
 
    “For Gray Peak!” 
 
      
 
    With snarls, two summoned wolves lunged at the screaming gihls. A shot of shrapnel from a staff mowed down several orcs. 
 
      
 
    “We shall protect our homeland, 
 
      
 
    The land of our fathers! 
 
      
 
    Bring on the war! 
 
      
 
    We’re not afraid!...” 
 
      
 
    The girl bard’s song resounded in the rain, growing stronger and stronger. 
 
      
 
    “The enemy shall never pass!” 
 
      
 
    “They shall not pass!” 
 
      
 
    “Not ever!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Quiet reading in peace... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE DWARF SAT ON THE ROOF of a canopy positioned at the top of his hill. The height wasn’t much—but it was his own, reached by himself, defended by him and not surrendered to the enemy. And there were a lot of enemies... 
 
      
 
    With his feet up on a closed wooden chest, the dwarf had his nose in a book. He was enjoying the adventures of a hobbit, who also happened to be traveling through tunnels beneath mountains and had stumbled upon a strange golden ring, hiding it in one of his deep pockets. A battle of riddles lay ahead... 
 
      
 
    Over the dwarf’s head was a peacefully blue sky, with a couple of snow-white clouds crawling lazily across it. In the distance towered the granite mountain peak, over the top of which soared a young female eagle, her wings spread out. A little above her hovered another eagle with the human name Chrys. The eagle diligently and somewhat clumsily courted his feathered lady friend. Occasionally, he would glance towards the faraway hill, where his foolish owner was busy reading. Why waste time on books, when you can hunt instead? The female eagle let out a sharp cry and swooped up towards the sun. Chrys followed her with ease... 
 
      
 
    Following them with his eyes, Crow threw a blanket over Baby, who was napping beside him. The girl was beginning to look like a lizard basking in the warm sun—that’s how much she had relaxed, sprawling out on the ground in sleepy bliss. 
 
      
 
    Under the dwarf’s arm stood a shallow, wide casket of charmed wood, which concealed within itself a book in black and green binding. The book was a chronicle of the acts of the priests of Anrull. A forbidden book, it did not possess any magic; however, it did contain some rather unsavory historical facts. Belowground, under the hill, inside a new enchanted locker located in the headquarters, lay two more books. Out of the books offered to him by clans, the dwarf chose three. He paid for them fairly with the much-desired colored bricks. He also let the clans know that the demand was still there, and thus, he needed more offers. Soon, he will visit the inn again to check mail, and then make a secure trade. 
 
      
 
    The terrifying spirit had not departed from the body of Centurion Vurrius. It still nested inside of him, somewhere close to the brave heart of the old soldier. Right now, the grim and embarrassed centurion had locked himself in the dark tower. He was sulking, angry with himself. The players had already let him know, in private conversation, that they were well aware of the situation, so he didn’t have to lie to them. They also mentioned that they were trying to help, though they couldn’t guarantee any results. The centurion listened to them in silence before disappearing into the tower. Since then, he only left it once, in order to present medals to the four players. Amou, Lori, and Mith each received a Bronze Shield. Crow earned himself a Silver Shield. 
 
      
 
    The ghost of the priest of Anrull had quieted down. Since his savage outburst of fanatical anger and the summoning of the extraordinary bridge, he seemed to have exhausted himself and gone temporarily quiet. Everyone was glad at this fact—it bought them time. Even Vurrius himself had been weakened substantially, which was unsurprising after such a battle. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of the battle... 
 
      
 
    The orcs had been soundly defeated. Not completely, of course; not if you considered the war on a global scale. In the vicinity of Gray Peak, however, not a single orc remained. The rest of the enemies were gone, too. Even the nepentheses fled. According to scouting reports, the tracks of the survivors led to the east and southeast. The orcs had retreated to their home mountain ranges. They won’t be able to stay there for long, though—the war isn’t over yet. Soon, they’ll be tossed into another battle by the will of their merciless goddess Guorra. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, the fight at Gray Peak had been memorable... 
 
