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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bright virtual sun hung directly over the great city of Algora, generously pouring light over the roofs of houses, reflecting off of colorful stained-glass windows, and drying out puddles left from yesterday’s rain. The rain had evidently been quite heavy. It cleansed the city from dirt and garbage, sending them into the gutters, and thus straight into the deep catacombs of Algora. 
 
      
 
    The guards, feeling lazy from the sun’s warmth, watched the endless throng of people going in and out of the city. None of them bothered getting in the people’s way. One of the guards noticed a white dot moving among the crowds, and, looking more closely, squinted in disbelief. He said nothing, however, as his eyes followed the steadily moving form of a short and stocky dwarf. The guard’s surprise was understandable. The dwarf looked far too ridiculous, dressed in only a canvas shirt that was worn and torn in places, plus a pair of similar-looking pants. He had no shoes, no hat, nor any kind of weapon in his hands. Only a thin sack was slung over his back. Well, that was his business. As long as he wasn’t walking around naked, the guards didn’t care. Let him go on his way. That was the mentality of the “locals,” the native inhabitants in the world of Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    The “outsiders” or “foreigners,” as the players were called here, looked upon the passing dwarf with sincere curiosity and even bewilderment. Their attention was drawn to his “noob” clothes, which every player receives at the start. There wasn’t the slightest hint of weaponry on his back or on his waist. Upon further inspection of the strange player-dwarf (it was definitely a player), their confusion only deepened. What particularly stood out was his bizarre nickname, “Crow Eater,” which sounded neither heroic, nor meaningful, nor even remotely exotic. A dwarf that eats crows... Ridiculous! Beside the innocently green nickname was a very lonely and pitiful-looking number “1”. 
 
      
 
    Level One! Without any equipment! And he is mindlessly heading right outside the safe walls of Algora! What a noob! 
 
      
 
    Stifled laughs were heard from all sides, and someone tried to call out to the strange dwarf: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, newbie! Wait! Isn’t it a bit early for you to go outside these walls? You’ll get eaten by mons—” 
 
      
 
    The well-wisher did not get to finish his sentence. The dwarf’s broad back was visible for a split second—then it vanished among the crowds that thronged into the archway of the gates. 
 
      
 
    “You fool!” groaned the well-wisher in frustration, casting a last glance at the city gate. “You’ll get killed over there! Stupid newbie...” 
 
      
 
    Oblivious to these dire warnings, Crow Eater was already past the gates and outside the city. Turning sharply, he walked along the outside wall. He directed his steps towards the emerald tents slightly further ahead, which were situated in the shade of five spreading ancient oaks. His bare feet trod confidently on the bright green grass, with his gaze fixed on his destination. Despite what the other players might think, the dwarf knew exactly what he was doing when he left the securely guarded city. And he left right on time, in order to arrive at the tents an hour before noon. As soon as the dwarf reached the tents, he was stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Halt, stranger!” called a thickset guard with a gray mustache. He was sitting at an ordinary wooden table, and, despite the heat, wearing a corselet polished to a shine. “You cannot pass through here! These are summer barracks for the guards. No trespassers allowed.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, most honorable sir. I thank you for the warning.” The dwarf sank into a deep bow, nearly touching the tall grass with his forehead. “Will you listen to my humble request, sir? 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” hummed the guard uncertainly, eying the rather modestly dressed midget. “I see you’re well-mannered... No harm in hearing you out. Well, speak!” 
 
      
 
    “I am weak,” the dwarf confessed his status outright, “and I still have a long journey ahead. Anything can happen on the way.” 
 
      
 
    “That is true. But what do you want—what’s-your-name?” 
 
      
 
    “Crow,” said the dwarf, breaking into a wide disarming smile. “My name is Crow. May I know your worthy name, most honorable sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” mused the guard, smoothing his mustache with his fingers. “How respectful you are, Crow... I am called Andregvaartiel. Do you hear?” 
 
      
 
    “I hear.” 
 
      
 
    “Now try to repeat it!” 
 
      
 
    “A splendid name! Andregvaartiel! If I am not mistaken, such names are given in the faraway northern regions with harsh climates, where only the strongest survive. You must be from Winterhills, are you not, honorable Andregvaartiel?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct,” nodded the stunned guard with the unpronounceable name. “That is exactly where I am from: Winterhills.” 
 
      
 
    “And your name means ‘tough as a vaart’!” added Crow. “Your esteemed parents gave you a splendid name, honorable Andregvaartiel!” 
 
      
 
    “I am simply amazed,” confessed the man with the graying mustache. “You are wise beyond your years, boy! I’m impressed!” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill towards interactions with Andregvaartiel, head of the guard camp! 
 
       
 
   
 
    Crow did not show the slightest surprise upon seeing the message pop up on the virtual screen in front of his eyes. He merely closed it, taking it for granted. His conversation with the head of the guard camp had not been improvised on the spot. Before coming here, he already found out some things about the gray-mustached guard and skillfully laid out his cards on the table, earning one point for his reputation. Crow researched this information even before his rebirth into the world of Waldyra. He even made sure to memorize the long and difficult name by repeating it aloud dozens of times. And now he was reaping the well-deserved fruits of his labor. Everything was going according to plan. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your kind words! I do not deserve them.” The dwarf bowed politely once again. 
 
      
 
    “Crow... I will remember that name, son,” promised Andregvaartiel. “But what did you want? Hurry, I need to send two dozen guards to their shift soon.” 
 
      
 
    One of the traits that was commonly—but not always—shared among the guards was their strong sympathy towards “foreigners” who recently arrived in this world. Sometimes, this amounted to a desire to help. 
 
      
 
    “This was exactly what I wanted to talk about, good sir. May I accompany the noble guards on their journey? One of the passing travelers, seeing my weakness and poverty, advised me to seek help from you and ask for your charity. I cannot protect myself from beasts or highway robbers.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... You do not ask for much. Why not help?” The head of guard nodded decidedly, “Your request is granted! What is your destination? And for what purpose?” 
 
      
 
    “My destination lies toward the Gray Peak, honorable Andregvaartiel,” responded Crow. “Common folk say there is plenty of work there for those who do not mind hard labor.” 
 
      
 
    “Gray Peak...hmm...That is exactly where my guards are headed. An outpost has been established there by royal decree for the protection of travelers. And you are right: there is plenty of work over there. Alright, then! I will give my young men the order to watch over you on the way. You will not get there by foot. Even though it is not very far, you do not look like an exceptional hiker. We will put you on top of the cart with supplies.” 
 
      
 
    “I thank you again with all of my heart,” bowed the player named Crow, pressing his hand to his chest. 
 
      
 
    “Let us go already,” grunted the gray-mustached guard good-naturedly, getting up and beckoning to the dwarf to follow him. 
 
      
 
    The head of the guard knew his job well. Less than ten minutes later, the dwarf was already sitting on the cart loaded with heavy sacks and hitched to a pair of bay draft horses. Two dozen mounted guards surrounded several carts on all sides, and the tiny convoy set off down the road, moving south towards the outline of the tall mountains barely visible in the distance. 
 
      
 
    Crow did not forget to wave goodbye to Andregvaartiel of Winterhills, expressing his gratitude for the help. He waited until the emerald tents and waving royal flags were completely out of sight before turning to the nearest guard, whose horse was walking unhurriedly alongside the cart. He began a conversation about nothing in particular, the sort of talk reserved for a long road ahead. At least, that’s what it looked like from the side. Actually, Crow was working hard to establish connections. If they couldn’t be friends, or even buddies, then they could at least be casual acquaintances. And he was quite successful. By the end of the relatively brief journey, when the lonely watchtower came into view, the ragged dwarf managed to find out and memorize a dozen new names. To avoid relying only on his memory, Crow carefully wrote all the information into a notebook that was part of the interface. Each name was accompanied by a short description of outward characteristics and special traits, if any. 
 
      
 
    “Glintius: Tall guard with long red hair, round nose, and deep scar on left cheek. According to Glintius, scar was received from sword blow during fight with robbers. This occurred 10 years ago.” 
 
      
 
    Over a dozen similar notes were made for the others. He didn’t manage to raise his reputation with any of the guards, but that wasn’t Crow’s objective at the moment. There would be time for local social games. 
 
      
 
    With a last creak of the wheels, the cart stopped in front of the tower. Not waiting to be told, the dwarf hurriedly jumped down to the ground and bowed low, loudly addressing all guards at once: 
 
      
 
    “Thank you kindly, good guards! Only thanks to you was I able to stay safe and sound!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mention it,” answered one of the older guards with a careless wave. “You are a good, modest fella. Helping your kind is only natural. Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    He was dismissed, but the dwarf had no plans of leaving. By that time, most of the guards had already dispersed and were conversing with their buddies from the previous shift. Only three of them remained near the cart; they were the youngest and without mustaches. Glancing sideways at the cart, the dwarf scratched his head and asked uncertainly: 
 
      
 
    “Shall I help with unloading? As a thank-you for your help.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you manage?” inquired the raven-haired Scipio with a slight laugh, whose name the dwarf had already found out and written down. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try!” replied the dwarf with enthusiasm, his eyes searching for the smallest bags and containers. “I cannot manage anything too heavy, as my strength cannot rival yours yet, but I’ll do what I can! I cannot leave my debt to your kindness unpaid!” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, then!” grinned Scipio, exchanging a brief look with his friends. “‘Tis a sin to refuse help so willingly given.” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill towards interactions with the guards of Gray Peak! 
 
       
 
   
 
    Crow did not wait to be told. Knowing the limitations of his character, he grabbed a small white sack labeled “salt” and, clutching it to his chest, hurried after Scipio, who had slung a huge 150 lb sack of flour over the shoulder with ease. They were heading towards a fairly short but solidly built log house, which was attached to the watchtower. The tower itself was made of stone and crowned with a wide lookout platform under a thatched roof. As it turned out, the log house was used for general storage. Once inside, Crow was careful not to show excessive interest in his surroundings, and only glanced sideways out of the corners of his eyes. On top of the shelves lay food supplies, bunches of arrows, some armor... That was pretty much it. Only the most needed items for carrying out duties. Without looking more closely, the dwarf carefully set down the little white bag of salt on the indicated shelf. Then he hurried back to the cart, glancing anxiously at his quarter-filled tiredness level. He wasn’t going to slack off. He needed to put in his best effort; the guards must see him trying his hardest, not just pretending to work. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the supplies cart was empty—mostly due to the efforts of the powerful guards, rather than those of the feeble dwarf. Level One is only the first level, after all. Nevertheless, Crow put in 200% effort, decisively grabbing objects of more-or-less suitable weight and nearly dragging them to the storeroom. At times, he would practically crawl out the doors of the log house and fall down exhausted, lying flat on the ground until his energy came back. Then he would bounce to his feet and hurry back to the cart, searching for the next suitable object to carry. His greatest achievement was a small barrel of dill pickles. He could have rolled it along the ground, but instead, Crow carried it in his arms, huffing and nearly collapsing within a few feet of the shelf. Still, he managed to cover the last few steps and put the barrel in its place. In reward for this feat, the game system took pity on him and presented the following message: 
 
      
 
    
     Your strength has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
   
 
    The game system had counted the exhausting unloading as physical exercise. As if wishing to add zest to this statement, the system threw him another surprise: his canvas shirt suddenly tore along the shoulder seam. Plus, it now had more dirty stains than ever. After this fact, another message appeared, this time containing a direct hint: 
 
      
 
    
     A character’s outward appearance plays an important role in the world of Waldyra! 
 
       
 
   
 
    Completely unconcerned, the dwarf closed both messages dispassionately. He looked over at the cart, making sure it was empty. Smiling with relief and wiping his dirty face on his sleeve, he turned to the trio of young guards. Laying a hand to his chest, he gave them short bow: 
 
      
 
    “I hope I was of some assistance, good guards!” 
 
      
 
    “Participation counts,” smiled Scipio. “You helped as much as you could. And that is enough. Am I right, brothers?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right!” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed!” 
 
      
 
    “Here, take this!” The guard whose beard had barely begun to grow stretched out something in his hand: a wooden spool of black thread with a couple of needles stuck deeply into it. “It’s a present from me. Since your clothes have completely worn out, I see.” 
 
      
 
    “Many thanks!” Crow decided not to refuse and happily accepted the gift. 
 
      
 
    “Take this, too!” Scipio handed him a large red apple. “For a snack.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, kind Scipio,” said the shabby-looking dwarf, remembering to express gratitude as well as mention the name of his benefactor. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s something from me, too...why not...” rumbled the voice of the largest-looking of the three, who reached out and handed Crow half a huge loaf of bread. “You can’t work on an empty stomach.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you! Thank you very much, kind Theos!” 
 
      
 
    “I hope we’ll see each other again,” said Scipio, clapping the dwarf on the shoulder, “but now it’s time for us to go to our shift.” 
 
      
 
    After saying goodbye to the guards, the player watched them depart; then he carefully placed the gifts inside his bag, looked around, and, spotting a sloping hill a short distance away, jogged towards it. 
 
      
 
    Sitting at the top of the hill, which was thickly covered with dry grass, Crow began to study the surrounding area. His sharp eyes noted every minor detail, every landmark, and every feature in the surroundings, committing even the most trivial things to memory. 
 
      
 
    The area was relatively flat, with rocky soil. There was some vegetation, though it was quite sparse. The nearest trees were rather distant, but not too far away. The location resembled a small valley, in the middle of which stood the watchtower constructed from roughly hewn stone. And that was it. There were absolutely no other buildings, unless you counted the log warehouse and the two canopy shelters beside it. One of the shelters was used as a kitchen; a dozen hammocks also hung there. The other one was an improvised stable, able to shield from the sun or rain, but not from the wind. 
 
      
 
    All in all, everything was just as Crow had expected, based on the information he read about this new outpost created barely a week ago by special royal decree. Most importantly, the guards were already here. The location was declared conditionally safe. The large square area with a tower in its center was free of monsters, with the guards vigilantly scouting the surroundings. The top of the hill where he was sitting offered an excellent view: Crow watched a dozen newly arrived guards leave to patrol the nearby area, a few more soldiers taking their posts, and the rest busying themselves with housekeeping, such as cooking and other minor chores. 
 
      
 
    To the side was a very tall and narrow peak of grayish brown grim-looking stone, which gave the outpost its name: Gray Peak. It was just a big chunk of rock, covered with deep cracks and quite unfriendly in appearance. It was quite close by—less than a half-mile away. 
 
      
 
    “Good day.” 
 
      
 
    A soft voice had spoken from the bottom of the hill. 
 
      
 
    Involuntarily flinching, Crow looked down and met the gaze of an angel, who was quietly standing at the base of the grass mound. His snow-white robes were embroidered with gold; his golden curls were elegantly styled into an elaborate hairdo... Blimey... A member of the admin decided to pay him a visit. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Immortal One,” said the dwarf with a slight smile. “An angel has descended for me? My time has come, then? To go to heaven? Already?” 
 
      
 
    “Please do not joke like that!” The angel sounded reproachful. “There is no reason to worry—or to make such foolish jokes.” 
 
      
 
    “My apologies,” smiled the dwarf yet again. 
 
      
 
    “You are in excellent health. There is nothing to get anxious over,” repeated the angel forcefully. “Believe me, we watch quite carefully over...your kind. This is no more than a courtesy visit. Live happily and prosper.” 
 
      
 
    “Live...” repeated the dwarf grimly. “Thank you, I’ll try.” 
 
      
 
    “But your chosen location—isn’t it a bit boring?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. I like it here,” Crow assured the admin representative. “I like it a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’ve decided to stay awhile?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” beamed the carefree dwarf. 
 
      
 
    The angel responded with an equally warm-hearted smile. 
 
      
 
    “The choice is yours. All the roads of Waldyra are open to you,” shrugged the Immortal One. “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “I am very well, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, let me take my leave then. Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” said Crow to an already empty spot as the angel vanished in a flash of gold. 
 
      
 
    Sitting still for another minute or so, the dwarf’s face suddenly split into a wide happy grin. He scooped up a handful of soil, let it fall through his fingers, and muttered: 
 
      
 
    “Live happily and prosper...I shall try. Try to live, to be happy... to prosper. Well? Is it time to start? Yes, I think so.” 
 
      
 
    A window of basic stats appeared before his eyes, indicating that his character was currently at the very beginning of his path. 
 
      
 
    
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 2 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 1 
 
       
 
     Agility: 1 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 1 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
   
 
    After skeptically scrolling through his pathetic stats, the dwarf pulled off his ragged shirt with a sigh, and regarded his own powerful biceps and bulging chest with amusement. His torso looked extremely muscular (which was unsurprising, given that Crow had personally created the character’s appearance), but it had no strength whatsoever. At least not yet. It was all just for show, a complete sham. 
 
      
 
    He needed to start correcting this flaw immediately. The guard post was ideal for this purpose, as it was still in the process of being built; however, the “newborn” dwarf could not yet take advantage of the opportunities it offered. He simply didn’t have enough strength. 
 
      
 
    Judging by the information obtained from his research, the Gray Peak location was bound to change significantly. Future building plans included barracks for the guards, with a summer kitchen beside them and spacious stables nearby; and later, when the basic amenities are in place, they will add a small market, where travelers can purchase supplies for their journey and sell excess meat or pelts. But that’s still far off in the future. The game world of Waldyra was notorious for creating difficulties for both players and “locals.” All the above-mentioned things will not magically appear out of nowhere. Everything will need to be built by the hands of the guards, who have enough to deal with already. Crow planned to offer his services to the tired guards very soon. But not until he can manage to lift at least a small log. There is no use for weaklings at a medieval construction site, where the only mechanically assisted means were horses and carts. 
 
      
 
    Flopping onto his back, the dwarf rolled over and dug his palms into the firm rocky soil; with a short exhale, he straightened his arms in his first push-up. O-one... t-two... His elbows bent and straightened again obediently as his tiredness level crawled rapidly upward. On the twenty-fifth push-up, his elbows refused to obey, and his entire body collapsed to the ground. Lying face down, Crow smiled contentedly while closely examining the emerald blades of sparse grass that sprouted between rocks. No sooner had the scarlet indicator of tiredness stopped blinking, than the dwarf resumed his exercise, managing to squeeze out another four push-ups. After this, he briefly froze in another stupor. The most important thing was to not let his body rest too much, to not let tiredness disappear. 
 
      
 
    A half-hour’s worth of exhausting and somewhat laughable exercises later, Crow was rewarded by the merciful system. 
 
      
 
    
     Your strength has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
     Your endurance has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Sighing tiredly, he stretched out his trembling arms for the last time; then he slowly got to his feet, his face shining with happiness. Here was something to be proud of—the first stage of a carefully planned dream was fulfilled! Although he could have continued with the exercise, physical development was not the only thing on his mind. Relationships with the guards played a major role in his plan. Therefore, Crow turned his attention to his torn shirt, bearing in mind that “a character’s outward appearance plays an important role.” Fortune, in the form of a generous guard, had gifted him a spool of thread. He should put this gift to use, before his only clothes become ruined entirely. He was no master tailor, of course, but he should be able to thread the needle and close up the torn seam. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes into the task, the dwarf was soberly reminded of his lack of sewing skills. Though he managed to sew up the ripped seam and patch up all the holes in his clothes, it looked awful. The sharply contrasting black thread on the white canvas background only made things worse. Nevertheless, the shirt had recovered part of its strength and all major holes were gone. The bonus skill was also worth something: 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Tailor—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +0.5% quality of created clothing. 
 
       
 
     +1% quality of clothing repairs. 
 
       
 
     +1% chance of successfully creating clothing. 
 
       
 
   
 
    The spool of thread was returned to the bag, which already held a bit of bread, one red apple, and a pristine clay bowl. Those were all his earthly possessions. 
 
      
 
    After dusting himself off, the dwarf descended the hill and instantly bent down to pick up a crooked stick with worn bark. And so he went. From the side, Crow looked like a pilgrim journeying to a holy temple, bowing with every step he took. But the dwarf was not heading to a temple; rather, he directed his steps towards the canopy shelter. It housed a stone hearth, over which hung a sizable copper cauldron with sides blackened by soot. Beside it stood a solid-looking table with a roughly hewn tabletop. 
 
      
 
    On the way, Crow consulted his notebook and read up a few tips. He had a good memory and didn’t really need a reminder, but it was better to be sure. Now the dwarf was certain that the guard assigned to cooking duty was named Dredin. Moreover, Dredin was a dwarf, who had a braided silver beard and a heavily wrinkled face. It seemed the dwarf was an esteemed chef. Why else would such a worthy warrior be sent to the kitchens? 
 
      
 
    “Kind Dredin,” said the player as soon as he reached the kitchen, “I’ve brought some fuel for the fire, as thanks for the help during the journey.” 
 
      
 
    “O-ho!” rumbled Dredin, looking rather skeptically at the thin bundle of skinny sticks. “Not bad! Pity it’s not enough. Throw it by the fire!” 
 
      
 
    After obeying the order, Crow bowed silently and turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a moment!” came Dredin’s cry. “I have an idea...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” the player-dwarf blurted out enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    “Bring me a couple more of these...” Dredin shoved the firewood bundle carelessly with his foot. “In return, you can have a bowl of thick stew, plus a chunk of bread. What do you say? Deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the offer, kind Dredin!” replied Crow immediately. “I will do it!” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! You have received your first assignment! 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Helping Hand—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: +0.1% chance of object recognition. 
 
       
 
     Current chance of successful recognition: 0.3% 
 
       
 
     You have received the assignment “Gather firewood”! 
 
       
 
     Bring the guard from Gray Peak, Dredin, firewood for the kitchen hearth. 
 
       
 
     Minimum requirements for completing assignment: 
 
       
 
     Bring enough firewood to make dinner. 
 
       
 
     Reward: a large bowl of thick stew and a chunk of bread. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Completely satisfied, the dwarf left the kitchen, whistling happily. He headed directly towards the boundary where the safe zone created by the watchtower ended. On his way, he passed a hill with an empty stone-paved court—the local respawning site—which played a big role in the dwarf’s choice of location. Crow had the sense not to cross the boundary. He did not pay the slightest attention to the fat rabbit of class 5, which was peacefully grazing some distance away. He did, however, stare closely at the fiery red fox of class 10 that stalked the rabbit, its whole body pressed to the ground. The local ecosystem in action! It would take about five seconds for this little fox to send the flimsy dwarf directly to the respawning spot. 
 
      
 
    Bending down, Crow grabbed a thick fallen log, added a few thin branches that lay nearby, and snorted contentedly again, picturing a large bowl of stew in his mind. That was something worth working for! It was important not to just do the job, but to overdo it! 
 
      
 
    The dwarf nearly crawled back to the kitchen, struggling under the weight of the firewood he gathered. To his deep regret, the game system did not reward such a mighty feat; his base stats did not improve. Nonetheless, Dredin, who was still cooking, grunted his approval of the midget’s efforts. Dropping the bundle of wood with a crash, Crow wordlessly set out to gather more firewood. 
 
      
 
    When he brought another bundle, Dredin opened his mouth to say something, but the “foreigner” had already disappeared to search for the next portion of wood. On his third return, Dredin opened his mouth again, this time in surprise, at the sight he beheld. Huffing and puffing and straining with his whole body, Crow was hauling a small chunk of a rotten log that, unfortunately, had quite a few branches. With one last mighty push, the log came to a halt near the hearth, and a small message appeared in the player’s view: 
 
      
 
    
     Your strength has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
     Your endurance has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “I’ve brought the firewood,” gasped the dwarf, breathing hard and addressing the amazed cook. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. You’ve worked hard,” nodded Dredin in agreement. “You have fully earned your dinner! I see you’re a hardworking fellow. You can have seconds, too. You’ll have your belly full!” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill towards interactions with the guards of Gray Peak! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Thank you, kind Dredin,” nodded Crow, recovering his breath and shaking dirt off his shirt. “I’ll accept it with gratitude. If you need anything, I’ll be happy to help.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let you know,” grumbled the dwarf with seeming indifference and turned back to the fragrant meat stew. 
 
      
 
    Crow nodded silently and stepped out of the kitchen to avoid being a nuisance to the cook. He sat down on a boulder warmed by the setting sun and reopened the character’s stats window: 
 
      
 
    
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 4 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 1 
 
       
 
     Agility: 1 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 3 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
   
 
    He made progress. And he already earned +2 towards interactions with the guards of Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    A light breeze ruffled Crow’s jet black hair, and he couldn’t help smiling; he tilted his head to feel the wind on his face. It was great to feel alive. And full of energy. It was even better to have a plan for his life again. No—what felt great was the possibility itself, to make plans again. From complex and daring plans, to simple and childish ones. From beneficial ones, to those aimed at pleasant entertainment. That’s what life is all about. That which fills human life with meaning. 
 
      
 
    The flaming virtual sun was almost touching the sharp tip of Gray Peak with its fiery belly—a reminder that daytime would soon be over. Well then, he must hurry with building a shelter for the night. Afterwards, he’ll have a relaxing dinner. And then, a bit more training… 
 
      
 
    The dwarf managed to accomplish a lot before Dredin’s carrying voice called everyone to dinner. Selecting a suitable spot near the bottom of his previously chosen hill, he began to fetch small chunks of rock, and long sticks that he had noted earlier and spared from the insatiable kitchen bonfire. It would be a pity to burn such good building materials. Crow arranged the rocks to form a simple fire pit, placing small chunks of wood and aged bark into it. But he didn’t light it, reasonably assuming that there was still plenty of sun, enough for both heat and light. 
 
      
 
    He was the last to arrive at the kitchen, when every guard had received a bowl of stew, and some had already demanded seconds. It wouldn’t be fitting for him to receive his food before the guards. The short-spoken Dredin kept his promise. The clay bowl was filled with the thick stew; half a loaf of rye bread was laid beside it and a clean wooden spoon was dropped overtop. With sincere thanks, Crow dug in enthusiastically, deliberately clanging his spoon loudly against the bottom of his bowl. He didn’t say no to seconds, either, remembering to express his admiration of the cook’s masterful skills. Dredin simply grunted in response to the praise, but couldn’t quite conceal the satisfied smirk on his face. 
 
      
 
    Upon finishing his meal, the dwarf visited a nearby stream and thoroughly washed his bowl, and then returned it to the kitchens. One glance at the guards, who looked sluggish and drowsy after the meal, told him that he wouldn’t be getting any more assignments today. He returned to the stream where he noted something interesting while he was washing dishes. The stream itself was flowing from a round and fairly deep pool, the bottom of which apparently contained the spring source. The happily babbling water flowed over white sand at the bottom of a narrow channel that stretched into infinity. It was full of life. Small minnows, about a finger in length, darted to and fro; pompous-looking bullfrogs were also there. 
 
      
 
    Dipping his hand into the cool water, Crow tried to catch one of the fish, but it easily evaded his clumsy fingers with a derisive flick of its tail. The dwarf did not give up. Yet, time after time, the little fish escaped from his overly slow movements. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t do anything without agility here,” muttered Crow, vexed. “Fine, I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
      
 
    And again, his face lit up with the joyful smile of a mischievous boy, who had been locked indoors for too long and just now managed to get outside into the sunshine. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t managed to catch the quick little fish. It did matter that he had the opportunity to try. 
 
      
 
    Unwillingly, Crow tore his attention away from the stream and checked his status. The stew made by the guard provided a two-hour bonus of +2 endurance and +1 strength. He should use this temporary boost wisely. Taking a few dozen wide steps, the dwarf found himself next to a half-buried, moderately sized boulder that looked fairly heavy. Last time, which was before dinner, Crow couldn’t move the large stone even an inch. He didn’t have enough strength back then. He took off his shirt, leaving himself half-naked. Grunting, the dwarf embraced the rock and heaved it upwards, straining his digital muscles. For a few lingering seconds, nothing happened. Then, the half-buried boulder shifted reluctantly and began to emerge from the ground. Using his remaining strength, the struggling player exerted himself the limit, straightened his bent legs, and finally managed to overturn the stone! He had no strength left for a victory cheer—the tiredness scale flashed scarlet, and the dwarf simply collapsed beside the rock, planting his face into the ground. He waited a couple of seconds, jumped up, pressed his shoulder to the stubborn stone, put his arms around it and tried to lift it slightly. The rock remained indifferent towards his pathetic efforts. The compassionate game system, however, couldn’t stand the poor dwarf’s struggles anymore and hastily sent him a small boost. 
 
      
 
    
     Your strength has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Which was exactly what Crow was after. Whistling with delight, the player closed the pleasant message and turned toward the heavy boulder again. This time, the heavy rock, shaped like a deformed pear, yielded to his efforts slightly easier, although it still seemed to sneer silently at him... 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Crow was sitting in front of the stone fire pit that he made himself, watching the crackling flame and gradually feeding it small sticks. The burning embers for making the fire were graciously given to him by the guards. 
 
      
 
    In front of the ragged dwarf’s eyes hung the window of basic stats, clearly showing his achievements for today. 
 
      
 
    
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 6 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 1 
 
       
 
     Agility: 1 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 4 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
   
 
    Thanks to the nonstop exercise for two hours with the stubborn rock, Crow raised his strength by another point, same with his endurance. By that time, the bonus from the dinner ended, and twilight had gathered. 
 
      
 
    Digging in his sack, the dwarf took out a battered magazine, the Worldwide News of Waldyra, received as a gift from Dredin when Crow came begging for fire embers. It was a cheap magazine, yesterday’s edition, but you could still read it. And look at the pictures. Skipping the first page, Crow buried himself in the magazine, reading slowly and drinking in every word. 
 
      
 
    Mysterious Navigator! 
 
      
 
    Our dearest readers! The world has been shaken! The world has been upended! The world is ready for great change! The Great Navigator has appeared! The ancient spell has been read and analyzed! All of this can only mean one thing: The great voyage towards the lost continent of Zar’graad begins! It is our magazine’s daily duty to bring the latest news on this fascinating subject, which has captured the interest of every player in the magical world of Waldyra. And most of them, including our editorial team, are asking the same question—the one which resounds in inns and city squares, escapes from the lips of the powerful, and echoes from every corner of this great wide world: Who is he? Who is this lucky person that managed to find the ancient spell? Give us their name! We want to know our hero!... 
 
      
 
    Turning page after page, the dwarf was so engrossed in his reading that he hardly noticed his next achievement and another bonus added to his stats: 
 
      
 
    
     Your intelligence has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Reader—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: +0.5% reading speed. 
 
       
 
     Current speed reading bonus: 0.5% 
 
       
 
   
 
    Towering over the rocky valley, the majestic Gray Peak glowered upon the tiny figure huddled beside the flicker of a crackling campfire. Soon, even this tiny lone spark died out, so that the only light left came from the watchtower kept secure by the stern guards. 
 
      
 
    Curling up beside the remains of the fire, Crow slowly closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    
     System query: Do you really wish to go to sleep? 
 
       
 
   
 
    Yes... 
 
      
 
    
     Waldyra wishes you good night and sweet dreams. 
 
       
 
     Have a good rest before immersing yourself in further adventures. Sleep well. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Thank you,” quietly whispered the player, falling into the dark abyss of dreams. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Crow opened his eyes, he couldn’t help smiling: a couple feet away from him, a sparrow was hopping cheerfully, busily searching among the sparse grass for something to eat. The sparrow was surprisingly ordinary and not at all game-like. It seemed like the little bird had flown into Waldyra completely by accident, confusing the real world with the digital one. It had gray plumage, mischievously glittering beady eyes, and delicate feet. Dozens of such tiny birds can be found in every city. 
 
      
 
    Stretching his whole body, the dwarf sat up and cast a sleepy look at his surroundings. Nothing had changed since last night. The tower still stood in the same place. At the top of it, a trio of vigilant guards stood watch, closely scanning the surrounding area. Another five soldiers were training with swords under the watchful eye of Dredin, the dwarf cook. The rest were absent; they must have left for patrol duty at the crack of dawn. 
 
      
 
    I’ve overslept! sighed Crow inwardly. He jumped to his feet and hurried down to the stream, minding the hint about his character’s “outward appearance.” Quickly washing his face, he flattened his unruly hair and admired his own sleepy reflection. Then he directed his steps to the guards who were training. He could not even hope to join their training session—he was too weak, and his reputation wasn’t exceptional. He needed Dredin, the stern-looking but fairly kind-hearted veteran guard. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning!” Crow greeted his neighbors. 
 
      
 
    “Same to you,” answered Dredin for everyone. “I see you haven’t left yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t,” confirmed Crow. “With your permission, I’d like to stay here a bit longer.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s it to us?” shrugged the guard. “You can even live here, if you want. That’s why the Royal Highness sent us here: to protect peaceful folk and to chase away robbers.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” beamed the dwarf. “I also wanted to ask: do you need more firewood for the kitchen hearth? I can gather it several times a day! I don’t mind it!” 
 
      
 
    “How long are you planning to stay here?” 
 
      
 
    “A long while, I think. I like it here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then...” Dredin scratched his chin. “How about we make a deal, my friend Crow? Until you get settled here, gathering firewood for the kitchen hearth will be your responsibility. You’ll make sure there is enough wood for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. In return for your work, you’ll get three meals a day from our pot. How does that sound? Can you do it?” 
 
      
 
    “I can! I will!” replied the player hurriedly, amazed at his own luck. “Many thanks!” 
 
      
 
    
     You have received the daily assignment “Gather firewood”! 
 
       
 
     Bring the guard from Gray Peak, Dredin, firewood for the kitchen hearth. 
 
       
 
     Minimum requirements for completing assignment: 
 
       
 
     bring enough firewood to cook food for the whole day. 
 
       
 
     Reward: three meals a day. 
 
       
 
   
 
    To stop himself from becoming an eyesore, Crow hurried away, remembering to check his special notebook for assignments and make sure there really was such a wonderful and basically perpetual task recorded there. Unless he refuses or accidentally messes up, the question of food will remain solved for a long time. He needed to hurry. Soon, Dredin will return to the kitchen, and he will need quite a lot of firewood to cook the food. 
 
      
 
    Before partaking in his already routine gathering of sticks, the dwarf took the time to write down a reminder about the daily assignment on a virgin sheet of his in-built planner. He took no more than half an hour to gather three armfuls of firewood from the nearby area. After dumping the last portion of his haul next to the fire, Crow climbed to the top of his favorite hill and, sitting down in the lotus pose, began to scratch his head in thought. 
 
      
 
    Things were threatening to go sideways. Right now, he had to search hard to provide enough burning material for the kitchen. There were almost no sticks left on the territory of the watchtower. This was logical, of course, since he wasn’t surrounded by a young forest with plenty of brush and fallen trees. He was in the middle of a rolling plain with rocky soil and scattered groups of trees in the distance. But that was the problem—the trees were too far away. Yet that was the whole point of the assignment. Waldyra likes to reward players for expanding their inhabited “range.” It was easy to cross outside the perimeter of the conditionally safe territory, which ended fifty steps away from here. He would certainly find enough firewood lying around on the ground there. He was also bound to find aggressive monsters. 
 
      
 
    Only yesterday, Crow spotted a jackal of level 20 running in the distance; foxes could also prove to be seriously dangerous opponents. Beasts with fangs and claws were certainly in abundance here. Dying was not a problem—the respawning location was situated a few feet away. However, at the present moment, the dwarf had absolutely no interest in defeating enemies, earning experience points, or leveling up. There would be time for that. First, he wanted to maximally improve the character stats needed for his chosen class; and to improve them through exhausting work and training, no less. He could simply level up, of course, without distributing the awarded points; however, defeating enemies without improving stats would be impossible. Right now, he was simply a sack of meat. A defenseless sack of very tasty meat. Therefore, getting into fights would be unwise. 
 
      
 
    With a crestfallen sigh, he got to work. From the top of his lookout point, Crow noted the resource-rich spots outside the safe zone; then he stood up decisively and marched in their direction. It was time for his first excursion. 
 
      
 
    The boundary line was not outwardly marked in any way, unless you counted the system message that popped up when it was crossed. The outpost was only barely built and could not boast anything more than the swift and vigilant guards in addition to the tall tower. Upon leaving Gray Peak, Crow decided not to go too far. The log he spotted earlier was lying a couple of steps away. As always, it had too many branches; however, it wasn’t thicker than a wrist. 
 
      
 
    So far, so good. The cheerful dwarf grabbed the end of the small log and lifted it slightly, intending to drag his bounty back to his “hidey-hole.” However, he hardly took a step when he heard furious hissing and glimpsed the flash of a long slender body. In an instant, it was gone. But that was enough to make the dwarf cry out in surprise, drop the log and jump backwards. He stared in shock at the grim message that appeared in front of his eyes: 
 
      
 
    
     Poisoning! 
 
       
 
     You have been seriously poisoned 
 
       
 
     and need to take anti-venom or receive a purification spell immediately! 
 
       
 
     Cause of poisoning: poisonous bite! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Why you little...” gasped out Crow, overcoming his sudden stupor. 
 
      
 
    He spun around and sprinted with all his might towards the watchtower, watching his life points slip away a dozen at a time. He didn’t manage to reach the guards. Somewhere on his fifth step, the bitten dwarf met his death on the run. He collapsed like a broken down racehorse, turning into a silvery cloud of vapor before he even hit the ground. A bright flash seared across his eyes, changing into a green gloom speared by orange lightning. As soon as it cleared, Crow found himself sitting on a stone disk about twenty feet away from the place of his death. Right now, a column of silver mist was rising from that spot. 
 
      
 
    “The snakes here are something else!” the dwarf cried out, impressed, slapping his chest. “One hell of a bite, that was!” 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Resurrection—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +0.5% chance of keeping one or several pieces of equipment after dying. 
 
       
 
     +0.5% chance of avoiding penalty to accumulated experience points. 
 
       
 
     Current size of bonus: +1% 
 
       
 
     Additional information: 
 
       
 
     Death is not the end! Remember that in the world of Waldyra, you are immortal! 
 
       
 
     After every death, the player will be transported to the nearest respawning location. There are several kinds of penalties, 
 
       
 
     which vary depending on location, player’s level, and type of opponent... 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Could’ve been worse,” mumbled the unfortunate “resurrected” dwarf, removing the information from the virtual screen, “for a first try...” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t hard to retrieve the fruits of his labor. In another minute, the dwarf was standing beside the canopy shelter of the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Honorable Dredin, sir—” 
 
      
 
    “Just call me Dredin,” interrupted the guard. “No need for formalities.” 
 
      
 
    “Dredin,” repeated the player obediently, trying hard to conceal his joy. The guards haven’t quite accepted him as one of their own yet, but that seemed to be changing. “I wanted to ask something.” 
 
      
 
    “Ask away.” 
 
      
 
    “Snakes! What sort of snakes do you have here? They’re quite small, but extremely poisonous!” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t call it ‘extremely’,” laughed the dwarf. “But poisonous, yes. Of course they are. Common vipers. There’s a lot of them here.” 
 
      
 
    “I can already see that. Common, you say?” Crow hung his head in disappointment. “Vipers... I see... And the anti-venom?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need it,” shrugged Dredin. “You see this little ring on my finger?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” nodded Crow, wide-eyed, staring at the plain-looking metal ring without the slightest trace of engraving or any other design. 
 
      
 
    “It protects the guards from viper venom and many other poisons,” explained the veteran guard. “We find ourselves in many different places, with all kinds of beasts. But we’ve got magic! That’s why we have no need for antidotes. But you, on the other hand, should be careful. If you get bitten, you’ll die on the spot!” 
 
      
 
    “I think so too,” admitted Crow. “Are there vipers everywhere? Crawling around on every side?” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows? But I’m thinking yes. So don’t forget to watch your step!” 
 
      
 
    “Right! Thank you for the words of wisdom, Dredin!” 
 
      
 
    Slightly dismayed by this newly discovered knowledge, the black-haired dwarf did not stop trying. There was nothing to lose. But he didn’t want to die in vain, either. That’s why Crow decided not to return to the log inhabited by the venomous viper of common sorts. 
 
      
 
    He gathered the daily portion of firewood before noon, carefully laying out his bounty beside his personal hearth located at the base of his favorite hill. Judging by the wafting smells, Crow had less than an hour before the cook would call everyone to their well-earned lunch. He decided to put that time to good use by going for a run. 
 
      
 
    The guards standing on the lookout platform turned their heads in curiosity as the panting midget went by, cutting wide laps around the watchtower. The dwarf kept falling down, briefly paralyzed, then getting up with stubborn determination and continuing to run. Suddenly, the half-naked ragged midget leapt up joyfully and did a little victory dance, clearly rejoicing over something. The surprise of the valiant guards deepened as the jogging dwarf lifted a boulder from the ground, pressed it to his chest, and continued running despite being barely able to move his legs. He covered a few dozen more steps before crashing to the ground like falling timber. He was briefly still; then he got on all fours, one hand still clutching the rock to his chest, and slowly crawled towards the hill where the guards would often spot him. The guards watched with compassion as the poor dwarf struggled, unwilling to let go of the stone to lighten his burden. The youngest of the watchmen opened his mouth to yell out encouragement but made no sound, because the dwarf suddenly dropped the rock and broke into another frenzied happy jig. 
 
      
 
    Yeah...This week’s shift looks like it’s going to be interesting... 
 
      
 
    Arriving at the kitchen on time, Crow’s face, which was thoroughly washed in the stream, shone with a satisfied smile. His hair was carefully slicked back, and his hands were spotless. Passing him a bowl filled to the brim with thick porridge, Dredin growled: 
 
      
 
    “The bowl and spoon are yours to keep. You need something to eat with; you’re not an animal.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” rejoiced Crow, carefully accepting the bowl that was now his very own. 
 
      
 
    “And don’t forget to bring more firewood. Although you brought extra wood, the fire is always hungry for more.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t forget!” 
 
      
 
    “Come sit with us, Crow!” called out Scipio to the player, slapping his palm on the bench. “Why eat all alone?” 
 
      
 
    “With pleasure!” 
 
      
 
    Lunchtime passed in pleasant company. Little by little, the player blended into the ranks of the locals; they ate in unison, scooping up the thick porridge and remembering to lavish praise on the cook. After clearing his plate, Crow thanked the guards for their kindness and hurried down to the creek. His plate and spoon needed to be washed. He could have easily washed the dishes of others, but he stopped short of offering his help in this simple task. Crow wanted to eventually be seen as an equal rather than a servant. 
 
      
 
    Returning to his hill, the dwarf checked that all his possessions were still in place. His “possessions” consisted of a growing heap of assorted rocks and a pile of firewood stashed away for his daily assignment. These were now joined by a plate and spoon, in addition to the clay bowl he already had, which together formed a real dinner set. It was nice to see his collection of belongings grow. 
 
      
 
    During his pre-lunchtime exercise, Crow raised his endurance by two whole points. Plus two! Now, he could gaze at his first level character’s stats with well-deserved pride. 
 
      
 
    
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 6 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 2 
 
       
 
     Agility: 1 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 6 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
   
 
    In total, he managed to earn eleven units of basic stats, which made his character comparable with any other third-level player who invested all their points in following the warrior path. This was all in accordance with Crow’s plans. He intended to mold himself specifically into a warrior. 
 
      
 
    A furious screech sounded from high above. Craning his neck to look up, the dwarf spotted a black dot speeding across the skies. It was a large bird. Probably a predator, out for a hunt. It seemed that the eagle flew off the peak of a crag that was covered in heavy, slow-moving gray clouds. Somewhere there, way up in the clouds, in a mountain crevice, could be the eagle’s nest. Out of his carefully cultivated habit, Crow entered this hypothesis into his notebook. Then he glanced up anxiously at the overcast sky. 
 
      
 
    “Damn! I hope it doesn’t rain,” muttered the dwarf. “I don’t even have a roof!” This was a problem. He should have thought of it from the start. If only there was a way to know whether they were close enough friends by now... Oh well! It was worth a try! 
 
      
 
    Painstakingly straightening his well-worn shirt and trousers, Crow flattened his hair, and, with a deep sigh, directed his steps towards the tower—the only major building in the area. Major to the point that it even had a heavy iron-bound wooden door. It was this door that the player knocked on. Immediately, a voice called from within, inviting him inside. The dwarf pulled the door handle and entered. He gave a short bow to the gray-haired captain sitting at the crudely made table, whose stern face was adorned by several scars. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Mauritius, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Same to you, Crow,” said the captain with a barely noticeable grin. “I see you haven’t left yet.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t,” smiled the player. “I like it here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a nice place,” agreed Mauritius, “even though there aren’t many people. What is it you need, Crow?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to know if I can stake out a small section of land,” said the dwarf, taking a leap of faith and laying all his cards on the table. “Here, next to the watchtower.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why not? That was the whole point of building the watchtower: to populate the area, to attract travelers and hunters,” said the gray-haired captain in his deep rumbling voice, pulling towards himself a ledger and an ink bottle. “How much land do you need? Are you looking to buy or rent? And for what purpose?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need much,” responded Crow cheerfully. “Just a regular section. I’d like to build a house eventually, with a small forge. I can’t afford to buy, so I’d like to rent. But I don’t know the price.” 
 
      
 
    “A house and forge? That’s a respectable way to make a living. You can rent, then. These lands are part of the royal domain, so they’re well-protected. But they’re uninhabited and therefore cheap. The price depends on the population and the amount of trade. The more people and the more trade, the more expensive it gets. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no population,” shrugged the broad-shouldered captain, making a rather simple calculation. “There is no trade. So the price of rent would be one silver coin a week. That’s if you only build a house and live there. But if you build a forge and start working in it, then you’ll need to buy a license at a blacksmith guild from that day onwards. Well, what do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, Mauritius, sir! That’s a very fair price! I only have one favor to ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I pay the silver coin in a week? I have no money, but I still need a roof over my head. Plus, I’ve already picked out the location. I can work off the debt!” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” mused the captain thoughtfully. “Yes, you can work for it! We’ll pay you fairly, since we need all hands on deck. So, it’s decided then? You are going to live here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, since you’re staying, we need to write you down,” sighed Mauritius, scratching with his quill on the pages on the ledger. “Everything needs to be kept in order. Come, press your finger here!” 
 
      
 
    Crow didn’t need asking twice. He quickly pressed his thumb to the nearly empty page, where complicated runes appeared immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Phew,” sighed the captain in relief, “I hate all this paperwork! That’s it, Crow. Go forth! Live long and prosper! You’re now a local citizen. And the first one to boot!” 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Settler”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Note: This achievement has no ranks. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     Your choice of one of the three settler’s kits offered. 
 
       
 
     The kit can be received from the head person at the location 
 
       
 
     where you decided to settle down. 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “First settler”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Note: This achievement has no ranks. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +50% size increase for the first staked out piece of land at no additional cost. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Settler’s kit?” wondered Crow, looking wide-eyed at the reward for the “First Settler” achievement. Fifty percent added to his territory! Well, that makes sense. There is plenty of uninhabited land that could be divided into numerous square lots... 
 
      
 
    “I was about to mention that,” grunted the captain, getting up. “Come with me to the warehouse, settler.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was not particularly excited about the increased size of the lot. He wasn’t planning to become a big landowner, anyway. One square plot was more than enough; however, he wasn’t about to refuse free land, either. Though he had no plans for it, things could change later. 
 
      
 
    Once they were standing at the entrance to the warehouse, the captain turned around and asked: 
 
      
 
    “So, what are you going to take? Have you decided yet?” 
 
      
 
    “What are the options? I don’t know,” confessed the dwarf, frantically digging around in his memory for everything he knew about settlers. 
 
      
 
    “There isn’t much, really. Just tools. Three kits. Two axes and a saw—that’s for wooded areas, if you decide to make your home in a deep forest. Two spades and a pickaxe. Two fishing rods with full rigging and a small net. That’s for those who are staying by the sea or lakeside. Tell you what: fishing rods are useless here. There is nowhere to cast a net, either. But you can always use an axe or saw here; the spade and pickaxe will also come in handy. You decide.” 
 
      
 
    “The spades and pickaxe!” decided Crow after a brief moment of thought. 
 
      
 
    He got his wish. In a minute, the player became the owner of a canvas bag containing the most essential tools. 
 
      
 
    “Last, but not least,” he said, handing Crow a large purple crystal covered in white streaks. “You know how to use it?” 
 
      
 
    “I do know, Mauritius, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. As soon as you use the founder crystal, an entry will appear in my logbook. Along with a mark on the map.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much!” 
 
      
 
    “No—thank you,” said Mauritius slyly. “For every new settler, we get bonus pay. It ain’t much, but still! And I have a request to make, Crow.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! I’m all ears!” 
 
      
 
    “Make sure to build a fence around your property. Our centurion is coming with an inspection next week. He will be checking our work, seeing how the construction is going. I want to show him the homestead of our first settler. You won’t have time to build a house—that takes a while—but you’ll be able to put up a fence. Well? Will you do it?” 
 
      
 
    “I would love to, Captain Mauritius. Except I don’t have any tools! Neither a saw, nor an axe.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm... I get the hint. Fine! Wait here!” 
 
      
 
    Mauritius dived back inside the warehouse and emerged with another sack in his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Here are two axes and a saw for you. If you build your fence before the centurion arrives, the tools will be yours! If not, I’ll take them back and never talk to you again. How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it! I’ll definitely do it!” 
 
      
 
    
     You have received the assignment “Fence around property”! 
 
       
 
     Build a fence around your plot of land. 
 
       
 
     Minimum requirements for completing assignment: 
 
       
 
     finish building fence before centurion’s arrival. 
 
       
 
     Reward: temporarily lent saw and two axes will become your own property. 
 
       
 
     Penalty for failure: 
 
       
 
     Returning of tools to Captain Mauritius. 
 
       
 
     Decrease of relationship level with the guard Mauritius by five points (–5). 
 
       
 
   
 
    “When you’re done, then we’ll talk,” nodded the captain, heading back to the tower. “Don’t let me down! Oh! I almost forgot! Don’t forget to come see me tomorrow. I’ll give you your work clothes, so you can start working for that silver coin.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Crow began to enter everything he heard into his notebook. He did this while walking, since he couldn’t wait to use the founder. Rushing to the top of his hill, the dwarf bent down and set the purple crystal on the ground. The crystal began to glow, and a message appeared: 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     Are you sure you want to stake out this particular plot of land? 
 
       
 
     Yes/No 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    The purple crystal gave a blinding flash, exploding into a million sparks and scattering in all directions. The shards didn’t fly too far—only to the edges of a regular-sized plot, plus the bonus fifty percent of land. The slowly fading sparks fell in a shower to the ground and vanished. A faintly glowing green square with the hill right in its center appeared in view of the player. That was his piece of land. He now had temporary ownership rights. 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     You have become the temporary owner of a standard plot of land! 
 
       
 
     Location of plot: The Kingdom of Algora, Gray Peak outpost. 
 
       
 
     Current cost of rent: 1 silver coin per week. 
 
       
 
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     Rent payments are subject to change. 
 
       
 
     The cost of rent depends on the degree of settlement and trade in the area. 
 
       
 
     In the case of increased/decreased payments, sufficient notice will be given in advance. 
 
       
 
     Bonus received for “First Settler” achievement: +50% land 
 
       
 
   
 
    For a few moments, Crow waited for the “Landowner” achievement to appear on the screen. Then he remembered it was only for those who had bought the land, not rented it. He sighed, disappointed. Judging by the information Crow obtained, “Landowner” status automatically improves relationships with the local guards by one unit, among other benefits. He wouldn’t be considered some riff-raff, but a local respectable landowner who was trustworthy. 
 
      
 
    And thus, in an absolutely routine and non-magical way, the dwarf Crow claimed his own piece of Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    It may be rented, but still! 
 
      
 
    It was HIS land! 
 
      
 
    He was free to do whatever he wanted with it: to build or destroy, to dig or pile, to grow or cut down... 
 
      
 
    This is exactly why the dwarf did not do anything to improve his home until the moment he became a fully-fledged owner. The problem is that the world of Waldyra slowly heals its own wounds. It returns everything to its former state. In a week, a torn battlefield will look like a lovely green meadow without so much as a footprint left. Chopped or burnt trees will soon be replaced by new ones. The same issue is with holes, buildings in inappropriate places, and other changes to the original landscape: Waldyra systematically destroys them. However, as soon as a player activates the founder—the purple crystal with white streaks—the rules change, and Waldyra’s landscape recovery becomes dozens of times slower at the site of construction. Now a hole dug in the ground won’t vanish tracelessly in a week. Additionally, if the hole gets named—for example, “root cellar”—then it will stay unchanged for a very long time. But not forever. So it will still need looking after. But occasional maintenance is far better than having to re-build a tent every day because it keeps falling apart. 
 
      
 
    The changes are not restricted to the natural laws of this world. Many other things change too. For instance, anyone who takes anything from Crow’s property without his knowledge will automatically become a thief. 
 
      
 
    It was no coincidence that the dwarf, who now stood at the top of the hill, picked an elevated spot. In his mind’s eye, he already had a plan for his future dwelling, in which the hill played a significant part. His hands were itching to grab a shovel and begin clearing the area, but Crow suppressed the urge. Instead, he busied himself with the construction of a tent. In the time since his conversation with the captain, the sky had grown menacingly dark. He needed to hurry. 
 
      
 
    Building a good tent is no simple task. Not everyone can do it. Especially if their goal is to make it waterproof without using special materials such as plastic or tarp. However, in many ways, Waldyra is more lenient than the real world. The black-haired dwarf had no need for such leniency. He knew perfectly well how to construct a shelter from virtually any materials on hand. He gained the experience in his previous life. 
 
      
 
    First of all, Crow chose three of the straightest branches of sufficient thickness and length. Two of them, the thickest and strongest ones, he hammered vertically into the ground with the butt of his axe, into an elevated spot near the hill. He placed the third branch, the longest one, horizontally across, securing it in the forked tops of the other two branches. He had to manage without a rope. Thus, the frame for a spacious tent was completed. Skillfully arranging thinner sticks on the sides, the dwarf built something resembling a lattice. Now, he just had to find some material capable of blocking rainwater. Throwing the axe on his back, where it stuck magically, Crow cheerfully whistled on his way to the edge of the guarded Gray Peak territory, making a beeline for his soon-to-be victim. 
 
      
 
    The axe, by the way, turned out to be lousy: 
 
      
 
    
     Hand-forged settler’s axe. 
 
       
 
     Object type: one-handed weapon. 
 
       
 
     Damage: 4-7 
 
       
 
     Damage type: physical, slashing. 
 
       
 
     Minimal level: 1. 
 
       
 
     Durability: 49/50 
 
       
 
     Made by apprentice blacksmith Ding Gromadina. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Of course, this made sense. If every settler receives a high-quality expensive tool, there won’t be enough axes for everybody. That’s why they put cheap stuff into the kits. Nonetheless, the axes were good enough for the job. The only downside was their durability. These copies were mass-produced and sold for a dime a dozen. 
 
      
 
    A loud crack split the air. A thin spruce tree, whose trunk did not exceed two inches, gave a wounded groan; it swayed and, with a swish of its branches, toppled to the ground. 
 
      
 
    
     You have a new profession: Lumberjack! 
 
       
 
     Your lumberjack skill has increased by 1. Total: 1. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Ha!” exclaimed Crow, perfectly pleased with himself. He threw the axe onto his back. 
 
      
 
    Looking around and making sure no poisonous vipers or other evil creatures were present, the dwarf grasped the top of the tree and began to drag it laboriously back to his favorite hill. On the way, he had to stop twice to catch his breath. Finally, he dropped the spruce beside the tent frame. It only took a few minutes to cut off the branches. Soon, Crow had numerous thick, luxurious spruce boughs. Arranging them on top of the tent’s frame was an easy task. Upon completion, the system reacted immediately. 
 
      
 
    
     Are you trying to build “Forest tent”? 
Yes/No 
 
       
 
   
 
    The dwarf was awaiting this question and answered affirmatively without hesitation. The tent seemed to shudder; the spruce boughs changed their position slightly; the whole structure opened up a little, and then everything was quiet again. 
 
      
 
    To his utter satisfaction, the dwarf Crow now had a roof over his head. And not just a roof! He now had his own home! The only thing left was to furnish it with some comforts. 
 
      
 
    The bare spruce trunk was placed among the other branches. The remaining spruce boughs were used for soft bedding. At the head of his bed, the player placed all his dishware plus the red apple. It turned out surprisingly cozy. Unfortunately, he had no time to admire his handiwork. Another day was drawing to a close. His in-built planner displayed a reminder about the daily assignment. Suddenly remembering, the dwarf dashed towards his stockpile of firewood. Dredin won’t wait—he’ll immediately consider the assignment failed. Crow wasn’t about to give up his three-times-a-day meals that gave him temporary bonuses. 
 
      
 
    Casting a last glance at his new tent, the dwarf gathered an armful of branches and marched towards the kitchen hearth. There will be time to settle in and enjoy home comforts. The most important thing right now was not to lose the position he had worked so hard to earn. 
 
      
 
    At night, when the dwarf Crow was asleep in his tent, it began to rain quite heavily. Large raindrops pummeled the ground. The downpour was so thick that nothing could be seen at arm’s length. The nearby little creek almost flooded its banks, driving murky streams of water into unknown faraway lands. Lightning flashed high above; rolls of menacing thunder echoed. But the dwarf neither saw, nor heard anything. He simply slept and dreamed sweet dreams. And the tent, by the way, stayed totally dry... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arms folded behind his back, Captain Mauritius studied the scene in front of him carefully. Then, without a word, he smiled and walked away. But even his smile meant a lot. Clearly, he was quite satisfied with what he saw—but he wasn’t going to show his satisfaction. That’s why he visited the property in the dwarf’s absence. However, he didn’t manage to hide his curiosity completely. Crow possessed sufficiently sharp eyes to perceive from afar that the captain was pleased with the work and remained well-disposed towards him. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the dwarf was making his way home awfully slowly, because he simply didn’t have enough strength to walk faster. His character was overloaded to the extreme. The sack on his back was stuffed with small sticks; his hands held a small but heavy tree stump with its roots broken off. 
 
      
 
    Three days. That’s how much time has passed since he built the tent covered with spruce boughs. Crow had been working this whole time, yet he still remained a Level One character. It was laughable. To spend so many days in the game and not raise himself by at least one level! But that was just the tip of the iceberg. Many would have died from laughter if they knew that Crow hadn’t killed a single monster in the past few days. But if they looked deeper, into the character’s stats, it would become clear that the dwarf had not wasted his time: 
 
      
 
    
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 14 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 2 
 
       
 
     Agility: 1 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 11 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
   
 
    Crow had been working nonstop for three days straight. He chopped thin trees, gathered brush, swept near the watchtower (for which he received the achievement “Custodian”), sawed, and hammered posts into the ground. In his free time, he trained hard by doing push-ups, running, or simply walking around while carrying a massive load. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf didn’t do anything extraordinary; anyone could have achieved the same results. But no player in his right mind would try to. Time flies—why waste it on such nonsense? Crow quite agreed with this sentiment. It’s just that, unlike regular players, he had no reason to hurry. 
 
      
 
    After carrying the stump to his plot of land, the dwarf threw it on the ground, relieved. Then he up-ended his rucksack. A shower of small sticks and branches clattered to the ground. Today’s outing beyond the border of the outpost was completed successfully. He didn’t come back empty-handed. Now, when his character had become much tougher and stronger, he could carry far heavier loads. He took advantage of this fact, reaping the rewards of his training. 
 
      
 
    Beside the black-haired dwarf, an object stuck out of the ground—the one that made Captain Mauritius smile with satisfaction. It was a stake. A roughly sharpened spruce stake, driven deeply into the rocky soil. There were several dozen of them spaced evenly around the perimeter of a large square, marking the property line. These were only the bare bones of the future fence that was promised to the captain; however, it was already obvious that Crow was trying his hardest to keep his word. Sometimes, this came at the cost of his life. In three days, the poor dwarf died a hero’s death no less than twelve times, which averaged to four times a day. In most cases, it was due to the accursed vipers, which hid among rocks, sticks, and sparse grass. Once, Crow was crushed under a tree that he had chopped himself. The situation had been ridiculously stupid: he had begun to step away from the falling trunk, but stumbled upon a viper. Involuntarily jumping backwards, he received a crushing blow to his head by the falling tree. The viper must have died of laughter, watching him perish in such a stupid way. And once, Crow was finished off by jackals. The death was quick; worse was the fact that the clever jackals would not leave the silvery cloud of fog, happily playing their role of scavengers gathered around a tasty carcass. He had to call the guards for help. They quickly dispatched the nasty monsters and saved the “corpse” of the unfortunate player, who was helplessly watching the scene from far away. 
 
      
 
    Frequent deaths did not faze Crow, who knew he had nothing to lose. It wasn’t scary to give up the ghost in Level One. He still had not gained a single experience point! Plus, the “dead body” with the sack and all the equipment was always left nearby. Getting it back took only a couple of minutes. Moreover, even dying had its own advantage—at least in the magical world of Waldyra. After his tenth death, the dwarf reached the second rank of Resurrection. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Resurrection—Tier 2”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +1% chance of keeping one or more pieces of equipment after dying. 
 
       
 
     +1% chance of avoiding penalty to accumulated experience points. 
 
       
 
     Current size of bonus: +1.5% 
 
       
 
   
 
    The bonus was puny, but Crow wasn’t bothered by it. More importantly, it had some benefit; the rest would gradually fall into place. 
 
      
 
    Crow decided not to call out to the retreating figure. He was afraid that the captain would find work for him. The dwarf was planning to spend the remaining time before lunch doing far more useful things than sweeping the entrance to the watchtower. He still needed to work off his hanging debt, of course; but it was better to schedule this particular task for another time. Crow had already earned six copper coins—the captain paid two coins for sweeping. One silver coin was worth ten coppers. There were seven days in a week. Thus, the player hoped not only to work off the silver coin, but also to earn four copper coins on top of that. 
 
      
 
    Quickly gathering the required amount of firewood, Crow delivered it to the kitchen at a run, remembering to greet every guard he met on the way and addressing each one by name. He spent ten minutes chatting with the cook Dredin and exchanging a couple of jokes; without waiting for the request, he threw some firewood into the roaring flame beneath the cauldron and returned home. 
 
      
 
    With a few energetic movements, he flexed his shoulders. He looked sideways at the hill. His eyes traveled to the round stone lying at the bottom of the slope; then his face broke into a wide smile. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps Sisyphus won’t turn in his grave, but he’ll definitely start thinking about it!” exclaimed Crow. “Let’s begin!” 
 
      
 
    Without further ado, the dwarf pushed the rock with his whole body. Straining, he wrenched the stone from its place, rolling it uphill. The dwarf grunted, while the rock sneered silently; yet he was slowly making progress. No sooner had Crow managed to drag the boulder half-way, than the tiredness bar started flashing a furious scarlet. His hands involuntarily going limp, the dwarf staggered backwards and fell flat on his back. Now unsupported, the boulder rushed downhill, steamrollering Crow on the way; within two seconds, it crossed the entire slope and came to rest five steps away from the hill and its flattened victim. Soon enough, the “victim” began showing signs of life again; Crow stood up and dragged himself towards the stone, in order to repeat the whole process over again. 
 
      
 
    After two hours of Sisyphean labor, the dwarf achieved impressive results. First of all, he died six more times, falling at the proverbial hands of the stubborn boulder that refused to yield. The stone kept slamming into his knees and knocking him off his feet; once, the player even rolled downhill while still hugging the stone, dying two-thirds of the way down. Secondly, Crow still managed to add to his base stats: 
 
      
 
    
     Your strength has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
     Your endurance has increased by 1 unit. 
 
       
 
   
 
    And lastly, the icing on the cake: the guard Scipio, who was passing by, could not bear watching the poor midget’s struggles. He came up, lifted the huge rock off the ground with ease, and, ascending the slope in two steps, secured it at the very top of the hill. After this, he clapped the stunned Crow on the shoulder and said encouragingly: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. You’ll be able to do it too, someday.” 
 
      
 
    With these words, Scipio proudly left, leaving the dwarf to stare at the rock in deep thought. Without realizing it, the guard had ruined everything. Dropping the boulder back down is an easy task; but how would Scipio react? What if he gets offended? He was only trying to help the weak, so he lifted the stone—and then, the weird dwarf goes and drops it back down... It’s like a spit in the face. 
 
      
 
    Thinking for a bit, the dwarf finally found a way out of the situation. The rock crashed down the hillside, landing at the bottom of the slope; next moment, the midget Crow was running around it in circles, moaning and wailing and wringing his hands. 
 
      
 
    “What have I done! Oh, I’m such a klutz. Scipio kindly helped me, but I couldn’t hold on and dropped it... and it rolled away...” 
 
      
 
    After making a big dramatic fuss, Crow glanced towards Scipio, who had already taken his post on the watchtower platform, and spread his hands guiltily. Scipio shook his head, heaved a deep sigh, and communicated with hand signals that he’ll help the klutz again as soon as his shift is over. Crow gave several enthusiastic nods; then he pushed at the stone with all his might and rolled it away in a sharp arc to the opposite side of the hill that was not visible from the watchtower. This was to avoid anyone seeing his tortuous suffering, lest they decide to help and thus ruin the whole point of his training using Sisyphus’ methodology. Checking to see no one was watching, he gathered his strength and heaved again at the stubborn rock, starting his long journey up the slope. 
 
      
 
    Two attributes. Two firm bases upon which to build his minor character. This was what Crow was thinking about as he grunted and pushed at the side of the stone. The two cornerstones: strength and endurance. This was precisely what the dwarf was so furiously determined to raise as much as possible, coming up with newer and newer methods of training. Crow was not planning on becoming the strongest fighting character in the world of Waldyra. He wasn’t thinking about that at all. It was all about his chosen profession: 
 
      
 
    Blacksmith. 
 
      
 
    Crow wanted to become a blacksmith, and he was going to be second to none! Naturally, many players were already master blacksmiths, but it was possible, and necessary, to catch up to them. And then surpass them completely. Obviously, this wasn’t going to happen overnight. But the black-haired player was in absolutely no hurry. Even if it took months and years—well, why not? He was perfectly happy with the timeline. 
 
      
 
    But before starting to forge, he needed lots of preparation. There are only two main attributes for any blacksmith, without which he won’t achieve anything. These were strength, in order to lift the forging hammer, and endurance, in order to work with this same hammer for a long time. The higher the level and quality of the object being forged, the more strength and endurance are needed. Moreover, not every hammer was suitable for the job. And even if one managed to get their hands on the best of hammers, not every warrior would be able to use it—the requirements for such an instrument and weapon were simply unimaginable. We are not talking dozens, but hundreds of points of strength! 
 
      
 
    Flattening the grass, the huge heavy boulder inched up the hill. The level of tiredness rapidly rose in leaps and bounds, filling the bar, which had begun to glow a dangerous red. The midget’s feet were slipping; the rock kept rolling back and smashing against his chest, taking away precious life points. But the dwarf’s thoughts were far from the unyielding rock... 
 
      
 
    Hammer... Crow really wanted to get a forging hammer, or at least a simple everyday hammer, as soon as possible. He needed to start gaining skills using it, which wasn’t any less important for working at the forge. If he wanted to make something worthwhile from a chunk of red-hot metal, then he needed to have total mastery of this important tool. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, the dwarf needed the hammer to begin waging war on the surrounding monsters. In the world of Waldyra, the hammer happened to be a fearsome weapon, capable of stopping almost any enemy in his tracks. 
 
      
 
    A hammer cannot rip, chop, pierce, or cut. But it smashes! It squashes! 
 
      
 
    It is capable of pounding absolutely anything to dust! If it doesn’t smash, then it will squash the thing flat! Even without skills learned in the warrior guild, this type of weapon possesses some quite impressive benefits for a character. If he doesn’t happen to find a hammer specifically, then he will simply have to manage with a big stick, by pretending that it’s a club or staff—the weapon just needs to be of the bludgeoning type. No swords, axes, spears, or arrows—the main type of weapon for the dwarf Crow will be a hefty hammer in his right hand! And in his left, a strong shield! He will be developing skills specifically for bludgeoning weapons, striving to raise them to a sky-high maximum. 
 
      
 
    His tiredness hit an extreme, and all thoughts of hammers flew out of the dwarf’s head along with the remains of his life, when the stone suddenly tumbled downhill, rolling roughly over the flattened body of the midget. Say hello to another flight to the respawning location! Seems like the third rank of Resurrection is not too far off. 
 
      
 
    He was marching briskly back to the hill, wearing only snowy white undies, when he heard Dredin’s rough, low voice calling: 
 
      
 
    “Laddie! Crow!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” yelled back Crow from afar, not wanting to embarrass the guards by showing up in his birthday suit. 
 
      
 
    “Wanna earn a couple of coppers?” 
 
      
 
    “I really, really do!” the dwarf assured the cook. 
 
      
 
    “Then get over here... Just put on some pants first!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming! Excuse my outfit!” 
 
      
 
    The “million-dollar job,” or more accurately, the “two-coppers job,” turned out to be a task to deliver twenty medium-sized stones for the kitchen hearth, as Dredin had decided to renovate and slightly enlarge it. Crow was only too happy to assist with such renovations, and finished the task in ten minutes by loading up his sack with double the required amount from his own stored pile kept in a corner of his yard. Glancing at the rocks that were neatly laid out in several rows—and not just dumped in a messy pile—next to the hearth, the dwarf cook made a noise of approval. He dug around in his purse belt and dropped three copper coins into Crow’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a hardworking fellow,” grunted Dredin. “Thanks, lad. Here’s an extra coin for the effort.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” smiled Crow joyfully, receiving real money for the first time. As for those six coppers that he had earned to pay off his debt for renting land, he had never laid eyes on them. They were simply deducted from his debt. 
 
      
 
    Actually, these three little coins did not stay in his hands for long, either. For a few minutes, Crow was the proud owner of real, physical money—until he visited the captain sitting in the watchtower, that is. 
 
      
 
    “To pay off the debt,” explained Crow, placing the coins on the table. “I still owe one more coin!” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” nodded Mauritius, going back to the papers laid out on his desk. “Let’s do it this way: Take one coin back, then grab a broom and give the area around the tower a good sweep. And we’re quits. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! I’m on it!” 
 
      
 
    With one copper coin back in his pocket, the dwarf left the tower in excellent spirits, heading for the doors of the warehouse, where the cleaning supplies were kept. 
 
      
 
    A great thing had happened. The debt could be considered paid off. For the first time, he had money in his pocket that he could spend however he wanted. Wasn’t that a great reason to be happy? Of course, it was! 
 
      
 
    Although, in four days, he will owe another silver coin for renting land... However, by that time, he planned to finish with his character’s training and to begin earning money in more productive ways. At the same time, he will still take on small tasks assigned by the guards. 
 
      
 
    If only he could get a forging hammer somehow... 
 
      
 
    Sweeping diligently, Crow did not take his eyes off the hill visible in the distance, which had come to represent his home. There was still time until it got dark, and he could work out some more with the stubborn boulder... 
 
      
 
    
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 21 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
       
 
     Agility: 6 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 17 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
   
 
    The character was still Level One. 
 
      
 
    Very early in the morning, these happy lines hovered over the face of the dwarf, who was lying down on the hillside. Between the lines shone a clear sky, which was rapidly growing light and turning bright blue. The day looked promisingly sunny. 
 
      
 
    This was the total result of all days spent in the body of the dwarf. No pain, no gain. During this time, Crow one hundred percent understood the meaning of this old saying—or maybe even more than a hundred, despite all laws of mathematics. 
 
      
 
    These days, Crow raised his strength and endurance using tried and true physical training methods. Jogging with weights, lifting heavy objects using the Sisyphean method, and other exercises that were accessible to him. He managed to raise his intelligence by another three points thanks to the kindness of one of the guards. As it turned out, the guard liked to read adventure novels between shifts and carried a small collection of extremely worn books. Thus, Crow managed to receive not only the benefits from reading, but also entertainment, as the novels turned out to be fairly interesting. 
 
      
 
    Agility. He was aided in this area by the quick and nimble minnows in the stream. They stubbornly refused to be caught by hand and would always slip away from such a clumsy fisherman. 
 
      
 
    Wisdom was the only base attribute that had not been raised by even a single point. Well, this characteristic was far from essential for his chosen character class. Nevertheless, Crow planned to raise it a bit in the future, in order to get better at using basic healing spells. Currently, everything depended on strength and endurance, which the black-haired smiling dwarf was striving to improve day after day. 
 
      
 
    Right now, the bonus time has run out. The incubation period was over—it was time to get serious. Fat green checkmarks filled the pages of previous days in his in-built daily planner, notebook, and journal, respectively, providing proof of his accomplishments. The following pages already showed carefully detailed plans for the near future. Not everything was going to work out perfectly; still, he must try to achieve these goals within the set timeframe, or even overachieve. 
 
      
 
    Crow nodded almost imperceptibly, agreeing with himself. Then he grinned and, arching his back, made a gymnastics bridge; from there, he pulled himself up into a standing position, easily completing an almost acrobatic trick. Once on his feet, he scrutinized his own appearance. Patched and worn shirt, and similar-looking pants, both of which seemed ready to fall apart at any moment due to a careless movement. A sack on his back. A rope belt, which gave “+1 protection” (Despite the fancy claim, it was just a scrap piece of rope that he found lying unwanted near the warehouse.) Tucked into his belt was a simple hammer with a short and wide handle. It was exactly the hammer he wanted: not pretty, but hefty; simple, yet durable. Its sides flat and shiny, the hammer somehow resembled a miniature sledgehammer. The given weapon could be used right from Level One, no strength or other traits required. The damage was absolutely laughable, according to the description: 
 
      
 
    
     Cheap regular hammer 
 
       
 
     One-handed weapon/tool. 
 
       
 
     Damage: 4-6 
 
       
 
     Damage type: Bludgeoning. 
 
       
 
     Durability: 39/40 
 
       
 
   
 
    However, the actual damage from a hammer strike will be much greater if the character’s strength is added to it. On the whole, Crow was more than satisfied with his new weapon, especially since the hammer was currently more of a backup option. His primary weapon—two thick pine stakes, each sharpened to a point at one end—hung in a cross upon his back. 
 
      
 
    
     Roughly hewn pine stake. 
 
       
 
     Two-handed weapon. 
 
       
 
     Damage: 4-8/6-10 
 
       
 
     Damage type: Bludgeoning 
 
       
 
     Damage type: Piercing. 
 
       
 
     Durability: 29/30 
 
       
 
   
 
    In other words, the damage type will depend on which side of the stake is used. If it’s the sharp end, the enemy will be stabbed. If it’s the blunt end, the enemy will have a big bruise. In this case, the damage from a piercing strike will be far more serious, but only if the enemy does not have any kind of armor, either natural or man-made. 
 
      
 
    Thus, you could say that Crow was more than well-armed. Theoretically. The only thing left was to test it in practice. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf gave his “home sweet home” a long, hard look. It had remained practically unchanged in the last few days. Then, he gave a barely audible grunt and began his descent. His property was fenced, the renovated tent in place; inside the tent were his tools, some personal items, a few bread crusts, a couple of apples, and eleven copper coins, most of which will be given to the captain as payment for rent. He took another two of the most shriveled apples as a crude form of medicine; he wasn’t planning to walk far from the stream and its pure spring water during his first battle outing. 
 
      
 
    On the territory of the watchtower, everything looked in order as well. Some guards were still asleep, while others diligently carried out their duty. Waving to the guards visible in the watchtower, the dwarf waited for them to wave in response before marching towards the edge of the safe territory. The time had come for his first battle. 
 
      
 
    Battle against whom, you may ask? 
 
      
 
    Well, whomever he stumbles upon first... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first victim he came across was an extremely fat bird with drab gray feathering, who compensated for its weight with high running speed. As soon as Crow noticed the bird hiding under a shrub and raised the stick grasped in his hand, the oversized feathery pear on skinny legs disappeared in the blink of an eye, leaving behind a trail of slowly settling dust. 
 
      
 
    Clicking his tongue in surprise, Crow grinned widely and kept going, moving along the stream bank and looking around. 
 
      
 
    “Crow! Laddie!” called a voice from far away. Looking over his shoulder, the black-haired dwarf saw a guard waving at him. “If anything happens, call us!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” yelled Crow back just as loudly. “Thank you for the concern, kind Scipio!” 
 
      
 
    Frequent mingling and several improved relationship levels have done their job. Now, even the guards were worried about the only “indigenous” citizen in the area. It is truly touching when people genuinely care about you. Even though the local guards were only visual embodiments of simple artificial intellects, it was still rather heartwarming. Too bad that the current shift of guards will soon be returning to Algora, to be replaced by others. Nevertheless, a basic level of goodwill with the watchmen of Gray Peak was already established; a sudden cooling in relations was not going to happen. 
 
      
 
    While Crow pondered the near future, his feet counted out five hundred steps; he leapt over the narrow stream and, keeping the same pace, continued his march in the opposite direction. He should take his time. He should not go too far, either. The area around the outpost was not exactly beginner-friendly. As far as Crow remembered from his research, the local mobs were completely ordinary, without any kind of alchemical components, which made the present location quite unpopular among players. But Gray Peak had its own unique advantage: a great number and variety of monsters with a huge range of levels. When the dwarf was reading the given region’s description, he pictured a wild African plain, for some reason. In the middle of this plain was a single water source during times of drought. All kinds of animals coexisted there, starting with harmless tiny groundhogs, and ending with lions. In the same way, harmless rabbits could be found here; but as soon as you stepped a bit further away from the outpost, you would immediately stumble upon a pack of jackals. Or upon black wolves—the local variety of this ubiquitous predator. In short, this was the ideal spot for slow and well-planned character growth. 
 
      
 
    The guards, who regularly patrolled the area, mercilessly destroyed aggressive predators but left the other wildlife alone. The monsters that fell into the category of “aggressive” were all those that attacked the locals or players without waiting for the first blow. The aforementioned jackals and vipers fit this bill completely. It was these creatures Crow feared. The jackals who lived nearby for their gregariousness, as the pack never had less than five members; the vipers for their troublesome poison. That’s why the dwarf did not wander too far, in order to run back to the safe zone should there be any trouble. 
 
      
 
    Yes, specifically to run; he wasn’t trying to stay close in order to make his own corpse easier to collect. Since the time has come for raising levels and skills, death in the game has become a taboo. What was the point of training for so many days and reading info, if he was going to die time after time? Exactly! No point. 
 
      
 
    A fat rabbit sat frozen in the grass, ears flattened, naively assuming he was well-hidden from view. That assumption proved to be wrong. The stick whistled briefly through the air, landing squarely on the critter’s neck. The combined damage from the stick and his strength, plus “first strike” and the surprise factor did their job, and the rabbit vanished instantly in a bright flash. Crow received his first experience points, in addition to a fully intact rabbit pelt, a chunk of meat, and two rabbit incisors. Without a second’s thought, the dwarf put the meat and pelt into his bag, but left the incisors on the ground, knowing they will decompose without a trace. There was no point in lugging extra weight around, considering there was no local shop that would buy such items. The player was not crazy enough to try to talk the stern guards into buying slobbery rabbit teeth. 
 
      
 
    Catching the shadow of movement and quiet rustling, Crow turned his head and smiled—another short little tail twitched among the blades of grass nearby. The amateur hunter had spotted his next victim. Raising his stick, the dwarf began to creep up on the rabbit... 
 
      
 
    The first hunt took slightly over two hours. The time was well-spent. Crow raised himself up by six levels. He could have gone up more, had he chosen to hunt more serious prey, but he was in absolutely no hurry. He decided not to distribute the awarded free points before he got back, not wanting to make a poor decision in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    Greeting every guard he met with a nod, Crow got back to his little piece of land, managing to politely decline three separate offers of help. The stubborn midget dwarf was hauling an entire tree behind him—a thin fifteen-foot tall spruce with luxuriously dense branches. His endurance and strength allowed for this type of exercise. Dragging the spruce tree to his fence, the player sighed with relief, glancing sideways at his spiking tiredness level. He stretched his whole body, turning his head to feel the rays of sunshine on his face. Only then did he lower the heavy rucksack he was carrying to the ground. The morning had passed productively. 
 
      
 
    The black-haired midget was happiest about the seemingly insignificant success in handling bludgeoning weaponry. He had reached the second level. This marked the first step towards ideal mastery of this type of tool and weapon. 
 
      
 
    Numerous objects fell out of the open sack: a strange assortment of random things the dwarf had gathered in the last two hours. 
 
      
 
    Rabbit skins and meat. Thick branches and thin twigs. Several dozen different mushrooms. Buried in the pile were also two large stones that he picked up along the way. 
 
      
 
    Scratching his head, Crow began to sort his plunder. Fuel destined for the fire went to the designated pile at the foot of the hill, right next to the unfinished fence. Mushrooms and meat went separately. The skins... Here, the dwarf paused in thought—then placed them separately. He should ask the guards. But it’s unlikely that someone needs regular rabbit skins. For this reason, he was not even counting on selling them; but he still had a few other ideas. The two boulders were added to the already sizable pile of rocks meant for, no more no less, real construction. But those were very distant plans, marked in his journal as the “far-off future.” 
 
      
 
    After sorting his plunder, Crow sat down cross-legged on the grassy slope of his own hill and brought up his daily planner on the screen. In the section marked “morning,” he checked off the box labeled “first outing” with satisfaction. After this, he wrote a brief description of his plunder and proceeded to distribute the accumulated points. He had a whopping thirty unassigned points at his disposal. 
 
      
 
    Weighing all pros and cons, the dwarf sighed and divided the points between several attributes, favoring certain traits over others. This is what he got: 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 7. 
 
       
 
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 30 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
       
 
     Agility: 10 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 34 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
     Points available for distribution: 0 
 
       
 
   
 
    But the most important things right now were achievements, which Crow sought with his entire dwarvish soul. In many ways, achievements determined the power of tanks and fighters at the Diamond Level in Waldyra. This was especially true at the beginner levels, where survival depended entirely on the character’s skills and traits, rather than his equipment. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Healthy—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +5 protection against physical attacks. 
 
       
 
     +75 life points. 
 
       
 
     Current protection bonus: +5 
 
       
 
     Current life points bonus: +75 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Strongman—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +5 damage to inflicted physical attacks. 
 
       
 
     +20 maximum carried weight. 
 
       
 
     Current inflicted damage bonus: +5 
 
       
 
     Current maximum carried weight bonus: +20 
 
       
 
   
 
    A predictable result, but no less magnificent for it. The character’s damage-dealing and toughness increased with only two achievements. In addition, he earned an extremely useful and desirable bonus to his weightlifting ability. Not to mention the free points that got added to the stats, which is a pretty good power-up in itself. 
 
      
 
    The very same morning, Crow already received two more achievements, though not as important as those above. The achievement “Mushroom Hunter” was basically useless, though not entirely, especially during the first few levels. The other one, “Higher and Higher” would come in handy much later, when it becomes far more difficult to accumulate experience toward the next level. 
 
      
 
    Firstly, Crow was interested in all achievements aimed toward increasing life points, regeneration, invulnerability to damage, and strengthening of his attacks. Dwarves, one of Waldyra’s playable races, possessed their own strengths and weaknesses. Humans were the only race that was neutral in this regard. They did not have any racial bonuses or penalties. The dwarves had both. To list them all, both major and minor, would take a fair amount of time. 
 
      
 
    The player-hermit chose the dwarvish race mainly for their toughness and ability to work with metals. All official and unofficial sources unanimously agreed that half-orcs and dwarves were the toughest races. The reasoning behind this was quite varied and often downright absurd. The root of all evil and differences of opinion lay in the secrecy of a significant portion of the information pertaining to racial perks and downsides, which still wasn’t completely known. The administration was in no hurry to publish the full list of peculiarities for any of the races, stating that if the players were unsure, they should choose humans, whose attributes were perfectly clear. 
 
      
 
    In addition to inborn differences, every race had their own character classes that were not accessible to other inhabitants of Waldyra. The same thing applied to professions. Naturally, certain classes and professions were different in name only, but otherwise identical: for example, the paladin class was available to nearly all races; same with the profession of alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Generally speaking, an elf will never surpass a dwarf in blacksmithing, while the dwarf will not be able to outshine the elf in growing rare plants. No matter how hard he tries, a dwarf will also never be a sneaky assassin; on the other hand, elves are born climbers and silent killers. These are just a few basic examples, but they show a lot. Before making a choice, it is a good idea for players to read through comprehensive game guides. In doing so, they may discover interesting little facts, such as the “loud step” inherent to dwarves, as well as to half-orcs. What is this “loud step,” you may ask? It’s a flaw. Compared to other races, both dwarves and half-orcs make slightly more noise when walking. This little detail seems insignificant but has a major impact on many aspects of the game. The human race moves far more quietly; yet again, when compared to elves, humans are just as loud as a bull in a china shop. Details, details, details—they conceal many things; some say, they even conceal the devil himself. 
 
      
 
    This is precisely why players choose their character’s race very carefully, in accordance with their own style of gaming. Some players end up perverting their character to the extreme, trying to achieve the impossible. Sometimes, they manage it; but usually they don’t. Nonetheless, there certainly is a lot of choice. 
 
      
 
    This huge variety of options exists thanks to the administration, who openly stated that there will be no “gold standard” in Waldyra. In other words, there will be no character within any class that will serve as the ideal for others to emulate. The more races, classes, professions, types of weaponry and magic—the fewer chances of creating clones who only differ in their nicknames and equipment. 
 
      
 
    Crow decided not to complicate things or get too fancy. His chosen path was a timeless classic, with its roots not in computer games, but in ancient books and legends of the real world. That is precisely where the first image of the stern bearded dwarf is encountered: in his underground forgery, pounding with a forging hammer at red-hot metal and sending up showers of sparks. In the many years since, this image has not lost any of its appeal. 
 
      
 
    The in-built alarm clock went off, and Crow jumped up promptly. There wasn’t any real need to hurry. He still had enough time to take the lunchtime portion of firewood, which he had prepared in advance, to the kitchen hearth. However, he also wanted to chat with the cook, Dredin, on certain useful topics. 
 
      
 
    Quickly gathering all items necessary for the task and the talk, Crow hurried to the kitchen canopy shelter. On the way, he quietly sang an arrogant little song that was popular among the dwarves but disliked by everyone else: 
 
      
 
    We are the dwarves, 
 
      
 
    We love our gold, 
 
      
 
    We’ll always save our brother! 
 
      
 
    We’ll kick the elves in their thin arse, 
 
      
 
    Slice green half-orcs like salad, 
 
      
 
    And knock our enemies out cold. 
 
      
 
    But first of all, we’ll hoard more gold 
 
      
 
    To build a city, big and bold! 
 
      
 
    A city biiiig and boooold... 
 
      
 
    “In high spirits, I see,” remarked Dredin. “Thanks for the wood, lad.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” grinned Crow, throwing the bundle by the fire. “It’s a nice day, so I’m in a good mood. Can I ask you something, Uncle Dredin?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see why not,” growled the dwarf. “Ask away.” 
 
      
 
    First of all, Crow laid out on the kitchen table all the mushrooms that remained a total mystery to him, with a bunch of question marks instead of names. “Take a look at these,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What have we here,” said Dredin, shaking his head. “Seems like you picked whatever you came across. Well, what of ‘em?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know them,” confessed the player, shrugging helplessly. “I picked them, alright; but I don’t know what sort of mushrooms they are. Don’t want to poison myself by accident.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s easy. I’d say a third of these ain’t fit to eat; another third is pure poison. These and these I’ve never seen before. Who knows what kind of mushrooms they are... It’s good that you didn’t try cooking ‘em, or you’d be off to meet your maker right now. I’m guessing you need me to tell you which ones are edible, and which ones aren’t?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” hastily nodded Crow. “That’s exactly it!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll do what I can. See these here, lad? These, the ones with an almost round white cap, are quite tasty—good for either frying or soup broth. They’re called Round-headed Whitecap; but we just call ‘em Whitecaps. If you want to fry them, add onions and bacon for the best taste; and if you add hot eastern spices, then you won’t be able to tear yourself away from the plate—that’s how delicious it’ll be. Got that?” 
 
      
 
    “I got it!” answered Crow, nearly adding “and wrote it down, too” as he really did record Dredin’s words, and even a short recipe, in a specially created section named “Mushrooms of Waldyra.” Recording things was just his nature. He didn’t really need to write anything down, because a single line appeared before his eyes: 
 
      
 
    
     You can now recognize the Round-headed Whitecap mushroom. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “And this one, with a red pointed cap and spotted stem is called...” Immersed in his favorite culinary topic, Dredin was rhapsodizing in detail about every mushroom known to him, and ways to cook them. Like a proper student, Crow was hanging onto every word and typing away in his virtual journal. 
 
      
 
    There are no useless notes; there is no such thing as useless information; there is no limit to perfection—these key principles were part of Crow’s personal philosophy. In the future, he might ask Dredin to explain the whole recipe in more detail from start to finish, and describe the cooking process itself. Then his character will officially learn the recipe. But right now, he had no time for culinary arts—he had far too many other things on his plate. His mushroom knowledge, on the other hand, came in handy right away: edible mushrooms were always needed, while poisonous and useless ones were to be ignored so they don’t take up room in his bag. 
 
      
 
    Their mushroom talk lasted no more than ten minutes, during which the player-dwarf learned about seven types of mushrooms previously unknown to him. Three of them were perfectly edible and nutritious; while others were unfit for consumption, being used only by alchemists for making poisons and elixirs. Two types of mushrooms Dredin was unable to identify; but Crow entered their description and screenshots into his journal anyway, making a note to himself to find out their names and uses. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Dredin named and described the last mushroom, Crow bowed, feeling sincerely grateful to the “local.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Uncle Dredin! I’ll take your teachings to heart!” 
 
      
 
    “T’was nothing,” said the dwarf dismissively. “It ain’t a complicated subject. Listen, lad...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “We have plenty of meat, flour and grains—everything except mushrooms. Ain’t nobody got time to hunt for them in the ditches around here. You know how today is our last day here? A new shift arrives tomorrow morning. So I had an idea: Let’s have a huge feast tonight. Whaddaya say?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a great idea!” 
 
      
 
    “I think so, too. I got everything for it, but mushrooms are a problem. Tell you what, lad: If you gather at least four dozen mushrooms before dinner, you’ll have my gratitude plus a gift from me. Will you do it?” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Uncle Dredin! I’ll get you mushrooms for dinner!” promised Crow earnestly and smacked his chest with a fist for emphasis. “I definitely will!” 
 
      
 
    
     You have received the assignment “Mushrooms for dinner”! 
 
       
 
     Gather mushrooms, according to Dredin’s request, for the dinner feast at the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
       
 
     Minimum requirements for completing assignment: 
 
       
 
     bring Dredin at least four dozen edible mushrooms. 
 
       
 
     Reward: gift from Dredin (unknown). 
 
       
 
   
 
    “That’s settled, then,” nodded the cook with satisfaction. “And for these mushrooms you’ve just brought, I’ll give you two copper coins.” 
 
      
 
    “No need,” declined Crow. “Please consider them my thanks for your teachings, Uncle Dredin. I’ll go gather some more for tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Have it your way.” 
 