      
 
    The centurion and the four players were being pressured on all sides. Although the enemies were in rough shape, they still outnumbered them by far. With the generous use of spell scrolls and staffs, the players managed to deal significant damage to their opponents. Gihls went down by the dozen. Orcs and giants died more reluctantly, but that’s where Vurrius came in. Yet even with his help, it was impossible to handle them all. Sometimes, though, when you are giving it all you’ve got, when you are completely drained and exhausted, a real miracle happens... 
 
      
 
    The first miracle appeared in the form of the cook in a scarlet cape, leading five other guards behind him. As it turned out later, using magic, they had been watching everything from the start. Vurrius, too, saw Crow’s heroic feat—which is why he rushed over to help. After a while, the rest of the guards could not stand by watching anymore. So they sent the cook along with a group of five soldiers. 
 
      
 
    The second miracle was a combat unit of young phoenixes. Seven flaming birds fell from the clearing skies in fiery retribution. The rain had almost stopped, with only sparse drops falling from the sky. Wrapped in clouds of steam and looking like crashing fighter jets, the phoenixes attacked the remains of the dark army. This was the arrival of the requested reinforcements, which were sent in advance by the royal guard, when it became clear that the orcs were determined to cause real havoc. As the rain ceased, it allowed the phoenixes to descend, which spelled the end for the enemy forces who based themselves in the rocky ravine by the lone outpost. 
 
      
 
    There was quite a bit of plunder. Two thirds of it Vurrius gave to the players, briefly noting that it was specifically them who played a major role in securing the victory. Nobody questioned that statement. They could have argued, of course. But why? Especially since Vurrius had become even more well-disposed towards the players, particularly towards Crow. Taking advantage of the opportunity, while still smeared in dirt from the fighting, the dwarf bought out three fairly large square plots of land in the rocky ravine. Also, he sought verbal confirmation that, as soon as he sells the loot and collects enough money, he will be able to purchase a few more land plots. Vurrius agreed. At the same time, he frowned in confusion. Why on earth did the stubborn dwarf want so much land, which was unsuitable for farming, or ranching, or hunting? But who knows these dwarves... 
 
      
 
    Everyone was resting. Well... almost everyone. 
 
      
 
    Amou had unexpectedly disappeared belowground; she was snoozing in the headquarters, curled up into a ball in one of the armchairs and covered with a blanket. 
 
      
 
    Mith had completely lost his marbles. He continued to dig... Nobody could have expected this out of him: after a grand battle, after the awards ceremony, after long friendly banter and a nearly sleepless, exhausting night spent hauling trophies, Mith returned underground and began to dig, pushing ahead bit by bit and clearing the ancient buried streets of the dead city. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of the dead—the ghosts that had hung around the coffins did not reappear. It seems that the ghostly bridge that had appeared nearby scared them away... but they may return soon... 
 
      
 
    But Crow will deal with that later. As for now, let him enjoy the present: the warmth of the sun, the peacefully snoring Baby at his side, an excellent book in one hand, and a glass of sweet red wine in the other. What else could you ask for in life? Nothing. Nothing at all. This is exactly what peaceful and lazy absolute happiness looks like... 
 
      
 
    Nothing and no one will be able to get him to move. No amount of bribery will get the dwarf to shift from his warm and relaxing spot. 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci! Crowcci! You won’t believe this!” Mith’s muffled yell came from the hole at the top of the hill, out of which his dirty and disheveled head appeared seconds later. “This is beyond awesome!” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” groaned back the dwarf, despair in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “C’mon! You’ve gotta see it!” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t it wait ‘til tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “‘Tomorrow’? You don’t know what you’re saying! Take a look at this! I did NOT see this coming. I was just digging away, bit by bit, not hurting anyone... And then—BAM!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay... don’t yell...” 
 