      
 
    “Um... Are you sure you don’t need any meat?” asked the player hopefully. “I got some rabbit meat from the hunt. I was wondering if you’d have a use for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, lad,” said Dredin, spreading his huge hands apologetically, “but we have no shortage of meat. Our guards, you see, return after every shift with a whole deer or wild hog carcass. They hunt birds well, too—there’s about a dozen quail swimming in the soup pot every night.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” said Crow, deciding not to let this information discourage him. “Well, thanks again, Uncle Dredin. There’s still time before noon, so I’ll go do something productive.” 
 
      
 
    “Make sure you aren’t late for lunch,” said the cook good-naturedly. “You’ve earned your bread and stew. Oh darn... All this chatting got me distracted. The fire might go out any moment now, and then we’ll have nothing to eat.” 
 
      
 
    Not forgetting to apologize, Crow bowed and hurried back to his land plot, taking the unwanted rabbit meat with him. Pity. He had high hopes for the rabbit meat. But only in fairy tales do all your efforts necessarily end with success. It was foolish to expect that the skillful warriors that stood guard here would not be able to procure meat for themselves in a location so abundant with wildlife. Most likely, his current supply of meat and skins will have to be thrown out. Next time, he will have to refuse the meat. The prospects looked equally bad for the skins: Crow had not met a single guard that tanned skins in his spare time, and learning the skill on his own was out of the question. But he will definitely ask them again, even though he already had quite a lot of information about each guard. A new shift of guards will arrive soon. Possibly, one of them will have useful skills that he’ll be willing to share with the dwarf who has settled here. 
 
      
 
    Pulling an axe out of his tent, Crow headed towards the spruce tree that he had brought. He proceeded to chop off all branches; then he chopped the trunk into three unequal parts. Those that were thicker went to the growing pile of firewood, for drying. The last and thinnest part the player sharpened with the help of an axe; then he picked up another tool. The rhythmic sound of hammering echoed over the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
      
 
    With a last pounding blow, the dwarf stepped back to admire the work of his hands: the spruce stake had sunk deeply into the ground, forming a row with others of its kind. 
 
      
 
    “Two more stakes, and the frame is finished,” murmured the player quietly, eyes hungrily searching his surroundings. 
 
      
 
    On a small hillside in the distance, beyond the safety zone, he spotted several such spruce trees and cedars that were common to the area. Grabbing an axe and throwing one of the sturdier-looking sticks onto his back, Crow took off at a steady pace towards his target. There was still plenty of time before lunch. Even if he is late, it’s not a big deal... Dredin won’t mind... 
 
      
 
    When one of Waldyra’s suns began to slowly set, Crow found himself at the foot of the gloomy stone peak—the namesake of the outpost. After four hours of nonstop hunting of small monsters, he decided to take a short break beside a tiny round lake, the surface of which was covered in green duckweed and leaves of buttercups. The stop was somewhat forced. 
 
      
 
    Safely hidden behind a gray boulder, which was sunken deeply into the ground, the player strained his eyes to make out several distant shadows moving slowly across the horizon. Jackals. An uncommonly large pack consisting of six massive, stocky beasts with lowered heads. Their levels ranged from twentieth to twenty-second. They presented mortal danger to a lone player of Level 15, who possessed no healing magic or elixirs, no proper equipment, and absolutely no skills. The jackals haven’t spotted him yet, but were already circling with their heads lowered to the ground. Not good. Not good at all. These scavengers must have an excellent sense of smell by default—that is, a natural ability to find potential prey by the scent it leaves behind. 
 
      
 
    Dying right now, with a sack full of mushrooms and other goods, while being so far from the watchtower... No, Crow was definitely not prepared for this turn of events. The guards would surely help recover his “corpse,” but that would take time. The quest for mushrooms would almost certainly be failed, which was absolutely unacceptable. 
 
      
 
    One of the jackals—the largest one, with a spotted head and a missing ear—jerked his head to the side and sniffed the air. A strange, almost dog-like yelping reached Crow’s ears. Obeying its leader, the whole pack made a sharp turn and proceeded fairly quickly along the scent trail left by the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it!” cursed the player, hastily clambering over the boulder. “Well, well, well... Will this work? Damn, I’m speaking like I have a choice... I gotta get moving!” 
 
      
 
    Ducking down, Crow sprinted towards the stream—the same one that flowed from the now-faraway outpost—and dived into the water, which was only ankle-deep. He ran, splashing, for several steps, and burst full-tilt into the little lake, churning up the green duckweed. The dwarf did not try swimming, so he did not receive the “Swimmer” achievement, but this hardly mattered to him right now. The lake turned out to be shallow. However, the water did reach the dwarf’s chest at the lake’s very center, which is where he stopped. 
 
      
 
    
     Camouflage +10 
 
       
 
   
 
    The player scooped as many floating weeds towards himself as he could. Then he grabbed a lump of algae and slapped it on top of his head. Bending his knees slightly, he submerged himself up to his nostrils in the water. 
 
      
 
    
     Camouflage +15 
 
       
 
   
 
    Just in time. No sooner had the dwarf gone quiet and still, than the sound of muffled growling reached him. Leaping over the gray boulder, the one-eared leader of the jackal pack landed right beside the stream. A second later, the rest of the pack followed; they circled in one spot, yelping, with their noses to the ground. Covered in muck, the dwarf grimly watched the frenzied melee of tails and legs through a curtain of weeds stuck to his face. Barely breathing, he tried hard to pretend to be an underwater rock. 
 
      
 
    After circling in one spot, the jackals scattered in different directions. They continued to sniff and sniff, trying to find the tasty prey whose tracks had suddenly vanished. Only the leader of the pack—the one-eared jackal with a spotted snout—did not move from the spot. The beast stepped up to the edge of the water and stared into the smooth, shining surface of the lake. He let out a quiet but extremely intimidating growl. Saliva dripped slowly from his bared fangs; his eyes drilled the water with such intensity as if the jackal was certain the dwarf was concealed there, and all he had to do was find and attack him. Crow had been mistaken: the pack leader’s level was not in the range of twentieth to twenty-second. Thirtieth—that was the correct level of the one-eared beast. 
 
      
 
    Feeling the jackal’s gaze on him, the motionless dwarf cautiously closed his eyes, leaving a tiny slit through which he continued watching his fearsome enemy. All around him, he could hear the rest of the pack growling and yelping as they continued their search. Realizing that this might take a while, Crow opened up his character’s settings menu, which, thankfully, did not require moving. 
 
      
 
    Since the last time he checked, he raised himself up by eight more levels. As a pleasant result, his character could boast a recently reached fifteenth level and forty undistributed points. He planned to do this at a peaceful time, but he currently had no choice. He urgently needed to raise his toughness. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 15. 
 
       
 
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 30 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
       
 
     Agility: 10 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 34 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
     Points available for distribution: 40 
 
       
 
   
 
    To be honest, until this moment, Crow had been planning to invest as many points as possible into strength, to receive “Strongman—Tier 2” which was necessary to reach his goals in the fastest and best manner. Now, however, a sudden change of plans was in order. Goodbye, increased weightlifting ability. Hello, endurance and agility. 
 
      
 
    Right under the nose of the evil leader of the jackal pack, Crow carefully distributed the points, nearly doubling his character’s toughness on the spot. The remaining few points went into agility, to increase the speed of his strike and the ability to evade blows. The results turned out quite good; and if you consider that his character was only Level 15, they were downright impressive. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 15. 
 
       
 
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 30 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
       
 
     Agility: 20 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 64 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
     Points available for distribution: 0 
 
       
 
   
 
    And the most-awaited message: 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Healthy—Tier 2”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +7 protection against physical attacks. 
 
       
 
     +125 life points. 
 
       
 
     Current protection bonus: +12 
 
       
 
     Current life points bonus: +200 
 
       
 
   
 
    Now, Crow could reasonably be called a real tank for his own relatively low level. At this point, he could even shield a weakened mage or archer behind his back. That’s on the condition that they are up against foes of similar level, of course—and that the dwarf has the right equipment, including a real shield. 
 
      
 
    Crow had done everything he could. All he could do now was wait for the right moment and get ready to run for his life. Besides adding life points, endurance raised the limits on physical exertion, including running. 
 
      
 
    To the deep relief of Crow, who kept glancing at the clock, jackals weren’t particularly patient creatures. Failing to find their prey, they regrouped and, whimpering piteously, trudged back into the woods, moving in a direction away from the watchtower. Last to leave was the one-eared pack leader, who cast one last suspicious glance at the still surface of the lake before departing. The dwarf, sitting stock-still in the water, decided not to hurry and continued to wait without twitching a muscle. Jackals are very fast, so it was better to let them move as far away as possible. What terrible luck! All day, he managed to avoid running into these monsters; and now, at the worst possible moment, he was up to his ears in trouble. 
 
      
 
    He had to wait for a long time. Fifteen whole minutes had passed before Crow risked moving, even though the jackals had vanished from view about ten minutes ago. Getting up, the dwarf reached the shore and cautiously crawled to the top of the boulder. He cast a look around. He quickly spotted the vicious jackals—the scavengers were still circling, moving away in a complicated spiral. Every once in a while, one of them would raise his narrow snout to sniff the air, searching for traces of scent that would point them to their prey. Crow counted the jackals twice to make sure they were all there and none of them were hiding somewhere. He checked his character’s stats to confirm that everything was in order. Walking around the half-buried boulder to the side facing away from the predators, Crow took a deep breath... and bolted straight ahead with all his might, his sights set on the watchtower of Gray Peak, which was barely visible in the distance. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s legs were short and totally unsuitable for sprinting; but the player put in all of his effort, flying forwards as fast as his legs could carry him. As for any obstacles he encountered, Crow did not bother running around them; instead, he dived over them headfirst, rolling back onto his feet and continuing to run. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t manage to escape quietly. Several minutes later, a howl sounded somewhere off to the side: a loud, punctuated cry full of hunger, and excitement of the chase. The player decided not to look back and continued moving forward, keeping his eyes on the road ahead, lest he miss the next hole or log and fall flat on his face. This decision turned out to be unwise. Catching sight of a fleeting shadow out of the corner of his eye, the dwarf took one glance and flung himself sideways with a cry. A few inches away from his knee, the sharp jaws of a jackal closed with a loud snap. They had already caught up! 
 
      
 
    Opening his mouth wide, Crow let out a high-pitched scream. Not out of fear—but in hopes of attracting the attention of any passersby to his own humble dying persona. The piercing cry of the dwarf, who was hotly pursued at his heels, carried over the stony plain and echoed off the rocks. Continuing to yell, Crow made a great flying leap over a wide ditch that resembled a grave; he landed on his shoulder, somersaulting forwards. Behind him came a pitiful whimper—the jackal did not make the jump and tumbled into the hole. The rest of the pack continued the pursuit, moving around the edges of the ditch like swift shadows. 
 
      
 
    Gr-r-r-r-rowr! 
 
      
 
    A sharp snarl, a blow to his hip—the dwarf miraculously stayed on his feet and kept running, ignoring the lost life points and continuing to yell at the top of his lungs. They’re aiming for his legs! This means they have a skill similar to wolves: the ability to slow down or immobilize their prey. Pray it won’t work! 
 
      
 
    Whoo-o-ossh! 
 
      
 
    One of the jackals who had nearly reached the unfortunate dwarf was thrown backwards as if hit by a club. Crow glimpsed a deeply sunken arrow in its shaggy neck. The guards! They saw him! The predator vanished in the flash of death while still in midair; but the next beast was already stretched out in a flying leap, aiming for the dwarf’s tasty thigh. He didn’t manage to sink his teeth into it—Crow evaded the attack and, with a cry, brought down his stick between the jackal’s ears. The blow wasn’t lethal, but the beast still lost his momentum and fell to the ground. Turning his head, the stumbling player saw the one-eared pack leader rushing towards him. This one definitely won’t miss his target... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf flung himself aside, but even as he did so, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to escape the blow. He prayed the beast wouldn’t knock him down... 
 
      
 
    Gr-r-r-ow-r! 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit!” bawled Crow, losing control of his right leg. He tripped over his own feet, and his whole body crashed to the ground. A message flashed before his eyes, informing him about the opponent’s use of skill. 
 
      
 
    Rolling over, the dwarf raised his stick to fend off the attacking jackal; but the beast dodged it easily, jumping aside. Grasp! The hollering player was dragged several feet—another jackal seized his left leg and was hauling him backwards; meanwhile, Crow’s life was rapidly ebbing away. 
 
      
 
    “T-t-take that!” yelled the dwarf and threw a hammer at the jackal, hitting his front paw. With a sharp squeal, the scavenger lost his grip and jumped backwards, letting through three more jackals, who rushed in to take his spot. This is it... This is the end... 
 
      
 
    Whoo-o-ossh! Whoo-o-ossh! Whoo-o-ossh! Whoo-o-ossh! Whoo-o-ossh! Whoo-o-ossh! 
 
      
 
    Covering his head with his arms, the dwarf pressed himself to the ground and froze, while a whole shower of arrows fell around him, sinking into the ground inches away. But even more arrows found their mark, wounding the jackals who howled with fury at being led into a trap. The shooting did not continue for long. A minute was sufficient to kill half the pack, and to scatter and chase away the rest. Lying on his side, Crow watched his enemies retreating rapidly. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the urgently flashing life indicator, which had turned red. The guards had come to his rescue at the very last minute. 
 
      
 
    After making sure the firing had stopped, the dwarf raised himself off the ground cautiously. His jaw dropped: he was lying on a tiny clear patch, surrounded by dozens of arrows that stuck out of the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Gr-r-r-r!” The malicious growling barely reached his ears from far away. 
 
      
 
    Turning his head, the miraculously alive Crow saw the outline of an animal standing motionlessly on a distant hill—an animal with a single ear sticking out of its head. Making his feelings known, the leader of the almost-exterminated pack of jackals gave the dwarf one last malicious look. Wheeling around, he dashed away, calling the surviving pack members to himself with a howl. 
 
      
 
    “I think he’s mad at me,” muttered the dwarf, crunching down on a red apple from his rucksack. 
 
      
 
    “O-o-oi! Laddie!” Three guards armed with bows were running towards him from the watchtower. “You alright?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay!” yelled back the dwarf with a wide smile. “Thank youuu!” 
 
      
 
    Casting one last glance over his shoulder at the gloomy mountain, the dwarf’s eyes followed the descent of an eagle to its peak. He finished the apple in two bites and began gathering the scattered arrows. He had to show his gratitude to the guards who saved him, at least somehow. 
 
      
 
    Well, his first day of battle was over. The results were satisfactory enough, but far from ideal. Quite soon, he will be going on a small journey... Well, he can think about that tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    As for today... Today, he was invited to a farewell feast with the guards, who had served faithfully here for a whole week and will be returning home tomorrow. He was looking forward to the fried mushrooms, too. After that, it would be a good time to approach one of the guards and ask them to take the rabbit pelts, along with a couple of fox ones, back to the city. Perhaps he can get a business going... 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the brave guards, Crow kept not only his life, but also all of his possessions. This allowed him to return to the kitchen on time and bring not only the mushrooms, but also the firewood for his daily task. 
 
      
 
    For the sticks he brought in his sack, the dwarf will later receive a spot at the table and his dinner portion; while for the mushrooms—over sixty various edible ones—the player received a generous gift from the cook. As soon as Dredin saw the pile of mushrooms on the counter, he gave a satisfied nod. He reached up to the ceiling and took down a solid-looking, roughly woven basket of thick reddish reeds. Turning the basket in his hands, he blew off the non-existent dust and wiped it with his sleeve. Handing it to Crow, he explained: 
 
      
 
    “I noticed that you never come home with an empty sack. That’s commendable: A man, especially a dwarf, must take his work seriously. Only your sack ain’t good for the job—it’s too shabby and looks ready to fall apart. So here you go, lad. This basket might look simple, but it’s well-made. It’s got special charms on it, too, to lighten the load. It even has shoulder straps, so you can carry it on your back just like your rucksack. See?” 
 
      
 
    “I see, Uncle Dredin!” nodded Crow with sincere excitement, accepting the generous gift with trembling hands. “Thank you! Thank you for your kindness, from the bottom of my heart! I couldn’t have asked for a better gift...” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     You have completed the assignment “Mushrooms for dinner”! 
 
       
 
     Reward: Pilgrim’s basket. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Well, that’s settled,” growled the cook with satisfaction, looking as pleased as their new citizen dwarf. “I expect you back in an hour for dinner. Let’s have one last meal together, before we leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll definitely be there!” Crow assured him. Giving a short bow, he dashed back to his tent, clutching the newly gifted basket to his chest. 
 
      
 
    Once he reached the place, as soon as he passed the unfinished fence, Crow plopped on the ground and carefully inspected his new possession. 
 
      
 
    
     Name: Pilgrim’s basket. 
 
       
 
     Type: shoulder bag. 
 
       
 
     Description: Large capacious basket, woven from runners of the Scarlet Vine. 
 
       
 
     Able to hold many essentials for long journeys. 
 
       
 
     Object class: Common. 
 
       
 
     Minimum level restrictions: none. 
 
       
 
     Effects: 
 
       
 
     +2 endurance. 
 
       
 
     +3 protection. 
 
       
 
     –7% weight of carried objects. 
 
       
 
     +5% misfortune to attempted theft of objects within the basket. 
 
       
 
     Permanent effects of objects of this type: 
 
       
 
     Impossible to steal. 
 
       
 
     Durability: 300/300 (tenfold increase in durability). 
 
       
 
   
 
    “This is what happiness looks like!” murmured Crow ecstatically. “Real, pure happiness.” 
 
      
 
    For someone like him, who was trying to collect as many things as possible from every trip and hunt, such a basket was the stuff of dreams. An object like this was very common in Algora and could be purchased at almost any shop for a reasonably low price. There were also bigger and better ones that could be found for sale. The manyfold increase in strength was one of the special features of objects classified as a shoulder bag. During your adventures, if you get stuck in an acid bog, and your pants and boots dissolve into shreds—no problem! You can still walk barefoot to the nearest town, wearing nothing but underwear. But if a shoulder bag full of stuff were to burst apart... The objects spilled on the ground can’t all be carried in your hands, and at the higher levels, there may be several hundred of them. That’s where the increased durability comes into play. For example, the durability of the newbie bag given to the character at birth was twenty thousand—a gigantic number that enabled the player to ignore this part of his equipment for a very long time. But it didn’t have any sort of bonus, which forced the player to replace the plain-looking newbie bag with something more worthwhile, though not as durable. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the mushroom quest, Crow now possessed something that would help him carry nearly seven percent more weight on his back. This was a substantial benefit. He couldn’t wait to receive the second rank of “Strongman”... 
 
      
 
    Coming out of his deep thoughts, Crow jumped up and dashed to the tower, where he asked permission to briefly borrow an already-lit torch that hung in a bracket. With the help of the above, he quickly lit a fire in his own firepit near the tent and returned the torch to its place. In the light of the roaring bonfire, the player busied himself with sorting and arranging. It was a regular haul: among common objects stood out large rocks, each the size of a person’s head, that Crow stubbornly kept collecting. This time, there were six rocks, and they all went into the steadily growing rock pile. This was another benefit of having his own land, where the effects of Waldyra’s rules were slowed down substantially. Had he left a rock outside the fence, it would have soon vanished without a trace. 
 
      
 
    Crow put away the emptied newbie sack into his tent, placing it among his personal belongings. Then he strapped the basket to his back and smiled contentedly. Awesome! Simply awesome! 
 
      
 
    Soon, however, his smile disappeared to be replaced by a frown: the player had not forgotten about the most important and, at the moment, still unfinished task, which hung like the sword of Damocles in his daily planner: 
 
      
 
    
     Assignment “Fence around property”! 
 
       
 
     Build a fence around your plot of land. 
 
       
 
     Minimum requirements for completing assignment: 
 
       
 
     finish building fence before centurion’s arrival. 
 
       
 
     Reward: temporarily lent saw and two axes will become your own property. 
 
       
 
     Penalty for failure: 
 
       
 
     Returning of tools to Captain Mauritius. 
 
       
 
     Decrease of relationship level with the guard Mauritius by five points (–5). 
 
       
 
   
 
    The centurion is coming tomorrow, along with a new shift of guards. He will be checking the guards’ progress, and Crow still hasn’t finished the fence properly. Nevertheless, he did have the building materials, as well as the necessary tools. He also had enough time to try to finish before tomorrow noon, which is probably when the next shift will arrive, along with the inspection. 
 
      
 
    Glancing at the clock, Clock threw more fuel into the fire and marched decisively to the pile of assorted wood scraps, which contained everything from thin little sticks to branching stumps and skinny logs. He will work for the next hour, and later enjoy a hearty meal in good company; then he will go back to work. If need be, he will keep working till the very morning... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The arrival of dawn was marked by the first few rays of sun lighting up the small rocky plain and the lonely watchtower with its sleepless guards. Somewhere in the distance, the simultaneously hoarse and nasally singing of an unknown little bird celebrated the arrival of a new day. Everyone within earshot of said nasally song was not put into the mood of celebrating; rather, they felt like strangling the singer to silence his song forever. Everyone except the unfortunate dwarf Crow, who sat by his tent, next to a smouldering bonfire, and looked at the world with wide-open bloodshot eyes. His disheveled black hair stuck out messily in all directions. Beside the dwarf lay a hammer and a saw; here, too, lay the remains of thick rope and a fairly large amount of wood chips and sawdust. Also, in addition to the tools and remains of building materials, the dwarf’s home sported a new upgrade: a recently finished sturdy fence out of thick cross-poles securely tied to deeply planted wooden posts. Crow spared no effort while building it, and did not try to cut any corners by skipping a few places and making the fence thinner. No, the finished fence was neat and proper. It stood completely upright, securely enclosing the land plot around the whole perimeter, except for a gap left for the future gate. 
 
      
 
    “O-ho!” exclaimed Captain Mauritius in admiration, looking like the epitome of a fresh and well-rested person. “Well, well... You really put your back into it. You finished on time.” 
 
      
 
    “So I did,” nodded Crow. Grunting, he slowly got to his feet. “Phew... Good morning, Captain Mauritius.” 
 
      
 
    “Same to you, lad, same to you...” 
 
      
 
    The captain carefully examined the fence. He put his hand on the top rail and pressed down. The fence didn’t move an inch, creaking disdainfully in response. The captain was silent for a few seconds. Then he gave his verdict: 
 
      
 
    “Excellent work! I’m impressed! But where did you get the rope?” 
 
      
 
    “I traded twenty rabbit pelts for a large roll of it,” answered Crow, “from a guard named Dis. We made the deal yesterday at dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Handy, hardworking, and business-minded,” concluded Mauritius with satisfaction. “What can I say? I’m impressed! If only everybody was like you! The results I approve—thank you for putting in such effort. You didn’t let me down. Now there’s something to show the centurion! Your efforts must be rewarded accordingly! So, you will receive an additional gift from me. The tools are yours now, of course. In addition to those, you can choose two more settler’s kits from the warehouse later. And, most importantly, I will cover your next week’s rent myself. You’ve really pleased me with your work, lad.” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +2 goodwill towards interactions with Mauritius, 
 
       
 
     Head of the fifth division of guards at the Gray Peak outpost! 
 
       
 
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     Assignment “Fence around property” completed! 
 
       
 
     Reward: 
 
       
 
     Tools previously lent by Captain Mauritius 
 
       
 
     are now your full property. 
 
       
 
     You may now acquire any two of the available settler’s kits 
 
       
 
     from the warehouse of the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
       
 
     The cost of rent for next week has been paid! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Whoa,” said Crow, at once forgetting about his sleepiness. “I... I don’t even know what to say, Mauritius, sir. I don’t even know how to thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already thanked me,” said the captain, waving off Crow’s thanks, “by keeping your promise. I saw you slaving away all night. It’s a proper reward for a job well done. When you feel like visiting the warehouse, just call any of the guards, and they’ll take you there. Oh, and one last thing. Take a look here and tell me if I wrote down everything correctly.” 
 
      
 
    Coming closer to the captain, Crow stared at a small piece of parchment with only a few words on it. 
 
      
 
    “To Mr. Crow (Crow Eater), Lot #1, Gray Peak Outpost, Algora.” 
 
      
 
    “This is...” 
 
      
 
    “It’s your address,” smiled Mauritius. “Since you own land, then you must have an address. Now, if anyone wants to send you a letter or parcel, they will direct it to this address. Well? Did I write it correctly?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost,” answered Crow, after a second’s pause. “Lot #1... just doesn’t sound right.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” agreed the aging captain, “but there is no other name. Or is there?” 
 
      
 
    “Crow Hall,” declared Crow. “That’s what I’ll call it.” 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     Do you want to change the name of the rented piece of land 
 
       
 
     currently called “Lot #1” by default, to “Crow Hall”? 
 
       
 
     Yes/No... 
 
       
 
   
 
    Yes! 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good! That’s exactly what I’ll put down: Crow Hall. Signed and witnessed by me. Once I get back to Algora, I’ll stop by the post office and have them enter this address into their register. Take another look—is everything correct now?” 
 
      
 
    “To Mr. Crow (Crow Eater), Crow Hall, Gray Peak Outpost, Algora.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s correct!” replied the black-haired dwarf, feeling a wide grin sliding onto his face. “That’s my address. The address of my home.” 
 
      
 
    “Splendid! Don’t forget to build a gate,” advised Mauritius, turning around to go back, “so that everything looks proper. See you in a week, lad. Until then, take care of yourself. Stay out of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try,” promised Crow. 
 
      
 
    He watched the captain walk away, checked the clock, and, with a mighty yawn, crawled into his tent. He fell asleep immediately, after barely managing to give an affirmative answer to the system’s query and not even paying attention to its well-wishes: 
 
      
 
    
     Waldyra wishes you good night and sweet dreams. 
 
       
 
     Have a good rest before immersing yourself in further adventures. Sleep well. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Sleep... Thankfully, he managed to drag the morning portion of firewood to the kitchen before dawn, accurately placing it beside the hearth. 
 
      
 
    Stretched out and carefree, Crow slept deeply and was unaware that beside his tent stood a magnificent angel with a golden halo above his head. Arms folded behind his back, the angel was contemplating the dwarf with a thoughtful expression. Nor did Crow hear the words spoken by the unseen Demon, a nearly all-powerful player angel: 
 
      
 
    “He has settled down, it seems... Well, that’s good.” With these words, the angel spread his snow-white wings and soared into the sky, which was beginning to turn bright blue... 
 
      
 
    Kneeling down, Crow picked up yet another rabbit pelt. He stood up lightly and moved on, carefully looking around in search of the next victim that met his requirements. In this rich location, animals could be found everywhere, carrying bits of precious experience and trophies within themselves. But the dwarf ignored eighty percent of the animals he encountered, not wanting to become a mindless killer of every living thing within reach. There was no point. The majority of the acquired trophies were totally useless and would only serve as unnecessary weight in his rucksack. There were animals with good “ingrains,” but they also had their drawbacks: for example, they were too quick and agile, or they could fly, or they had troublesome abilities. Take, for instance, those nasty vipers, which infected their enemies with long-lasting powerful poison. It’s not exactly pleasant, watching your own life slip away while you have neither the antidote, nor a stash of healing elixirs. That’s why Crow was content with hunting well-known minor monsters. Though his experience wasn’t increasing as quickly, it was still increasing. The unhurried adventurer could not have asked for more. 
 
      
 
    The player-dwarf woke up several hours ago, exactly an hour before the departure of the guards, who have become like family to him. After embracing and bidding the guards from the old shift farewell, Crow greeted the new arrivals. Then he quietly moved to the side and joined the new guards in unloading the supplies cart. A week ago, he had huffed and puffed, dripping in virtual sweat, while trying to keep himself from dropping a tiny barrel of pickles. Now, however, he easily lifted a huge sack of flour from the cart and carried it into the warehouse, placing it on the furthest shelf. Even though this caused his level of tiredness to rise, it wasn’t by much. Thus, Crow helped quite a lot with the unloading, earning thanks from the new guards. 
 
      
 
    While the hardworking dwarf carried bags and rolled barrels, the strict centurion, who had come with inspection, and Captain Mauritius walked around the whole territory of the Gray Peak outpost. Afterwards, they spent a long time in front of the one and only private land property with the somewhat boastful title of Crow Hall. The dwarf, who was busy unloading supplies, did not hear their conversation; but he did see Mauritius’ satisfied smile—he must have received praise for his role in settling the local area. That means Crow did not waste his time by slaving away the whole week, and especially last night, trying to fulfill his promise as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the guards who had served all week started on their return journey; the centurion, who had inspected everything, went with them. At the same time, Crow received a notification about the end of his daily assignments, which he had successfully completed without fail for the whole week. 
 
      
 
    
     The daily assignment “Gather firewood” is successfully completed! 
 
       
 
     Reward: three meals a day (already received). 
 
       
 
   
 
    To the deep disappointment of the midget dwarf, since the daily assignments have ended, he will no longer receive three meals a day. Well, as they say, all good things must come to an end. 
 
      
 
    Although he could still try to restore the mutually beneficial and not particularly time-consuming assignment. But that’s for later. For now, the player briefly visited his land plot to collect everything he needed for hunting, and slowly went on his way. He decided not to ask to stay for lunch. There would be time for that. But he still did not forget to bring the lunchtime portion of firewood to the kitchen, asking for nothing in return and bowing politely. Perhaps the new cook already knows about his previous daily responsibility from Dredin and will decide to keep following the tradition. That was his only hope. 
 
      
 
    On a related note, the new cook who had replaced the irreplaceable Dredin was quite remarkable in appearance. The only half-orc among the guards, he was enormous and incredibly muscular. His arms resembled bumpy logs, with green skin stretched tightly over them. Tall jet-black spiky hair graced the top of his head. Dozens of scars covered his face, and his eyes stared ferociously. His axe, which he leaned against the kitchen table, was so huge that it didn’t look so much like a weapon as a giant monument to all the axes in the world. The new cook brought his own ladle, which could be used, without a doubt, to bash in the skull of a cave bear—so heavy was the said kitchen implement. In short, the half-orc cook was the epitome of strength, an ideal that Crow strove to emulate. Throwing an envious glance, the player left the wonderfully smelling kitchen, and soon thereafter exited the boundaries of the outpost, accompanied by looks from the guards on duty. 
 
      
 
    Crow had been hunting for two hours, selectively aiming his weapons—the thick and heavy wooden clubs that he prepared last night. Yes, specifically clubs. Now, when he already possessed significant reserves of strength, the dwarf decided to use something more impressive as a weapon than a regular stick. He hewed two logs, shaping them and cutting off their thickest ends to be used for his own needs. He ended up with caveman-style clubs, horrible-looking and much more lethal. They were shorter than the previous stakes he used, but far heavier and more demanding in terms of required character stats. 
 
      
 
    
     Well-hewn wooden club. 
 
       
 
     Object Type: one-handed weapon. 
 
       
 
     Damage: 10-15 
 
       
 
     Damage type: Bludgeoning 
 
       
 
     Object class: Common. 
 
       
 
     Durability: 47/65 
 
       
 
     Minimum requirements for usage: 
 
       
 
     Minimum level: 7 
 
       
 
     Strength: 25 
 
       
 
     Additional effects: 
 
       
 
     +5% chance of stunning victim after delivering a precise blow. 
 
       
 
     +2 throwback. 
 
       
 
     (Effectiveness of skills depends on the type of opponent, 
 
       
 
     his skills and certain unique physical traits) 
 
       
 
   
 
    Oh yes, his new weapon now had minimum requirements. If the mention of minimum level could be called a peculiarity of the game system that tries to keep balance, then the strength requirement was quite reasonable: such a huge, thick club cannot be lifted off the ground without sufficient muscle power. Crow barely met these conditions. 
 
      
 
    The limits to the chance of stunning or throwing back were understandable. Just try stunning a water-element opponent, or throwing back a stone golem or a carnivorous tree stump half-buried in the ground. But there weren’t any such opponents to be found here. Therefore, Crow could readily stun everything he met, especially rabbits and the damned jackals. Of the latter, the black-haired dwarf had already killed two. He had encountered a mini-pack and decided to stand his ground this time. The battle concluded with his resounding victory. He was rewarded with experience points, jackal meat, fangs, and two mangy pelts. The club worked perfectly, stunning the enemy and throwing him backwards. The hideous outlines of other jackals could be seen on the horizon, but the player did not approach, as there were simply too many of them. Nasty creatures, jackals were... grabbing and pulling their prey to the ground, blocking its movements... It was still too early to try to take on a large pack of them by himself. The smallest mistake can get him turned into jackal food and send him on a trip of shame to the faraway respawning site. 
 
      
 
    Just in time, Crow heard a quiet hissing and jumped backwards. In an instant, a live uncoiled spring struck the spot where he had been standing a moment ago—the snake had been hiding behind a stone, and was just a tiny bit late attacking. The next second, a heavy club descended on its sly narrow head, flattening the nasty poisonous thing. Crow did not even look at the objects that fell out after the snake’s death. A snake skin, fangs, and whitish meat were far from the kind of objects that could be traded or sold outside a city. They were completely useless. On the other hand, the orange fox tail flickering in the grass ahead should definitely be investigated closer... 
 
      
 
    By evening, the new rucksack of the “woven basket” type was filled to the maximum. The player-dwarf directed his steps home, wisely deciding to reach the safe zone before dinnertime. As always, wood and rocks contributed the lion’s share of the weight that dragged him down. These resources were quite important for his future plans, and he needed to accumulate as many of these materials as possible, so that he would always have an emergency stash handy. Moreover, it was specifically these things that had a hundred percent chance of being useful; while the other trophies had every chance of being sent to the garbage, into non-existence. 
 
      
 
    Crow reached his home sweet home without further problems, politely greeting everybody he met along the way. Once he was back on his land, he busied himself with his daily routine. But this time, the first thing he did was to fill up his arsenal by carefully cutting out two new clubs for himself. Tomorrow morning, a fairly long and dangerous journey awaited him, according to the plans described in painstaking detail in his journal. The dwarf had no intention of going against them. At the crack of dawn, he will set out, even though he still had not reached the necessary minimum levels. He would have to fix this problem on the fly, which meant doing something in a hurry, an idea Crow absolutely loathed. Oh well... 
 
      
 
    As soon as it got completely dark, the dwarf was already sleeping in his slightly renovated tent, curled up under a fluffy spruce bough. Gone were the days of delivering firewood, making brief friendships with the new guards, and writing down their names and physical descriptions. It was all small talk, nothing more. Right now, the most important thing was to establish at least a casual acquaintance; he will work on establishing closer ties when he returns. Especially since he spotted fresh issues of newspapers and magazines in the hands of some off-duty guards... Crow loved to read. He thought of asking the guards for a newspaper to familiarize himself with the world news of Waldyra. He might learn something useful and get some entertainment out of it. Maybe he’ll even magically raise his intelligence. For a tank, the most important thing is armor, not brains. However, free character bonuses wouldn’t hurt... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Crow climbed to the top of a small hill and looked around carefully. 
 
      
 
    Gray Peak was on his left-hand side, the outpost was behind him, the rocky valley was on the right, and in front was a small cliff with a relatively mild slope towards him. In fact, the slope was so gradual, he could ascend it simply by walking and without using his hands. Well, it seems he got to the right place at the right time—almost an hour remained until noon. This would be enough time to reach the top of the cliff and jump off it. Yes, specifically to jump off. And no, Crow did not intend to commit suicide. But if he chooses the wrong moment, jumping too early or too late, then death would come swiftly. 
 
      
 
    Crouching down slightly, the dwarf moved towards the cliff, trying hard to avoid attracting unnecessary attention. Thankfully, the landscape was quite conducive to hiding: prickly shrubs as tall as a person grew everywhere; there were many rocky ridges; and almost no animals were present, apart from small birds and quick lizards, neither of which could make much noise. Once he was nearly at the top, the dwarf flattened himself against the stone and slowly crawled towards the edge of the cliff visible ahead, which hung over a hundred-foot deep chasm. Inches from the edge, the player froze. 
 
      
 
    Distant cries in a strange language reached his ears. His cheek pressed to the stone, he could occasionally feel faint vibrations. But the most important sound, the signal he awaited, would not come for a long time. He still had to wait exactly thirty-seven minutes and eighteen seconds, according to the dead-accurate clock on his interface. It was almost noon. After waiting for five minutes and making sure his appearance at the top of the cliff went unnoticed, Crow sighed with relief. He pulled up his character’s settings and began distributing free points from his latest acquisition of levels. He managed to reach his goal, after all, earning the required minimum points for receiving the next and currently most important achievement. His character’s current level was 23. It was two levels below what he had planned, but that wasn’t critical. 
 
      
 
    In several decisive clicks, Crow distributed the plentiful points. He smiled with satisfaction, looking at the results: 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 23. 
 
       
 
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 70 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
       
 
     Agility: 20 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 64 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
     Points available for distribution: 0 
 
       
 
   
 
    He invested all forty of the points he had into strength, raising it to seventy. This increased the level of damage-dealing, and, most importantly, his weight-lifting ability. Especially since he received a new rank in the achievement of “Strongman.” 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Strongman—Tier 2”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +7 damage to inflicted physical attacks. 
 
       
 
     +30 maximum carried weight. 
 
       
 
     Current inflicted damage bonus: +12 
 
       
 
     Current maximum carried weight bonus: +50 
 
       
 
   
 
    This was true happiness for any hardworking dwarf with big plans for the future—the ability to carry a lot of useful weight. When his strength reaches the next benchmark of 100 points, he will receive the next rank of “Strongman.” After that, he can focus on endurance and agility. 
 
      
 
    After making sure he didn’t forget anything, the dwarf minimized the settings screen. He lay motionless again, staring at a yellowing blade of grass. A little green grasshopper was stubbornly crawling up the blade, his red eyes glittering. The insect kept losing his grip on the grass and falling down; after a brief rest, it would attempt the climb yet again. The bug’s resilience was commendable and a very good example for emulation. Finally, the grasshopper managed to crawl to the tip of the swaying grass blade, where he triumphantly stretched out his front legs in a victory gesture. Almost immediately, three short loud bursts of sound came from somewhere below the cliff. 
 
      
 
    Boom. Boom. Boom. 
 
      
 
    “You did a great job,” whispered Crow to the green grasshopper, getting to his feet decisively and taking a big step forward. Considering that the dwarf was lying practically on the very edge of the cliff, his step was met with emptiness, and Crow hurtled downwards, falling headfirst from a height of a hundred feet. 
 
      
 
    Squinting from the wind lashing his face, the falling dwarf looked down and smiled happily: right below him, a smoky gray cloud of magic mist was spreading rapidly in all directions, covering a small stone-paved platform. Blurred outlines of stone walls and wooden watch platforms flashed before the eyes of the free-falling player. He even heard someone’s piercing cry before plunging deep into the furiously glowing magic cloud. 
 
      
 
    A couple of moments of floating inside the rainbow-colored haze, a blinding flash... and Crow found himself falling again, this time from a height of a few dozen feet, hurtling towards a wide black hole that looked like a giant funnel from above. A little below the player, dirty rocks and pebbles swirled, heading in the same direction, into the strange funnel surrounded by clouds of dust. While still in midair, Crow reached into the basket behind his back and pulled out a long, thick stick with a rope tied to the middle of it. In one quick well-practiced movement, he wrapped the rope around one hand; with the other hand, he raised the stick and turned it horizontally. In that second, his journey by air was over. The dwarf fell, along with the load of rocks, into the funnel. He tumbled right into the opening in the center of it, letting all rocks and debris fall through before him. With a short crack, the long stick hit the edges of the hole and rebounded. The shock threw Crow downwards, right into the gaping black hole of swirling dust; but the rope wrapped around his hand held him back. Blinded by the thick dust, the player climbed up the rope in two quick movements and grasped the stick; in another couple of swings, he reached one of its ends that was pushed against the side of the opening. Clutching at the rough stone surface, he threw his body onto the steep slope. Back on firm ground, he sighed with relief. The first part of the plan was successful. 
 
      
 
    The staff and rope went back into the basket, while two crossed clubs appeared on his back. Grasping at any crevices or rough surfaces he could find, the dwarf crawled up the steep slope of the stone funnel. The clouds of gray dust swirling around him served as an excellent smokescreen, completely hiding him from view. After five minutes of cautious ascent, which earned him the achievement of “Rock Climber,” the dwarf reached the top of the funnel and swung deftly over the edge, holding one of his clubs at the ready. 
 
      
 
    It was far less dusty here. A few steps away from Crow stood three figures wrapped in rags. They stared at him in complete surprise through wide glasses that were pressed against their faces. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” grinned Crow. “I’m here to visit. Begging your pardon, this isn’t really Sparta, but still... Take this!” 
 
      
 
    A staggering blow to the chest sent one of the strangers flying over the edge of the deep funnel; he hurtled downwards with a delayed shriek. The other two started yelling and grabbed their weapons, which resembled short and crudely made machetes, that hung from their belts. The invading dwarf wasted no time, hitting one of the enemies on top of his head with the thick wooden club and slicing his life nearly in half, plus stunning and throwing him back a step. The third and last enemy finally rushed to attack, but was unsuccessful. The battle lasted twenty seconds. Crow came out victorious, receiving only one glancing blow on the shoulder. Before his eyes, several messages flashed about acquired experience. At his feet now lay two shapeless heaps of gray and black rags. The enemy that fluttered down into the dusty funnel also died, according to the system’s message, giving the dwarf his deserved experience points; however, he didn’t leave any trophies. But that wasn’t important. Looking around, Crow realized two things: firstly, he seemed to be alone in his surroundings; secondly, there was way too much dust. Thus, he decided to pause to catch his breath and examine the plunder. 
 
      
 
    The place where the black-haired dwarf ended up was somewhere within 25 miles of the Gray Peak outpost. He got here by magic. There was a platform under the cliff from which he made the brave jump. Three times a day, at strictly specific times, a load of iron-containing ore was taken from the platform and, with the help of a mass-transport artifact, brought here. The ore was transported directly to the opening of the receiving funnel, which led to a grinder full of horrifying stone wheels and moving plates that crushed everything into fine dust. The unwanted rock dust was magically rejected and dumped into a heap; the rest went into the smelting furnace. 
 
      
 
    Crow completed only half the trip, preferring to stop at the funnel and not go through the grinder, as this would endanger his health. 
 
      
 
    All this information the dwarf gathered well in advance, even before his “birth,” recording the most important points in his journal. This location was something of a giant forgery, situated in deep woods between three tall mountains connected by mountain passes. Here, forging their victory against humans and dwarves, lived the evil mountain midgets. They were slightly shorter than a dwarf, with hideous, warty faces and sharp teeth. This race was officially known as the gihls. Gihls have been forging their victory for a very long time, unsuccessfully, as the weapons and armor forged by them were quite crude and rather ugly. As a result, every year, when the gihls waged war and marched against their hated enemies, they invariably suffered a humiliating defeat. Nevertheless, they never gave up. Instead, they returned to their camps and began anew, forging their weapons and training up new warriors. There was still lots of time until the next midget invasion—at least half a year. Considering their level (which ranged from twenty-fifth to fiftieth, depending on their location and rank), you could say that Crow had found his ideal feeding station, an easy source of loot, just like he had planned from the very beginning. 
 
      
 
    In the area near the grinder and smelting furnace, the enemies posed a threat only as a group. However, the dwarf planned to avoid running into gatherings of more than five midgets. 
 
      
 
    But right now, he needs to search for trophies... There should be some very useful items... 
 
      
 
    The first heap of rags contained several objects: something resembling a leather harness with sewn-on metallic plates, the previously mentioned machete, a dirty shirt, pants, boots, a hooded cloak, and six copper coins—his first money won in battle! 
 
      
 
    At the sight of metal, Crow smiled happily. This was exactly the type of crude and completely unremarkable metal that Crow was looking for. Since it could be worked even by beginner blacksmiths, it was exactly what he needed. 
 
      
 
    The last object, which brought another smile to his face, was glasses that resembled old-fashioned aviator goggles. He stuck them on his nose immediately and grinned again with satisfaction, as everything in his field of view became crystal clear, without a single speck of dust in sight. This was the only function of these glasses, accessible only from the fifth level up and without any additional effects. They repelled dust, making it possible to see just as far and as clearly as in any regular location. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to these glasses, he won’t be surprised by enemy attacks, and he definitely won’t miss the most important things for which he came: metal and tools! Oh, yes... It would be difficult to master blacksmithing without the crucial tools and raw materials, especially if you live in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by jackals. 
 
      
 
    According to his research, gihls had several types of anvils: small, medium, and large. The anvils were just as horrible as everything else they made—but they were still anvils! Thanks to receiving the second “Strongman” achievement, Crow will be able to carry off a small anvil. After busting through enemy ranks, he could take it to the place where a securely guarded artifact of mass transport was located. With the help of the artifact, he could return home. And what if he sticks around for a bit to acquire six more levels, and raises his strength to the hundred-point mark? Well, that opens up even bigger possibilities for the sly dwarf. 
 
      
 
    This summed up Crow’s plans for today. Kneeling down, he began to thoroughly examine the clothing items. First, he threw the dirty gray cloak with a big hood and practically zero bonuses over his own shoulders. 
 
      
 
    
     Gray cloak of a gihl. 
 
       
 
     Object Type: equipment. 
 
       
 
     Minimal level: 20. 
 
       
 
     Description: Sewn from a large piece of gray sackcloth, this semblance of a cloak 
 
       
 
     is capable of providing minimal protection from mild wind, but completely useless in rainy weather. The sewing quality is so rough and terrible 
 
       
 
     that it is embarrassing to appear in such clothing even in the shabbiest village. 
 
       
 
     The cloak is handmade by gihls and constitutes typical clothing for these evil midgets. 
 
       
 
     Therefore, the sight of this cloak is enough to evoke hate in any sensible race. 
 
       
 
     Object class: Common! 
 
       
 
     Effects: 
 
       
 
     + 2 endurance 
 
       
 
     +3 protection 
 
       
 
     Additional: 
 
       
 
     – 3 goodwill in relations with any sensible race not allied with gihls. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Due to the maliciousness of the midgets, their relations were extremely poor with nearly all the other races of Waldyra. This was unsurprising, as most races had suffered in some way or another from their attacks. 
 
      
 
    But there was no danger of running into peaceful civilians at the present location, so Crow did not worry at all while putting on the scavenged clothes. His own shabby, patched trousers and shirt went into the sack. Instead, he pulled on the gihl’s shirt and trousers, which fit him thanks to his own short height. A human, elf, or half-orc would have been unable to wear such small-sized clothing. He stuck his feet into the boots, strapped the machete to his belt, put the six copper coins into his sack, and walked to the next heap. From there, he fished out four more coins and left the rest of the rags, as they were no different from the things he was already wearing. However, he did take the leather harness with the metallic studs, plus another machete. Done. Thanks to his new costume, Crow received a total of eight points of protection from physical attacks, two points of agility, and three of endurance. The equipment was simply horrible, considering its minimum required level. Just absolute garbage. 
 
      
 
    Now, wrapped in dirty rags with the hood pulled over his head and big glasses covering his face, Crow looked practically indistinguishable from a gihl midget, especially among all the dense clouds of dust. Ignoring the quaking ground beneath his feet, the dwarf marched in the direction of the short buildings visible in the distance. Right now, he was standing on top of a primitive smelting factory. Under his feet, a 15-foot thick layer of rocks and soil concealed smoking furnaces which, despite their ugliness, diligently swallowed the raw material and spat out streams of molten metal. The entrance to them was located far from here and was fairly well-guarded. The respawning site for monsters was about 15-20 minutes away, which meant the dwarf did not need to fear being attacked from behind, especially if he wiped out every single gihl he met. 
 
      
 
    One kick caused the flimsy door, which consisted of cloth stretched over a thin frame, not to open inwards so much as literally fly into the building. Bursting into the room, the dwarf, cackling, brought the club down on the head of one of the midgets, who was lying on a narrow trestle bed. The midget did not have time to wake up properly; the effect of surprise combined with a critical hit rendered further action unnecessary. Thus, without the slightest sound, the Level 25 gihl went to meet his maker. Meanwhile, the pair of gihls who had been sitting at a table dropped the playing cards from their dirty paws, whipped out their weapons, and simultaneously threw them at the aggressor. Crow ducked as the two machetes whizzed over his head. Machete throwers! What a pair of clowns—they should be in a circus! 
 
      
 
    Now unarmed, the two gihls exchanged looks and then simultaneously grabbed onto the table. Dragged by their combined efforts, the table turned into a makeshift battering ram, with which the hollering midgets tried to immobilize the dwarf by squashing him against the wall. However, in the excitement of the fight, they had completely forgotten that the table’s durability rivaled that of the flimsy door. Stepping forward, Crow delivered a powerful downward blow to the table, turning it into a pile of matchsticks. Without slowing down, he turned around and surprised one of the gihls with a groin kick. The midget let out a yowl and performed something akin to the Irish stepdance, hopping sideways into a corner. From there, he observed the dwarvish invader methodically dispatch one of his screaming kin, while the latter tried unsuccessfully to fend off the attacker with a piece of the broken table. Finishing off the second enemy, Crow turned around and looked at the last surviving gihl. The midget was clinging to the hilt of a machete and trying to tug the weapon out of a crevice between rocks, where it was hopelessly stuck. 
 
      
 
    As the forbidding shadow fell on him, the gihl turned around and gave a pitiful cry: 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    The answer was given by the club, which landed on the head of the midget. The gihl immediately understood: he was faced with a merciless killer. After realizing this fact and receiving several more blows, the gihl fell, turning into a shapeless heap of rags. Crow glanced around to make sure he was now alone in the room. He began to search for trophies. There was no furniture for storing things, except for a wooden box that stood against the wall, half-filled with junk. Still, Crow managed to find two useful things inside it: five copper coins, plus a small throwing hatchet with a hopelessly ruined blade. Crow left the first building, but not before pocketing three regular wax candles that had fallen to the floor. Household necessities must not be forgotten, especially by someone who still lives in a basic tent covered by spruce boughs, instead of a proper home. 
 
      
 
    Before Crow had time to knock on the next door, it opened slightly and an unfortunate gihl appeared in the doorway. The midget barely had time to marvel at the stranger, his eyes widening behind the dirty lenses of his glasses. A powerful kick to the chest sent him flying along with the door into the hovel, where he crashed heavily onto the littered floor. The dwarf barged in, greeting another gihl right in his ugly face with a heartfelt hit from his faithful club. The gihl’s spectacles shattered, sending glass shards flying everywhere; the gihl himself was thrown backwards from the blow, crashing into a vertical beam that supported the roof. Without slowing down, the dwarf made a sideswipe with his club, aimed to seriously damage the enemy’s head. However, the gihl was no fool; he swiftly ducked, while surging forward and swinging his machete at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Next, two important things happened. First, the dwarf received his first injury since the start of the fight. However, the blow wasn’t particularly harmful, glancing down the player’s leg and taking away forty life points. And then, something much more unexpected happened: the club smashed full-swing into the weight-bearing beam, snapping it like a twig. Next moment, the roof came crashing down on Crow and the two gihls who were still alive. Crow only had enough time to raise his arms and shield his head before he was showered by fine wooden splinters and larger chunks of wood, including a few random rocks. By the time debris stopped raining, Crow had lost a quarter of his life points. However, the midgets got hit much worse: their life bars rapidly turned yellow. In a few hits, the dwarf finished off the two remaining gihls. He sighed with relief. Then he shook his head, marveling at the flimsiness of the local buildings. 
 
      
 
    By the way, there were only two buildings here, plus one other, which was approximately three times bigger and located about fifty steps away. According to his information, the largest building housed an additional entrance to the underground forge. Naturally, this entrance was guarded. Well, Crow wasn’t looking for an easy way out, anyway. Especially since he urgently needed to raise his stats. 
 
      
 
    By resting awhile, drinking half a flask of water, and snacking on a crunchy piece of toast and a yellow apple, Crow partially recovered his health. The rest he left to the process of regeneration. Afterwards, he searched among the wood splinters, collecting minor trophies and a bit of money. He took the playing cards, too. Though old and worn, they featured portraits of various famous persons from among the gihl race. Plus, they could be used for card games! Like solitaire, for example. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a full deck. Either the gihls have been using a partial deck, or some of the cards got lost under the wreckage. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf decided not to charge blindly into the large building. He approached the still-burning fire in the crude hearth. Taking some burning coals, he scattered them around the room, throwing them on top of cloth and broken pieces of wood. The flames did not take long to kindle and appeared almost immediately, hungrily devouring the dwarf’s offerings. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Arsonist—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +0.5% damage to inflicted physical and magical attacks using fire. 
 
       
 
     +1% chance of successful arson. 
 
       
 
     +1% speed and intensity of burning. 
 
       
 
   
 
    After starting the fire, Crow threw a fleeting glance at the thick column of rising smoke. He remained inside the wrecked and burning house, standing next to the entrance, with his back pressed against the wall. He only had to wait about three minutes for the first guest. The door flew open and a gihl rushed inside, carrying a clay pot full of water in his outstretched arms. The gihl firefighter received a blow to the back of his head, getting critically hit and stunned at the same time. He took a couple more steps and collapsed right into the fire, splashing water everywhere and breaking the pot. Bouncing up to the victim, Crow mercifully finished him off, not letting him burn to death. With a quick swipe, he collected the most important trophies before leaping back to the wall. Just in time! The next hero was already barging inside, carrying water in a leather wineskin. Another midget was hurrying in his footsteps. Crow had to improvise. The first one was dealt with according to the previous method, getting smacked with the hefty club; the second one got grabbed by his scruff and, thanks to Crow’s more-than-adequate strength, literally thrown inside the burning building. After a few more finishing blows and a rapid plundering session, Crow returned to his favorite position by the door. 
 
      
 
    In this manner, by using the fire as bait, the dwarf player managed to dispose of two more midgets. By that point, the firemen ceased to appear and the flame threatened to reach his very feet. Leaning sideways a little, the dwarf peeked outside. Unsurprisingly, he saw five midgets standing a short distance away, armed with fire-extinguishing means: buckets, a filled wooden tub, plus a couple of bottles made of murky glass. The gihls weren’t that stupid. They quickly realized something was wrong, since the previous firefighters never came out of the burning house. That’s why they were hesitating to go inside. They were talking agitatedly in their own language and kept shoving each other forward. 
 
      
 
    Eying the distance between the group of gihls and the house, Crow scratched his brow thoughtfully. He glanced at the flame now licking the toes of his boots and shrugged his shoulders, coming to an unavoidable decision. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, the gihls startled and stared in shock at something that had burst out of the burning house and was now running full-tilt towards them... a flaming door... 
 
      
 
    While the gihls stared in wonder at the miraculously moving object, the door quickly ran up to them. At this moment, the gihls’ inborn instincts took over; acting as one, they grabbed their containers of water and dumped them onto the flames. The door hissed, sending up a cloud of steam, and the flames were extinguished, leaving behind a blackened surface. The midgets chattered excitedly, celebrating their victory over the fire. However, at that moment, the door collapsed on top of one of the gihls, squashing him underneath. Behind the door stood a stranger, armed with a huge club and dripping from head to foot. It seemed that the stranger was quite angry at having been drenched, because he wordlessly began to dole out punishment, bringing the club down with a crack on the heads of the gihls. 
 
      
 
    The purge did not last long. The gihls, who still had not regained their wits, dropped like flies, hardly putting up any resistance. Brushing dirt off his wet face with his sleeve, Crow wiped the murky lenses of his glasses, closed the message about reaching Level 24, and began to plunder. First, he stole away a neat little wooden bucket, clearly made by more skilled hands than those of the clumsy midgets. Such an object would certainly come in handy. After collecting all the money and metal, Crow examined his wooden club and made sure its durability was not at a critical level. Then he walked purposefully toward the biggest building, intending to clear it of its inhabitants. Afterwards, he can proceed towards the entrance to the underground forge. There were supposed to be two guards at the entrance, both of whom were at least Level 30, if his information source was correct. Their weapons: two crossbows, two machetes, and two spears. And beyond the guards, the forge was only a few steps away... 
 
      
 
    To the dwarf’s displeasure, there were hardly any enemies in the next building. The majority of the gihls perished during the firefighting episode. There were only four midgets inside. Crow found out this fact before barging into the building, by spying through the small window with extremely dirty, murky panes. Two gihls were sitting at a table and playing cards; one was sleeping on a narrow bench. Another one was busily sniffing at a ladle drawn from a cooking pot, filled with something that vaguely resembled tea. There was no logical explanation in existence for why these four lazybutts did not even attempt to help extinguish the burning house next door. Gaging his opponents’ strength, the dwarf smirked—their level and equipment were nothing to worry about. Which meant he did not have to come up with a complicated strategy to attack. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, Crow took a step to the side, stretched out his arm, and calmly knocked on the wooden door with the thick end of his club. As expected, he immediately heard the shuffling of small steps from inside. One of the gihls, muttering something under his breath, was hurrying to answer the door. 
 
      
 
    According to a deeply ingrained burrowing instinct, the gihl opened the door in a peculiar manner. Opening it just a crack, he stuck his head outside and immediately received a direct blow from the club. With his life halved, the midget’s knees buckled, and he began to sink to the ground, sliding down the doorframe. Two quick finishing blows delivered with maximum speed, and Crow moved away to stand at the side of the door, out of sight. From within the house came screams, the sound of metal being drawn, and the crash of upturned furniture. The first of the remaining opponents fell to a banal trick: he stumbled over Crow’s outstretched foot and crashed down to the ground. The second midget tripped over him and sprawled on the ground, too, dropping his machete. Unsticking his back from the wall, Crow managed to land a blow on the back of the fallen gihl, before turning around and walking into the building. In one quick movement, he slammed the door shut behind him and put a heavy bolt across it, thus locking himself inside with the slowest gihl. 
 
      
 
    “Noooo...” hoarsely whispered the gihl, slowly backing away from the strange intruder. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf chose not to answer. He stepped forward, raising the club over his head. High-pitched screams, sounds of hitting, and the crash of breaking pottery came from within the house. The door creaked and shuddered from the blows of the first two gihls, who got shut out of the house and were now trying to force entry. Their first attack on the locked door was unsuccessful; by their second attempt, the noise coming from inside the house had died down completely. With a piercing cry, one of the midgets leapt up to the window and smashed in the glass with his machete. This act of vandalism was immediately followed by retribution: a hand appeared out of the broken window, grabbed the gihl-destroyer by the scruff of his cloak, and, with one powerful yank, pulled the struggling midget inside. Again, the sounds of hitting and yelling were heard, followed by an odd crunch. A minute later, the damaged door quietly creaked open, letting in the last opponent, who gave a fiendish shriek and charged into attack. After a few audible hits and one last screech, the stout figure of the black-haired dwarf appeared in the doorway. Looking at the sky through his glasses, he sighed: 
 
      
 
    “What beautiful clouds... Absolutely stunning...” 
 
      
 
    After expressing his admiration for the beauty of nature, Crow returned inside and began to loot, selectively grabbing trophies and putting them in his bag. In addition to metallic weapons and thin plates of armor, Crow also remembered to take the useful and nearly weightless household goods. With that, the looting session was over. There was only one hurdle left in the way of entering the underground forge of the gihls. 
 
      
 
    From the dwarf’s chosen vantage point, the pair of guards looked quite intimidating. It wasn’t their stature that created the impression, but rather their helmets, which were jammed directly on top of the hoods of their cloaks. The helmets distantly resembled metallic bowls, with a strip of metal clipped vertically to shield the nose. Their spears, which looked like long darts, were leaned against the stone doorframe on either side of the wide entrance. To be honest, it wasn’t the spears which worried the dwarf, who was lying on the roof of an attached structure. It was the crossbows which hung on the belts of the Level 30 gihl guards. Again, the threat wasn’t too great. These weren’t longbows, which are less lethal than crossbows, but can shoot arrows much faster. A crossbow takes a long time to load. However, Crow had absolutely no desire to take a crossbow bolt to his unprotected chest. Stashed away in his bag, he had the leather harness used by gihls. It had some plates of armor sewn on in places, to protect the most vulnerable spots. But he wasn’t about to wear this pathetic excuse for armor. It even had a negative effect, which reduced the speed of strike by ten percent. This piece of protection equipment was so terribly made that it literally impeded its wearer’s movements. It did more harm than good. However, on second thought... 
 
      
 
    Struggling a bit, Crow finally pulled on the gihl armor. Then he lay still again, watching the clock. The first of the killed gihls should have respawned by now—the ones that he met on the edge of the grinder. Soon, the others will catch up to them, as well. But the dwarf continued to wait. After five minutes, the awaited moment came. One of the guards, going against all security protocols, walked about fifteen steps away from the door without taking his spear with him. He headed towards a leather water bottle that hung on a post nearby. Got a bit thirsty, it seems... 
 
      
 
    Crow seized his chance and began to move before the parched gihl even reached the bottle filled with the refreshing liquid. Without trying to hide, Crow straightened up to his full height and jumped down from the low roof. He landed a few feet away from the guard who remained at his post. With a roar, Crow threw himself forwards and used his club to whack the dirty hand that was stretching to grab the crossbow. The gihl withdrew his paw without reaching the weapon, and the flimsy crossbow shattered from the club’s blow. The next hit landed squarely in the midget’s stomach, throwing him a step backwards. The player delivered a sharp poke with his foot to the gihl’s half-bent leg, which made the gihl drop to his knees. A split second later, Crow received his first real damage—with a brief whoosh, a crossbow bolt pierced him between his shoulders. The second guard had come to his senses and joined the fight. Crow did not rush towards him, preferring to finish off the first midget. He showered his opponent with multiple powerful blows, three of which clanged against the metal helmet. The third hit produced the desired effect: the guard swooned, his movements suddenly slowing; the blade of his drawn machete swayed uncertainly from side to side. Hearing a short click from the drawn crossbow, the dwarf waited for a moment and then ducked. The second shot whistled over his head and struck the throat of the stunned gihl, sharply decreasing his level of health. Two quick blows finished the job. The guard collapsed backwards, turning into a heap of dirty rags in midair. The result of their fight wasn’t surprising; despite their difference in levels, the “inferior” dwarf surpassed the gihl guard with his base stats. 
 
      
 
    Leaping aside, Crow avoided another crossbow bolt. He launched himself at the last opponent, no longer willing to play the cat-and-mouse game and determined to fight face-to-face. Predictably, the battle soon ended with the player’s unquestionable victory. 
 
      
 
    The trophies turned out to be substantially richer than those of the regular gihls. From each of the guards, Crow collected ten metal coins. He took the higher quality armor, which had the same level of protection but without the negative effect on strike speed. He also took the metal helmets, one of which he immediately placed upon his own head. It raised his physical defense by six points and increased his confidence in a positive outcome to his little adventure. To his disappointment, the gatekeepers had no belts. Could it be that gihls simply couldn’t stand this particular item of clothing? 
 
      
 
    Staying by the entrance, Crow laid down on the ground in order to speed up the recovery of his life points. Beforehand, he drank his fill from the leather bottle hanging on a nearby post. Thankfully, the bottle contained only water, which was surprisingly clean. While his life points slowly regenerated, the dwarf pulled up a map on the screen in front of his eyes. The map was hand-drawn from memory and gave a relatively accurate (or so he hoped) representation of the underground passages found inside. Right behind the door began a long and wide corridor, which sloped slightly downwards. The first turn off the corridor ought to be skipped, as it leads to the barracks which are chock-full of gihls. The second turn, also located on the left, leads to an underground well. The third passage to the left, however, leads exactly where he needs to go. It would take him directly to the huge forge, exiting at the place where the apprentices worked. The forge itself was a cavernous room that was hot and stuffy, with walls blackened by soot. There, ovens roared and bellows creaked sullenly, while the air rang with the sound of hammers, big and small, as the gihls tirelessly forged their arsenal. 
 
      
 
    The numerous apprentices were not the problem; rather, it was the master blacksmiths—a special class of gihls that was extremely strong physically, but not very agile. Their levels were never below forty. Their weapons consisted of forging tongs, hammers, and white-hot rods of iron. They had nearly no protective equipment, unless you counted the rag-like bandanas around their heads, leather gloves, thick pants, and the long, sturdy leather aprons. In short, they were bloodthirsty maniacs, whom Crow was determined to avoid at all costs. While he has his hands full with the army of apprentices, the master blacksmiths would gradually approach and finish him off with one mighty blow. That would be very bad and absolutely not according to plan. In the middle of the sooty underground forge, suspended on a rope from the low ceiling, is the only object polished to a blinding shine: a bulging metal disk. It is continuously attended by a pair of gihls, who carefully polish the shiny thing with little cloths. Beside it lies a mallet. In case of emergency, the mallet is whacked against the metal disk, sending a ringing echo throughout the hollow corridors. As soon as the alarm sounds, all corridors will be blocked by the guards. They will cut off all escape routes, which would spell the end for the dwarf. Plus, they will definitely block the way to the kitchen, where Crow really wanted to stop by right after visiting the forge. No, all in all, the diligent dwarf would have liked nothing more than to properly explore all the underground rooms, in addition to doing some more selective looting. But it would have to wait until he gained enough strength. 
 
      
 
    After resting for five minutes, the dwarf jumped to his feet and decisively walked straight towards the door. The hinges, which desperately needed oiling, gave a drawn-out creak. The heavy door opened reluctantly, forming a crack just wide enough to let Crow slip inside. He glanced down the torch-lit corridor, filled with drifting clouds of smoke. No movement anywhere... Crow transitioned to a run, hurtling past two passageways and turning sharply into the third, where he was met with a blast of hot air. A reddish glow was visible in the depths ahead. Pausing briefly, the player pressed himself to the wall and carefully studied the gigantic room before his eyes. Fortunately, he didn’t have to worry about the noise of his footsteps—the room was filled with a din that shook the very walls. A dinosaur could walk by, and nobody would hear it. 
 
      
 
    The little gem he was looking for was located ten steps away, surrounded by five regular apprentice gihls. They were hammering away at a chunk of red-hot metal, which strongly resembled a future machete. An extremely crooked machete. Two of them hammered, while the rest, it appeared, simply observed the process. They did not interfere at all, but encouraged their sweating brethren with gurgling cries. 
 
      
 
    The anvil itself was the size of a bull’s head and made of blackened metal. It stood atop a raised stone platform, without being attached to it in any way. The information from the guides had once again proven reliable. True, the anvil was of the lowest class and quality; however, it had a horn, feet, and even a few holes drilled in the right places. 
 
      
 
    Deciding to wait a little longer, the dwarf crept along the wall, smearing his clothes with soot. He stopped by a huge wooden chest covered with black dust. Thankfully, the lid was open, allowing him to glance inside. The long and wide chest was over half-filled with dark brown stones. Stretching out his hand, the dwarf grabbed one of the rocks and quickly crouched down to the floor. Looking shiftily around him, he peered closer at the object and immediately grimaced in disappointment. 
 
      
 
    
     Brown (peat) coal. 
 
       
 
     Type: mined fuel/alchemical ingredient. 
 
       
 
     Quality: dreadful. 
 
       
 
     Description: Mined fuel of extremely poor quality. Nevertheless, it burns well, produces a spectacular amount of smoke, smells strongly, and even gives off a little heat. 
 
       
 
     Object class: Common! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Oh well,” whispered Crow, crestfallen. “It sure ain’t anthracite... damn it...” 
 
      
 
    Glancing behind his shoulder, the dwarf raised himself slightly and began to scoop armfuls of the brown coal into his bag. After gathering about 90 pounds, Crow reluctantly stopped, perfectly aware of the risks of overloading his character. 
 
      
 
    By this time, three of the gihls stepped away from the anvil, deciding to take a stroll around the forge. Two of them remained, but the dwarf was running out of time: there were exactly five minutes and thirty seconds left until 1 pm. He could afford to wait for three more minutes. He wasn’t hoping that the anvil would be left unattended; rather, he wanted to make sure his departure proceeded as planned. He prayed that his map sketch was accurate... that it wouldn’t mislead him... After exactly three minutes, the dwarf straightened up. 
 
      
 
    This is it. The moment of truth. Let’s go! 
 
      
 
    In several steps, Crow closed the distance between himself and the anvil. He brought down the club on the head of one of the apprentices and thrust his heel into the stomach of another. The first one crashed to the ground, while the other one bent over; but the dwarf paid no attention to them. The player stepped up to the anvil, put both arms around it and straightened up, looking sideways at his character’s vital stats. It seemed like he could bear the weight. The anvil was quite hefty; it did not belong to a class of objects that could be stuffed away in his bag. However, he managed to hold onto it without even losing his balance. The dwarf spun around and bolted out the way he had come, followed by the shrill, agitated cries of the robbed gihls. A couple of seconds later, the number of cries increased substantially. By the time Crow ran into the main corridor, a hollow melodic ring reverberated down the tunnels, echoing off the walls and growing louder. The gihls were sounding the alarm. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Crow flew down the corridor, counting the side passages and huffing like a steam engine gathering speed. Behind him, he heard the ringing of the alarm, yelling, the thud of someone’s heavy footsteps, and orders shouted in another language. 
 
      
 
    “Sixth on the right!” gasped the dwarf, turning at full speed and running into a wall. “Go!” 
 
      
 
    Ten more seconds of running, and the dwarf burst into the next gigantic room, hurtling past some gihls in unspeakably filthy cloth aprons. His eyes were fixed on the slightly raised platform of stone just visible ahead. It was covered in dozens of regular clay bowls of food, with a huge iron pot in the center. A familiar rainbow shimmer had already started to cover the food table... 
 
      
 
    Faster! 
 
      
 
    Putting all his effort into the final dash, Crow covered the last few feet and slammed the anvil down on the table, climbing up next to it and pulling out his club. At least three dozen midgets rushed towards him at once; some were armed with regular table knives, others with meat cleavers or huge ladles. A sharp kick sent the boldest midget flying with a cry, slamming backwards into something large and dark; he was thrown aside by a huge hairy paw belonging to an enormous gihl in a tall white hat, who held a long saw-toothed cleaver in his other hand. This must be the local chef. And he was Level 50... 
 
      
 
    The giant opened his mouth in a furious roar and raised the terrifying weapon over his head. Crow crouched down, hugging his precious trophy. In an instant, there was a flash of mass teleportation, and all the food, along with Crow, vanished without a trace... 
 
      
 
    Three times a day, ore was delivered to the underground forge from a small iron mine by means of magical mass transport. Likewise, three times a day, the same method was used to send breakfast, lunch, and dinner to the mine. This time, Crow served as an addition to the entrée, while the anvil played the role of dessert... 
 
      
 
    Gathered around the table near the cloth tents, the gihl miners licked their lips in anticipation, holding their spoons at the ready. As always, the food was served at the table with admirable punctuality. Seeing the shimmering, the dozen twentieth level gihls smiled happily. Here comes lunch... 
 
      
 
    No way could the midgets have anticipated receiving a stout dwarf in addition to their food. Standing with each foot in a soup bowl, he held a large anvil high above his head. 
 
      
 
    “Bon appétit!” exclaimed Crow, remembering his manners, and dropping “his precious” on the nearest midget. 
 
      
 
    The midget on the receiving end of the anvil’s weight died in the blink of an eye. Meanwhile, the unfamiliar dwarf brought out a huge club and, with a war cry, gave it a mighty swing. At the same time, he kicked the pot, causing its boiling hot contents to spill out and scald four midgets, who broke out in howls at such a warm greeting. Unfortunately, their mining picks were lying fifty feet away; the only weapons on hand were spoons and a couple of blunt table knives... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s return in the afternoon hardly caused a stir at the outpost. The stern watchmen saw Crow approaching from afar, but their faces did not break into joyful smiles. However, they did not seem wary of him, either; the dwarf had the foresight to take off the shabby gihl clothes in order to avoid being mistaken for an evil midget and shot on the spot. 
 
      
 
    Only after crossing over the invisible border into the well-guarded territory of the watchtower did Crow sigh with happiness and relief. Success. The well-planned, but still amateurish trip outside the safe zone had gone well: all the stolen trophies were brought back to his hideout; the copper coins were jangling in his pockets; and the anvil was cradled in his arms. In short, Crow felt as happy as a clam at high tide. 
 
      
 
    By the way, the anvil did catch the attention of the guards. After returning the player’s greeting, one of the warriors wasted no time in entering the tower and informing his superiors. Soon, the captain himself came out and, nodding to the dwarf, followed him with an interested and thoughtful stare. It was, indeed, a curious sight. It’s not every day you see a local resident going for a walk, only to return from the fields with a real anvil in his arms. 
 
      
 
    Once he was back home, the dwarf placed the precious object near the tent. He looked around, making sure that nothing changed or went missing in his absence. Then he began to unload his bag. A hail of metallic objects clattered to the ground: armor plates, machetes, two spears, helmets—everything he looted, in short. Next to the pile, he laid down several mining picks. Crow would have taken more, but his limited weight-lifting ability kept his greed in check. Beside the metal soon formed a smaller pile—the rags worn by gihls, including pants, shirts, and cloaks. Several pairs of glasses also lay there. Inside the tent, Crow placed the stolen household items: candles, soup bowls, spoons, a ladle, a huge soup pot, and a metal dinner plate. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after he had finished sorting the trophies, the dwarf began the most important task of all: setting up the anvil. He selected the place beforehand—away from the tent, beside the piles of rocks and wood, on a level patch right next to the fence. Huffing and puffing, the dwarf dragged a tree stump over to the spot. It was short yet wide, with its roots chopped off. Firmly securing the anvil on top of the stump, he stepped back to admire the result. 
 
      
 
    The sight looked very promising. The anvil, of course, did not shine in the sun’s rays; nor did it have a halo of holy light around it. However, just having this hunk of metal, secured upon a firm foundation, was enough to make the dwarf happy. Before Crow stood a goal. A huge goal for the future. All that remained was to apply as much effort as possible, in order to literally forge his success. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a blacksmith?” asked Captain Litagrius, who had approached silently from behind. Litagrius, who had replaced Mauritius at his post, was just as broad-shouldered, strong, and battle-worn as his predecessor, with a coldly rational view of the world. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Captain Litagrius,” smiled Crow, and immediately confessed, “I’m not even an apprentice yet. I’ve never even touched hot metal with a hammer.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity,” said the captain soberly. “We could use a blacksmith around here. Especially a skilled one.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do everything to become one,” answered the dwarf, looking directly into the captain’s eyes. “I’ll start learning today.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm... Well, let’s see what you can do. We’ll find out in a week.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding in farewell, Litagrius marched back to the tower. 
 
      
 
    In a week. 
 
      
 
    More specifically, in ten days. After this time period, a string of numerous loaded carts will start coming through the Gray Peak outpost. Trading caravans will start stopping by, too. They’ll bring settlers, as well as goods. 
 
      
 
    All because a few weeks ago, the world welcomed the Great Navigator. All across Waldyra, previously dormant special giant shipyards have come alive again. They have begun building ships for distant sailing, soon to be gathered into fleets. These ships will brave fierce storms, typhoons, and other natural disasters to reach the lost continent, which, until recently, had been sealed by the Greats themselves—an ancient and presently extinct race. 
 
      
 
    The awakening shipyards played a crucial role. In some places, they were located right next to cities, so no problems arose in those areas. More often than not, though, the giant ship-building operations were located in the middle of nowhere, in some deserted corner of the shoreline. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, large tent camps formed around such shipyards. Hired laborers, shipbuilders, and guards came to live there. Small shops sprang up; huge warehouses were rapidly built; roads were laid through the woods. Many, many things were delivered with the help of mass transport magic, but it was incredibly expensive. It was much simpler to arrange a continuous flow of essentials using the good old method of hitched carts and the backs of animals. 
 
      
 
    In this regard, Gray Peak got lucky twice: if you were to draw a direct line to the distant shoreline, it would connect to two awakened structures: the first shipyard, and then, 25 miles further on, a second shipyard. Near the second and furthest shipyard, His Royal Highness ordered a city to be built, in order to settle and bring life to an empty part of the continent. Thankfully, that was much easier to achieve now. The ship-building industry attracted plenty of laborers, and many skilled warriors capable of destroying dangerous predators. 
 
      
 
    The new royal decree was officially issued two weeks ago. In another week, the first carts with supplies will depart for the future city. The Gray Peak watchtower was established with this exact goal in mind: to be one of the links in the future chain of several towns that would stretch towards the distant ocean and the bustling shipyards. When travelers stop for the night, the local guards will keep a vigilant eye to ensure their peace and safety, as well as thin the ranks of the local predatory beasts. 
 
      
 
    In other words, Gray Peak will soon become a much busier and more populated place. As can be expected from the hardships of long journeys, horses will lose their shoes, steel axles of cart wheels will break down, and unavoidable battles will dull weapons and make holes in armor. 
 
      
 
    Who will help in this case? 
 
      
 
    Who can quickly make a new horseshoe? 
 
      
 
    Who can sharpen a sword and repair a punctured helmet? 
 
      
 
    Who can replenish the supply of arrowheads and spearheads? 
 
      
 
    That’s right: Only a skilled, hardworking, and versatile blacksmith can help in these situations. 
 
      
 
    There were tons of them in the cities; even the smallest village had at least one. Newbie blacksmiths weren’t welcome there—nobody wants competition. 
 
      
 
    And Gray Peak will get its very own blacksmith too, of course it will, since horses cannot go without shoes, nor warriors without patched armor. The head of the blacksmith guild will give the order, and a blacksmith will be dispatched here the very same day. Or not. But that’s only if there is already a blacksmith, with all the necessary equipment, at the outpost located at the crossroads. 
 
      
 
    This summed up Crow’s main objective. He intended to fill the future vacancy with his own persona. He was prepared to spare no effort to reach his goal. 
 
      
 
    It was the reason he came here. The reason he chose to live here. 
 
      
 
    After feasting his eyes on his new acquisition, Crow turned around decisively, scooped up some firewood from the ground, and marched towards the kitchen. No matter how much he wanted to test out the anvil, he must not forget about maintaining and improving his relationship with the guards. Besides, to the dwarf’s deep disappointment, he could not begin to forge without such an important tool as blacksmith tongs. 
 
      
 
    Thus, the player dwarf spent the next two hours among the warriors, chatting on various topics, arguing over trivial matters, and laughing at light-hearted jokes. He helped clean up the warehouse, where he also collected the settler’s kits that were owed to him. Almost immediately, he managed to exchange them for two hammers, which he so desperately needed for his work. By the end of the allotted socialization time, he noticed a couple of newspapers on the table, along with several sheets of paper. After begging their owner, he received full possession of both. The newspaper turned out to be an old, though still unread, issue of Waldyra News. The sheets of paper were wanted posters showcasing grim faces of criminals alongside their names and bounties. 
 
      
 
    While walking back home, Crow glanced at one of the posters. Without any interest, he read the information about one of the wanted men and studied the face of the villain. 
 
      
 
    The villain looked unimpressive. He had a regular human face, without any indication of a beard or mustache. The description below the mugshot was slightly more interesting: 
 
      
 
    Scuttlesniff. 
 
      
 
    Wanted for theft and escape from prison. 
 
      
 
    Reward for capture or information regarding whereabouts: 5 gold coins. 
 
      
 
    Last seen at: 314th gutter, Gatekeeper District, City of Algora. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the posters were in the same vein and tone. Just common criminals who managed to evade the justice system. Eventually, all of them will be caught and put behind bars. How boring. However, the paper sheet itself was bound to come in handy—the reverse side could be used for writing or drawing. 
 
      
 
    Crow spent another half hour or so on sorting trophies and organizing his possessions. Then he turned and marched towards the edge of the safety zone, eyes fixed on the gray mountain peak in the distance. The woven basket swayed behind his shoulders, while the club hung magically beside it. The dwarf was going hunting. Also, he wanted to check something out. And if the information turns out to be correct, he’ll try to achieve another small, but very interesting, goal. 
 
      
 
    The journey to the mountain peak was marked with overwhelming and decisive victories over every fox, rabbit, and jackal he met along the way. The animals that lived nearby were no longer a threat to the battle-hardened dwarf. He would only be frightened if he encountered a pack of six jackals again, headed by the one-eared leader. But they didn’t cross paths this time. Either One Ear was hanging around somewhere else, terrorizing the rabbits, or he had died a valiant death at the hands of the patrolling guards. Crow reached the foot of the mountain without any difficulty, while also raising himself to the twenty-seventh level. 
 
      
 
    He stopped by the memorable tiny lake, where he drank his fill of fresh water and munched some raw mushrooms from the safe list, which he gathered along the way. During the brief rest, his eyes remained fixed on the rocky peak high above. Finally, he saw what he wanted to see: flapping his great wings, an eagle landed on the peak, carrying some sort of object in his sharp talons. This sight was enough to push Crow into action. He touched the cracked stone, dug in his fingers, and heaved himself upwards, beginning the ascent. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the plentiful fissures and ledges, Crow made excellent progress in a short time. In addition, the dwarf took advantage of the automatic racial bonus regarding movement across stone, so that he experienced absolutely no difficulties scaling the sheer rockface. The player had barely climbed two-thirds of the way, finding himself at a dizzying elevation, when an eagle took off the tip of the peak and soared rapidly into the skies, quickly gathering height. Glancing after him, the dwarf began to climb at maximum speed, trying to finish things before the return of the intimidating feathered predator of level 60, who was more than capable of getting rid of uninvited guests. Everything will be fine, as long as the second birdie doesn’t show up... 
 
      
 
    Phew. The dwarf successfully crossed the finish line. He stood still in awe of the complex construction of chaotically woven branches, squeezed between two rocky ledges and located just below the tip of the mountain. The dwarf had reached the eagle nest and was gazing happily at two fluffy chicks, who were tearing apart a chunk of rabbit meat. Small sun-bleached bones were strewn everywhere. Clumps of fur and feathers, caught on branches, trembled in the wind, adding to the gloomy mood and clearly indicating that it was certainly not herbivores who lived in this place. Earthworms were obviously not part of the diet here, either. 
 
      
 
    One of the eagle chicks paused his meal and, looking sideways at the strange intruder, gave a threatening scream. He nearly succeeded, only garbling a few notes at the end. He clicked his beak in embarrassment, recognizing his failure. To compensate, he flapped his sparsely feathered wings, showing off his awesomeness and trying to look bigger. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the spirit!” smiled Crow, looking at the chick who greeted him. “Tell me, do you want to be my friend?” 
 
      
 
    Cocking his head to the side, the eagle chick sized up the dwarf with a haughty stare. He clicked his beak once more and stood still. It seemed as though he really was thinking about whether to become friends with this odd two-legged creature who was clinging to the side of the cliff. Unfortunately, Crow had no time to wait for an answer. The evil-tempered mommy eagle might return at any moment, and then the player would have to instantly learn how to fly. Or maybe it’ll be daddy who returns. In that case, the eagle chicks will suddenly have way too much food. 
 
      
 
    Leaning forwards, Crow carefully held out a piece of raw meat to his chosen chick and froze in anticipation. The baby eagle shifted on his feet uncertainly and scratched his wing with his beak. Then, stretching out his head, he snatched roughly at the offering, tearing it from the dwarf’s fingers. 
 
      
 
    
     Mutual relationship established! 
 
       
 
     The gray eagle has bonded to you! 
 
       
 
     The gray eagle has become your pet! 
 
       
 
     To complete the bonding process, name your pet. 
 
       
 
     Please select a name for your pet! 
 
       
 
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     Warning: The name given to your pet cannot be changed in the future! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Good bird,” smiled the dwarf, gently lifting the chick from the nest and putting him into his pocket. 
 
      
 
    Bidding farewell with a nod to the remaining lone chick, who was now the sole proud owner of the chunk of meat, Crow began his descent back down to the ground, trying to move as quickly as possible. Though he didn’t steal the chick, and everything was consensual, Crow seriously doubted that the infuriated parents would listen to his pathetic explanations. 
 
      
 
    About thirty feet below the nest, the dwarf stopped for a few seconds, planting his feet on a wide rocky ledge. He gazed at the scenery that unfolded below him, giving him a bird’s-eye view of the locality; then he made a few screenshots, along with a quick video, to capture the panorama. It will come in handy when planning the next adventure. But what a beautiful view opened up from this height! And he lives surrounded by this beauty... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf got back to the ground without any problems. Just in time. As soon as the dwarf ducked into the shrubbery, a huge bird glided to the top of the cliff. He heard a furious scream, which subsided rather quickly. The game system clicked in, and the predatory bird forgot about the missing chick, since it had been tamed and not stolen. The nest wasn’t left empty, either. 
 
      
 
    Sighing with relief, the dwarf pulled out the quiet chick from under his shirt. Looking into its half-closed eyes, he declared: 
 
      
 
    “I see... You’re not just any eagle. You’re a golden eagle. Also called a royal eagle, if you prefer. Or Aquila chrysaetos, in scientific terms. So, let’s call you Chrys.” 
 
      
 
    
     Do you wish to name your pet “Chrys”? 
 
       
 
     Yes/No 
 
       
 
     Warning: The name given to your pet cannot be changed in the future... 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Yes, I do,” smiled Crow and added, “Chrys and Crow. That’s got a ring to it! Doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    The snow-white fluffy chick clicked his beak and, hiding his head under his wing, went to sleep. Name accepted. Now what? Well, he can’t expect him to start jumping for joy. Sleeping is more productive, anyway. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Animal Trainer—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: +0.2% speed of your pet’s growth. 
 
       
 
     Current bonus: 0.2% 
 
       
 
   
 
    Closing the message about receiving yet another achievement, the player glanced sideways at the snoozing Chrys. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to build you a perch waaay up high, right? Well, we’ll do whatever needs to be done. We’ll build it.” 
 
      
 
    Chrys, who was sleeping and dreaming eagle dreams, did not answer. Thinking out loud, the dwarf continued: 
 
      
 
    “If you grow to be as big as your daddy, and you will, then I won’t be able to carry you around on my shoulder. You’ll have to ride around on top of the basket. We’ll start growing you from today, my future helper. I’ll owe you treats and respect; you’ll owe me respect only. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    The chick stayed silent, but the dwarf nodded cheerfully and gently stroked the baby eagle’s fluffy head. 
 
      
 
    “Just like a real guy! Attaboy! Sleep when it’s quiet, fight when it’s needed. No wasting energy on unnecessary things. Right, Chrys?” 
 
      
 
    With a quiet chuckle, Crow placed the chick on his left shoulder and marched back towards the outpost, intending to hunt some more along the way. A gigantic eagle circled slowly overhead, casting a menacing shadow on the ground far below. The king of the skies knew his worth, watching the bugs crawling beneath him with disdain and taking his time to select the next target. 
 
      
 
    “And I really hope you’ll be able to get up there!” 
 
      
 
    Crow was scratching his head in thought, as he gazed upwards at a ten-foot pole with a big forked twig at the very top. Beside the dwarf sat the chubby white chick, who, likewise, was scratching his head with his wing, perplexed at the sight of the tall perch he was expected to reach. 
 
      
 
    “Not right now, of course,” backtracked the dwarf, “but once you grow up and learn to fly a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Clicking his beak in agreement, the third-level chick turned his attention back to the snake meat, pinning it to the ground with his foot and viciously tearing at it with his curved beak. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf had dedicated the last hour to his new friend and companion, patiently teaching the clumsy chick to hunt various small animals. He managed to pull Chrys up to the third level. Afterwards, he went inside for a few minutes to prepare a perch for the eagle, where the bird could sit at a height that is comfortable for its kind and watch everyone from above. Upon finishing the perch, he exchanged a few words with the eagle chick and went right back to work. Tying together wooden dowels with the remaining rope, he built a small but sturdy platform. He tied it horizontally to the fence, right next to the future gate. Setting the hammer aside, he stared intently at the platform, waiting for the system message. As always, it didn’t take long to appear: 
 
      
 
    
     Are you trying to build a simple mailbox? 
Yes/No 
 
       
 
   
 
    The dwarf answered in the affirmative and instantly became the owner of a mailbox attached to the property named Crow Hall. Now, Waldyra’s postal workers could easily deliver mail to him by dropping off letters and parcels on the special platform. Considering the location of the outpost, the mail could only be delivered here by pelicans. 
 
      
 
    What brought him the most joy wasn’t the presence of his own mailbox, but the magic that came with it! Just place a piece of addressed mail, along with several copper coins, on this miniature platform. Soon, a curly pelican will plop down on top of it, deftly collect all the coins into its beak, snatch up the mail, and soar into the sky to deliver the letter to its recipient. That’s how useful and magical the mailbox was. You could use postage stamps instead of coins, but the dwarf did not have any. But he did have coins! Sadly, he still did not have enough of them. That’s why, tomorrow, the player intended to pay another visit to the generous and friendly gihls, in order to ask for some more money. And to “borrow” blacksmith tongs. 
 
      
 
    Having taken care of his household chores, Crow took Chrys, who had finished his meal, and placed him on his shoulder. Then he set off to hunt. He had a lot of things on his plate. He needed to raise his own stats, to raise the level of his golden eagle, to grow his reputation with the guards, and, lastly, he needed to start working on his blacksmithing skills... 
 
      
 
    Crow sighed tiredly. “There’s still so much to do! We probably won’t be back until sundown, Chrys. Just hang in there...” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After receiving a powerful blow from the club directly to the middle of his sloped wrinkly forehead, the gihl gave a hoarse croak and died. Carelessly stepping over the fallen pile of dirty rags, the dwarf landed another hit, nearly finishing off a midget that was huddled in a corner and clutching a pitiful-looking shard of a machete in front of him. Noticing the gihl’s life level was critically low, Crow threw his pet bird into the air and commanded: 
 
      
 
    “Chrys, finish him!” 
 
      
 
    Like feathered lightning, the bird plunged its talons into the gihl. The midget’s cry was lost in the piercing scream of the golden eagle. After sending the gihl to the next world, the eagle landed on the dirty floor and waddled toward his master, aiding his steps by flapping his wings. He was dragging the trophy glasses in his beak. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent work!” smiled the dwarf. He took a step forward and scooped up the baby eagle, placing him back on his shoulder. The bird had grown noticeably and had lost his white fluff. 
 
      
 
    Yesterday’s exhausting fights until nightfall had produced the desired effect. Crow reached the thirty-second level, while Chrys climbed up to the nineteenth. Arriving here along with a load of iron-containing ore, they conquered a few more levels, mercilessly thinning the ranks of the local gihl population. 
 
      
 
    When Chrys surpassed the fifth level, his white fuzz began to turn gray; when he passed the tenth-level mark, gray and brown feathers began to appear on his grown body, and his narrowed eyes acquired a hard, piercing look. The golden eagle was maturing before the dwarf’s very eyes, turning into a terrifying death machine. On the downside, he still had not learned how to fly. By approximately the fifteenth level, he will begin to make short jumps and glide, and after the twentieth level, he will finally take off and fly. That’s when he’ll get his first achievement. 
 
      
 
    Considering the level of the gihls, with the right technique, the bird could easily be raised to at least the fifteenth level, if not the twentieth. 
 
      
 
    Today, after exiting the grinder’s funnel and destroying several midgets, Crow went in a different direction, intending to stay until dinnertime and have a bit of fun. In other words, the dwarf made the decision to thoroughly comb the location. Therefore, he stayed out of the forge for now, preferring to explore the neighborhood instead. 
 