      
 
    Getting up gingerly, the dwarf put aside his book, finished the wine in his glass, grunted, wiped his lips, and jumped down into the hole. Dropping down into the tomb, he dived into the next tunnel, following Mith. They rushed through the corridors, past the tower, past the headquarters, going further until they entered a partially excavated street. Here were traces of recent digging and piles of soil. And here was a crumbling brick wall that had obviously recently collapsed. Behind it was a barely lit unburied street that stretched out of sight. Unbroken glass gleamed dimly in some windows. Doors creaked faintly in the distance. 
 
      
 
    “Here it is,” said Mith, bewildered. “I didn’t do anything—it just happened!” 
 
      
 
    “I see...” The dwarf scratched his head thoughtfully as he read the system message: 
 
      
 
    
     CONGRATULATIONS! 
 
       
 
     You are the first heroes to set foot in the mystic ancient city of Gvaktal! 
 
     You were unlucky! 
 
     However, perseverance and determination will help you in the face of adversity! 
 
     You are a trailblazer, unlike those who will follow in your footsteps! 
 
     Traveling off the beaten path has always been a hard endeavor! 
 
       
 
     Penalties: 
 
     Ability to cause physical damage to inhabitants of the locality is reduced by: 25% 
 
     Ability to cause magical damage to inhabitants of the locality is reduced by: 25% 
 
     Chance of trophies falling out of killed monsters is reduced by: 25% 
 
     Chance of delivering a critical physical/magical hit is reduced by: 15% 
 
     Chance of successfully collecting/extracting resources is reduced by: 25% 
 
     Physical damage caused by monsters is increased by: 25% 
 
     Magical damage caused by monsters is increased by: 25% 
 
     Quality of mapping is reduced by: 25% 
 
     Speed of any type of travel across the locality is reduced by: 10% 
 
     Regeneration of life/mana is reduced by: 10% 
 
       
 
     Penalties will remain in effect for: 23:59:59. 
 
       
 
     Bonuses: 
 
       
 
     Presence of ancient objects: Yes. 
 
     Current availability/amount: 6/6. 
 
       
 
     Presence of ancient non-magical knowledge/recipes: Yes. 
 
     Current availability/amount: Unknown. 
 
       
 
     Presence of ancient magic knowledge: Yes. 
 
     Current availability/amount: Unknown. 
 
       
 
     Presence of unique monsters that had never been seen before: Yes. 
 
     Number of types: Unknown. 
 
     Presence of traces of the disappeared race of the Ancients in the locality: Unknown. 
 
       
 
     Note: 
 
       
 
     Many guilds would be quite happy to pay a hefty sum for such unique trophies or knowledge! 
 
       
 
     Unique achievement unlocked! 
 
     You have achieved “Trailblazer”! 
 
     (The given achievement has no ranks and cannot be improved upon.) 
 
       
 
     A memorable achievement for all adventurers 
 
     who had discovered a path to previously unexplored lands! 
 
       
 
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
     a deliberately rough and carelessly carved wooden statuette of a tired traveler shading his eyes with his palm as he looks into the distance. 
 
     Class of object: rare. 
 
     Status of object: collectible item. 
 
       
 
     ATTENTION! 
 
       
 
     The patron of these lands has NOT been destroyed! 
 
       
 
     Be on your guard! 
 
       
 
     ATTENTION! 
 
       
 
     Local flora and fauna exhibits EAFD (Extreme Aggression of First Degree). 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    “What are we gonna do now, Crowcci? Are we gonna go inside? You know, into the lost and mythical Gvaktal...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll definitely go, Mith. Definitely. We’ll go first thing tomorrow... We’re heroes, aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell, yeah! But why can’t we go right now? Let’s take a peek at the ugly mugs of the locals there...” 
 
      
 
    “Without any preparation? Don’t you remember anything I taught you? Hmm... Well, if it’s just a tiny peek...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
      
 
    “Not a word to the girls about our little excursion!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it!” 
 
      
 
    “Keep behind me... Let’s see what this mythical and ancient Gvaktal is all about...” 
 
      
 
    “Treasures await us! Great, amazing treasures! Chests filled with gold and jewels! Crowns set with rubies! And a couple of good shovels...” 
 