      
 
    Scattered here and there were ugly buildings of various functions, standing quite far apart from each other. Pairs of guards patrolled the vicinity, wearing their weird metal helmets. Lone gihls could also be seen hurrying somewhere. And, of course, more gihls could be found inside the aforementioned buildings. 
 
      
 
    After harvesting metal from the piles of rags, Crow briefly searched a small wooden shed with a flimsy door. There were two empty rotten barrels and five wooden chests reminiscent of ammo boxes. Opening the first box, the dwarf stared thoughtfully at its contents. Bricks of metal lay inside. Iron ingots—that’s what lay concealed in the nondescript container. It was the same iron the gihls used to forge their weapons and armor. How did the iron end up outside the forge, especially as ingots? Who knows. There are many possible reasons, ranging from the completion of a project, to whatever else. 
 
      
 
    Casting a last glance at the weighty ingots, the dwarf carefully closed the lid of the box and left the shed without taking anything. The dwarf, who was searching for metal, was leaving the source of it without carrying off a single ingot. He left decisively, but still allowed himself a couple of heavy sighs. If anything happens, he can always come back later. Right now, he had absolutely no use for metal ingots; plus, the bag on his back could only fit so many things. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, the dwarf spotted a small hut with stone walls blackened by dirt and age. He hurried there, intending to grace its inhabitants with his presence as soon as possible. Thankfully, he made a big batch of five thick wooden clubs early that morning, remembering to bring them along. Now, he will have enough for everyone... 
 
      
 
    Throwing a worn-out club to the side, Crow smiled tiredly. He looked at the darkening horizon. It was almost sunset. Another day was drawing to a close. Upon touching the ground, the wooden club turned into a pile of splinters, having reached the limit of its durability. Stepping over an ugly pile of rags, the dwarf walked around the stone table set with food that was no longer needed. On his way, he grabbed a crunchy green apple from a plate. Around the dinner table lay the remains of the gihl miners, who, once again, had experienced the shock and excitement of receiving, along with their dinner, an aggressor with a sharp-eyed eagle on his shoulder. Either the gihls will soon start refusing hot food altogether, preferring to eat mold that grows in the mines; or they will try to come to terms with the dwarf who shows up at dinner, stomping on their soup bowls and knocking over the pot of stew, as an inevitable fact of life. 
 
      
 
    In the past few days, the golden eagle had reached the sixteenth level. He had completely lost his baby fuzz. Instead, it was replaced by grayish brown feathers that lightened in color near the neck, forming something like a wide collar. The pet now barely fit on his master’s shoulder and kept brushing his wing against the dwarf’s ear. 
 
      
 
    Crow himself had reached the thirty-seventh level, after which he took a small break to distribute the character points into the desired categories. The end result was quite good, based purely on his own opinion and the fulfilled requirements. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 37. 
 
       
 
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 100 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
       
 
     Agility: 24 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 100 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
     Points available for distribution: 0 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Strongman—Tier 3”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +13 damage to inflicted physical attacks. 
 
       
 
     +50 maximum carried weight. 
 
       
 
     Current inflicted damage bonus: +25 
 
       
 
     Current maximum carried weight bonus: +100 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Healthy—Tier 3”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +13 protection against physical attacks. 
 
       
 
     +150 life points. 
 
       
 
     Current protection bonus: +25 
 
       
 
     Current life points bonus: +350 
 
       
 
   
 
    Now he was a real warrior: tough, strong, and full of stamina. He could also jog for long distances without stopping. He took advantage of this fact, transitioning to a fast run and fixing his eyes on his destination—the faraway outpost of Gray Peak. The sack on his back was stuffed so full that the dwarf was near his weight-carrying limit, despite having achieved the third rank of “Strongman” and having raised his strength. He was carrying so much stuff, he could easily compete with a pack horse! 
 
      
 
    In addition to having raised his base stats, the player had reached the ninth level of mastery of bludgeoning-type weapons, which made him indescribably happy. He could already visit the warriors’ guild and acquire several useful fighting skills. Sadly, the guild was far away, in Algora. He also had not accumulated enough money, although he could hardly call himself poor now. Crow collected over three hundred copper coins from the gihls, ensuring his rent was paid for many weeks to come, even if the cost increased. 
 
      
 
    Carrying a ton of various things in his bag, the dwarf marched briskly across the plain, ignoring the various fauna he encountered along the way. He was starting to think that he would reach the watchtower without any problems, when a jackal pack, led by the extremely familiar One Ear, slowly walked out towards him from behind a small hill covered by young spruce trees. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you come from?” wondered aloud Crow, freezing in awkward mid-step. “You even brought some friends...” 
 
      
 
    There were exactly six jackals, including One Ear. Their levels ranged from twenty-fifth to thirtieth; all were similarly tall at the withers, with impressively sharp fangs. For some reason, though, they all had their tails between their legs. 
 
      
 
    It seemed that the pack leader had not forgotten the recent humiliation and had been holding a grudge ever since. Now, he was presented with an excellent opportunity to get even with the dwarf. The evil glare of the jackal did not bode well for Crow in the immediate future. Only One Ear, due to his animal stupidity, failed to consider several rather important facts. Crow had not sat still since their last encounter. All this time, he had been progressing rapidly, growing in leaps and bounds. He now possessed the traveling gear of the gihl midgets, which gave him a very modest bonus. On his shoulder sat the quick and agile eagle Chrys, for whom jackals constituted a natural food source—maybe not at present, but in the very near future. In addition to all the above, the dwarf reached behind his back into the basket and drew out a huge two-handed hammer. It was slightly crooked, with a blackened handle, and very heavy. 
 
      
 
    One Ear looked over his matured opponent, including the gigantic hammer, and nervously licked his nose. Twice. He had no chance to lick his lips a third time, as the stout dwarf rushed to attack him without another word. The first opponent he came across was a young jackal, who had the misfortune to get in his way before the others. He got the first taste of the dwarf’s monstrously powerful blow, which landed on his front paw, making him spin around and crash to the ground ten feet away. Paying absolutely no heed to the squealing wounded animal, Crow threw himself at the next opponent, charging right into the midst of the pack and aiming a wide horizontal swing low to the ground. Finding himself in the direct line of attack, One Ear clumsily jumped up, letting the hammer pass under him; the other three weren’t so lucky—the blow, though indirect, still grazed their front paws. The other remaining jackal rushed forward and, snarling, latched onto the dwarf’s leg just below the knee, locking his jaws and holding still, trying to immobilize Crow. Unfortunately for the jackal, there is nothing better for a fighter specializing in close-range combat than to find his opponent within the reach of a direct hit. The hammer soared upwards and rapidly descended on the jackal’s skull, landing right between his ears. 
 
      
 
    The scavenger survived but lost a huge portion of his life. Staggering, he unclenched his jaws and tumbled to the ground, whimpering to express his regret at his newly flattened skull. The unfortunate jackal barely regained his senses, when he was dive-bombed by the golden eagle. With a piercing screech, the bird began to tear at him with his beak and long talons. Meanwhile, Crow spun around on the spot and greeted the attacking One Ear with a powerful kick to the center of the jackal’s furry chest. The dwarf heard the snap of sharp fangs and pulled back his leg sharply, fearing that the jackals would use their troublesome ability to make him fall down. A warrior with a hammer must never fall; his feet must remain planted firmly on the ground. 
 
      
 
    The pack leader sprung back again and began to circle the dwarf from the other side, waiting for a convenient moment to attack. Coming to their senses, four other jackals dashed towards the golden eagle. Crow rushed to his pet’s rescue, scattering the cowardly beasts with wide swings of his club; one of the swings made contact with a spine, bending the jackal out of shape into something that resembled a splayed-out hyena. By this point, Chrys finished dealing with his opponent and gave a happy screech, celebrating his victory. This did nothing to raise the morale of the scavengers who were still on their paws; they sent off their fallen comrade with brief, low howls. 
 
      
 
    There was a flicker of a shadow, a snarl, and a snap of jaws. One Ear had repeated his signature move, slicing open the dwarf’s leg with his fangs. Crow swayed but kept his balance, without missing the chance to meet the pack leader with a direct hit of the hammer to the jackal’s snout. A sickening crunch signaled a radical change to One Ear’s appearance. The jackal stuck his muzzle to the ground and scratched at the soil with his paws, trying to shake off the stunning effect. With a triumphant chuckle, Crow delivered two rapid blows to the head of his defeated opponent. Then the dwarf gave the command to his pet. The golden eagle ran clumsily across the ground and plunged his beak into the pack leader’s neck, wrapping a taloned foot around his muzzle. Realizing that Chrys might not be able to handle One Ear on his own, the dwarf helped him a bit by delivering another hit to the jackal’s slightly raised arse, taking a bunch of life points from the unfortunate One Ear. After this, Crow turned around in surprise, amazed at the fact that no one was attacking him. Looking around, he was even more surprised to see several jackals far away in the distance, hastily retreating with their tails between their legs. 
 
      
 
    With one last dying squeal, One Ear vanished in a brief flash, leaving behind an ear, a lump of meat, and a mangy tail. The meat was immediately snatched up by the golden eagle, who had earned another level to reach the seventeenth. Crow looked at the remains of the foolish, vindictive beast. Scratching his head thoughtfully, he put the hammer back into the basket and snatched up the ear and tail trophies from the ground. He intended to keep them as souvenirs, in memory of the vengeful jackal. 
 
      
 
    He called up the golden eagle, who had finished his meal. After setting the bird on his shoulder, he continued on his way home, fixing his sights on the Gray Peak watchtower, which was barely visible in the distance. 
 
      
 
    The remaining part of the dwarf’s journey went smoothly, without any stops. Once in a while, he would bend down to pick a mushroom that he had spotted; thankfully, mushrooms weighed next to nothing. Right near the edge of the watchtower’s territory, the dwarf stumbled upon a short, rotten log that had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. Unable to suppress his own thriftiness, the dwarf sighed and heaved the log off the ground. He continued on his way, struggling to move his feet under the weight and ignoring the pop-up message about his character’s overload. Walking in this manner, he crossed over the boundary into the safety zone and smiled toothily at the astonished guards who were watching the heavily burdened dwarf. 
 
      
 
    In fact, the dwarf amazed the guards more and more with every passing day. This was saying something, as the guards have seen a lot in their lifetimes. Even though this was a new shift from Algora, a couple of days spent here were enough for them to witness the ceaseless bustling activity of the local dwarf resident, who could not sit still for even a moment. 
 
      
 
    He greeted the warriors with a smile, not forgetting to wave to those who were sitting at the top of the tower. Then, at long last, he made it back home. He dropped the rotten log with a crash and lowered the heavily loaded basket from his shoulders. Phew. Now, he intended to take a short break from his outings to visit the gihls. The dwarf planned to rest for a day (if household tasks and regular training of his pet Chrys could be counted as resting). Actually, it might be more accurate to say that the gihl midgets were the ones getting a break. Let them catch their breath, as well as restore their burnt-down and destroyed buildings beside the grinder’s funnel. 
 
      
 
    Crow was so consumed with anticipation that he immediately began to take the first steps to fulfill his dream. First of all, he gave his pet bird a light push that sent him fluttering to the high perch. The eagle sat on top, talons digging into the wood and head swiveling in all directions. His unblinking stare drilled into every moving object within the reach of his vision. And Chrys had absolutely no problems with his vision. As a matter of fact, he could perfectly see the rabbits hopping in the bush, as well as the foxes stalking them, located several bow-shots away from the outpost. 
 
      
 
    After hastily sorting the trophies, the dwarf grabbed the essentials from his stockpile: a small heap of brown coal, plus an armful of sticks and dry bark; a small one-handed hammer and a pair of soot-covered thick blacksmithing tongs; and several machetes and armor plates from the same horrible metal. He carried them to the opposite part of the yard, away from the wood pile, and carefully placed them beside the circle of stones. 
 
      
 
    The guards approached curiously to observe the dwarf’s purposeful activity. Even the captain came out of the tower and was standing with his back against the doorframe and his arms crossed. The whole outpost of Gray Peak seemed to be watching intently as the dwarf Crow prepared to get started on his dream profession. 
 
      
 
    If the first stage of the plan is successful, then the dwarf will proceed with the next steps as soon as today by using his new mailbox. All he would have to do is ask the captain for a clean sheet of paper and a quill with ink. 
 
      
 
    For successful blacksmithing, Crow had practically everything he needed, except for forging bellows. The gihls had bellows, which the dwarf saw from afar, but did not risk approaching due to them being surrounded by blacksmiths and apprentices. The bellows were simply huge: a primitive construction of skins and wood, operated by a large lever that was actually a ten-foot-long, poorly sanded log. The lever was constantly in motion, swaying up and down with the help of five pairs of gihl hands, who struggled to manipulate it. Stealing this kind of contraption was obviously impossible. For his current project, the dwarf was counting heavily on the flexibility of physics laws within the game, as well as the simplicity of his planned work. 
 
      
 
    Kindling the wood within the new blacksmithing hearth with tall stone sides, the dwarf waited until the fire was burning intensely, before throwing in several handfuls of brown coal. The smoke from the fire became much denser, sending a slightly swaying column of smoke into the sky. When the coal heated up and began to glow, and the flames took on a scarlet tinge, Crow placed a machete made entirely of iron into the center of the fire pit. He waited with baited breath, leaning on the anvil with his elbow. Next to him stood a wooden bucket filled with water from the stream. After three tortuously long minutes, the machete finally gave in to the flames and began to glow a red-hot color. The glow was very dim—an indication of how poor the given conditions were. 
 
      
 
    Armed with forging tongs, the dwarf pulled the hot metal out of the fire and placed it on the anvil. Continuing to hold it, he delivered a quick, powerful hammer blow that sent out a small shower of sparks. 
 
      
 
    BAM. 
 
      
 
    The sharp sound echoed far across the landscape. The guards shifted closer, unable to look away from Crow, who was standing stock-still. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was studying the game’s system message in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     Are you trying to master the craft of blacksmithing? 
Yes/No 
 
       
 
   
 
    Yes! 
 
      
 
    
     Warning! 
 
       
 
     With your current level of skill, the lack of instructions, and with the given conditions, only the most basic actions are accessible to you. 
 
       
 
     
Are you trying to re-forge the object into an iron ingot? 
Yes/No 
 
       
 
   
 
    Yes! 
 
      
 
    The red-hot machete gave a faint blink. That was the system’s way of acknowledging the player’s request. Raising the hammer again, Crow began to pummel the object, which was slowly changing form. He tried not to pause, afraid that the metal might get too cold to work with. He still didn’t manage in time and had to return the deformed lump into the fire. But after a second forging, the former machete was once more enveloped by a rainbow-colored mist. The forging tongs now clasped a small, rectangular, metallic object. Crow eyed it greedily. 
 
      
 
    
     Small ingot of crude iron. 
 
       
 
     Object Type: crafting material. 
 
       
 
     Quality: dreadful. 
 
       
 
     Description: Small ingot of crude metal (iron), 
 
       
 
     unsuitable for making quality objects. 
 
       
 
     Can be re-forged or used to make something very basic. 
 
       
 
     Object class: Common! 
 
       
 
   
 
    Bingo! 
 
      
 
    The tongs released their grip; the first ingot, forged by Crow, plunged with a hiss into the bucket of water, sending up a small cloud of vapor. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s a start,” murmured Crow, unable to wipe a huge grin from his face. “I’m no master blacksmith, of course—but I’ve made my first ingot!” 
 
      
 
    A short message about the successful creation of a metal ingot flashed across the virtual screen. Crow knew with absolute certainty that as soon as he forges the second ingot, he will immediately receive the first level in his chosen craft. To be precise, he will ascend to the first rung of a ten-step ladder. Reaching the tenth and final step will grant him the title of Student Blacksmith, which would open up the next ladder. This ladder would have fifteen steps, leading to the title of Beginner Apprentice Blacksmith. The ladder after that would have twenty steps and would open the path to the title of Apprentice Blacksmith. Once he conquers thirty more steps, he will become a Beginner Blacksmith; but there would still be very many steps before he reaches true mastery. These were just basic skills, the beginning levels. 
 
      
 
    In order to achieve impressive results, a player needs to spend a lot of gaming time, sacrificing adventures, world exploration, and other things that are the main joys of gamers. Not every person wants to be stuck in a smoky forge, never seeing the daylight, while the other players are having fun. In short, this is one of the most thankless jobs. You forge an awesome sword, but it is another player, not you, who uses it to slay a dragon. Another player gets all the glory, while you get no mention. Although, if it weren’t for your sword, the dragon would have stamped him out like a cockroach. 
 
      
 
    Still in thought, the dwarf stuck the next machete into the coals. Then he pulled out a cooled ingot and threw it with a loud clang onto the anvil, just to admire it one more time. He also noticed the captain slowly retreating back into the tower, scratching his chin; the other guards, smiling quietly, went back to their tasks. They had all been witnesses to Crow’s first successful forging. Before their eyes, a future blacksmith was born. 
 
      
 
    After several minutes, the ring of metal reverberated over Gray Peak once more: Crow the Blacksmith was working tirelessly, forging the way to his craft. 
 
      
 
    Late in the evening, the hammering stopped. It had gotten too dark. Plus, people were sleeping. He didn’t want constant noise to ruin his reputation. By this time, the black-haired dwarf spent over half of his stashed metal by re-forging it into compact ingots that were ready for use. The bars of metal lay stacked in a small pyramid nearby, warming Crow’s soul with their promising look alone. He gently put away the tools that had served him so well today. He hid the ingots in his tent; then he climbed inside to sleep, barely fitting among his possessions. Well, where else could he put them? What if it rains? Iron rusts just as quickly in Waldyra as it does in the real world. Paper gets soggy, too. It was time for a bigger, better, and more permanent home. Next, he will build a proper house, with doors and windows. It would also have a cellar to store various delicacies, with hams and sausages hanging from the ceiling, rounds of cheese laying on the shelves, several barrels of pickled cabbage, cukes, and tomatoes, plus a couple dozen bottles of fine wine. The second floor would house a spacious bedroom. There will even be an attic, which will undoubtedly have spiders... For now, it was only a dream. But it was pleasant to think about. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the workday, Crow reached the fourth step in the first tier of the blacksmithing craft. Only six steps were left until the first title of Student Blacksmith. Tomorrow, he will attempt to earn it. He needed to start creating his own objects. That way, he will progress faster. Re-forging old materials into metal ingots won’t get him very far. 
 
      
 
    Right now, though, it was time to sleep. Tomorrow will be a brand new day. 
 
      
 
    Four minutes later, the dwarf was already asleep and not paying attention to a slowly fading message on the virtual screen: 
 
      
 
    
     Waldyra wishes you good night and sweet dreams... 
 
       
 
   
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Very, very early in the morning, the energetic dwarf stood smiling joyfully at the much gloomier and not entirely awake Captain Litagrius. 
 
      
 
    “So...” The captain mulled over the thought. “Your request is small, Crow. Here, use this.” 
 
      
 
    His wide palm shoved a stack of yellowing paper and an ink bottle with a quill towards the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Are you writing to a friend?” asked Litagrius with mild interest. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all. I’m writing to the Blacksmith Guild! I want to buy several basic recipes for forging and have them delivered by mail.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a great idea!” Now the captain was wide awake, and his sleepy eyes were shining with enthusiasm. “You haven’t given up on becoming a blacksmith, then?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t.” 
 
      
 
    “If it works out, then everyone will benefit! I’ve been watching you, and I can see that you’re a hardworking fellow. Plus, you’re local. And dwarves are supposed to be good at working with metal. You get paid, and I get a few problems off my neck. I won’t need to worry about travelers having no one to re-shoe their horses. It’s a great plan! Go on, write!” 
 
      
 
    “Yessir,” nodded Crow and turned back to composing a brief but polite and respectful letter. 
 
      
 
    It began thus: 
 
      
 
    “To the most deeply respected masters of the Blacksmith Guild: My name is Crow. I am nothing but a lowly dwarf, who has a heartfelt desire to explore the ancient and honorable craft of blacksmithing...” 
 
      
 
    Rapidly filling the entire page with writing, the dwarf dotted the last sentence, and, relieved, leaned back to re-read the letter once more. He kept it short and clear. The point was to purchase five of the cheapest blacksmithing recipes, each of which cost one silver coin. At the end was the request to send the recipes by mail, to the address of Crow Hall, located at the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
      
 
    “Here is the envelope.” A regular envelope of thick paper landed on the table. The captain wanted a local blacksmith so badly, he assisted with the plan in whatever way he could. 
 
      
 
    With another word of thanks, Crow wrote down the short address (“Algora, Blacksmith Guild”) and stuffed the folded piece of paper into the envelope. He did not seal it, however, as he still had one last thing to do. 
 
      
 
    “Litagrius, sir,” he began his speech slyly, “I do have the money for the recipes, thank gods, but it is all in small copper change. If I could only exchange them for silver, even at a loss... Here...” 
 
      
 
    Litagrius stared in shock as dozens of copper coins showered down on the table from Crow’s upturned bag, forming a small heap. 
 
      
 
    “Gihls?” he managed finally. 
 
      
 
    “Gihls, yes,” nodded the player. 
 
      
 
    “These midgets deserve no mercy! They cause too much trouble! Good job! How many did you kill?” 
 
      
 
    “A few dozen,” answered Crow, trying to sound modest. 
 
      
 
    “Good job!” repeated Litagrius, looking with approval at the stocky black-haired dwarf in a patched white shirt. 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill towards interactions with Captain Litagrius... 
 
       
 
   
 
    “And I’ll keep killing them,” added Crow. Then he gave the captain a meaningful look, with a glance at the pile of copper that was still lying on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” 
 
      
 
    The captain reached out towards a leather jacket that hung on the back of a chair, rummaged in one of its pockets, and fished out seven silver coins and a handful of coppers. 
 
      
 
    “Seven silver coins!” he declared. “I’ll exchange you these at the going rate. Just don’t tell anyone. Here, I’ll take seventy of your coppers.” 
 
      
 
    Hastily counting out the required amount of coins, Crow received the seven silvers and hid them away in his pocket. Then he scratched his head thoughtfully, avoiding the captain’s gaze, and said: 
 
      
 
    “As for the rest of the money... Well...” 
 
      
 
    “Well? Well, what?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my payment for rent. In advance, for as much as it’ll cover.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, lad! Hold on! What’s that supposed to mean? Am I supposed to count all these, now? By myself?” 
 
      
 
    “Well...y’know... Thank you for your kindness, Captain Litagrius! I have to run. I need to go send the letter!” 
 
      
 
    Edging away from the table, Crow moved quickly and quietly towards the door. Behind him, the captain was still staring in shock at the pile of copper coins that needed counting. 
 
      
 
    “Laddie! Crow! Wait! Just pay for the week! Take the rest back!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, can’t do that!” said the dwarf, dodging the request. He transitioned to a run, trying to put as much distance between himself and the watchtower as possible. Poor, poor captain... Now he will have to count the small coins one-by-one. Well, what choice did Crow have? The gihls were only rich in copper; the dwarf had no other source of income for now, given his strengths and abilities. 
 
      
 
    Coming back home, Crow put five silver coins into the envelope, sealed it carefully, and placed it on the wooden platform that served as a mailbox. On top of the envelope, he dropped fifteen copper coins from his own savings. As soon as the money touched the envelope, it shimmered in rainbow colors, and the money gleamed. A ticking timer appeared above the mailbox, counting down the time until the mailman arrives, which was in exactly forty minutes. If Crow takes away the money, the timer will stop and vanish, and the mailman will never show up. 
 
      
 
    That’s another thing crossed off his list. All he could do now was wait for the results. Crow decided not to sit around waiting for the feathered mailman to arrive. He pulled his tools out of the tent and carried them to his makeshift forge, where the heavy anvil stood atop of the tree stump, covered by a jackal skin overnight. Well, what if it rained? If not covered, his precious anvil would get wet... and then it would get rust spots... 
 
      
 
    He gathered a couple of armfuls of thick logs and dragged them over to the cold hearth. There, he poured out the remains of the brown coal. There should be enough coal for today. Afterwards, however, he will have to visit his regular suppliers, the gihls. Without forgetting about his routine tasks, he quickly delivered two portions of firewood to the kitchen. The half-orc cook, who was already in the kitchen, nodded benevolently to the hardworking local citizen. He also silently handed him a thick chunk of rye bread from the cupboard, carelessly waving away Crow’s thanks. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing a bucket from his tent, Crow jogged to the steam. He filled the bucket with fresh water, but did not go back home. Instead, he approached a guard who was washing his face nearby. He waited until the guard finished wiping his face with a towel thrown over his shoulder. Then Crow pointed at the clear water in the stream and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Tilius, my friend, could you catch some minnows for me? I only need a few...” 
 
      
 
    “These, you mean?” asked the guard, surprised. “No problem! Why would you want them, though? For fish soup?” 
 
      
 
    “For the mail bird,” explained Crow, smiling. “They are always hungry.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes! Feeding them some fish treats is always a good idea,” agreed the guard immediately, kneeling down beside the stream and staring into its depths. “Let’s see... I’ll get you some large ones...” 
 
      
 
    With a rapid, almost imperceptible hand movement, Tilius caught a fish and flung it onto dry land, where it flopped around in the grass, scales flashing in the sunlight. The overjoyed dwarf seized it and threw it into the water-filled bucket, where it swam in circles. Dismissing the game’s system query (“Are you trying to create an aquarium?”), the player rushed towards the next fish that was tossed onto the shore. After five minutes, a dozen fish were splashing around in the bucket. Sincerely thanking the kind-hearted guard Tilius, the dwarf hurried back home. From the tall perch high above the ground, a sleepy Chrys had just pulled his head out from under his wing and was closely observing his master. Realizing that the bucket contained nothing but fish (and fish did not count as food, in his opinion), the golden eagle gave a contemptuous screech. Crow had to toss him a fatty chunk of rabbit meat. Satisfied, the pet bird settled down to breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “So many chores left to do!” sighed Crow, setting the bucket down in the shade. 
 
      
 
    When a large crested pelican arrived at the Gray Peak outpost, the dwarf was already busy, his anvil ringing as he pounded the hot metal with his hammer. Pausing briefly, he walked up to the mailbox, where the bird perched proudly. On the way, he hushed the agitated Chrys, who was watching the fully fledged mail bird enviously. He grabbed the bucket. After draining off some of the water, he easily caught the quick little minnows and placed them, one after another, into the pelican’s wide-open beak. Screeching something in thanks, the pelican snatched up the envelope with his foot, tossed it into the air, caught it deftly with his beak, and flapped his wings to announce the imminent departure of the airmail. 
 
      
 
    After waving farewell to the mail bird, the dwarf turned back to his work, intending to finish a lot of things before the reply arrives from the Blacksmith Guild. 
 
      
 
    He only paused for breakfast, and then for an early lunch; the rest of the time was spent re-forging the weapons and armor of gihls into metal ingots. At lunchtime, Crow was spooning the meat stew into his mouth with satisfaction. He had already reached the seventh step. Only three steps remained until he completed the first stage. But he had completely run out of materials. There was no metal left. Instead of coal, he had only brown dust. This could only mean one thing: he will be spending the whole afternoon on a polite visit to the kind gihl midgets, who are always generous in sharing their possessions. That is exactly why he convinced the half-orc cook to feed him an entire hour earlier, in order to make it in time to the portal that leads to the gihl forge. Even then, he was cutting it close; he will have to run the whole way from the tower to the top of the cliff. 
 
      
 
    This time, the mildly indignant Crow intended to have a heart-to-heart chat with the head chef of the gihls. On his last visit, the cook managed to hurl a huge knife at the dwarf as the latter vanished in the flash of teleportation. As a result, poor Chrys the eagle was nearly stabbed to death—the knife passed within an inch of his feathered neck. What a terrible way to treat animals! Yes, he will definitely need to give him a good scolding! 
 
      
 
    Pausing for a moment, the dwarf scratched himself thoughtfully behind the ear. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I should go to the flooded cemetery instead?” he asked himself aloud. “The spoils are better there...much better... But I still need coal...” 
 
      
 
    He stood frozen for a few seconds, thinking hard. Finally, he let out a sigh and decided to do both. First, he will visit the gihls to get the coal and metal. Then, if his plan of activating the teleportation system by himself succeeds, he will head for the flooded cemetery. 
 
      
 
    Sounds good. The plans for the day were settled. The morning had not been wasted, either. 
 
      
 
    After picking the last crumbs off his plate, the dwarf licked his spoon clean with relish. Then he gathered the empty dishes and stomped down to the stream to wash them. His household chores were finished. It was time to consider his plan of attack. 
 
      
 
    “Plan of attack be damned,” croaked the completely white dwarf, whose main color contrasted sharply with the few red blotches on his face. His back was pressed against a wildly shuddering door of thick wood. Crow sneezed, causing a small cloud of flour to rise into the air. The completely white eagle sitting at his feet sneezed likewise, sending up another puff of flour. 
 
      
 
    Ba-BAM! 
 
      
 
    The huge blade of a meat cleaver sank through the wooden door, surfacing a few inches above the stocky dwarf’s head. The player’s short height saved his neck from the blow. His opponent missed. Continuing to hold the door shut by digging his heels into the stone floor, Crow swung his hammer with a yell, aiming at the knife and hoping to break the deadly weapon. But his enemy, as though sensing a threat, wrenched the knife out of the door with a furious snarl, and the hammer missed. Next moment, the dwarf rolled forwards, quickly somersaulting over the flour-covered floor. Behind him, sneezing nonstop, ran the nineteenth-level golden eagle, his feet slipping and sliding. Eagles are meant to fly, not run. Yet, in order to survive, the golden eagle actively scampered after his fleeing master, whose life had dropped by two-thirds and was glowing yellow. 
 
      
 
    A second later, another hole appeared in the door; this time, the knife hit the spot where the dwarf’s neck had been a moment ago. There was another roar. The door banged open from a crushing blow, smashing into the corridor wall and flying off its hinges to land on the floor. In the doorway appeared a huge bull-like figure, with a white chef’s hat set on its ugly head. In one paw, he clutched an axe; in another, a meat cleaver. Behind his back, in the narrow corridor, jostled at least two dozen gihl midgets, ranging from apprentices and scullions to blacksmiths and guards. Frowning, the Level 50 chef Djaza-gihl carefully surveyed the empty corridor in front of him. He glanced at the flour-covered floor. Then his gaze fell on the distinct white footprints that led into the depths of the dark tunnel. Giving a muffled grunt, Djaza-gihl stepped forward decisively. The blade of the cleaver slipped against the wall, sending out sparks. The chef was going to murder the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    The mayhem that Crow had caused inside the gihls’ lair was spectacular, although completely unintentional. Not one of his information sources mentioned that this particular monster, the chef Djaza-gihl, was a mob that belonged to a special category. In addition to strong stats, he possessed an excellent memory right until death. That is, if a player battles this type of monster but does not kill him, running away or dying himself instead, the monster won’t forget this particular player until his own death. The dwarf Crow went up against the head chef twice, disappearing both times in the flash of teleportation over the table and flying far away to the distant entrance of the gihl mine. This made the head chef incredibly upset, and he ended up growing quite resentful. And then, as fortune would have it, the loathsome enemy walked right into the gihl’s favorite dirty kitchen in person. That’s when things began to go sideways for Crow. 
 
      
 
    But it’s better to start from the beginning... 
 
      
 
    Successfully evading the grinder and crossing the aboveground territory, Crow found himself underground, next to his favorite and frequently visited chest full of coal. One of the apprentice blacksmiths was incredibly surprised when he came to get some fuel and found a stranger, who was crooning something contentedly under his breath while scooping big armfuls of coal into a huge basket. It took the gihl a moment to realize that he was seeing an intruder. Before he had a chance to open his mouth, however, he received a heavy blow to the head from a huge hammer, literally pounding him into the floor. While the midget was still flailing about, the second hit finished him off, and the dwarf was able to resume collecting his precious fuel. 
 
      
 
    After taking as much coal as he wanted and filling his basket to capacity, the dwarf headed for the kitchen. He intended to cross it quickly and slip through a small door. Behind it was concealed a short staircase that led upstairs and ended in a narrow corridor with two doors. If the map from his information sources was correct, he needed the left door. It led to a small room with five guards and five levers on the wall. Again, according to the same map, Crow needed the lever in the center, the third one from either end. When pulled all the way down, it activated the teleportation spell; in exactly five minutes, it would send food from the table in the kitchen to the miners. The first lever transported the ore to the grinder, the second one’s function was unknown, the third one moved food between the kitchen and the mines, and the fourth one sent newly finished armor and weapons to the gihls’ fortress arsenal. The fifth lever activated the flooding of the forge, which is why it was never pulled, as nobody wants or needs those kinds of fire extinguishing methods. 
 
      
 
    The functions of the levers were confirmed many times before by other players during the good old days of Waldyra’s exploration. Back then, almost every adventurer was a first-time discoverer who was acting at his own risk, without any maps, descriptions, or explanations available to him. When one of them, with an intrigued look on his face, pulled the fifth lever, his friends downstairs immediately began to curse as they tried to save themselves from torrents of water rushing out of grate-covered holes beneath the ceiling. With time, the accumulated information was sorted, organized, and published in an online forum, where it was confirmed many times by other adventurers. Deaths from freak accidents stopped happening, although minor arguments regarding the purpose of the fifth lever still surfaced occasionally. Some said it was to extinguish fires, in case the coal caught flame or a furnace fell apart. Others insisted it was an anti-intruder device: if an enemy takes control of the forge, he won’t have time to celebrate, because one of the guards will pull the lever and instantly get rid of the foe down below. 
 
      
 
    Crow couldn’t care less about the debate regarding the true purpose of the fifth lever. He also had little interest in the second lever, which had been pulled thousands of times before, all without achieving any real effect. Perhaps it did cause something somewhere to happen, but nobody ever noticed it. 
 
      
 
    The black-haired dwarf’s current problem had nothing to do with levers and everything to do with his plan failing as soon as he entered the huge underground kitchen of the gihl midgets. The head chef Djaza-gihl spotted him immediately. With one loud, incomprehensible yell, he set the entire team of assistant cooks on the poor dwarf. The little gihls began to throw at Crow everything that they could lay their hands on, including pots of boiling water and searing-hot skillets. Djaza had not forgotten his enemy, who had twice evaded his grasp. This time, he had acquired an axe in addition to the meat cleaver with the serrated edge. Eyes glittering maliciously, he was giving out orders left and right. 
 
      
 
    In response to his second roar, three gihls in dirty white hoods appeared out of nowhere. They pushed their shoulders against a huge stone cabinet that stood near the entrance and instantly shifted it to block the door through which the dwarf had come in. Crow was trapped. However, at this moment, he had bigger things to worry about. Having taken refuge behind an overturned table, he was watching the kitchen inventory flying over his head. He really didn’t want to get hit in the face with a hot skillet. Every now and then, a knife would go whistling past him too. The golden eagle sat beside Crow, rapidly turning his sharp-beaked head in shock and quietly voicing his disapproval at such terrible disrespect for food. Nevertheless, when a raw chicken leg landed with a plop beside him, he stopped grumbling. He pulled the meat towards himself and dug in, ignoring his master, who was cursing everything under the sun. 
 
      
 
    Thirty seconds later, the cooks ran out of metallic projectiles and began to improvise. Knives were replaced by flying brown carrots and potatoes. Instead of heavy pots, a hail of dry beans hammered against the tabletop that served as the dwarf’s cover. After waiting another two seconds, Crow stood up slightly for a quick peek to assess the situation. Something whistled through the air; the next moment, the black-haired dwarf got pied in the face with a deep bowl of red jello. The dwarf ducked down again, swearing and trying to wipe the sticky red substance off his face. The head chef Djaza-gihl guffawed at the sight. The squeaky voices of the others joined in, filling the kitchen with wild, malicious laughter. 
 
      
 
    Dripping in jello, the dwarf hissed curses through his teeth, while simultaneously staring at his map and trying to estimate the location of the doors relative to the position of his enemies. In his current circumstances, fighting his way to the required door was impossible, because Djaza-gihl was standing squarely in front of it. There were about twenty-five enemies with him in the kitchen. Plus, he can probably expect the guards to arrive in the next minute. And then, it’s game over... There’s no way he would be able to handle that many opponents in the open. They’ll crush him with sheer numbers. But if he were in a narrow corridor, then he might stand a chance. 
 
      
 
    There was only one option left: to go through the nondescript double doors that led to a walk-in pantry. At the opposite end of it was a wide dark corridor, which further connected to smaller tunnels only a couple of steps wide. They were sufficiently narrow, but still had enough room to swing a hammer. That’s where he’ll get even with the bastards. 
 
      
 
    He proceeded with the plan immediately. There was no time to linger, because once the cooks and the head chef run out of projectiles completely, they will proceed to attack him directly. 
 
      
 
    Waiting for the moment when the hail of produce subsided slightly (and pocketing several ripe apples and a bunch of onions that had landed nearby), the dwarf grabbed the eagle in his arms and raced towards the doors. With a sweep of the hammer, he threw a couple of white-hooded gihls out of his way. He collided with the doors, which remained resolutely shut. It was locked. The keys from the storeroom were likely carried by the head chef... 
 
      
 
    Losing a couple of life points from the collision, Crow jumped backwards. Setting Chrys on his shoulder, he hit the double doors several times with his faithful hammer, smashing the wooden planks. Creaking and crackling, the doors collapsed. Accompanied by malicious shrieks while being pummeled by produce and dishware, the dwarf finally tumbled into the storeroom.That’s when his luck ran out. The monstrous axe, hurled at his back by the madly roaring Djaza-gihl, met its mark. Critical hit! Horrifying damage! Crow barely remained on his feet. 
 
      
 
    Without stopping, he crossed the store room in two leaps. He found himself in front of another door, which was reinforced with metal and far more sturdy. It was bolted from the inside. Immediately, Crow threw back the bolt, and the problem vanished. At the same time, he got hit with another huge missile, which knocked him off his feet and took some of his life, exploding in a great white cloud. The sneezing player shot into the corridor like a cork popped from a champagne bottle. He twisted around and slammed the door closed. As he shut it, he glimpsed Djaza-gihl turning heavily in the storeroom, with the meat cleaver shoved into his belt. The head chef had grabbed another large sack of flour, lifting it like a feather. A couple of small cooks pranced beside him, not daring to get in the way of their boss. The rest remained behind the fat back of the head chef, unable to squeeze in between the doorframe and Djaza’s bulk. 
 
      
 
    The next missile smashed into the locked door, which shuddered but held, spewing streams of dusty white flour through its cracks. And then... As soon as Djaza-gihl tried to impale Crow with his meat cleaver by thrusting it through the door, the player hurried to leave such a vulnerable position and relocate to the dark corners of the vast underground forge, leaving behind white footprints that stood out clearly against the dark stone floor... 
 
      
 
    Muttering something that sounded like threats, Djaza-gihl marched down the hallway, following the white trail. His ferocious gaze drilled into the darkness. Meanwhile, the corridors rang with the loud sound of the alarm. The gihls have declared an emergency. One after another, the midgets rushed out of the barracks, grabbing machetes from the weapon racks built into the walls. 
 
      
 
    Roused by the alarm, one of the guards ran up to a pair of barred metal doors and, yanking a nearby lever, raised them. Behind the doors, hundreds of luminous narrow red eyes appeared in the darkness. A spiky, thin leg emerged, scratching at the stone floor. A stocky creature crawled out into the lit portion of the tunnel. It was completely covered with plated armor, from its narrow snout to its short tail. 
 
      
 
    “Girrah! Girrah! Morpha girrah!” barked the guard, pointing into the corridor. “Girrah!” 
 
      
 
    One after another, the creatures crawled out of their holes, moving in the direction indicated by the guard. Numerous feet clattered against the stone. Each of the insect-like beasts possessed seven pairs of limbs. Of these, the front pair was particularly notable: it resembled a horrifying saw-toothed instrument and could be used for various functions, such as digging tunnels or chopping enemies into tiny pieces. The creatures were called ricefins; their levels ranged from fortieth to fiftieth. These native inhabitants of the underground weren’t particularly fond of sunlight, preferring dark and damp places instead. 
 
      
 
    When almost the whole unit had crawled past him down the narrow corridor, the gihl midget wrapped in dirty rags barked another short order. The last two ricefins halted obediently, standing side-by-side. Hearing the guard’s howling orders, they simultaneously took a sharp, deep breath that changed to rapid snorting. The armored bodies began to inflate like balloons from the pumped-in air. The bony armor plates were rapidly sliding forward over the front and back halves of the body, leaving the middle part unprotected and showing gray hairless skin with many folds. In another couple of minutes, the ricefins had changed dramatically, fusing into one formless shape. They plugged up the stone corridor like a living armored barrier with legs sticking out on every side; the barrier also possessed several compound eyes that had excellent vision in the dark. After making sure the living plug had completely obstructed the passageway, the gihl snorted with satisfaction and hurried after the rest of the ricefin army. Soon, these living barriers will cut off all corridors and side-tunnels, securely blocking them in the absence of doors. Few individuals would be able to force their way through such an obstacle, especially when it’s bristling with long, many-jointed appendages and sharp spikes, and is well-protected by thick armor. Soon, very soon, the enemy that had invaded their home will be cornered and destroyed. 
 
      
 
    Behind the back of the hurrying guard, the ricefins had formed a living wall. With a crunching sound, they were spreading out the remaining plates of their armor to cover all their vulnerable spots. In this exact manner, these creatures protected their own clutches of eggs in the wild, preventing any enemies from reaching the defenseless hatchlings. The gihl midgets have learned to use this natural transformation for their own purposes. For example, ricefins could be used to block corridors or create living doors in underground prisons. Even if the opponent is strong enough to bust through the barrier created by ricefins, the beasts still possess another useful ability: a high-pitched, ear-splitting shriek. As soon as the ricefins finished transforming, the two 43’s flashing over each of their heads vanished. Instead, they were replaced with just one number, as if the creatures had permanently fused into one. The new level said “86”. 
 
      
 
    Rounding a corner of the corridor at speed, the gihl never expected to be grabbed by the throat by a muscular arm that had emerged from the blackness. The midget silently kicked out in midair, thrashing around like a bird caught in a snare. His eyes bulged, trying hard to make out his attacker in the dark, but only saw a huge forging hammer swiftly descending on his forehead. Nobody heard the quiet crunch, nor the sound of the following hit that finished the job. 
 
      
 
    After picking up the rags that had fallen to the floor, Crow looked around, using his racial bonuses to the maximum. Far in the distance, he saw the flicker of dim flames. Complete darkness enveloped the other side of the corridor, but Crow had no intention of going there. He knew that the winding passageway would lead him to the base of the huge stone grinder concealed underground. Yes, it was possible to climb aboveground from there. However, it would be totally pointless, because walking back to the Gray Peak outpost would be far from fun. First of all, it was leagues upon leagues away. Worse yet, part of the way passed through an area inhabited by high-level monsters. 
 
      
 
    That’s why Crow’s plan remained unchanged. He had to get to the levers that activated the mechanism of mass transport. Then, he needed to jump up on the table in time. But for now, he needed a way to deal with his more persistent opponents; after that, there was a chance that the gihls would calm down a bit. 
 
      
 
    A strange noise reached the dwarf’s ears, whose hearing had sharpened underground. The player listened warily, catching the sound of crunching and quiet scraping against the rock. Either something was being dragged down the underground corridors, or something there was moving on its own. It certainly wasn’t the gihls. Crow knew the patter of their little feet well. This was something else. But what was it? 
 
      
 
    Pulling up a map on the screen, along with his set of notes, the player opened a section devoted to local fauna. Almost right away, he came across a description of one of the few creatures he had not yet seen. 
 
      
 
    Ricefins: the offspring of a mole cricket and a sea urchin. Not bad as fighters, but their main advantage lies in their specialized ability to create a strong barrier that not only blocks the way, but also defends itself perfectly well against all attacks. Loud-voiced, relatively slow, with excellent vision in the dark. Unfazed by fire due to their armor, which consists of something between bone and stone, and is almost completely fireproof. The worst part was that there seemed to be no end to the bad news. They can swing their terrible claws very quickly; their level increases when several of them merge into one barrier; on top of that, they can spit out green slime, which melts skin faster than acid. That’s just great! The gihls have taken their horrible pets out for a walk. 
 
      
 
    There was a footnote stating that some groups of players, during a raid on the gihl citadel, had used a thick, pointed wooden log as a battering ram. In one attempt, they managed to break through the puffed-up ricefins, who had not expected such a low-blow move. He had to take into account those players’ individual strengths, though. That battering ram was not operated by a single person, either. Moreover, he had no wooden log on hand. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need it,” snorted Crow derisively, caressing the handle of his hammer. “We can handle such small fry without a battering ram.” 
 
      
 
    Waiting another few minutes until a period of relative calm, the dwarf hurried back, leaving behind a huge white spot on the floor, which formed after he thoroughly brushed the flour off himself and his pet. He left no more traces after that. 
 
      
 
    He met the first hurdle about forty steps down the corridor. It seemed that was the reason the gihls went away from this spot, leaving a secure barricade behind themselves. Crow didn’t need to think twice. He leapt up to the rather scary-looking, bumpy wall, and swung the hammer with all his might, aiming at the narrow red eye visible in a gap between two armor plates. The incredibly loud scream made the dwarf stumble back involuntarily and nearly forced him to cover his ears with his hands. Messages flashed before his eyes, informing him of temporary hearing loss and loss of coordination for the duration of three seconds. 
 
      
 
    Totally unable to hear anything except the ringing in his ears, Crow delivered another hit. However, the lightning-quick limbs showed him that ricefins—and there were two of them here—were nothing to sniff at. One of the limbs knocked the hammer out of his hands; six of the others lashed Crow across the chest, legs, face, and arms. The deafening cry sounded again, and although the dwarf could not hear it, he read the message that all the negative effects already on him will continue for a few more seconds. This time, however, the effects will last twice as long, that is, six seconds longer. For a brief moment, narrow slits appeared in the armored wall; thin jets of green liquid shot out, enveloping the corridor in deadly, corrosive fumes. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was always good at making split-second decisions. After losing five percent of his remaining life, he spun around and hurriedly limped away, staggering like a drunkard, from the wall that had hit him back. His knees felt weak. He kept tripping over his own feet. For the first time in his life, he got beat up by a wall. Why, he’d better be careful; or else, he might find the pavement kissing him next... 
 
      
 
    He recovered his hearing and coordination just in time—three gihl guards came hurtling out of a side corridor, attracted by the noise. Still smarting from his recent humiliation, the snarling dwarf charged in recklessly, swinging his hammer like a madman and creating a small localized fray. The squealing midgets tried to retreat the way they had come but were unsuccessful. As a result, all of these brave protectors of the underground forge fell one after another, never to rise again. All except one. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf grabbed the last, half-dead gihl by the scruff and, using his formidable strength, threw the stunned midget into the living wall, hoping to damage the cursed barrier at least in some way. Nothing came of this spontaneous idea. The screeching midget flew across the corridor like a cannonball, but did not collide with the ricefins that blocked the passage—several pairs of limbs caught him gently, stopping him in midair. Carefully, they lowered the gihl, who was sobbing with relief, to the floor. One of the limbs picked up the dropped machete and thrust it back into the midget’s hand. Another limb gently stroked the poor guy on his hooded head; then, with a light nudge below the belt, it directed him back into attack against the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    Snapping completely, Crow seized a machete off the floor and, with an angry snarl, hurled it at the gihl. The close distance to the target made it nearly impossible to miss. Getting a hit to the chest, the gihl was thrown backwards and killed, instantly losing the remainder of his life. After throwing one last glance full of loathing at the living wall, the dwarf ran into the narrow little corridor. Thankfully, it led approximately in the right direction, bending only a little off to the side. 
 
      
 
    Crow sprinted down the corridor, shaking his head and marveling at the toughness of the ricefins. They were much stronger opponents than gihls. After their transformation, in any case. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere downstairs, on the third level of the underground forge, sat the boss of the weapons factory. He was known as Gihl Master Delacour. Crow had some screenshots that showed the boss gihl wearing a suit of iron armor while resting his fat arse on a throne of merged ricefins. It was made of twenty ricefins in total. But now, they no longer seemed like the boss’s accessory. Actually, it was exactly the other way around. 
 
      
 
    When traveling, gihl armies widely use the nasty things, constructing a living barrier around their military camps, and even small shelters. 
 
      
 
    Every new detail remembered by the hunted dwarf made him run faster and faster. He absolutely must escape from this rapidly closing trap. He could not afford to become completely surrounded by puffed-up and bristling ricefins. That would spell death for him. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf barely made it in time. Hearing yelled commands ahead, he sped up and arrived at an unfinished barricade at the very last moment, only just managing to slip past two steadily inflating ricefins. The hammer landed on the gihl’s fragile ribcage, squashing the midget against the wall. After delivering a few more blows, Crow ran onwards, following the only available route. Before his eyes hung a semi-transparent map. It was hand-drawn by him and very basic; it did not refresh. However, it showed the exact location of the corridors, so he was able to quickly take his bearings and see which turn to take. 
 
      
 
    Crow paid no heed to the gihls that appeared out of nowhere in front of him, literally throwing them aside like bowling pins. The fleeing black-haired dwarf was followed by malicious screams; his shoulder got hit by a crossbow bolt, which took some of his life and damaged his cloak a bit. Sprinting as fast as he could down the corridor, he had no thoughts of stopping. He was far more worried about running out of time; his life depended on breaking through the encircling blockade. 
 
      
 
    He flew up a staircase as if on wings and slammed his whole body against a wooden door, tearing it off its hinges. He found himself in a tiny side-room, which seemed more like a widening of the corridor. Inside were two narrow beds, a few benches, a table, an iron candle-holder with burning candles, and three gihl midgets who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Their death was swift and cruel. In the short span of the fight, the table got turned into matchsticks, which instantly caught fire from the overturned candles. The beds lit up next, followed by the ragged skins hanging on the walls. The dwarf ran out of the other exit, leaving a roaring wall of flames behind him. The fire, though unintentional, came in surprisingly handy. Now, for a few minutes, nobody will be able to pass through unless they have a fireproof hide. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was running so fast that the torches spaced along the wall blurred into one fiery line, flashing by like a speeding train. The turn looked more like an entrance hole to a narrow rat burrow. However, it led where he needed to go—into a small corridor right next to the kitchen that he had recently left. The dwarf had been running a circular marathon, finishing at the same place where he started. Slipping through a narrow door that gave a quiet creak, Crow peeked cautiously into the kitchen. He was relieved to see that the spacious room was quite empty except for four little cooks, who were savagely chopping something with huge knives. Looking closer, the dwarf realized that the gihls were chopping gigantic carrots (assuming their orange roots can have madly wiggling little feet). Maybe it’s some kind of delicacy for a special occasion. Thinking for a moment, the player decided to hurry, in order to avoid being the reason for the occasion. Who knows, maybe the strange carrots were served exclusively as a side dish to main entrées like roasted dwarf, for example. 
 
      
 
    For the first time in a long while, fortune smiled upon Crow, and he managed to sneak through a certain important door without being noticed. Realistically, though, the clatter of the chopping knives was loud enough to mask a stampede of elephants, let alone a tiptoeing dwarf. 
 
      
 
    Ascending a long and narrow staircase with lightning speed, the player stopped in front of a sturdy door that was securely locked from inside. Totally unfazed, he reached into his backpack and pulled out a long-handled axe. It was a crude and ugly weapon, but more than good enough to take down the door. A dozen rapid blows was sufficient to hack the door into tiny pieces. Then, the dwarf grabbed his favorite hammer to play a fun game called “Let’s Break In and Surprise the Owners.” The gihl guards, who were standing at the ready, did not seem particularly surprised when the broken door collapsed at their feet. Actually, it would be more accurate to say they were furious, as they clearly demonstrated by firing from five crossbows at once. The archers turned out to have good aim, and none of them missed—if their target had been the empty doorway. Having pulled back to the wall just in time, Crow now burst into the room with a wild cry, swinging his hammer. The first guard to receive a blow to his fragile ribcage let out a breathless squawk. Soon, the room turned into a swirling mass of bodies, distorted faces, and flashing weapons. Among the enraged yelling and shouting could be heard the equally furious shrieks of the eagle, who was taking an active role in the fighting. 
 
      
 
    Compared to the midgets, the dwarf was like Hercules due to his incredible strength. The limited space in the room was also to his advantage: the gihls were thrown back from his blows and knocked hard against the solid walls. One of his swings, directed straight upwards, threw a guard up in the air, squashing him against the ceiling; it took a moment for him to fall back down. In a few minutes, everything was calm again. Rags and weapons littered the floor. Among this mess stood Crow, trying to catch his breath. At his feet, Chrys was turning his head left and right, an aggressive look in his eye. A quarter—that’s all that remained of his life points. Not much, but it was enough to live on, if he didn’t get into any more serious battles. Ignoring the trophies, the dwarf stepped towards the wall opposite the door and decisively pulled the lever in the middle. He heard a sharp click, followed by the loud clanking of a moving chain somewhere in the distance. He wasn’t sure how the sound of chains was connected to magical teleportation; it wasn’t like raising castle gates or lifting a movable bridge. However, he decided not to worry about it. Instead, he busied himself with collecting the loot. Thankfully, the countdown had started and he still had plenty of time. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, he was descending back to the kitchen. At the top of the stairs, he paused for a second and looked back at the last, fifth lever in the row. Maybe he should pull it and turn this whole place into a watery hell... Smirking, Crow continued on his way downstairs without touching the deadly lever that activated the “sprinklers.” Partly, it was because the kitchen was also on the lowest level, and may thus be the first to get flooded. (It certainly had quite a few grates built into the walls.) He didn’t fancy splashing around in an underground aquarium amid floating pots and pans, in pitch-black darkness to boot. 
 
      
 
    A little over four minutes to go... 
 
      
 
    Stopping behind the door that separated the stairwell and the kitchen, he cautiously peeked outside. What he saw made him curse under his breath—the kitchen had gotten much more lively in his absence. 
 
      
 
    Beside the cutting table stood the head chef Djaza-gihl himself; the rest of the cooks were slowly filtering back in through the other doors that stood ajar. The hunt for the sneaky dwarvish invader had been unsuccessful, so the midgets went back to work. This significantly complicated matters for Crow, who was hiding in the corridor. Everything was back to square one. 
 
      
 
    Swearing again, silently this time, the dwarf slid down the wall and stayed still. He stared in concentrated thought at the ticking stopwatch that he set a minute ago, and at his slowly, yet steadily increasing life bar. The equally roughed-up Chrys sat beside him, not daring to break the silence. 
 
      
 
    The rapidly formed and just as quickly affirmed plan was so simple that it was hard to call it a plan. It was flawed, but good enough. 
 
      
 
    Three minutes later, Crow got up soundlessly. His whole body tensed up, preparing to spring. He concentrated his gaze on the timer, which looked as if it had frozen. It was counting down the last minute. To avoid any potential nasty situations, he grabbed his pet, pressing the bird with his left hand against his chest. What if Chrys isn’t quick enough to make it in time to the teleportation spot? What if he gets left behind in the awful kitchen? Then the gihls will have roast eagle for dinner... And after dinner, they will be visited by an extremely angry dwarf, who will make them regret every piece they’ve eaten... No, it’s best to prevent this nightmare from happening in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Crow rushed forwards as soon as the first glimmers appeared over the empty table, signifying the start of the transport. With a crash, he threw the door open. Dashing across the kitchen, the dwarf jumped on the table and couldn’t help giving a smile, addressed to Djaza-gihl himself. The smile held for a fraction of a second before sliding pathetically off his face, as the player saw the chef rushing towards him with a meat cleaver in hand. 
 
      
 
    “Damn you!” howled Crow, throwing himself sideways. 
 
      
 
    Djaza missed and collapsed bodily on the table, without managing to push the dwarf off the teleportation platform. With a thrust of his foot, Crow threw off the boldest little assistant cook, shoving a boot into the gihl’s pie-hole. Then he smacked Djaza-gihl’s fat back with his hammer. In this instant, the teleportation system activated fully, carrying two important figures very far away, right to the primitive iron mine. The underground kitchen lost its chef... 
 
      
 
    ...while the mine acquired one. 
 
      
 
    And right now, Djaza-gihl was simply burning with the desire to get cooking immediately, starting with chopping up the meat. 
 
      
 
    Miraculously escaping the cleaver aimed at his neck, Crow jumped backwards off the table to put some distance between himself and his foe. Chrys got thrown aside; he plopped onto the ground and ran in circles around the combatants, wisely choosing not to approach an opponent who was too strong for him. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf, however, stood his ground, checking the sturdiness of his hammer while looking around at the same time. They were all alone. The miners, as expected, were working underground. Somewhere above, at the head of the only road that wound narrowly downhill, stood a pair of gihl guards; but they were too far away. Thus, for the first time, Crow was left one-on-one with a truly formidable opponent. 
 
      
 
    With a deep growl, the head chef Djaza-gihl raised his hulking body onto his pillar-like legs and brandished his meat cleaver. His tiny, sunken eyes glared at Crow. He let out a roar, spraying spit everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Crow ignored the challenge and continued to stay in the same spot. Let the evil midget come down from the table. Glancing down, Crow noticed a cracked clay bowl full of something white and lumpy that vaguely resembled porridge. Crouching down for a moment, he scooped up a little of the suspicious-looking substance with his finger, tasting it. He spat it out immediately and, pulling a face, spoke the truth: 
 
      
 
    “Your cooking is gross, buddy!” 
 
      
 
    “Grrraaah!” roared Djaza-gihl, infuriated by the criticism of his culinary masterpieces. Crow prepared to defend his opinion with force, rather than words. 
 
      
 
    In one mighty leap, Djaza-gihl crashed down on the spot where the sneering dwarf had been standing a second ago. The only victim of the wildly swinging meat cleaver was the ill-fated bowl of porridge, which shattered into a thousand pieces. The single-handed destruction of single-handedly prepared food made the head chef, if possible, even madder. The thick-lipped snout was flushed with scarlet blood and looked like it was about to burst from the built-up pressure. 
 
      
 
    “Hi-yah!” 
 
      
 
    The well-aimed hammer strike landed on the gihl’s neck and the lower part of the back of his head. Unable to regain his balance, Djaza stumbled forwards with a groan and stuck out his arm to break the fall, while swinging the meat cleaver to keep the dwarf away. Crow sprung back to avoid getting hit; then he jumped forwards again, landing another hammer blow aimed at the same spot. Immediately, Chrys rushed in and landed two bludgeoning hits with his beak on the gihl’s fat arm. It didn’t do much damage, but it did distract the slow-moving opponent. The dwarf seized his chance and landed another heavy hammer blow on the gihl’s neck. Finally, he achieved what he was trying to do: his third hit created a two-second stunning effect. The moaning Djaza collapsed bodily on the trampled sand, receiving a rain of blows from both sides at once. 
 
      
 
    The famous boss of the underground kitchen, the head chef Djaza-gihl, did not rise again. He needed no less than thirty hits with the hammer, along with several critical hits; the golden eagle Chrys also would not let up; but the resilient monster still refused to die, right until the final hit made him give up the ghost. 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily, Crow leaned on his hammer and watched as his defeated opponent vanished in a flash. 
 
      
 
    “We did a good job,” he concluded, smiling at Chrys, who was warily turning his head left and right. The eagle had just received another level. 
 
      
 
    Chrys clicked his beak once to show that the praise was heard and taken for granted, as if to say “You ain’t seen nothing yet.” 
 
      
 
    Kneeling down, the dwarf picked up several well-earned trophies. They were quite unusual, almost unique. 
 
      
 
    A cook’s hat. 
 
      
 
    A meat cleaver. 
 
      
 
    Five silver coins. 
 
      
 
    Two thin scrolls of parchment. 
 
      
 
    And a chef’s robe to complete the trophy collection. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf decided to take a break and get a closer look at the loot. 
 
      
 
    A meat cleaver... It was a very, very serious weapon for his current level, but the type was unsuitable. Too bad. He could sell it, though. 
 
      
 
    The silver coins went into his bag without further ado; money is money. 
 
      
 
    The cook’s robe and hat, in turn, gave fairly good protection against physical attacks and against fire. However, Crow did not intend to wear such things, as he could hardly imagine himself running around in a cook’s full attire. He would be a laughingstock. 
 
      
 
    The scrolls he found much more interesting. They turned out to be culinary recipes. One was a very basic, simple recipe for a regular porridge made of strange grains. The second scroll contained a much more detailed recipe of multiple ingredients, which, when combined, resulted in a dish with a rather interesting name. Unable to hold back his curiosity, Crow carefully read the following: 
 
      
 
    
     Scroll with a written recipe of the dish “Gizoni Porridge”. 
 
       
 
     Type: culinary recipe. 
 
       
 
     Description: The scroll contains the basic recipe 
 
       
 
     for one of the national dishes indigenous to gihl culture. 
 
       
 
     As with the majority of gihl cuisine, 
 
       
 
     the recipe is quite simple and does not require exceptional skill to prepare. 
 
       
 
     Object class: Common! 
 
       
 
     Ingredient list: 
 
       
 
     *Stale water from an oak barrel* 
 
       
 
     *Sprouted grains of giza from last year’s harvest* 
 
       
 
     *Salt and spices to taste* 
 
       
 
     Cooking instructions: 
 
       
 
     Place the sprouted grains of giza, without rinsing or sorting, into a bowl of stale water. Cover with lid and let sit for a week. 
 
       
 
     Afterwards, pour the ingredients from the bowl into a pot, 
 
       
 
     add several pinches of salt, 
 
       
 
     and cook over medium heat for three hours. 
 
       
 
     The dish is ready to eat! 
 
       
 
     Bon appetit! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Eurgh...” The dwarf gave an affected shudder at the thought of a dish like that. 
 
      
 
    What about the other one? 
 
      
 
    
     Scroll with a written recipe of the dish “Festive Pie”. 
 
       
 
     Type: culinary recipe. 
 
       
 
     Additional notes: This is a personal recipe of the head chef Djaza-gihl. 
 
       
 
     Description: The scroll contains the recipe of a festive dish, 
 
       
 
     personally created by the head chef Djaza-gihl. 
 
       
 
     The dish is served only for special occasions or celebrations. 
 
       
 
     Object type: Rare! 
 
       
 
     Ingredient list: 
 
       
 
     *Slightly rotten meat of a young ricefin* 
 
       
 
     *Sprouted seeds of giza from last year’s harvest* 
 
       
 
     *Bitter leaves of giant burdock* 
 
       
 
     *Fermented juice of green furos* 
 
       
 
     Cooking instructions: 
 
       
 
     Place the sprouted seeds of giza, without rinsing or sorting, into a bowl of stale water. Cover with lid and let sit for a week. 
 
       
 
     Mix the slightly rotten meat of a young ricefin with the fermented juice of green furos 
 
       
 
     in a ratio of 1:1. Tightly cover and leave the mixture in a bowl for a week. 
 
       
 
     Soak the bitter leaves of giant burdock in 
 
       
 
     the fermented juice of green furos, and hang up to dry for two days... 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Blergh,” retched Crow, desperately trying to wipe the vivid image of the “festive pie” from his mind. 
 
      
 
    The player had no intention of becoming a cook; however, he still kept the scrolls, putting them away in his bag. He had two cooks in mind, from two different shifts, who might have a use for such things. He would need to be quite careful when offering such peculiar recipes to them, in order to avoid upsetting an otherwise honest and proper cook. Even the phrase “slightly rotten meat” might already be too much. 
 
      
 
    Also, the sensible player had no intention of trying out such recipes on his own. The ingredients were not a problem: all of them were easy to find, except for the ricefins. The gihls don’t go to great lengths for food, preferring to use whatever is available... 
 
      
 
    Crow returned home early, jogging non-stop the entire way from the mines to the outpost. Quiet and unnoticed, he slipped back into his tent and quickly unloaded his stolen goods; then, just as swiftly and quietly, he took off again. The confused guards could only wonder at his restlessness and bubbling energy, as they answered the smiles and greetings from the only settler in the locality. The dwarf was always so happy, with a permanent smile on his face. It seemed a bit unnatural. 
 
      
 
    What was the reason for his happiness? 
 
      
 
    Did he, perhaps, have a barrel of strong wine stashed away somewhere, which he would enjoy on occasion? 
 
      
 
    If so, how big was the barrel, and how could they possibly join him in drinking it? 
 
      
 
    Upon leaving his home, Crow could not stop smiling. He had several reasons to be happy with his life. After all, he managed to fill up his stores of coal and iron. His pet Chrys reached the twentieth level, which meant several things. 
 
      
 
    First of all, his golden eagle learned to fly! Right now, a shadow with widely spread wings soared over the head of the running dwarf. Chrys could easily keep up with him, without falling behind or getting tired in the slightest. The soft flapping of wings was nearly silent; the narrow head with piercing yellow eyes closely scanned the surroundings from high above. 
 
      
 
    And secondly, Crow’s pet obtained his first skill! 
 
      
 
    The skill was directly related to flight and was called “Diving Strike.” Crow promptly adjusted the settings and probed the surroundings with his gaze. He spotted a peacefully grazing rabbit and commanded the eagle to attack. 
 
      
 
    The special effects were amazing. 
 
      
 
    With a short angry cry, a swift shadow swooped down on the unfortunate rabbit, hitting him with both beak and talons. The poor victim died instantaneously, without ever realizing what killed it. With a swish of wings, the golden eagle returned to the sky; several common trophies dropped in front of the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Perfecto!” smiled the dwarf even more widely, hopping over a stone. Even better was the fact that the diving golden eagle remained unnoticed until the last moment, which significantly increased the chance of landing a critical hit. 
 
      
 
    On the way, the player glanced at a jackal pack visible in the distance and concentrated again on reaching his destination. 
 
      
 
    The flooded cemetery lay ahead. 
 
      
 
    If everything goes well, he will reach it right before sundown. Nighttime was simply ideal for its local inhabitants, who love to crawl out and wander aimlessly. And right now, Crow was craving some good company. It was time to find someone to talk to, someone to show his eagle’s new abilities and someone to brag to about the lethality of his heavily worn forging hammer. 
 
      
 
    In other words, it was showtime. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The flooded cemetery... 
 
      
 
    According to legend, there used to be a small town here. Then, as fate would have it, the river that ran nearby suddenly changed its course, flooding the little town along with its centuries-old cemetery. The town itself still existed, though deeply submerged under a fifty-foot layer of water and invisible on the surface. Before the disaster hit, the cemetery was located on the steep slope of a high hill, spreading out on every side. Hence why it was only partially flooded. The resulting mudslide worsened the chaos, ruining graves and crypts; it formed something of a dam by separating the river flow with a thick earthen barrier. The result was a deep muddy puddle of stagnant water. It was almost a swamp, which would sometimes get a portion of fresh and clean water from the river. 
 
      
 
    Its inhabitants, who had long been resting peacefully, were seriously upset at the destroyed graves. Thus, they crawled outside to express their indignation. Except that they had no one to express it to—the survivors of the disaster preferred to leave such an inhospitable spot and went to live in other towns and settlements. This offended the dead even more. Not only were the graves destroyed and the caskets swimming in mud, but their descendants had also stopped caring about showing respect to the deceased, choosing to leave them without even saying goodbye. 
 
      
 
    It was precisely here, in this forsaken place, that the tenacious dwarf Crow was now standing. 
 
      
 
    The view that opened up from the top of the long, sloping hill was unforgettable and deserved the highest praise for its visual design. The eeriness was off the scale. Especially with the crimson sunset in the background. 
 
      
 
    Immediately below was a wide river; out of the water rose a darkened wall that almost reached the very top of the hill and then bent sharply to the side, forming half a rectangle. Beyond the wall lay the cemetery, half-buried in the murky, muddy goop and covered in duckweed. Out of the mud stuck out gravestones, blackened logs, and occasional strange stone statues with evil-looking snouts. Every now and then, several especially tall waves would travel across the river’s surface and splash over to the other side of the bank, quickly losing their energy and crashing down at the walls of the only tall building in the area—a church. A holy church, where, once upon a time, the living bid farewell to the dead. Its walls were deeply sunken into the mud; but the roof, though quite worn, was still intact. 
 
      
 
    Right next to the walls of the church, a large group of various undead was gathered. They could not cross the invisible line; nor were they about to leave, either. There were skeletons wearing remains of clothing and armor on their soggy bones, and zombies with greenish, swollen flesh, who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. Grinning skulls bounced by themselves on top of tombstones, looking like scary, snapping jaw-traps. 
 
      
 
    “Good grief,” murmured Crow sadly, looking at a local outbreak of the zombie apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    Behind the backs of the gathered undead, right in the water, a wisp of silver mist glowed faintly between two crypts. Voices were coming from within the besieged church, fiercely arguing about something. Strange, hollow sounds could also be heard, as if someone was hitting the walls with something heavy. Possibly, with their head. Possibly, out of hopelessness and despair... 
 
      
 
    The whole scene seemed to indicate players who were stuck in trouble. Despite its remoteness from popular areas, the flooded cemetery was not empty at this late hour. Right now, it was playing gracious host to several foolish adventuring guests. 
 
      
 
    After standing in thought for a couple more minutes, the dwarf sighed heavily and brought out his two-handed forging hammer. Closely studying the mass of gathered enemies, he chose two of the furthest from the main group and began to descend downhill, his stout legs stepping with confidence. 
 
      
 
    His chosen targets were a skeleton of level 49 and a zombie of level 56. Both monsters were too busy to notice Crow approaching, much less the golden eagle soaring high in the skies and waiting for a command from his master. Mumbling to himself, the skeleton was trying to use the rusted blade of a sword to pry open a grave from which scratching sounds were coming. The zombie was doing his best to help with his only arm. The skeleton’s bony back was covered by a rusted rectangular shield, which is why Crow hit him on the back of his skull, using both hands and staying unnoticed until the very last moment. The result was fairly predictable: the skeleton got a critical hit. He tumbled forwards and literally flopped on top of the gravestone, losing a third of his life. The future blacksmith enthusiastically delivered three more hits to the neck and skull; a quick shadow flashed by as the golden eagle dropped down from above to deliver the “diving strike.” The skull broke off and rolled noisily across the stone like a grotesque rattle. 
 
      
 
    The headless skeleton did not die and began to rapidly rise back up. Leaving him to the eagle, Crow easily evaded the zombie’s one-armed swing while delivering a glancing blow to his rotten kneecaps. The poke to the knee made the zombie roar so loudly, it was immediately obvious that his old rheumatism had flared up again. To remedy this problem, the dwarf prescribed him a painkiller in the form of a double whammy to the back of the head. At the same time, the bones of the crumbling skeleton splashed down into the water; the shield crashed against the gravestone, and the sword plunged into the mud. Giving the zombie a kick to his sunken chest, Crow threw him backwards and walked up to the fallen shield. He snatched it up, intending to reforge it later, and wrinkled his nose as he did so: the shield was as tall as a person, making it too big and impractical in a fight. But you don’t count holes in a gifted shield. A sudden clanking sound against the metal confirmed this ancient truth—the zombie, after rummaging in the water, had fished out a large stone and threw it quite accurately at his hated enemy. The shield took the blow and easily withstood it, losing only a few points of durability in the process. Clicking his tongue in disapproval, the dwarf moved towards the zombie, as the shield protected him from two more projectile attacks. The golden eagle swooped down from the skies, slashing the back of the opponent’s neck before zooming upwards again. The zombie got distracted for a second, giving Crow enough time to deliver a well-aimed blow to his rotten forehead. The stunning effect worked; the enemy was thrown back, falling into the water. In a minute, everything was over, and Crow and the golden eagle were celebrating their victory. The black-haired dwarf reached the thirty-eighth level. 
 
      
 
    While Chrys sat on a stone obelisk, preening his feathers, Crow rapidly gathered the trophies, taking only metal. He picked up a sword, and three copper arrowheads that had turned green from age. As to how the arrowheads ended up in the graveyard, that was anybody’s guess. Perhaps, in his previous life, the zombie had met his end at the hand of a skilled archer and was buried with the arrow still in him, until he was reborn and crawled out of his grave... 
 
      
 
    After getting what he wanted—the iron shield—Crow’s thoughts turned back to the church. The situation around it had not changed in the slightest. The siege by the undead continued. Getting to the main entrance, whose wooden doors were tightly shut, was impossible—he’d get eaten in a split second. Therefore, the dwarf leapt up on top of one of the graves and began to jump from rock to rock, heading for the back of the church while the undead were distracted. 
 
      
 
    Hop! The player jumped from an engraved stone to a little hill covered with mushrooms. 
 
      
 
    Hop-hop! From the little hill to a pedestal with stone feet left from some kind of statue. 
 
      
 
    Hop-ho... A bony hand reached out of the water and grabbed the dwarf by the leg. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf gasped in surprise and tumbled facedown into the water, smacking his head against the corner of a pedestal and coming nose-to-nose with a gurgling, grinning skull. A zigzagging crack split the pedestal. The player automatically activated the command, and in a fraction of a second, the diving eagle plunged into the mud. 
 
      
 
    Now, they were all stuck: the skeleton of level 52, armed with two crooked sabers; Crow, who looked like a zombie due to a thick layer of mud; and the golden eagle Chrys, who currently looked like a pitiful, soggy chicken more than anything. This resemblance intensified due to his temporary inability to fly—the feathers got wet, as the game’s system helpfully pointed out. Obviously, the eagle simply sank into the mud without hitting the target. 
 
      
 
    “We’re both idiots!” huffed Crow, covering himself with the shield from another attack by the skeleton. 
 
      
 
    The eagle screeched in agreement, climbing up onto the little hill with mushrooms and flapping his soaked wings. Not bothering to give his pet any more commands, the dwarf faced the enemy one-on-one, swinging his hammer and trying to use the shield to protect himself from the overly agile skeleton. Several attacks with the sabers went through, and Crow lost a part of his life. However, he did not stay in debt, and with a dozen blows turned his opponent into bony mush. Putting the sopping wet eagle on his shoulder, where he barely fit, he snatched the two crooked sabers and a wide iron collar out of the water. He decided not to imitate a grave-hopping bunny again. Instead, he hurried onwards, wading waist-deep in the mud and cursing under his breath. This is what happens when somebody interferes with clearly laid-out plans. The cemetery should have been empty. The monsters should have been scattered across its entire area. And now... He will have to hurry and change plans on the fly... 
 
      
 
    He reached the wall of the church without further problems. Ignoring his growing tiredness, he ran splashing alongside it. After sharply turning a corner, he nearly collided with a zombie in full armor. Beneath a raised visor, a pair of bulging eyes flashed Crow an evil look; a two-handed sword swished through the air, hitting the wall with a crunch. The dwarf miraculously evaded the zombie knight, threw back a shield-bearing skeleton and, in a split-second decision, rushed towards one of three stone pillars, which had undoubtedly once supported the long-gone roof of the church’s portico. Shouldering his weapons and shield, and clutching at cracks and uneven surfaces, he climbed upwards. In five seconds, he was on top of one of the 10-foot columns. He took up his weapons again, gauged the distance with a rapid glance, and jumped forwards without hesitation. Several crooked arrows with jagged points whistled over the pillar, but the dwarf was already gone. Flying several feet through the air, Crow crashed full force into the remains of a stained glass window, going right through the center of it. The glass shattered loudly into hundreds of pieces, flying inside along with the dwarf, who was holding the shield in front of himself. Crow barely registered the interior of the forsaken church before he plunged down, noticing, to his relief, the shiny smooth surface of water below. It was better than landing on rocks... 
 
      
 
    Crow fell on top of his shield, hitting the water at a slight angle; the impact sent him skidding across the surface, accompanied by a colorful shower of broken glass. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved Surfer—Tier 1! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +1% speed of sliding across liquid surfaces. 
 
       
 
     +1% balance on a board. 
 
       
 
   
 
    The sliding continued for several seconds. The shield crashed into a stone bench sticking out of the water and stopped; but the dwarf with the eagle kept going, flying head-over-heels past five more rows of benches and landing on the sixth, where he was left sitting in an upright position, as if it had been planned from the start. Had this been the real world, he would have broken every bone in his body. Here, however, everything turned out fine. He didn’t even hurt his backside, although he did lose a part of his life. 
 
      
 
    The water that flooded the church was slowly calming down. The shower of glass had stopped as quickly as it began. Through the completely empty window opening, Crow could hear the moans and groans of the undead, along with the rustling of wind. After completing a safe landing and catching his breath, the dwarf looked around with curiosity. His eyes fell on a female elf, who was sitting on a moss-covered altar, with a big guitar in her hands. Golden curls cascaded down her shoulders. She wore a long, light-colored, low-cut dress that barely concealed her breasts. On top of her head was a round, green cap. Her Level was 53; her nickname: Amougla Prexi. On the girl’s shoulder sat a tiny bird, a common nightingale. 
 
      
 
    By her crossed ankles sat another player—a human with dark hair as long as that of the elf, dark skin, and bright blue eyes. He was dressed in leather and holding a large crossbow. The man’s nickname was Gray Mithril, and he was Level 47. Beside the archer, in the water, sat a dog of an unknown breed that looked like a long-haired dalmatian with a docked tail and purple eyes. 
 
      
 
    The two players were quite different from each other in all aspects except one: both of their eyes were wide in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening,” Crow greeted them politely, setting the eagle down beside him on the bench. “How are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit...” exhaled Gray Mithril with emotion, jumping to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t point the crossbow at me,” asked Crow without moving. He continued to closely study the players he had just met, noting minor details and making initial inferences. 
 
      
 
    The girl... It didn’t take a genius to see that she belonged to a very rarely used class of character. She was a bard. That was certain. The musical instrument made this fact obvious; the nightingale sitting on her shoulder completed the picture. All that remained was to find out which subclass of bard: inspirational, wise, or gifted. 
 
      
 
    With the guy, identification was slightly more complicated. The crossbow suggested archer, but that could be wrong. If a weapon does not have stringent requirements for skills or base stats, then it can be used by any character in the game. His aim would suffer, but he would be able to shoot. In addition, on his fingers were several simple rings with green and blue gemstones. These were either mana or regeneration. And yet, the spotted dog brought hunting to mind. A pet like this is needed by those who kill animals from a long distance. The person kills, while the hound retrieves the prey, helps chase it, or holds it still. 
 
      
 
    And finally, the third player, Mr. Unknown, whose remains lay in the swampy water, between two crypts about fifty feet away from here. 
 
      
 
    All in all, Crow was unimpressed by what he saw. He was even a little sad, as this was clearly not a skilled group of fighters—quite the contrary. They gave off a strong whiff of amateurishness. 
 
      
 
    The bard girl spoke uncertainly: “You... Your entrance... It was quite beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    “It sure was!” grinned the archer, plopping back down into the water and stretching out his legs. “Nice way to enter! Here I thought it was the zombies attacking. Turns out, it’s a dwarf with an eagle! Way to go, man—it was awesome!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” said Crow modestly. Then he cut straight to the point: “You’re stuck here, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right! We’re up to our necks in trouble! We were already thinking of logging off until the next day,” confessed the elf girl. “I’m Amou, a wise bard. And this is Mith. He’s a bit of an archer, but actually, he is a card master.” 
 
      
 
    “Ooof,” sighed the dwarf, involuntarily wincing and looking at the pair of players almost with pity. “You’ve chosen the hard path.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pain in the ass,” grinned Mith, “but I like the challenge. What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Crow. Warrior, tank, hammer,” replied Crow shortly. “You’re both aimed at wisdom. Two sages.” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Except none of our wisdom helped,” sighed Amou, stroking the silvery strings with her fingers. The guitar responded with a melodious sound. 
 
      
 
    “What about the third guy, the one lying in the cemetery?” The dwarf jabbed his thumb over his shoulder, pointing in the deceased player’s general direction. “Is he yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he’s ours,” confirmed Mithril. “Fafnir the Fifth. He’s a half-orc, a warrior with two axes. We first met him a few hours ago and decided to do a quest together to destroy the local undead. He kicked the bucket on the fifth zombie. Then he messaged us, all pissed, saying it was all our fault, that half-orcs are the dumbest race, that being an axeman sucks, and that he is going to start over as an ichtyandre called Fafnir the Sixth. So that’s what happened. Out of all three of us, he was the only one with lots of XP. I told him: You need to start at the edge and pick them off one-by-one. And what did he do? He charged with a yell right into the middle of the graveyard! Then, of course, all the undead came out. We just barely made it inside the church.” 
 
      
 
    “The church’s protection lasts until midnight,” explained Amou. “The undead can’t come in here. It’s almost midnight, though... We really didn’t want to log off, but we had almost come to terms with the idea. And then, you came flying in through the window. Would you help us get out? We just need to reach the graveyard’s perimeter fence. Once there, we’ll run like the wind so nobody can catch us.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I came here for,” said Crow, deciding not to beat around the bush. “You’ve caused quite an uproar. Until you leave, the monsters won’t calm down. So I’ll lead you out, then I’ll come back and carry on with my plans.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait... Does that mean you’re not here by coincidence?” said Mith, utterly surprised. “You came here by yourself? Without a group? I thought you got here by mistake. That you’re in the same boat as us...” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf shook his head. “No,” he replied shortly, without getting into details. Then he began to ask questions to assess the situation. “You don’t have any chrystals or teleportation scrolls, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” smiled the elf girl, embarrassed. “We’ve spent all our money on a new guitar. It’s five-stringed, enchanted to sound louder, and can be heard thirty percent further away. So far, I can only use four of the strings. I still have a lot of leveling to do before I can use the fifth one.” 
 
      
 
    The elf girl sighed. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to get out of here on foot,” concluded Crow. He waited until the archer nodded in agreement. “I’ll need to think about this. Can you give me a minute to work out a plan?” 
 
      
 
    “O-ho!” grinned Mith. “Looks like you’re serious about this. Of course! We can even give you five minutes! Until midnight, everything should be quiet and peaceful.” 
 
      
 
    Saying nothing in reply, the dwarf began to think over the situation. 
 
      
 
    He did not expect to see players of such a weak character class here. Although both bards and cardmasters are very formidable classes, this would not show until much later, once they surpass the hundredth level, strengthen their skills, and acquire a suitable collection of gear. Until that moment, they are just pieces of meat. 
 
      
 
    A cardmaster, or a master of cards, makes a living by using monsters imprisoned within playing cards. Taken together, these cards make up a deck that serves as the cardmaster’s main weapon. But even at this point, the above-mentioned pain in the ass is already off the charts. In addition to having tons of limitations, the lengthy rituals to imprison a monster inside a card would drive anyone insane. That’s why very few players choose this class. If someone does select it, either due to ignorance or noobism, they usually choose to be reborn as something else, preferring to start all over again than level up such a difficult class. 
 
      
 
    Another problem lies in huge costs. Once activated, the monster does not return to the card. Either it serves the cardmaster until death, or until the moment the player exits the game. That is, the card simply burns up after activation. It’s pure waste. Thus, particularly rare card monsters are typically used only in emergencies, or in very difficult situations; for all other purposes, the player tries to make do with common imprisoned monsters. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, a cardmaster cannot trap and imprison a monster that is above his own level. The game’s harsh limitations apply until the hundredth level, and only then begin to loosen exponentially. The same thing applies to the number of rituals allowed per day. At the beginner levels, such rituals can only be done very rarely, no more than five or six times a day; and if the monster is rare, that number falls to twice or even once per day. Unfortunately, battles happen all the time, cards get burnt up fast, and the deck gets thinner by the second. At the end of the day, cardmasters are left with nothing, unless they are willing to spend money to buy suitable cards from more successful colleagues. Or they can try their luck by participating in special card games. Winning can get them a stack of regular cards, not to mention better cards of higher rank, such as sapphire, gold, ruby, or some other type. 
 
      
 
    Thus, at the beginning of his path, a cardmaster must exercise considerable skill and ingenuity to bring down, for example, a Level 10 wolf by using a couple of Level 7 rabbits. 
 
      
 
    No wonder this character class was called the class of the rich—it had too many expenses. Any especially strong cards were too costly and could only be bought at an auction or purchased directly from someone else, not created yourself. Cardmasters also had the option of purchasing caged monsters from animal trappers, in order to conduct the ritual themselves, which was not always successful. Everything keeps coming back to having a fat purse full of gold. 
 
      
 
    But if a player overcomes the difficulties in the beginning, reaches a high level and collects a rare deck... A character like that can sometimes be worth ten soldiers, or even more, on the battlefield. Even without embellishment, it’s very cool when a player summons a pair of black dragons with one careless wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    And now, in the middle of the flooded cemetery, everything depended on the monster cards remaining in Mith’s deck. Hopefully, aside from the dozen cards with Level 2 rats and other crap, he will have something stronger. 
 
      
 
    “Anything left in your deck?” inquired Crow, pausing his thoughts for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Only rubbish,” confessed Mith openly. “Two Level 20 red lynxes, one black lynx, a Level 40 boar, about twenty cards with Level 10 black rats, and seven cards with Level 30 striped squirrels.” 
 
      
 
    “What a weird deck,” mumbled the dwarf, crestfallen. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the result of him having fun playing card games,” said the elf girl Amou accusingly. “Won a bunch of rats and squirrels, but lost two wolves and a boar. He got ripped off.” 
 
      
 
    “I got ripped off,” nodded Mithril sadly. 
 
      
 
    “You got ripped off,” agreed Crow, also acknowledging the unfortunate fact. “But the boar and squirrels might still be useful. The cards have a green jacket and clusters of grapes around the edge, right? They’re nature cards?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I see... Just give me another minute. I think I’m starting to get an idea. You said you’re a wise bard? What kind of songs do you have?” 
 
      
 
    A bard is just as unfortunate as a cardmaster in the beginning. However, a bard plays a supporting role by default. With proper usage and skilled hands, he can replace a buffer, a healer, and many other types of characters. Everything depends on the songbook—a special book possessed by every bard. It lists melodies and songs that he found, bought, or created himself; he uses these to fulfill his role. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to list their names, too?” asked the elf girl. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Only their purpose.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got six songs in total. Four of them are peaceful ones. The rest are for fighting.” 
 
      
 
    Peaceful songs and music were performed during times of rest. While everyone healed their wounds or changed their weapons, the bard would be hard at work. Thus, his whole group received certain bonuses, depending on the chosen song. Fighting songs, on the other hand, were performed during battle. In this way, the bard encouraged his teammates by raising their morale, rage, or some other attribute. 
 
      
 
    “Peaceful ones regenerate life and mana while the music is playing. One of them heals from natural poisons; the other from dark poisons. Out of fighting songs, I only have ones for increasing striking speed and slowing down tiredness. All of my songs are weak. I’m not yet on the level of singing powerful ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” said Crow. “Ok, I’ve got it. I think we have a chance of breaking through. Now, about our little friends who are waiting for us outside. There are around thirty skeletons and zombies near the main entrance. By the back wall, right under the broken window, are five or six enemies. Among them is a zombie knight with a huge two-handed sword. One, maybe two, hits will be enough to send either of you to a resurrection spot. Or did you sacrifice intellect and wisdom for endurance?” 
 
      
 
    The pair shook their heads in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Even with maximum XP, we are pretty much barely hanging on,” said Mith, revealing the horrible truth. “We won’t last two seconds without a tank. So let’s avoid dealing with zombie knights, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t work,” said Crow apologetically. “We can’t exit through the front doors. A couple of dozen undead will crush us within a minute. I won’t be able to block even a tenth of the blows, even though I’m pretty good with a shield. That’s why we will be exiting through the window. Plus, it’s closer to the edge of the graveyard. I suggest we do the following—” 
 
      
 
    “I can summon a mini-army of rats and other rodents!” interrupted Mith. “They can act as decoys to distract the zombies! I can expend the whole deck. I only have stupid and useless cards left anyway, so it’s not really a loss.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no point,” frowned Crow. “Any noob can wipe out everything in this graveyard, by using only a couple of scrolls of mass fighting magic. He’ll spend a bunch of gold coins just to wipe out a couple of dozen low-level opponents. It’s stupid. It’s equally stupid to waste two dozen cards to achieve the same goal, when you can do it with minor losses. You only need to reach the edge of the graveyard. It’s not that hard. This is how we’re gonna do it...” 
 
      
 
    The undead wandering by the back wall of the church were waiting for their enemies with the patience characteristic to their race. When they finally heard a voice overhead, they were overjoyed. However, instead of two-legged enemies, four-legged ones fell on them from above. 
 
      
 
    “Akt! Akt!” called a young and playful-sounding voice. From the window that had once held stained glass came a flash of green light, and an angrily squealing boar plopped down from above. Next to him landed an absolutely tiny, but equally ferocious squirrel with a very long, fluffy tail. 
 
      
 
    Then came the sound of a rhythmic melody played on a stringed instrument, and a stout black-haired dwarf jumped out of the window, landing squarely on top of the zombie knight’s head. The zombie staggered back from the blow of the dwarf’s heel to his armored forehead; he tried to swat the dwarf away, but the strike was met readily with a shield. Next moment, the dwarf crouched down and, using the edge of the oversized shield, hit the zombie in the back of his rotten knees, causing him to fall into the water. With a whoosh, the hammer came down on the zombie’s unprotected neck. Impervious to pain, the opponent began to rise up; however, he was now unarmed, as the dwarf wasted no time in knocking the sword out of the knight’s hand and causing it to disappear tracelessly into the muddy depths. Meanwhile, the squealing boar was holding back three skeletons at once, knocking them over with his brunt and bodily blocking their attacks, his hooves clattering loudly against their armor. The squirrel took charge of two slow-moving zombies, but the deep water swallowed up her cunning. Before Crow’s eyes, the long-tailed critter died a hero’s death, getting hit by a spiked club and a crooked arrow simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    “Akt!” cried Mith, remembering their agreement and sending the next creature into battle. Shreds of paper floated to the ground as another card self-destroyed and vanished forever. A second squirrel fell into the water. 
 
      
 
    After gifting the risen zombie knight with another heavy hit, the dwarf charged at the skeletons, passing very closely to them. In these fleeting seconds, he managed to finish off one of them—the one most torn and seriously chewed up by the boar. Whipping around, Crow tried to reach the second opponent, but was not able to complete the maneuver due to the overly large shield. He tripped and fell into the water beside the first skeleton, who had already crumbled into ashes. He surfaced with a splash, glimpsed a rusty sword descending on his head, and tried to roll aside but collided into a gravestone with his shoulder. The skeleton snorted with hollow laughter and landed his hit, taking a hefty portion of the dwarf’s life. 
 
      
 
    “Why, you little—!” roared Crow, covering himself with the shield, which reverberated from the blows. For an instant, the dwarf released his hammer and stretched out his hand to grasp the skeleton’s bony leg, yanking it towards himself. The skeleton fell over backwards, but the next one had already arrived, as the boar disappeared into nothingness. The card-summoned hog had nobly fulfilled his duty, serving his master until the very end. The golden eagle, on the other hand, was still very much alive. His talons and beak scratched against the metal helmet as he attacked the overly bold skeleton from above. 
 
      
 
    “Akt!” cried Gray Mithril, summoning yet another squirrel from a piece of paper. 
 