      
 
    Stepping carefully, the adventurers walked down the silent street, turning at the next corner and disappearing from view. A dreamy whisper echoed from out of sight: 
 
      
 
    “We might even find a pickaxe...” 
 
      
 
    The next book of the series! 
 
    The Crow Cycle Book #4: LitRPG Series 
 
      
 
    End of Book Three 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Thank you for reading The Crow Cycle! 
 
    If you like our books and want to keep reading, download our FREE Publisher's Catalog, a must-read for any LitRPG fan which lists some of the finest works in the genre: 
 
      
 
    Tales of Wonder and Adventure: The Best of LitRPG, Fantasy and Sci-Fi (Publisher's Catalog) 
 
      
 
    New! 
 
    Cooldown (Unfrozen Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Anton Tekshin 
 
      
 
    Gates of Thunder (Loner Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Alex Kosh 
 
      
 
    Idea (Starting Point Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    The Cub (The Bear Clan Book 1) A Progression Fantasy 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    The Crow Cycle Book #1 LitRPG Series  
 
    by Dem Mikhailov  
 
      
 
    Volper (Alpha Rome Book 1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Ros Per 
 
      
 
    Second Shot (Fantasia Book #1) LitRPG Series  
 
    by Simon Vale  
 
      
 
    Isle of Destiny (A Buccaneer's Due Book #1 LitRPG Series) 
 
    by Igor Knox 
 
      
 
    Short Stories: 
 
    You're in Game! 
 
    (LitRPG Stories from Bestselling Authors) 
 
      
 
    You’re In Game-2 
 
    (More LitRPG stories set in your favorite worlds!) 
 
      
 
    New Release! 
 
      
 
    Please meet our new author! Kaitlyn Weiss writes in the genres of romantic fantasy, urban fantasy and fantasy adventure. You can download her first book for free on Amazon: Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1). 
 
    Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1) 
 
    by Kaitlyn Weiss 
 
      
 
    ALL BOOKS BY DEM MIKHAILOV: 
 
      
 
    Clan Dominance: The Sleepless Ones  LitRPG Series 
 
      
 
    Nullform  RealRPG Series 
 
      
 
    The Crow Cycle  LitRPG Series  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending The Crow Cycle to your friends and posting the link on social media. The more people buy the book, the sooner we'll be able to make new translations available. 
 
    Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Want to be the first to know about our latest LitRPG, sci fi and fantasy titles from your favorite authors? 
 
      
 
    Subscribe to our New Releases newsletter! 
 
      
 
    Be the first to know about new LitRPG releases! 
 
      
 
    Visit our 
 
    Facebook LitRPG page 
 
    to meet new and established LitRPG authors! 
 
      
 
    Tell us more about yourself and your favorite books, view new book covers and make friends with other LitRPG fans! 
 
      
 
    More LitRPG news and discussions at fellow LitRPG group 
 
    GameLit Society! 
 
      
 
    Follow the latest LitRPG news on Twitter! 
 
      
 
    Till next time!

  

 
  
    
 
      
 
    About The Author 
 
      
 
    Dem Mikhailov was born on November 23 1979 in the city of Zarafshan (the Republic of Uzbekistan). His natural aptitude for science and technology decided his initial career choice, prompting him to enter the local industrial college. Upon graduation, he worked in the mining industry specializing in separation and beneficiation of metals. Still, he didn’t find much joy in the admittedly boring job. Fed up with the daily grind, Dem finally decided to radically change his lifestyle and moved to Turkey where he spent the next twelve years working in the leisure industry, rising through the ranks from a regular entertainer to an animation team manager. Although leisure-time animation is admittedly a vocation for the young, it allowed Dem to mix with all kinds of people and later use his knowledge of human types and characters in his books.  
 
    In 2012, Dem Mikhailov returned to his home town, which marked the beginning of his stellar writing career. He’s rightly considered one of the founding fathers of LitRPG, and his legendary saga The Sleepless Ones (The World of Waldyra) became one of the cult LitRPG series serving as an inspiration for such bestselling LitRPG authors as Vasily Mahanenko, Dan Sugralinov and Michael Atamanov. 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