      
 
    With a kick, the dwarf pushed back the skeleton bending over him. He emerged from the water, sopping wet and seething with anger. The disheveled dog rushed past him, and, with a growl, latched onto the sword-wielding arm of the skeleton. Crow did not miss his chance. Smiling maliciously, he repaid the skeleton warrior, who was being held still by the dog, with a direct hit of the hammer to the forehead. The dwarf jumped backwards; a huge two-handed sword whistled past, missing him by inches. Seems like the zombie knight managed to find his weapon, after all. This didn’t help him much. Having gotten used to the oversized shield, the dwarf did not miss any more hits and readily entered into direct combat. A few seconds of exchanged blows, and the knight disappeared in a dying flash of light with a mournful, unearthly howl, as parts of his armor rained down into the water. 
 
      
 
    “Come down!” called the dwarf, kneeling down to snatch the armor out of the water. 
 
      
 
    His new friends needed no persuasion and leapt out of the window at once. The first to jump out was the cardmaster; the girl tumbled out next; the nightingale glided down last. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” ordered Crow, throwing a skeleton archer and a mumbling zombie out of their way. They rushed down the cleared path. Making sure there was no visible danger ahead, the dwarf let his weaker teammates through (they had formed a team, so the bard’s magic would work) and ran behind them, churning the muddy waters. The quickest and most dangerous opponent was eliminated, while the rest were wounded or thrown back. Several arrows bounced sharply off the shield hanging on Crow’s back, but he didn’t stop to look, urging his companions onwards. From behind the furthest corner of the church, a whole crowd of undead suddenly emerged, howling, hissing, growling, and using every means at their disposal to express their displeasure at such a turn of events. Off to the side, a hunchbacked zombie began to emerge from the mud; beside it, a skeleton arm clutching a dark crossbow rose out of the water. 
 
      
 
    Too late! 
 
      
 
    The trio of heroes jumped over the last gravestone and bolted towards the finish line: a slime-covered perimeter wall of stone that served as both a fence and a dam. Behind it was a big puddle, into which all three of them landed with a splash. Jumping back to their feet, they continued to run, leaving behind deep footprints in the mud. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had they arrived at the top of the hill, when a many-voiced howl reached their ears. The undead jostling by the wall began to break up and wander off, taking up their original positions. Some of them leaned against the crooked trunks of trees; some hid behind jagged roots and logs; a few zombies preferred to return to their tombs; others went into crypts, closing the creaky doors behind themselves. In a few minutes, the graveyard returned to its original state: completely empty at first glance, except for the green light of swamp fireflies and the rustling wind playing with the strings of skulls hanging off branches. 
 
      
 
    “Boo-hoo!” jeered the bard girl maliciously, taunting the outraged zombies and skeletons. “You won’t be able to gnaw our bones now! Hahaha!” 
 
      
 
    “Good job, guys,” said Crow approvingly. Then he began to descend back down the steep slope. 
 
      
 
    “Oi!” cried Mith. “Wait—you’re going back? To the graveyard?” 
 
      
 
    “I have business there,” replied Crow as he went. 
 
      
 
    “By yourself?!” 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re like a one-man army! Aren’t you scared to take on so many opponents by yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Take us with you!” squeaked Amou. “We’d go back with you! To the graveyard!” 
 
      
 
    “Do you still need to finish your quest?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. By morning. After that, it’ll be failed by default, unless we present proof of our heroic actions under the cover of night. We really do need to finish it! Then Amou will receive another melody for her songbook. And I will get a bit of silver...” 
 
      
 
    “Guys, I’m not against having company, but I don’t want to take the responsibility,” confessed Crow openly. “I don’t want to keep worrying for your safety, that I won’t be able to protect you. It’s a difficult location. The dead might come out from behind. You’ve seen it yourselves. With your amount of life points, any surprise might be your last.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try to avoid surprises,” smiled the girl. “We really need to complete this task! It’s only the first one. It’s the start of a chain of quests, and ‘Destruction of the Undead’ is the first of sixteen. If we flunk it, then we won’t be able to take it again for several days.” 
 
      
 
    “Who goes on a chain of quests with a stranger?” said Crow, astounded. “I’m not talking about myself, but the half-orc Fafnir the Fifth.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be Fafnir the Last, if ever I get my hands on him,” snarled Mith. “If you’d only heard him brag! I can do this, I can do that, and this way, and that way! And this is the result... Take us with you, Crow! If we kick the bucket, then that’s just our fate. If we stay alive, then great! By the way, why did you come here, if it’s not a secret?” 
 
      
 
    “Metal,” answered the dwarf. “I need metal from monsters. Okay, fine. Let’s go together. But on one condition: everything metallic belongs to me. We’ll split the money evenly—I have nothing against that. But the metal is mine alone. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed!” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Our cardmaster will soon become useless. Especially with a deck like that. That’s why you’ll only spend the cards when I tell you, not when you want to. Keep your pet to protect yourself and Amou. Don’t send him into a fight or to help me! Amou, you’re gonna play only two songs during battle: to speed up strikes and regenerate life points. Play the regeneration tune when I lose half my life, or when a super-strong opponent appears and starts to push me around. If something jumps out of the water or from behind a grave, like a zombie or whatnot, then run to my side immediately. To me, and not somewhere off to the side; and definitely don’t run off in a panic, screaming for help. I might not notice, so yell “Watch out!”. Then I’ll know you’re being attacked. And so, that’s our general plan. Now for the specifics. When we reach the graveyard, I’m going in alone. Amou stays outside the fence, while you, Mith, walk on top of the stone wall, looking left and right and holding your cards at the ready. We walk around the perimeter, then take a quick break before returning the way we came. The mobs respawn quickly here, so we won’t be alone for very long. Any objections?” 
 
      
 
    Mith shook his head. “Not at all. This is the first time I’ve ever heard of a plan like this. Usually, everyone just goes as a group, and when they see a monster, they attack it all at once—” 
 
      
 
    “—and go down all at once, too!” finished Amou with a slight laugh. “We understand, O kind hero who flies on a shield, smashes windows in churches, and lops off the heads of the undead. I’m ready to follow you and then compose a ballad to praise your mighty deeds in a heartrending song!” 
 
      
 
    “Now I see why you’ve chosen to become a bard,” muttered Crow. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf flexed his shoulders, stretched his neck, checked the condition of his weapons and other gear, and carefully looked over the seemingly deserted graveyard. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” he ordered decisively. 
 
      
 
    Once again, the brave adventurers’ feet went slipping down the wet hillside, heading into battle against legions of the undead! That’s exactly how Amou the Bard would have put it, anyway... 
 
      
 
    “After we are done, at the very end, can we try roping in one of the skeleton archers? I want to conduct the ritual and stick him in a card...” pleaded Mithril the Cardmaster’s voice out of the darkness. “I have everything here with me! Even a jar of freezing vanilla!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” replied the dwarf grumpily. “We’ll see...” 
 
      
 
    It was dawn when Crow finally returned to the outpost of Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    His steps were heavy and confident, like those of a man who had done his share of honest work and did not fear judgmental looks from others. Even if he was a bit hunched over, it wasn’t due to shame at all, but from the heavy loot pressing down on his shoulders—the weight of metal, the weight of his future as a blacksmith. 
 
      
 
    The previous night had not been spent in vain. For many long hours, he and his friends destroyed the undead in the semi-submerged graveyard. Skeleton parts, entire skeletons of various classes, zombies, zombie knights and zombie magicians with their troublesome grave fire—they all buckled under the combined force of Crow’s powerful blows, the claws and fangs of card monsters, and the tireless support of the bard Amou, who strummed and sang along in a slightly hoarse, soulful voice. She played until the strings on her guitar burst. 
 
      
 
    The only monster they did not dare touch was the Master of the Graveyard Swamp. A former governor and sorcerer, he was reborn as a lich after his death. The three heroes decided to leave that one alone. They didn’t even visit him inside his luxurious crypt whose door stood invitingly open, showing steps that led down inside. The lich possessed mass magic that could rouse skeletons and zombies to his aid... In short, it was a very bad idea to try to overcome such a powerful enemy with their current strength. 
 
      
 
    The heroes parted shortly before dawn. Mith and Amou walked to the top of the nearest safe hill, where they exited the game one after the other. As promised, Crow waited until their virtual bodies vanished into the air before turning around to go home. Unlike his new friends, he did not have the option of pressing the “Log off” button. He had to walk all the way back, inwardly furious at the administration and the game masters, who still had not developed crystals for returning to the Gray Peak outpost. They would have been so useful right now! The location was still new, and the game masters haven’t caught up yet. There were no reasons to worry in this case. Soon, the crystals will certainly be added to the game. 
 
      
 
    “Crow!” called someone joyfully from the top of the watchtower, when he crossed the boundary of the outpost. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” The dwarf waved back happily, in turn greeting the brave guards who ensured peace and quiet on the territory entrusted to them. “I’m back!” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back! We started to think you had perished!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your concern, my friends,” said Crow with a wide and sincere smile. “I’m alright.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great! By the way, you got a letter! It got delivered by a pompous pelican with a guild mark on his neck. Looks like it’s from the Blacksmith Guild! It got delivered yesterday, quite a while ago.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s excellent news! Thank you!” Nodding back, the dwarf jogged energetically home. His tiredness had suddenly disappeared without a trace. 
 
      
 
    He dropped the ridiculously heavy sack on the ground, lowered the hefty hammer, and put down a round shield with a serrated edge—a trophy from some obviously foreign skeleton armed with a sabre, a round shield, and with a blue turban on his head. Quick little bugger, he was... but not quick enough. His shield, however, was a beauty; it was exactly the type that Crow preferred. Relatively small, with sharp or serrated edges, these kinds of shields served not only as armor, but also as a weapon. 
 
      
 
    Right now was a good time to allocate the accumulated attribute points, but the black-haired dwarf could not tear his shining eyes away from the pelican landing platform that served as a mailbox. 
 
      
 
    And there was the fat yellowish envelope with a large, dark red seal. It was addressed to him in large, bold handwriting. 
 
      
 
    Here it is, true happiness: a reply from the Guild of Blacksmiths. Inside it were probably the recipes he sought... 
 
      
 
    Stretching out his hand, Crow reached for the desired letter, but before he could grab it, something happened. In front of his trembling hand, the air rippled and out of the emptiness materialized a silhouette of a broad-shouldered, golden-haired man in sparkling white robes. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” said the angel of the digital world, smiling faintly. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning...” replied Crow, surprised. “Oh! Are you here because...?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly why I’m here,” replied Demon sternly. “A whole day without sleep, huh? Didn’t we talk about responsible behavior, especially in the first few days and weeks?” 
 
      
 
    “My mistake,” admitted the dwarf. “I got too caught up in the game. But I remember now. I’ll read the letter, then go to sleep right away!” 
 
      
 
    “No.” The severity in the angel’s voice was much more apparent now. “Good night, Mister Crow. Sleep well.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait—” 
 
      
 
    There was a brief flash of light, followed by swiftly gathering darkness which obscured the rapidly fading letters: 
 
      
 
    
     Waldyra wishes you good night and sweet dreams. 
 
       
 
     Have a good rest before immersing yourself in further adventures. Sleep well. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Nobody noticed as the black-haired dwarf, who had been standing and talking to nothingness, suddenly went limp and dropped to the ground like a puppet with cut strings. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The player woke up in his tent. Surprisingly, he was lying in a perfectly natural sleeping position. 
 
      
 
    Nothing was forgotten from the previous day, as he still clearly remembered the gathering darkness and the goodnight wishes of the game system. Well, damn... And he only had himself to blame, too. He was the one who violated one of the rules of the agreement, so the entire incident was his own fault for trying to play for as long as possible. He got his punishment. 
 
      
 
    Grunting, the dwarf crawled out of the tent and checked the time. Two o’clock in the afternoon. Not bad for a nap. At least nine hours had passed since he’d fallen asleep. 
 
      
 
    He looked around, checking that everything was still in place. Nothing was missing, and nothing had changed. He was not worried in the slightest for his basket of stolen trophies; if he was knocked out by one of the game’s angels, then the angel was responsible for the things left unsupervised. Even if one of Waldyra’s other players had passed by, he would not have been able to snatch Crow’s stuff. Perhaps, he would not have noticed the hill with the wooden fence at all. Or he would have seen a huge rocky crag in its place, which would not have caught his interest. 
 
      
 
    A green light was flashing persistently in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    Three unread messages. One was from his new friends: Mith and Amou. 
 
      
 
    We just wanted to say thanks again, Crow! We finished the first task in the quest chain with an A+! We received a new melody for Amou and a bit of silver. More importantly, we can now attempt the second task! So, as soon as we get back to Waldyra, we will level up a bit, and then we will have to go visit the rotting corpses. When we decide to go, we’ll let you know! Maybe you’ll be tempted to join us! 
 
      
 
    The black-haired dwarf smiled widely and decided not to delete the message. Then he proceeded to read the next one. This letter, judging by its appearance, was from Waldyra’s administration. The angels have sent word from above... 
 
      
 
    Good afternoon, Mr. Crow! We hope you slept well. Please accept our sincere apologies for interfering with your life. Unfortunately, the intervention was necessary and unavoidable. With deepest regard and best wishes, The Representatives of Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    PS: All your routine tasks have been completed and your relationships maintained. One of the Administration’s representatives, acting under your guise, carried the daily portion of firewood to the kitchen, made polite conversation with the guards and ate breakfast with them, without forgetting to compliment and thank the cook. 
 
      
 
    PPS: Please accept a small gift from the Administration as additional compensation: a blacksmithing recipe that has been placed inside the letter from the Guild of Blacksmiths. Also, the durability of your large forging hammer has been completely restored. Inside your tent, you will find a flask of wine, a smoked ham, and a loaf of country bread. Enjoy your meal! 
 
      
 
    PPPS: Everything is well. Have a pleasant life! 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” mused Crow. “Interfering with your life...have a pleasant life. Well, thank you for that!” 
 
      
 
    Deciding again not to reply, the dwarf proceeded to read the last message. 
 
      
 
    Excellent news for all adventurers who like to travel near the outpost of Gray Peak, and for those who live there! 
 
      
 
    From this day onwards, from the moment you receive this letter, you will be able to get crystals out of jackal monsters in the location of Gray Peak, which can be used for transport right to the outpost of the same name! 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, Waldyra’s Administration. 
 
      
 
    PS: Have a wonderful adventure, heroes! 
 
      
 
    “Damn... Why couldn’t they have done this yesterday?” sighed Crow, closing down the menu. 
 
      
 
    The last message made Crow especially happy. Currently, he was the only player located in this extremely unpopular location. Considering this fact, it seems that it was mainly for his sake that the administration solved the problem with return crystals so quickly. Or perhaps, it was only for his sake. If he had a crystal like that after last night’s battle at the cemetery, he would not have needed to walk quite so far. But it would have been better if they had thought of this earlier. About a week earlier. Still, Crow was grateful for some things they’ve done, such as finishing his routine but very important tasks, bringing the food, and restoring the forging hammer. Now, he could forge without worries! 
 
      
 
    Stretching his whole body, the dwarf mentally went over the things he had to do today. Meanwhile, he could not tear his eyes away from the mailbox, where the letter from the Guild of Blacksmiths still lay. 
 
      
 
    Realizing that he won’t be able to concentrate without reading the letter first, Crow snatched the fat yellow envelope and broke the wax seal without hesitation. Inside the envelope were several sheets of paper. The dwarf began with the sheet of thin white paper watermarked with the symbol of a forging hammer and an anvil. The dry text informed him that the Blacksmith Guild was happy to welcome him into its ranks and hopes for his rapid mastery of the craft. At the end was a note, stating that all his requests have been fulfilled, and that the ordered recipes were enclosed with the letter. There was also a postscript, stating that recipes, while being a good way to learn, were not enough to master certain skills. To do that, he would have to visit the guild and learn the skills in person. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” grunted the dwarf good-naturedly. He made a note in his planner to send a reply to the Guild of Blacksmiths, thanking them for their letter and assuring them of his visit in the near future. 
 
      
 
    And now... 
 
      
 
    With slightly trembling hands, Crow pulled six recipes out of the envelope—six rectangular pieces of parchment containing his big plans for the future. 
 
      
 
    Here’s the first one: 
 
      
 
    
     Simple iron horseshoe. 
 
       
 
     Piece of thick parchment with written recipe. 
 
       
 
     Type: Blacksmithing recipe. 
 
       
 
     Description: The text that describes the forging of this common, yet important, object can be found under the detailed diagram of a horseshoe. 
 
       
 
     Object class: Common! 
 
       
 
     List of required raw materials: 
 
       
 
     Half of a small iron ingot. 
 
       
 
     List of required tools: 
 
       
 
     Regular small iron anvil. 
 
       
 
     Regular iron forging hammer. 
 
       
 
     Assistant(s) required: none. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Awesome!” whispered the dwarf. “This is just awesome!” 
 
      
 
    He quickly flipped through the thin stack of recipes, making sure that he got everything he had requested. 
 
      
 
    Simple iron horseshoe. 
 
      
 
    Head of a simple iron hammer. 
 
      
 
    Simple iron arrowhead. Leaf-shaped, for hunting. 
 
      
 
    Simple iron axle for a regular merchant cart. 
 
      
 
    Simple iron chain with large links. 
 
      
 
    And the sixth recipe, the gift from Demons: a spiked simple metal horseshoe. Analogous to winter tires for the horses, spiked horseshoes were also handy for difficult terrain, such as mountain paths. The present was not particularly expensive, but it was certainly useful. 
 
      
 
    Unable to contain himself, Crow stomped his feet in excitement, expressing his overflowing emotions. 
 
      
 
    This was pure happiness in crystallized form... 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, the hearth was already burning brightly, digesting a generous portion of coal. Five more minutes later, the forging hammer struck the small gihl anvil, mercilessly flattening ugly iron shoulder guards taken from a skeleton warrior. By working nonstop, the black-haired dwarf hoped to make up for lost time, turning a pile of stolen cheap equipment into a supply of raw material. 
 
      
 
    He could have distributed the accumulated attribute points, but there was no need for it right now. Such simple work did not require much strength or endurance. Just heat the metal until it’s red, then beat it with a heavy hammer. The small ingots accumulated one by one; the amount of raw materials steadily increased; the pile of dirty equipment was growing smaller by the minute; and his skills steadily improved. The dwarf was so absorbed in his work that he did not notice the evaluating glances from the captain or the approving smiles from the guards. Waldyra’s locals were quite observant. Right now, the current captain of the Gray Peak outpost was watching with satisfaction as the black-haired dwarf worked hard to fulfill his promise, bringing down the heavy hammer, again and again, on the ringing anvil... 
 
      
 
    Crow allowed himself a short break only after he had finished reforging all the metallic junk into small ingots. He drank some water, fed the bored eagle Chrys, then turned his attention to minor household chores. He dragged more firewood to his makeshift forge, checked the remaining reserves of brown coal, then strolled down to the stream and filled a bucket with water, accidentally scooping up a tiny fish with flashing golden scales. Not bothering to make a wish, he released the minnow back into the stream and marched purposefully back home. In the meantime, he watched his health gradually recover. Blacksmithing was a dangerous activity. It involved fire, splashing hot metal, burning sparks, and a heavy tool, among other hazards. But thanks to his own toughness and the small scale of his work, Crow was not worried about life points. 
 
      
 
    Firmly setting the filled bucket down beside the anvil, the dwarf allowed himself a moment to admire the pyramid of iron ingots. Then he snatched the topmost bar of metal and thrust it directly into the hot flames. It was time to begin production! 
 
      
 
    Before really starting, Crow pulled up the menu of crafts on the screen and, thoughtfully scratching his chin, carefully looked over his achievements in the current field. He had recently completed the tenth step in the first ladder and became a fully fledged Apprentice Blacksmith. For this, he received a pleasant bonus: a new achievement from the game system. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Blacksmith—Class 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     -10% speed of wear and tear on forging hammer during work. 
 
       
 
     -3% speed of wear and tear on forging hammer during any activity. 
 
       
 
     -5% speed of growing tired during forging of metal. 
 
       
 
     +2% protection from fire. 
 
       
 
     +2% chance of successfully forging or reforging objects. 
 
       
 
   
 
    The achievement was small, yet significant. 
 
      
 
    Crow perfectly understood the importance of this accomplishment and was extremely happy to reach it. Everything depended on numbers with pluses or minuses. At first glance, the first rank in blacksmithing does not give many benefits. However, it is a false impression. Even the decreased speed of wear on a forging hammer while working was very good news, particularly if you are using something other than a common tool, something special. From now on, if he only does reforging of junk into iron ingots, then he won’t make any progress. A master is born during creation of art, not destruction. 
 
      
 
    While the dwarf was celebrating his success, the small ingot partially buried in coal began to slowly turn red, signaling it was almost time to begin work. 
 
      
 
    Choosing one of the mailed blacksmithing recipes, Crow agreed to the system’s suggestion to learn it. In the blink of an eye, the thick parchment vanished in a cloud of sparks, and the player instantly learned the first blacksmithing recipe for a simple iron horseshoe. Smiling, the dwarf stopped dawdling and, within a minute, learned the other five scrolls. 
 
      
 
    With a clack, the forging tongs grabbed onto the white-hot sides of the ingot and placed it on the shining surface of the anvil. As soon as the hot bar of metal touched the anvil, a list containing six options automatically appeared before the eyes of the beginner blacksmith. The dwarf chose “simple horseshoe,” the interface blinked green, and the large hammer dropped onto the anvil, mercilessly flattening the ingot. 
 
      
 
    Bam-bam! Bam-bam-bam! 
 
      
 
    The joyful sound echoed across Gray Peak. Rabbits and jackals paused, listening; the guards turned their heads. Vipers crawled into hiding, their scaly bodies rustling across sand; the birds flapped their wings in confusion. 
 
      
 
    They were already used to the frequent noises of pounded metal. But these sounds were different, somehow. That is because right now, the blacksmith Crow was not destroying. He was creating! His first work of art was a simple everyday object. But it was his very own creation. The simple horseshoe, which was currently being formed from hot iron, would not exist without the perseverance of the black-haired dwarf player, who sourced all required tools and materials through his own efforts. 
 
      
 
    Bam-bam! Bam! 
 
      
 
    After the last strike, a silence hung in the air over Gray Peak. The silence was as loud as the previous hammering noise. 
 
      
 
    The eyes of all guards were fixed on the stout figure of Crow, who lowered his hammer and stood still over the anvil. His half-closed eyes were downcast, his facial expression unreadable. 
 
      
 
    Did he fail? 
 
      
 
    Well, you can’t expect success on your first try! No need to be so sad... 
 
      
 
    Just as the captain was about to mumble something in consolation, Crow triumphantly raised the tongs high above his head. In the tongs was clutched a shining iron horseshoe! 
 
      
 
    “Well, thank heavens,” said the captain, relieved. Then he turned around and disappeared inside the watchtower. 
 
      
 
    Crow smile was so bright that its intensity could have set the grass on fire. Barely keeping himself from jumping for joy, the dwarf plunged the hot horseshoe into the bucket, waited until the fizzing stopped, and greedily snatched up his first handmade creation. 
 
      
 
    A horseshoe. 
 
      
 
    A simple iron horseshoe. An everyday object without any kind of bonus. It had a smooth, shiny surface and a decent durability of 200 units. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf gave a satisfied chuckle and jogged back to his tent. He selected a suitable spot and, using a long stick, secured the horseshoe right above the entrance. The horseshoe hung a little crooked but reflected the sunlight quite well, happily sparkling under its rays. 
 
      
 
    No, it wasn’t a lucky charm. The horseshoe over the entrance was more of a symbol that was exceptionally pleasing to the eye of the masterful owner. The dwarf did not intend to sell or trade his very first creation. The horseshoe will stay with him forever. At first, it will hang over the entrance to the tent, then over the door of the future, yet unbuilt house. 
 
      
 
    Throwing one last glance at the sparkling horseshoe, the player returned to the anvil, where the remaining half of a small ingot still lay. It was time to continue work! 
 
      
 
    The hammer rang again, tapping out a simple, happy beat that sounded like heavenly music to the beginner blacksmith. While he still had the metal and the coal, while the hammer was still intact and he had strength left, this music will continue. 
 
      
 
    Though it will pause, it won’t be for long. The household chores haven’t gone anywhere. The necessity to maintain good neighborly relations with the guards hasn’t disappeared, either. 
 
      
 
    The player stopped working only when the sun set. He looked down in dismay. The coal was running out again... Curse this rapidly used-up resource! The brown coal burned up like gunpowder. However, its level of useful output was nearly zero! 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, Crow only had to look a little further to the left, and his face would break into a smile once more. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-two iron horseshoes! 
 
      
 
    Four iron axles! 
 
      
 
    Four spiked horseshoes! 
 
      
 
    Eight arrowheads! 
 
      
 
    Two forging hammer heads! 
 
      
 
    Wasn’t this a great result for one day’s work? 
 
      
 
    “Nicely done, lad!” a voice growled in approval from next to the fence. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, captain!” replied the dwarf to the head of the watchtower who had approached silently from behind. 
 
      
 
    “These things are simple, but useful. Many caravans and convoys would need them,” said the captain thoughtfully, looking at the carefully stacked objects. “Are you planning to go somewhere tomorrow, lad?” 
 
      
 
    “To fetch more coal,” said Crow openly. 
 
      
 
    “I’d wait to do that, If I were you. Don’t go far from the outpost tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” asked the player with lively interest. 
 
      
 
    “I received word that two small caravans and a convoy are heading our way. They are taking a road that is mostly untraveled. In some places, there is no road at all. Horseshoes fall off; cart axles bend and break. Are you getting what I’m trying to say?” 
 
      
 
    “Yessir!” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. So leave the remaining coal for tomorrow. What if, say, instead of four metal axles, they need five? Or eight? If everything goes well tomorrow, you will be able to sell your goods. You’ll get to meet people too. Maybe you’ll buy something from them, or trade something in return.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, sir! Thank you for the news! I’ll stay here tomorrow!” promised Crow firmly. “How late are the caravans arriving?” 
 
      
 
    “Some in the morning. Others by noon. Some might be late. The journey is a long one—anything can happen. One more thing. We, as the royal guards, are prohibited from trading with travelers. Not that we need it—we have enough!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to hear that,” replied the dwarf, frantically trying to guess what the wise captain was hinting at. 
 
      
 
    “For you, though, it’s a great opportunity! A passing convoy won’t sell anything, but it might buy something, like fresh meat, for instance. Or mushrooms. Or, perhaps, their carts have broken, which means they wouldn’t refuse some strong wooden boards. The convoy is coming from the Great Plain. Those who live there cannot imagine life without fresh eggs. My men say there are plenty of wild partridge nests nearby. If the travelers buy some eggs, they’ll want to cook them right away. They’ll be tired and won’t want to climb around ditches, searching for firewood. That’s where you come in again: you can come over and offer them several bunches of firewood for a small price. As long as you have the willingness, the rest will fall into place.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand perfectly, sir,” said Crow, nodding his head in respect and simultaneously opening his daily planner. “By tomorrow, I will have something with which to welcome our guests.” 
 
      
 
    “They will be very glad,” assured the captain. “Traveling folk aren’t picky. They’ll be happy for any fresh produce and some kind of materials for repairs. And they’ll be willing to pay for it. Not much, perhaps, but they’ll pay. Or they’ll trade for something. I’m not into giving advice, but if you ask me, I’d set aside a day for honest trade instead of chasing gihls down dark corridors.” 
 
      
 
    “Advice received and understood. In the early morning, I will be ready to receive the travelers and will offer them anything I can find!” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Just take note, lad: the more you sell, the more your rent payments will increase,” smirked the captain. Waving his hand in farewell, the old warrior marched towards the kitchen, from where the aroma of a hearty dinner soup was already wafting. 
 
      
 
    “Why so soon?” asked Crow somewhat late. “I thought they would come later.” 
 
      
 
    “Business dealings don’t wait. Nor does anything else. They must have needed to transport supplies or to urgently deliver goods.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    After watching the captain retreating into the distance, the dwarf marched down to the stream to wash himself. Or, more precisely, to scrub himself free of dirt. While he splashed around, generously scooping up handfuls of sand and scrubbing his palms, his brain was working in overdrive mode. 
 
      
 
    His conversation with the captain had seriously expanded his horizons. 
 
      
 
    Before this, he planned to present a simple collection of metal stuff to the arriving travelers. 
 
      
 
    Here are some horseshoes. 
 
      
 
    Don’t want them? 
 
      
 
    Then, here are the cartwheel axles! 
 
      
 
    Don’t want them either? 
 
      
 
    How about some arrowheads? No? Okay then... 
 
      
 
    His goods were commonly used items, and sooner or later, they would get sold. But why limit himself? 
 
      
 
    What stops him from combing the forests in the nearest vicinity tomorrow and gathering a bunch of different fresh and tasty foods? Nothing. And if that’s the case, then it was time to extinguish the forging hearth. After that, he will have dinner with his guard friends. He will chat about life and trivial matters. Then he will head out for a short night raid, looking for objects that are not edible. He’ll bring a couple of logs. He’ll fetch lots of firewood. With his huge weightlifting capabilities for his current level, he can scrape together a fairly large amount of resources within a couple of hours. 
 
      
 
    After he finished splashing around in the water to his contentment, Crow hurried to the kitchen. Another surprise awaited him there. It came from the same captain, who was scratching the back of his own head thoughtfully with his large hand. 
 
      
 
    “Lad!” The captain decided to pose the question when the black-haired dwarf had already greeted the other guards, received his portion from the cook, and was halfway through his meal. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm?” responded Crow readily, while trying to chew his food as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Can you dig?” 
 
      
 
    “I can! I can dig holes, and carry loads, and chop down trees!” assured the dwarf hastily. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Many horses will be coming. They’ll be thirsty. Our little stream is narrow and may not have enough room for everyone. By royal order, every outpost must have a watering hole for the animals. It’s a simple task: just dig a hole as deep and wide as possible, and dam the stream to fill it. The hole should be made with high sides out of stones and clay. Divert water from the stream into a channel that leads to the main watering hole away from buildings. It’s not good when all sorts of livestock hangs out by the canopy shelters. They should be watered further away, where the caravans will be stopping. You understand what I’m saying?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand! I’ll dig the hole! But the dam and channels...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take care of those,” said the guard reassuringly to the overwhelmed dwarf. “You are responsible for digging the watering hole. We’ll do the rest. I’ll give you fair compensation. If you want, I’ll pay you with money. Or, if you want, we can help you with building or whatever else. So, you’ll do it then? Are you sure? You’ll need to start today!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it! I’ll finish eating, then quickly gather a bit of firewood from around the outpost, and then I’ll start digging! But you’ll have to give me a spade.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get your spade. Alright, it’s a deal. The task is yours, lad. We’ll finish dinner first, and then I’ll show you where to dig.” 
 
      
 
    
     You have received the assignment “Hole for the Pond”! 
 
       
 
     According to the captain’s directions, dig a hole for the future pond within indicated boundaries. 
 
       
 
     Minimum requirement to complete assignment: dig out the hole! 
 
       
 
     Reward: seven silver coins 
 
       
 
     or the help of two guards with a household task. 
 
       
 
     (The help of the guards with a household task 
 
       
 
     is only available within the territory of the Gray Peak watchtower!) 
 
       
 
     Penalty for failure: 
 
       
 
     Decrease of relationship level with the guards and the captain of Gray Peak by three units (-3) 
 
       
 
   
 
    Without thinking twice, Crow accepted the assignment. Yet again, this made substantial changes to his plans. 
 
      
 
    When is he supposed to sleep? 
 
      
 
    He spent the whole day farming his skills and forging items. It was already getting late. Digging in the dark would be hard, but not impossible. But just try to explain that to the Angels of Waldyra! 
 
      
 
    Banging his spoon against the sides of his bowl in a frenzied tempo, the dwarf wolfed down his dinner within a couple of minutes, stuffed a chunk of bread into his mouth, and rushed down to the stream to wash his dishes. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, his short and stout figure flitted at the edge of the watchtower’s territory, heading swiftly into the wild zone beyond. He was going straight towards his goal. 
 
      
 
    A quick raid around the perimeter of the outpost took slightly over an hour. This time, again, Crow showed unheard-of mercy to all the local creatures except the jackals. They met a sad fate due to the new teleportation crystals which had begun to fall out of the gray scavengers. The dwarf was completely merciless to the trees, however. First, he collected an incredible amount of firewood from a big section of the territory and put it away into the basket hanging on his shoulders. Lastly, he felled two tall spruce trees, stripped them of their branches, put the logs on his powerful shoulders, and carried them back to the outpost. All of his haul went straight to the wood pile, increasing it substantially. Beside it, he dropped a couple of dozen rocks of various sizes—for his own usage in the future. 
 
      
 
    “That won’t be enough!” said the dwarf, shaking his head in disappointment. “If only I could make a few more trips!” he sighed. “But there’s no time...” 
 
      
 
    Indeed, he had no time to lose. After unloading the firewood, the dwarf hurried to the captain, who was standing lost in thought in the middle of the outpost, clearly trying hard to pick the most suitable spot for the future pond. While Crow was madly running around searching for firewood around the watchtower, an idea occurred to him regarding the place for the mini-reservoir. Now, he hurried to share it with the head boss. 
 
      
 
    “Captain Litagrius! Please hear my suggestion! About the pond!” said the dwarf hastily, relieved to see no markings of the future pond on the ground yet. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” nodded the captain good-naturedly. 
 
      
 
    “The best spot for the pond is next to my hill!” blurted out the player, revealing his cunning plan. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” came the expected question. 
 
      
 
    “I can look after the pond,” explained the dwarf. “I can clean it and repair the dam, as well as open or close the water flow. And I’ll do it for free!” 
 
      
 
    “But why?” persisted Captain Litagrius. 
 
      
 
    “I need a lot of water for blacksmithing,” confessed Crow. “It’s a long way to walk to the stream. It would be nice to have it closer. Plus, the watering hole can be made a few steps away from my land plot. The merchants can water their horses or other animals, and then visit me for horseshoes. Or they might unharness their horses, and then take the cart to me for repairs. Less walking for them, less walking for me, and less responsibility for you. The stream flows approximately towards my land plot anyway, and there is a small ditch near my hill, as if it was meant for a pond!” 
 
      
 
    “You speak wisely,” agreed the captain. “But I’ll say this right now, lad: I won’t allow you to buy out the land with the pond! It will always be part of the public property that belongs to the Gray Peak outpost. You are welcome to use the water, though. Drink it, use it for your needs. But bathing in a reservoir with drinking water is forbidden! And you will have to dig the new channel for the stream yourself! How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds fair to me!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if that’s the case, then let’s go mark out our pond. Time to stop talking and start doing! See the two spades on the ground over there? Take them. They were brought especially for you. Take both, in case one of them breaks.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” smiled the dwarf joyfully. He snatched up the two regular spades wrapped in sackcloth and hurried after the heavily stepping captain. He couldn’t wait to start working. The sooner he starts, the sooner he will finish. Unless, of course, the kindly Captain Litagrius intended to dig out a reservoir the size of an inland sea. Then the task might take years... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s fears turned out to be partially correct. The captain did not hold back and marked out a generous portion of land that was easily the size of the dwarf’s entire rented plot. After this, the captain smirked and made a dignified exit, leaving the player with his mouth hanging open. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, it did not take Crow too long to recover from shock. He stuck the spade with a crunch into the easily workable ground and upturned a huge chunk of soil. Then he threw the soil off to the side, before plunging the spade into the ground again. And so he worked... 
 
      
 
    For four and a half hours, the player worked diligently, thrusting the spade repetitively like a soulless machine. He took off the soil, layer after layer, steadily deepening the area allotted for the pond. He dug until the hole was chest-deep. Soon after, midnight came and the dwarf, covered head-to-foot with dirt, had to stop working. He quickly cleaned himself up and marched back to his tent. Diving inside, he ate a chunk of bread and, assuming a comfortable pose, passed out, remembering beforehand to set the alarm to 5 AM. 
 
      
 
    Of course, five hours was not enough to get proper sleep. Still, it was better than nothing. His brain will have time to rest. And the Angels won’t reappear and knock him out on the spot again. Although they were right to do it, Crow disliked feeling like a battery-powered toy with a big OFF button. 
 
      
 
    Time to sleep! 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After waking up at 5 AM, Crow had no time to sit still. For two hours, he kept digging like mad until the spade ran out of durability and fell apart. Though the pond was not yet finished, Crow took a risk and ran off again to gather things of non-edible nature. He spent an hour but came back by 8 AM with an additional supply of rocks and firewood. By that time, the guards had already arrived, having swapped their spears and crossbows for axes and saws. They were building a wooden dam near the markings left by the dwarf that denoted where the channel would enter the future pond. Greeting them, the dwarf dragged the daily portion of firewood to the kitchen, then grabbed the second, undamaged spade, and rushed down to the clamoring stream to dig a new channel for it. Thankfully, he did not have to dig deep—only about ten inches—although the trench turned out fairly long. This took another hour of nonstop work. He had to sacrifice breakfast, although the cook, gesturing to him from a distance, indicated that he had set aside some food for Crow. The dwarf did not divert the stream into the new course yet, and returned to work on the pond. Working as fast as he can, Crow deepened the reservoir another dozen inches and leveled the walls. Thankfully, the ground in the area was predominantly clay, which would not allow the water to seep underground and drain the pond. He cast one last glance at the huge empty hole he created, which ran along the side of his personal hill. Making sure there were no flaws, he waited for the passing captain to give an approving nod and rapidly dug the remaining section of the channel, connecting it to the side of the pond. Then he ran back to the stream. With several swings of the spade, he busted through the earthen barrier that separated the dry channel from the river. The clear water rushed obediently in the indicated direction. Once the dwarf completely blocked the old channel with two large boulders and a pile of clay, the water flow increased sharply. 
 
      
 
    The player allowed himself to admire the churning waters and the surprised minnows, who were confused by the sudden change in the stream’s course. He returned to the hill right at the moment when the first water began to flow into the hole. He wasn’t the only one who watched the filling of the pond; soon, he was joined by several guards, headed by Captain Litagrius. 
 
      
 
    After closely examining the entire pond, studying every side and the straight clay walls, the captain grunted in approval and declared the work worthy of the highest praise. 
 
      
 
    “This is very well done, lad! Good job! Excellent work! It seems you’ve made it even deeper than I asked...” 
 
      
 
    “So it can hold more water,” smiled Crow, feeling antsy due to all the other tasks still waiting for him. He had to control himself, however. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve really helped us out! Rescued us out of a tight spot! In one night, you’ve dug such a huge hole! No wonder dwarves are known for their work with soil and stone. You’ve really put your back into it, lad. Well done! What would you like in return? Money? Or help?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like your help!” replied Crow immediately. “But not right now. I’ll need it when I start building my house. Or some other structure. I won’t ask for much. I’ll keep it reasonable.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s always good to be reasonable,” nodded Litagrius in agreement. “Alright. Let it be as you say. My men will take care of digging the channels; the watering trough is pre-constructed and was delivered a long time ago along with supplies. Thank you, lad! I’ll let you go, as I can see you’re in a hurry...” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     You have completed the assignment “Dugout for the Pond”! 
 
       
 
     Reward: Help from the guards! 
 
       
 
     (Only within the territory of the Gray Peak watchtower) 
 
       
 
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill towards interactions with the watchguards of Gray Peak! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill towards interactions with Captain Litagrius. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Thank you! Thank you very much!” called the dwarf over his shoulder as he ran, hurrying past the boundary of the outpost. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t sit still, can he?” growled the captain good-naturedly, then marched off to the storehouse where the watering trough was kept. 
 
      
 
    There were still plenty of things that needed doing... 
 
      
 
    “Two bundles of firewood! One silver coin for both!” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go!” A broad, callused palm passed a silver coin to the dwarf; then the rugged fellow returned to his companions from the convoy. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Crow! Where is our firewood?” 
 
      
 
    “Coming right up!” called back Crow, hurrying over to the next buyers. 
 
      
 
    Something completely unexpected happened. A small caravan, plus a convoy of the same size crossed into the territory of the Gray Peak outpost at around noon. They arrived almost simultaneously. This marked the start of absolute chaos for the dwarf, who was trying to make a bit of profit. To start, he distributed a dozen portions of firewood. After making sure that he could take a short break, he rushed back home, where he still had one more task left to finish. No—a whole pile of tasks! But one of those tasks needed to be attended to as soon as possible. He needed to start up his business... 
 
      
 
    Dragging two tall tree stumps to the inner side of his fence, Crow momentarily glanced at the shining, smooth surface of the fairly wide and deep pond. Clear water... a real reservoir. It took four hours to nearly fill it. Although the stream was shallow, it was fast-flowing. Interestingly, all the fish in the stream had happily migrated to the pond. He should feed the little guys—what if they grow big enough for soup? 
 
      
 
    He placed the stumps close to each other; across them, he laid three wide planks that he had borrowed from the captain. They were lent temporarily, only for today. However, the dwarf hoped to acquire his own planks soon. 
 
      
 
    The new table was so simple and crude that even the game’s system did not ask anything. The black-haired dwarf promptly covered it with a clean sackcloth. The cloth came from a sack that was gifted to him, which he then cut up. Overtop of the improvised tablecloth, the player spread out all the goods he had gathered in the morning. He examined the table critically and adjusted a few corners. Then he smoothed back his hair, took a deep breath, and called out in a loud, carrying voice: 
 
      
 
    “Fresh food for sale! Partridge eggs! Partridge meat! Rabbit meat! Mushrooms to choose from! All fresh, gathered this morning! Hurry, good folk, before it’s all gone!” 
 
      
 
    “Good folk” did not need telling twice. 
 
      
 
    The same rugged traveler, immediately abandoning a pack of jerky, directed his wide strides towards the fenced hill. A stout merchant dwarf hurried in his steps. Then the others began to stir, as fresh food was an important matter. 
 
      
 
    “How much for the rabbit meat?” asked the traveler without preamble, pickily examining the chunks of rabbit meat. “How much are the mushrooms and eggs?” 
 
      
 
    “Cheap! One silver for three chunks! One silver for ten eggs! One silver for a dozen mushrooms! Wild game—partridge, that is—one silver for four chunks! The partridges are nice and fat—good for soup!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you one silver coin for a dozen eggs!” stated the merchant dwarf categorically, and Crow, deciding not to argue, nodded. 
 
      
 
    “How many would you like?” 
 
      
 
    “Five dozen eggs! I’ll also take three dozen mushrooms and ten chunks of meat.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too!” interrupted the traveler hastily, beginning to suspect that there may not be enough left for him and his friends. “Here’s the money!” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go! And here you go! I also have wild onions! Spicy! Fresh!” remembered Crow, diving under the makeshift counter and bringing out a big bundle of onions. “Onion is two coppers per bunch!” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Seller, I saw a couple of snakes on my way here,” remarked the traveler, while setting aside several bunches of onions for himself. “You wouldn’t have some of their meat, perchance?” 
 
      
 
    “Snake meat? From the vipers?” said Crow, surprised. “I do have some. But not much. I’ll sell it for the same price. Is it edible?” 
 
      
 
    “Very edible!” the traveler assured him, stretching out his hand. “Here, I’ll take it! I need about ten chunks!” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go!” 
 
      
 
    “I want some too!” interjected the dwarf. “The viper meat! It’s good for roasting!” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go!” 
 
      
 
    Crow quickly handed over the goods and received the money, while trying hard to conceal a joyful smile. 
 
      
 
    His plan worked! His new business was thriving! It wasn’t for nothing, then, that the dwarf spent the last several hours butchering everything alive in the area and stuffing his basket full with the forage. Mushrooms, plants, meat, eggs from numerous nests—the dwarf collected them all! As for the wild onion that grew in the area, Crow found out about it by coincidence from the cook when the latter approached the pond. From him, Crow received a request for ten bunches of onions for the guards’ kitchen. He finished the task quickly, without taking any reward for it. He also gathered an armful of the spicy herb for himself, as it grew abundantly in the area. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the first coins from the first buyer touched his hands, the dwarf player unlocked a new achievement. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Merchant—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +1% chance of making a sale without haggling (Only for Locals!) 
 
       
 
     +1% chance of attracting buyers to your merchandise (Only for Locals!) 
 
       
 
     The main condition for joining the Merchant Guild has been met! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved the rank “Small Merchant” (Not confirmed!) 
 
       
 
     To confirm your rank, you must obtain certification at the Merchant Guild. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “I’m also a blacksmith!” called the dwarf to the retreating backs of his satisfied customers. “A beginner! I have iron horseshoes, iron wheel axles for carts, and iron arrowheads. I have spiked horseshoes, also iron! Affordable! Prices negotiable!” 
 
      
 
    “Any eggs left?” yelled the guard of the convoy, somewhat late to the game. He was holding a huge, heavy black skillet in one hand. “It’s been a while since we’ve tasted fried eggs!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” the dwarf hastily reassured the guard. “A few dozen left! Fresh! They don’t get any fresher than this, O honorable warrior!” 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, the dwarf had to close his shop. He had run out of hot items. All the food was completely sold out. Not even a shred of wild onions remained. Nobody purchased rabbit pelts, snake skins, or other “odds and ends.” Crow hoped that, perhaps, the archers might want the partridge feathers for making arrows, but he was disappointed. On the plus side, the dwarf player acquired experience and knowledge of the needs of travelers who came to the outpost. This was, in part, due to the requests he was unable to fulfill. There was demand for cured, salted, and smoked meats. There was also interest in fish. Bread was highly sought-after. All sorts of spices were also needed. Plus many other things. The dwarf had none of them. However, he made sure to enter every request of this sort into his notebook, without forgetting to add details about who asked for it: people from the merchant caravans or those from convoys. 
 
      
 
    As for the assortment of iron objects he forged, selling them was a complete failure. The convoys and caravans were already outfitted quite well, even if it wasn’t to the highest standard. Their cart wheel axles were made of steel and other sturdy metals. Their horseshoes were steel, with tripled strength. The dwarf wrote down this information too. Afterwards, he allowed himself a twenty-minute break. He put away the unsold goods, placing them back under the table. Then he chatted with the guards and the captain, who were extremely pleased that the caravans passing through their outpost received at least some services. Fresh food? We have some! Firewood? We’ll find some! 
 
      
 
    As soon as the guests of Gray Peak had eaten and began to prepare to leave, the dwarf rushed over to them—this time with money, not goods. From the convoy men, he managed to buy a 20-pound bag of salt for a reasonable price of two silver coins. Salt was extremely cheap in the city. At a far-flung outpost in the middle of nowhere, however, the prices skyrocketed. The same people sold him a set of decent clothes: blue, wide-leg pants and a white shirt. They also found him a pair of slippers woven from leather. 
 
      
 
    Thanking the travelers, Crow cast a final glance at the two dozen sturdy carts loaded with thick logs and huge sacks. Then he directed his restless steps towards the merchant caravan. Here, for five silver coins he bought a small cluster of a dozen tiny and extremely spicy-looking red peppers. 
 
      
 
    Funnily enough, about a half-hour ago, the travelers from the convoy inquired with interest from the newly minted seller whether he happened to have any kind of hot spices. 
 
      
 
    Also, the dwarf acquired a thick log book with blank pages, a full ink bottle, a stack of grayish paper, a dozen envelopes, and a bottle of spare ink—all for a reasonable price from one of the merchant helpers. The purchases cost him a single gold coin in total, which was highway robbery. However, he had no choice. 
 
      
 
    After saying goodbye to the guests, the dwarf almost skipped home to unload his purchases; then he rushed off to see the captain, who was far better informed about the future than the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “More caravans?” frowned Captain Litagrius in thought. “Hmm... One more small convoy should be coming in the evening. They’re transporting a load of Xaphian marble for a new country residence belonging to a diplomat of one of the Island countries. Unless they encounter robbers or evil creatures of some kind, they will definitely arrive by nightfall. They will be staying the night here. As for tomorrow, I do not know. But as soon as I find out, I’ll tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s me who should be thanking you, lad. For the market stand, and for the pond. Thanks to you, we didn’t embarrass ourselves in front of our guests. Take a break—you’ve earned it! Don’t overexert yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try,” smiled Crow. Nodding in farewell, he returned home. 
 
      
 
    Spreading the writing implements across the recently assembled market table, he fired off a reply to the Blacksmith Guild. He expressed his gratitude for their timely response and, with a confident hand, wrote in additional requests for the blacksmithing recipes. 
 
      
 
    Nails: small, medium, and large. 
 
      
 
    Recipe for a small hammer with an iron handle. 
 
      
 
    A spade with an iron handle. A pick with an iron handle. 
 
      
 
    Recipe for a simple steel horseshoe. Recipes for two types of chisels with an iron handle. 
 
      
 
    He would have ordered more, but he had to spend his money wisely. He had quite a bit saved up but hoped he would have other things to spend money on besides recipes. 
 
      
 
    He sealed the envelope, addressed it, and put the letter in the mailbox. Another thing was now crossed off his to-do list. Now, he only had to wait for the mailbird to arrive. He must not forget to feed it some fish treats. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing a spade, the dwarf climbed to the top of the hill and stuck the tool into the ground. Then he walked unhurriedly to the stream. After thoroughly scrubbing himself clean, he changed into his new clothes and entered the kitchen in his new outfit to approving murmurs from the guards. Their attention and praise was well-earned. The hard-working dwarf was no slacker; he had been busy as a bee from dawn till dusk. And now, he had even dressed nicely for their shared mealtime. All of this was earned through his own efforts, not inherited from rich relatives, as every one of the local guards knew. 
 
      
 
    The resident of Gray Peak, although the only one, was far from lazy! 
 
      
 
    After taking his time to enjoy the meal, Crow washed his dishes as usual and thanked the head chef. However, this time, he stayed for a brief, quiet chat with the cook. The result of their conversation was a small package being passed from the chef to the dwarf, causing the latter to skip off home in high spirits. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s plans had not changed, but they did expand rapidly. Now he had twice as much work to do. It didn’t get him down, however, since he expected twice the results as well! 
 
      
 
    Ascending to the top of the hill, the dwarf critically regarded his personal land, which he had already divided into several zones. The square plot was graced with a hill in its center. In the near future, a house will be built on this hill. The rest of the territory will be used for work. 
 
      
 
    In front of the hill was a space currently taken up by a small makeshift forge. A few steps to the side of it, near the entrance and right up against the fence stood a crude market stand. Further on, on the opposite side, lay stockpiles of wood and rocks. On the front slope of the hill stood a tent, which had begun to show serious signs of aging within the past few days. The area behind the hill, however, remained empty and untouched. It bordered the side of the recently built pond. Visually marking out an area with his eyes, Crow spent several minutes closely examining it. Then he gave a satisfied nod and grabbed a spade. 
 
      
 
    After an hour of intense work, the top of the hill became much flatter than before—a small plot with a level surface appeared, but it was still not big enough. The player paused only once, when the mail pelican arrived. He had to run and fetch the guards, and ask them to catch some fish as treats for the bird. Perhaps Crow could have done it himself, but at the moment, the guards were far more agile than he was and could do everything faster. Having received the bribe, the pelican took the letter and flew off to the capital, while the dwarf continued working. He leveled the hilltop, throwing down the soil into the area he mentally marked out as his future backyard. Any rocks he encountered got chucked onto the pile of previously gathered boulders. 
 
      
 
    Descending downhill, the player, without pause, began to spread the cast-down pile of soil into an even layer. Considering the dwarf’s physical strength, the job went quite quickly. Half an hour was enough to turn the space in the back corner of the yard into a garden with six small vegetable beds. The gaming system happily responded with a query: 
 
      
 
    
     Are you trying to create a Small Garden? 
Yes/No 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Oooh, yes!” breathed Crow, answering the question in the affirmative. 
 
      
 
    After the system accepted the answer, nothing changed visually. The question was just a formality, so to speak. Grabbing his basket, he fished out the little package gifted by the cook. Then he knelt down and began to sow the seeds: peas, sorrel, onion, garlic, mint, and cirua root. Each type of plant took up one garden bed. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf barely planted the first seed, when information about a new achievement appeared before his eyes: 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Farmer—Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +2% growth of plants that you have planted yourself. 
 
       
 
     +5% chance of successful germination of seeds that you have planted. 
 
       
 
     +1% increase of harvest from plants that you have planted yourself. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Ten minutes later, the tiny garden was generously watered from the pond. Crow entered a reminder into his daily planner about harvesting, tending and regular watering. Another reminder was to gift a part of the harvest to the kind cook, who had shared a portion of his seed stores and explained what kind of plants they were. He was the one who advised him, a newbie gardener, to grow plants that are hardy, germinate quickly, and do not require constant care. He suggested plants that would satisfy the tastes of any traveler or merchant. There wasn’t a lot of choice in seeds, though, so Crow took whatever the cook had. They probably won’t say no to fresh garlic! Or to sorrel! 
 
      
 
    After admiring his new acquisition, or, more accurately, his creation, the player briefly returned to work on the pond. He walked around it, carefully fixing any imperfections and strengthening its sides. The pond wasn’t his, but he promised to look after it. And promises need to be kept. The dam held the water quite well, sending the excess into a huge watering trough via an attached spout. Through another spout in the trough, the water flowed back into the old river channel. A benefit to humanity without harming nature. Feels good! 
 
      
 
    Watching the minnows darting around in the pond, the dwarf suddenly had an idea. He ran back to his tent, fetched a chunk of stale bread, and generously fed the residents of the new “aquarium.” Maybe they’ll grow bigger! Perhaps, among these little fish, there is a future giant mirror carp! 
 
      
 
    Finishing tasks of pleasant and peaceful nature, the player mechanically flexed his shoulders, getting ready for adventures. He looked sideways at the things covered with old rags and lying by the tent. With a sigh, he pulled up his character’s stats on the screen. He had always disliked spending his earned points, disliked investing them all without anything remaining, because then he would not have any free points left over. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 51. 
 
       
 
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 100 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
       
 
     Agility: 24 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 100 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
     Points available for distribution: 70 
 
       
 
   
 
    But now, it was time to sort out the points. Especially since, hidden under the rags, was the armor of the zombie knight, which had numerous requirements for its usage, ranging from basic stats to a minimum character level of fifty. 
 
      
 
    Thinking of everything he still had to do, Crow went for a compromise, sacrificing agility in favor of strength, weightlifting ability, and stamina. He wasn’t going to be running around avoiding fireballs; he was going to be establishing his business. Thirty-five points went into strength, another thirty-five into endurance. Simple, yet formidable. Judging by the increased weightlifting ability and amount of life points, the results were quite impressive. 
 
      
 
    
     Current level of character: 51. 
 
       
 
     Basic stats: 
 
       
 
     Strength: 135 
 
       
 
     Intelligence: 4 
 
       
 
     Agility: 24 
 
       
 
     Endurance: 135 
 
       
 
     Wisdom: 1 
 
       
 
     Points available for distribution: 0 
 
       
 
   
 
    All brawn and no brain... Well, why not? 
 
      
 
    Still chortling at himself, the dwarf briefly considered the zombie knight’s armor that lay under a rag. Then he bent down, picked up a thick wooden club, grabbed an axe, and went on his way, remaining dressed as he was before: in old simple clothes that he changed into a couple of minutes ago. He did not need armor in this locality. His biggest potential threat was agro players, not monsters. The heavy armor significantly lowered his weightlifting capabilities, so taking a minor risk was better. He did not have anything on him anyway—not even a single copper coin. Out of equipment, he had only a simple club, an axe, and poorly darned clothes that cost a pittance. If he falls at the hands of agros, the only true loss would be the basket. 
 
      
 
    For three subsequent hours, the dwarf went around gathering materials on an industrial scale. Not a single tree was left near the outpost. Those that were thicker, Crow chopped down with several swings. The very thin trees he pulled up with the roots. This impressed not only himself, but also the jackals who were spying on him from behind rocks. They were no longer trying to attack the substantially grown and matured dwarf. Not that it helped them. Those scavengers who appeared in his path and did not run away quickly enough, the player destroyed on the spot to obtain the transport crystals. 
 
      
 
    After filling his stash with all sorts of wood, Crow switched to gathering stones. Quickly realizing there is a better way, he stopped collecting small rocks and began to roll huge boulders back to the outpost. However, they would not fit through the gate; and throwing them over the fence was far from always successful. Soon, a couple of dozen truly large rocks were piled up beside the busy dwarf’s plot of land. Captain Litagrius told him off for making a mess, since it was government territory, not his own, that he was turning into a gravel pit by dumping rocks on it. Crow heeded the warning and began to break up the boulders, littering the ground with chunks of rock. After clearing the government property of stones, he received an approving nod from the captain and rushed off again, this time with a far more bloodthirsty purpose. 
 
      
 
    He did not return until two hours later, bringing tons of edible stuff with him: eggs, different kinds of meat, mushrooms, skins, various parts of monsters... Immediately, he took part of the haul to the kitchen, where he presented it to the grateful cook, taking nothing in return. Then, without taking any breaks, he paid a visit to Captain Litagrius. 
 
      
 
    “What is it this time?” asked the captain, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “I need some help,” smiled the dwarf sadly. “I’d do it myself, but I don’t know how to...” 
 
      
 
    “How to what?” 
 
      
 
    “How to build a canopy roof. For the market stand. I’ve built the sales table, but the canopy... I can put in the supporting poles myself. As for the other work, I’ve never done it before, so I might mess it up. That’s why I came here to ask for help.” 
 
      
 
    “A canopy, huh? It’s not a complicated task,” shrugged Litagrius with his broad shoulders. “We’ve already built a few of them. Everything you see at this outpost has been built by the guards with their own hands. Alright then. I promised you help, and I always keep my word. I’ll give you a choice: one guard for two hours, or two guards for one hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Two for an hour! Since I’m going to be helping too! We’ll get it done quickly!” 
 
      
 
    “Go on, then,” said the captain. “The clock starts now. I’ll send you a couple of my boys right away, and while you build the canopy, I’ll sit down and calculate your new rent payment. If things keep going like this, lad, then it’s time for you to start thinking about buying the land.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already thought about it,” smiled Crow. “Tonight, after we’re finished welcoming guests, I’ll drop by and we’ll discuss the details, if that’s okay with you. I would like to buy out the property... and rent one more.” 
 
      
 
    “O-ho!” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, well... But that’s for later. For now, you go and take care of the canopy.” 
 
      
 
    “Yessir! Right away! Thank you, captain!” 
 
      
 
    Rising from the table, Litagrius shook his head with a faint smile. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t sit still, can he?” 
 
      
 
    It seemed like this statement would follow the bustling, restless dwarf Crow around for a long time. 
 
      
 
    They managed to construct a small rectangular canopy in slightly less than an hour. And what was there to build, really? 
 
      
 
    Four thick logs as supports, a frame likewise made from logs, thick beams for the roof, and lots of pine branches overtop. While they were there, the guards also fixed up the sloppy market table to give it a more proper look. Also, by Crow’s request, they helped him nail a wide board right under the roof. This would be the future sign. When they were finished, they presented the dwarf with two unexpected gifts: a sturdy wooden box and a small barrel. Both objects fit snugly under the market table. All that remained was to fill them with goods for sale. 
 
      
 
    Actually, Crow could have constructed a rough, basic canopy on his own. However, working with the guards was much faster; plus, they brought their own tools. The speed with which the guards cut through a fairly thick log with a simple hand saw sent sawdust flying in every direction. It almost looked like they were using electric power tools. 
 
      
 
    At this point, when the utterly exhausted dwarf was cleaning up near his newly renovated market stand, another convoy slowly entered the outpost. The powerful carts with large wheels halted. The draft oxen that pulled them lowed with relief, turning their horned heads towards the watering trough filled with fresh, clean water. All twenty carts were present. Two passengers sat in each. They were accompanied by a small group of hired guards with a green bird on their capes. All were “locals”— about thirty-five tired and extremely hungry men. 
 
      
 
    “Firewood for sale! Fresh eggs! Meat! Other products and spices! Low prices!” began to call out the dwarf again in a sing-song voice. He had given the travelers some time to settle down and stretch a bit, but not enough to start looking for firewood. “Fresher than fresh!” 
 
      
 
    All the travelers turned their heads in unison at the sound of such a tempting offer. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, my friend...” began a particularly heavily bearded guy. “You wouldn’t happen to be selling any ready meals, would you? Something hot?” 
 
      
 
    “If I don’t have it, I don’t have it,” said Crow apologetically. “Everything needs to be cooked.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I guess I’ll have to,” agreed the guy, unclasping a wallet from his belt. “But I’m so tired after a long journey... Still, I can’t go to sleep on an empty belly, can I? How much are you selling for? And do you have any fodder for oxen and horses? We could use some oats and hay. Our own supplies are running low.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any of that, either” replied the dwarf, completely miserable now. “And they don’t eat meat, do they... I also have iron horseshoes and iron wheel axles.” 
 
      
 
    “What about steel ones?” perked up another traveler, looking under one of the carts. 
 
      
 
    “No. They’re all made of iron.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take some eggs and meat, then. Got any milk?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “What about pickled sour berries?” 
 
      
 
    “No...” 
 
      
 
    “What about beer?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” 
 
      
 
    “Wine will do, too!” 
 
      
 
    “No—I only have eggs, meat, spices, mushrooms...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take that too. But do you have pork as well? Out of all the meat?” 
 
      
 
    “No—just wild game and rabbit meat... and some snake meat too.” 
 
      
 
    “Snake meat? Are you kidding?! Who in the world eats it? Gross! Here, I’ll take the rabbit meat. And the game meat. Set aside a dozen eggs for me and my brother Mahon. Oh my, the eggs are so tiny... Give me two dozen.” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go. That’ll be—” 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t have any Delian vinegar, would you? Makes meat taste so much better.” 
 
      
 
    “No...” 
 
      
 
    “Fish! Got any fish?” 
 
      
 
    “No...” 
 
      
 
    “What about bread? Some fresh, crunchy, delicious-smelling bread...” 
 
      
 
    “No...” 
 
      
 
    “What about bacon? Or a smoked ham?” 
 
      
 
    “No—I mean, yes! Yes, I have a ham! A smoked ham! But only one!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it! All of it!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean ‘take it’?” butted in another traveler. “What do you mean ‘all of it’? A tenth of it will be plenty for you! Hey, Mr. Seller! If there’s only one ham, divide it up! Everybody wants some! Once I get my share of smoked ham, I’ll slice it up, then brown it on all sides; add rabbit meat to the skillet and cook until done; then add some onion, cover with a lid, and cook for several more minutes... Divide up the ham, I say!” 
 
      
 
    “There are thirty-five of you!” bawled Crow. “How am I going to divide one ham between thirty-five hungry warriors?” 
 
      
 
    “Why mention it, then? Divide it however you want! That’s your problem! Make sure everyone gets some!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s there to divide?!” snapped the bearded guy who had been the first to ask about the ham. “There isn’t enough for us all! So I’ll take the whole thing! End of story!” 
 
      
 
    “Guys... Stop it... I only have one ham! I cannot possibly...” 
 
      
 
    
     -1 goodwill towards interactions with Captain Litagrius. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “What in the world is going on here? That won’t do, lad!” murmured the captain quietly, approaching silently from behind. “I’ll give you four hams out of our stores. You can pay us back later. With your ham, that makes five. Should be enough, if everyone gets a small piece. And remember this as a lesson: Only offer food that you have enough of for everyone! Or do you want the situation to turn into a brawl—possibly a bloody one? This isn’t like the city, where a shortage at an inn or tavern can be easily solved by sending a servant or helper to a market! You’re in the backwoods here!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry! Really sorry! I’ll remember! I’ll definitely remember! And thank you!” squeaked the miserable dwarf, hardly able to withstand the stares of thirty-five hungry men gathered in front of his stand. 
 
      
 
    “The hams will be brought here shortly,” said Captain Litagrius very quietly. 
 
      
 
    “New items in stock!” roared Crow joyfully. “Ham! Just enough for everyone! No need to fight over it! Everyone will get some!” 
 
      
 
    The announcement came just in time. The two travelers who had earlier been shouting the loudest were already inches from each other’s face, clearly preparing to turn their words into actions. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to buy the eggs or not?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, we will!” clamored everybody at once, stretching out hands with clasped money. 
 
      
 
    “A dozen eggs for us!” 
 
      
 
    “Rabbit meat! About eight chunks! The fatter, the better!” 
 
      
 
    “We’d like some mushrooms! A big basket of them! For frying!” 
 
      
 
    “Onion! Add some onions for me, Mr. Seller! Three bunches or so!” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the ham?! When are you going to start carving and selling it?!” 
 
      
 
    “How much for two dozen mushrooms and a dozen pieces of partridge meat?” 
 
      
 
    “Eggs! Three dozen eggs, please!” 
 
      
 
    “Ham!” 
 
      
 
    “Bring out the ham! Are you sure there’s gonna be enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, there will be enough! I’m sure of it!” shouted back Crow, trying hard to maintain control over the chaos. “Definitely enough! Just don’t fight! Here, take your eggs! That’ll be one silver coin! Here are your onion bunches! No, I don’t have any garlic! I haven’t grown any yet! Yes, here are your mushrooms. And meat. Three silver coins, please. Who wanted wild game? Raise your hand! Don’t push against the table, please! There is enough for everyone! I’m not selling mushrooms by the basket! Only by the dozen! I can sell them in tens or dozens! What do you mean ‘poisonous’? No, it isn’t poisonous at all! I swear! No, I don’t have any discounts on meat! Yes, it’s fresh—it was running around eating grass an hour ago! Thank you for your purchase! The ham’s coming, it’s coming... Firewood?! Not right now, I can’t sell firewood to you—who is going to look after the market stand?! Buy the meat and produce, then I’ll bring the firewood to your cart myself! For the last time, gentlemen: I don’t have any oats for horses! Eight dozen eggs?! Why would you need that many?! I can only sell you three dozen! Or there won’t be enough for everyone! Yes, yes, here are your onions. And mushrooms. Meat?! I have tons of meat! Take as much as you want!” 
 
      
 
    Late at night, when the travelers were finally asleep, there came a faint scratching at the door of the watchtower. 
 
      
 
    “Enter!” commanded Captain Litagrius in a thunderous voice. 
 
      
 
    The door opened with a creak and the dwarf staggered in, thoroughly disheveled and wild-eyed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how is it going, Mr. Seller?” 
 
      
 
    “It c-c-could’ve been worse...” 
 
      
 
    “Earning money is not easy, lad,” smirked the captain, watching the dwarf collapse onto a bench, where he froze in a lopsided pose. “You should get some sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “I should,” agreed the exhausted dwarf, after flopping down on the bench, “but first, I’d like to take care of finances...” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good way to approach the matter. Let’s deal with finances. I gave you four hams from the stores of the guards. As I’m sure you know, I didn’t give them for free. You owe me four gold coins.” 
 
      
 
    “Four?” gasped Crow. “One gold coin for a single ham?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what did you expect? We’re not running a butcher shop here, lad. This outpost is far away from trading centers. We don’t typically get supplied with meat; we get it ourselves. The government gives us grain, flour, plus a few other supplies. As for ham, we buy it for ourselves, with our own money. And then we bring it here. Do you need me to break down the costs for you?” 
 
      
 
    “No! Of course not!” said the dwarf quickly, remembering himself. “You don’t need to break down anything! I believe you, Captain Litagrius. Here, I’ll pay you back in silver, exactly four gold coins. You have my deepest gratitude—if you hadn’t stepped in, there would have been a quarrel.” 
 
      
 
    “Or a fight. With murder,” nodded the captain, scooping up the silver. “People get tired from the road. They’re hungry and sleepy. One spark is enough to start a fire. Back there, you offered a ham to one person, but effectively showed the middle finger to everybody else.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t show anything to anyone! But I know what you mean... My apologies. I’ve learned my lesson and it will never happen again.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great to hear. You’re a smart lad and won’t fall into the same trap twice. What else can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to buy out the land I’m renting,” replied the player, shaking off his sleepiness. “Otherwise, I won’t be able to pay you back as long as I live, if things keep going like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Very wise. Well... Before this, the rent used to be one silver coin. The purchase price of the land plot was five gold coins. Back then, however, it was just an empty lot. The outpost had hardly any inhabitants. There was no trade, either. Now everything has changed. So you owe me twenty-four gold coins, lad. I gave you a discount for being the first settler in this location. I also slashed the price a little for being the first inhabitant who had decided to open a business here and for making a big investment into drawing visitors to the area. And for looking after the needs of passing caravans by bringing food and fuel. Without you, they would have been gnawing jerky for dinner tonight. I decided not to include the blacksmithy in the trade calculations, since you didn’t manage to sell anything you’ve made...” 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t sell them,” sighed the player. “Everyone wanted steel. Twenty-four gold coins...” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have that much?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see...” Digging around in his basket, the dwarf fished out an enormous pouch and threw it down with a clatter onto the table in front of the captain. “Here are all my savings! We’ll start by counting the coppers!” 
 
      
 
    “Start with the coppers?” gasped Litagrius. “Have mercy, lad! Let’s start the count with silver first! Better yet—with gold!” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” objected the dwarf. “Start with copper!” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we’ll do it tomorrow morning?” 
 
      
 
    “And what if the trade goes up even more by then?” questioned the dwarf. “Surely more caravans are coming tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “Many of them! At least six convoys will be coming. Perhaps more, but I won’t know until tomorrow.” The captain stroked his own chest importantly, where a medallion with the Algoran coat of arms hung from a plain copper chain. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why we need to do it today,” sighed Crow, opening the pouch and taking out the first handful of small copper coins. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, fine... Let’s start counting.” 
 
      
 
    The counting did not take particularly long, but the task proved to be quite tedious. 
 
      
 
    One after another, stacks of copper coins piled up on the table, were grouped into tens, then gathered into hundreds. Twenty-four gold coins were counted out quickly. Litagrius swept them off the table into an open drawer, smirking with satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “When we change shifts, we’ll be bringing money back to the treasury for the first time. I hope we don’t get robbed!” 
 
      
 
    “You? Get robbed?” smiled Crow in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not easy to rob us,” said the captain, returning the smile, “but anything can happen. Well then, let’s put your name on the paper.” 
 
      
 
    In front of him, the warrior put down a thick piece of grayish paper covered with formal writing. The captain entered the dwarf’s name, indicated the specific land lot that now belonged to the new landowner, banged two stamps at once onto the document, then pressed his medallion to the bottom of the page, thus simultaneously certifying and witnessing the transaction. 
 
      
 
    “All done!” 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Landowner”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Note: This achievement has no ranks. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: a small sculpture carved out of white marble with golden streaks, in the shape of a barn door lock with an inserted key. 
 
       
 
     Object class: common. 
 
       
 
     Object status: collectible item. 
 
       
 
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill towards interactions with the guards of Gray Peak! 
 
       
 
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     You have taken permanent possession of a standard plot of land! 
 
       
 
     Location of plot: The Kingdom of Algora, Gray Peak outpost. 
 
       
 
     From now on, the local guards will keep a closer watch on your property. 
 
       
 
     In the case of fire, flood, earthquake, enemy attack or some other disaster, 
 
       
 
     you can count on the help of the local guards. 
 
       
 
     In the case of fire, flood, earthquake, enemy attack, or some other disaster, 
 
       
 
     the local guards will be counting on your help! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Thank you from the bottom of my heart!” exclaimed Crow joyfully, taking the gray sheet of paper with the large amount of stamps. 
 
      
 
    “Now you own land, laddie,” smiled Litagrius good-naturedly. “And you originally came here empty-handed and wearing torn pants. Don’t thank me, thank yourself. Anything else I can do for you, Sir Crow?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, just call me Crow or ‘lad’,” protested the dwarf, waving his arms. “No need for such formalities.” 
 
      
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill towards interactions with Captain Litagrius. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Here,” said the captain, placing two simple wooden goblets and promptly filling them with wine from a clay pitcher. “Let’s drink to your success!” 
 
      
 
    “With pleasure!” agreed the dwarf, raising his goblet. “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    Raising a toast, they both emptied their goblets. 
 
      
 
    “Good stuff!” grunted the captain, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Good stuff!” agreed Crow, wiping his lips on the sleeve of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s time to get some sleep, lad.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! It certainly is! But can I rent another parcel of land? The one beside my property?” 
 
      
 
    The captain only sighed in reply. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just that I have nowhere to put wood and rocks anymore,” said the dwarf apologetically. 
 
      
 
    “Rent... Why don’t you just buy it outright? I bet you can find another twenty-four gold coins in that purse of yours.” 
 
      
 
    “I can scrape it together, but then I’ll have almost no money left,” admitted Crow, who estimated his own total savings to be about fifty-six gold coins before the land purchase. 
 
      
 
    “You can go hunting. Sell more stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” decided the dwarf. “I’ll buy it! Let’s count out the money again...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, curse it all... Fine, let’s count again—if there’s no other way. Another thing, lad: what are you going to do about your license?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, for the blacksmithy,” nodded Crow, “I haven’t bought a license yet. But I also haven’t yet sold anything I’ve forged!” 
 
      
 
    “The blacksmithy. Yes. But what about the market stand? The only sellers who don’t need a license are the peddlers who sit in city squares, hawking their wares. While you, on the other hand, have constructed a sales table with a canopy roof, and even hung a signboard. A real, honest-to-gods market stand, if you ask me. That means you’ll have to buy a license and renew it every month. Since nobody besides you keeps a sales shop around here, you’ll get a small tax break. Every month, you’ll have to pay twenty gold coins!” 
 
      
 
    “Ooof... That’s a lot...” 
 
      
 
    “What did you expect? If people stop paying their taxes, where will the money in the government’s treasury come from? At that rate, we’ll lose our wages too. So you’ll have to get a license!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any money right now...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m giving you a week to get it,” nodded the captain understandingly. “You can bring the money later. I’ll do the paperwork myself. And don’t forget about the blacksmithy: if you sell anything, that would mean you aren’t smithing for yourself, but for the market. Then you’ll need a license too.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” agreed the player, who had long known about the necessity of licensing. It was the market stand that wasn’t in his plans before. “As soon as I sell something I’ve forged, I’ll get the license right away.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. One more thing, lad. You hunt, gather firewood, chop down trees, look for mushrooms. Now you’ve planted a garden. You also sell things and forge metal... Aren’t you running yourself into the ground? It seems like too much work for one person.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already thought about it,” smiled the dwarf. “I can’t do it all on my own. I’ll try to fix this problem.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. Well, let’s formalize your purchase of the second parcel of land...” 
 
      
 
    Crow left the watchtower as a respected landowner. True, the land was cheap and in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by packs of hungry jackals. Still, it was his. 
 
      
 
    His very own land! 
 
      
 
    A ton of work awaited him. Dozens of plans. 
 
      
 
    But first, he had to try to delegate some tasks. There was no chance of hiring any locals, since he lived alone here after all. However, there were other ways of finding temporary helpers. 
 
      
 
    As he was climbing into his tent, the dwarf pressed the ‘send’ button, dispatching a short letter to his selected contacts. They weren’t in the game right now, but, perhaps, Mith and Amou will respond tomorrow. Maybe they aren’t busy and can spare four hours or so? He’ll find them something to do. Actually, he has a temporary job offer for them... 
 
      
 
    But right now, he needs to go to sleep pronto, lest he invoke the wrath of the angels... 
 
      
 
    
     Waldyra wishes you good night and sweet dreams. Have a good rest 
 
       
 
     before immersing yourself in further adventures. Sleep well. 
 
       
 
   
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I wanted to rule over dragons! Dragons! So why am I watering vegetables?!” huffed the weak cardmaster with indignation, bending over a bed of sprouting garlic. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up! You’re embarrassing yourself!” replied Amou just as angrily, before gifting a charming smile to a traveler with an overgrown beard up to his eyebrows. “Here are your meat, mushrooms, onions, and eggs, dear customer. That’ll be three silver coins and four copper coins. We have additional discounts for regular buyers! The more you buy, the more you save!” 
 
      
 
    “What discounts?” inquired Crow, who had arrived in the middle of the conversation. He dumped fresh loot onto the sales table. 
 
      
 
    The huge golden eagle named Chrys landed on top of a high pole, eying them all haughtily from above. The bird was growing slower now, having reached the twenty-fourth level. 
 
      
 
    “All kinds! You’ve got to attract customers somehow! Next, please!” 
 
      
 
    A fat merchant in a dusty overcoat stepped up to the sales counter and spoke in a rumbling voice: 
 
      
 
    “Sweetheart, I’d like a couple dozen eggs, four pieces of rabbit meat, and a dozen mushrooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” 
 
      
 
    “I brought venison,” whispered Crow quietly into the girl’s ear. “Twenty large chunks of deer meat. Plus antlers and deer hides. Maybe someone wants them.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” nodded Amou and immediately informed the customers crowding in front of the market stand: “Fresh venison is new in stock!” Then she whispered back: “How much should I sell it for?” 
 
      
 
    “One silver for one chunk of meat. Five for the antlers. Three for the skins,” replied the dwarf. “How are the sales going?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m almost sold out! Are there more convoys coming?” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf shook his head. “Not until late evening. Are we gonna go on your quest?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Mith! Hurry up and finish watering the garlic! We’re going on our quest soon!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m watering as fast as I can already!” 
 
      
 
    “Venison! I’ll take three chunks!” 
 
      
 
    “Venison and two dozen mushrooms!” 
 
      
 
    Amou returned to work, while Crow stepped away, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    Mushrooms... They even visited him in his dreams now! The game system was so impressed with Crow’s success in mushroom gathering that it awarded him yet another achievement: 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Mushroom Hunter—Tier 4”! 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +4% chance of finding mushrooms. 
 
       
 
     +1% chance of finding particularly rare mushrooms. 
 
       
 
     +1% chance of finding hidden mycelia in the area. 
 
       
 
     Current bonus: +10% chance of finding mushrooms. 
 
       
 
   
 
    At first, he was a “mushroom hunter” of second tier. Soon after, he reached the third tier, and now the fourth. Yet no matter how many mushrooms the black-haired dwarf gathered, it was never enough. The buyers cleaned him out of everything every time. What he really needed was a sunshower—a combination of sun and warm, drizzling rain—that would make mushrooms grow so well, they’d be sprouting up everywhere he looked. 
 
      
 
    This morning, shortly before noon, after he had dealt with the first wave of buyers and waved goodbye to the departing caravans, two guests arrived at Gray Peak: Mith and Amou. They quickly managed to work out a deal with Crow. The pair agreed to help out with household chores by subbing in for the dwarf for a couple of hours. 
 
      
 
    In this time, Crow managed to reach previously unexplored territory—the places where the guards acquired meat for their shared kitchen—and killed three dozen Level 50 deer. While there, he also collected some mushrooms, including those he had never seen before. Additionally, he gathered more wild onions, killed a couple of squirrels, and fended off two Level 60 wolves. With his remaining weightlifting capacity, he loaded himself up with firewood, then used a transportation crystal and returned home in the blink of an eye. No matter how you looked at it, the crystals were quite convenient in terms of saving time; plus, the gathered food stayed fresh. 
 
      
 
    Mith and Amou, having received temporary access to Crow’s personal land, did not let him down. They worked hard and honestly. Now, it was time for Crow to fulfill his promise and help them with their quest. 
 
      
 
    Last time, the cheerful duo planned to visit the smoldering undead. They leveled up a bit, stocked up on healing potions, approached at the right place (having learned from bitter experience not to charge right into the center), looked around, challenged a lone undead to a fight... and left in a hurry. That’s because their chosen prey turned out to be more than they could chew. They were already thinking of writing to the kind dwarf Crow, when he suddenly offered his services in exchange for a little help with gardening and selling. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf player ran to the kitchens, chatted with the cook about the new mushrooms, and learned two new mushroom varieties, which turned out to be edible for all races except humans. The rest could eat a ton of such mushrooms with relish. Humans, on the other hand... Biting off a little piece would cause them loads of problems, including severe poisoning. Committing this new information to memory, the dwarf shared a portion of his spoils with the cook, gave him enough firewood for the whole day, informed him that he won’t make it to lunch, and then bid him farewell. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, the three players walked past the travelers from the caravans, who were sitting around campfires and making stew from their fresh purchases. In front of the group marched the dwarf, strapped into the armor of the zombie knight, with a large forging hammer and two thick clubs hanging behind his back. The eagle soared high in the skies with his wings spread and his sharp eyes searching the surroundings, ready to punish anyone who dared to attack his master. The black-haired dwarf wasn’t trying to look cooler and more serious than his companions, but he had involuntarily succeeded. The difference between the marching iron-clad machine and his lightly clothed friends was simply too striking. The dwarf’s armor was not only covered with rust spots and dirt, but also with images of horned skulls and someone’s bony hands that clasped the handles of sabers and pitchforks. It seemed like there used to be far more depictions on the armor, but the pictures were now concealed by dirt and rust. He could try cleaning it to see what’s underneath... But he had no time for that right now. 
 
      
 
    Half a mile away from the outpost, the group was suddenly confronted by a particularly ornery jackal, who clearly thought much too highly of himself. However, he barely had time to raise his hackles at the bard Amou, when the feathered predator dropped on top of him from the skies. Next, the howling jackal met with a swing from an armored foot, which sent him flying over the nearest hill. Chrys watched, alert, as the jackal soared through the air, and immediately dived after him. From behind the hill came the jackal’s squeals; clumps of fur flew into the air. A second later, the squealing stopped and the golden eagle returned to the skies, carrying a chunk of meat in his talons. The unexpected encounter did nothing to slow down the tiny squad, which headed directly for the distant mountains. The dwarf was in a hurry: he needed to finish everything and return home at least an hour before the next caravans and convoys start arriving. 
 
      
 
    Today, for the first time, Gray Peak will be visited by caravans that contain not only locals, but also regular players who will be accompanying their clans’ convoys. Tonight won’t be easy... But at least he is aware of the upcoming difficulties, thanks to a good reputation with the guard captain of Gray Peak. Had his reputation been any lower, there is no way anyone would tell him when the next group of travelers, caravans or convoys would be arriving. And he needed to raise his reputation higher still. If only he had more time! Yet again, everything came down to a lack of time... 
 
      
 
    The smoldering undead turned out to be, more accurately, the flaming undead. 
 
      
 
    They inhabited a ghost town. 
 
      
 
    It was an abandoned mining town located at the foot of a rather unremarkable-looking mountain with earthen slopes. Inside the mountain used to be a coal mine. The coal mined here was quite good—anthracite. The miners had been living perfectly happily until one day, when the coal mine suddenly burst into flames. Perhaps one of the miners broke an oil lamp; or maybe it was a spark, produced by the strike of a pick, that landed on dry kindling; or it could have been someone who started a fire on purpose, either out of spite or vengeance. Either way, the coal mine caught fire. It started burning from the very bottom, from the twelfth level, heading upwards and outwards. 
 
      
 
    The town itself stood on top of the coal deposits—a fact that sealed its horrible fate. The fire went out of control and the few survivors scattered. With time, the fire subsided a little, but the coal continued to smolder below the surface. Clouds of acrid, foul-smelling smoke spewed from underground; ashes fluttered around, settling on the blackened walls of buildings. 
 
      
 
    The town’s name was completely forgotten. Only a crooked stone plaque remained on the outskirts of the town, where the inscription “...y ...on” could be barely deciphered. 
 
      
 
    Nobody knew the town’s real name. That’s why every visitor to the town made fun of the sign, coming up with alternative names and, using a bit of charcoal or a stick, writing them directly on the sign or on the ground beside it. According to players’ belief, it was a ritual that brought luck. One important condition was that the name must correspond to the remaining letters on the stone plaque. Another unwritten rule stated that the name must be different from those already written or carved nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Holy Retribution.” 
 
      
 
    “Happy Reunion.” 
 
      
 
    “Monty Python.” 
 
      
 
    And many more, since, for some unknown reason, the graffiti did not vanish for a long time. The Demons must have liked the ritual and slowed down the game world’s regeneration in this spot. This phenomenon gave birth to rumors that if one of the players correctly guesses the true name of the town, he will be rewarded. The rumors differed on what the reward would be, with suggested prizes ranging from gold and diamonds to the fabled legendary armor “Smoldering Chaos.” 
 
      
 
    In the rest of the world, the town was known primarily by two names that clearly captured its essence: The City of Nightmares and Silent Hill. 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing either of these names, it was immediately obvious what sort of experiences awaited in town. 
 
      
 
    The three-person team climbed over the rocky outcrops and descended directly to a narrow road, finding themselves a few dozen steps away from the town with the unintelligible name. They paused briefly at the stone name sign on superstitious Amou’s insistence, who demanded that each of them write a name for the town. She also gave each of them a piece of blue writing chalk. She was also the one from whom Crow heard all the stories about the town while on their way here. 
 
      
 
    He decided not to argue with her, nor to think too deeply about the name. He simply wrote down “Funky Lion”, ensuring beforehand that no similar name was written anywhere else. 
 
      
 
    Amou had clearly thought of what to write in advance, quickly scribbling the super-long name “Deathly Adumbration,” which caused the dwarf to admire her extensive vocabulary. 
 
      
 
    Mith, after a lot of head scratching and sighing, finally came up with “Ugly Mansion.” Thus, the ritual had been observed, and the word games were over. They could finally take their bearings, which is exactly what Crow did by climbing atop of the stone plaque and looking carefully over the town. Chrys the golden eagle landed beside Crow, looking in the same direction. 
 
      
 
    On their way here, the player dwarf not only listened to bone-chilling stories of the unfortunate town and how its residents were burned alive, but also asked about the monsters inhabiting it. 
 
      
 
    For the most part, they were smoldering undead, whose levels ranged from sixty-fifth to seventy-fifth. They were regular zombies, in whose eye sockets smoldered bits of coal, which would sometimes flare up in yellowish white or bluish yellow flames. The main problem was the zombies’ ability. When their level of life dropped below the forty percent mark, the zombie would turn into a fast-walking torch surrounded by a field of flames that extended about six feet outwards. The blazing horror would try to lock players into its loving, strong embrace. This did not benefit anyone, since the fire was very hot due to the anthracite burning brightly in the monster’s core and being fanned into flames by magic. The temperature was awful... 
 
      
 
    And that was just the beginning, so to speak. In addition to the smoldering undead, there were also smoldering dogs, as well as smoldering draft horses that had once pulled carts filled with coal from the mine. 
 
      
 
    Plus, the pavement and the ground in many places were liable to suddenly fall through, opening up gaping chasms full of roaring fire and smoke. According to Mith and Amou, who had personally witnessed the death of one of the players, it looked like this: with a crunching sound, the blackened pavement would give way and a 15-foot column of fire would shoot skywards; if the player managed to survive the first round of fire, he tumbled into the opened chasm with burning walls and fell down to the very bottom. Impressed by the sight, Mith and Amou gathered the rest of the information from forums. After the fall, everything depended on the player’s amount of life. If he was a tank and had a good supply of potions and healing magic, this would allow him to survive the fall through the blazing oven. He would then find himself on one of the levels of the burning mine located underneath, which could be readily compared to hell: zero visibility due to smoke, flames everywhere, floor made of liquid fire, and clumps of smoldering coal dropping from the ceiling and shattering against the floor into hundreds of burning pieces like shrapnel bombs. Then there were the monsters: miners, brigadiers, horses, and other “hot” undead. 
 
      
 
    This was the City of Nightmares in all its glory. Another bonus was the Mine of Nightmares—a place you’ll end up visiting whether you want to or not. Sounds scary, yet it was exactly why players found it attractive. From his high vantage point, the dwarf clearly saw two teams moving slowly through the streets. The first group consisted of five players, two of which preferred to jump from rooftop to rooftop, apparently due to possessing plenty of strength and agility. The rest walked below. The second team of ten players traveled in a tight group. They rounded a corner out of sight, from where Crow heard the sounds of a vicious struggle. The City of Nightmares was trying its hardest to justify its unofficial name... 
 
      
 
    “Well?” asked Amou timidly, casting a highly mistrustful glance at the smoking pavement. “Are we gonna go?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know,” confessed the dwarf openly. “With just the three of us? We need a big team, guys. At least a couple more people. Preferably warriors. And a healer/buffer with an aura of fire resistance. And even then, there’s absolutely no guarantee. The biggest problem here isn’t the mobs, but the setting. The location itself is against us: flaming holes, fountains of fire, ground that falls away when you step on it...” 
 
      
 
    “So there’s no way?” sighed Mith. “Damn... Time is ticking. At this rate, we’ll fail the task.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me another moment to think,” requested Crow. 
 
      
 
    For the first time in a long while, the dwarf had to think hard. 
 
      
 
    Conquering a location like this one, while shielding a weakling bard and an equally weak cardmaster who has a lousy deck? And what would be the point of a deck, even a good one, if the card-summoned monster drops into the flaming abyss on its second step or leap? Fire was such a nasty element that its effects were barely different from concentrated acid—if it gets on you, it’ll instantly eat away all your remaining life. 
 
      
 
    Clouds of thick smoke were everywhere except rare patches of relatively clean air. The stone pavement was covered in many places by burning globs of something that looked like flaming jelly. This goopy stuff dripped out of the wandering undead and had a consistency that strongly resembled napalm. 
 
      
 
    “These vermin fight with their hands, right?” asked Crow, double-checking. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes!” confirmed Amou. 
 
      
 
    “And when they hit, blobs of liquid fire fly off their hands?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right! And these blobs stick to clothes and skin, and continue to burn off your life. I had a nice jacket that got turned to ashes after a couple of hits—that’s how badly its durability fell.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn...” winced Crow. “Okay then...” 
 
      
 
    This added another problem. The monsters seem to prefer close combat, or at least those that wander on the outskirts of the town. But during a fight, they also keep throwing globs of magical napalm. This would cause elemental damage, with long-lasting effects. Additionally, the undead possess an ability to create a raging fire around themselves; then they run at their opponent and attempt to trap him in a loving hug. There’s nowhere to run away, either; who knows where the next hole will open up, leading to the burning coalmine underground? Using Chrys to attack the flaming undead was out of the question—the golden eagle’s feathers will burn like kindling. Most birds in Waldyra are afraid of fire due to this particular vulnerability. 
 
      
 
    “Did you buy a map of the town?” the dwarf asked yet another question. “One that shows where exactly the holes open up in the ground?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Nobody was selling maps in the village where we got this assignment,” replied Mith. “What, is it a complete no-go, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Well...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’ll come up with something!” said Amou with a carefree smile. 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” said Crow, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Because you’re a veteran! A veteran tactician!” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?! What makes you think that?!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what we both decided,” smiled the girl again. “Mith is a real Sherlock. He said that you play really well, fight really well, and know many tricks. In other words, you’re no newbie. You played before, but then chose to be reborn. And you’re a tactician because—” 
 
      
 
    “—of your commands!” blurted out Mith. 
 
      
 
    “What commands?” asked Crow, seemingly cool and unconcerned. 
 
      
 
    “The commands you sometimes gave at the graveyard!” replied the cardmaster smugly. “You probably didn’t notice it yourself; but we noticed, because we didn’t get what they meant at all. There were a few times you’ve said “Back two,” “Down one,” “Astra three,” and “Two one.” And many other commands, especially when we were mobbed by several zombies at once. It got me curious, so after I got out of my cocoon, I dug through the gaming forums a bit. That’s where I found out that these types of commands had been used by tacticians long ago, as well as by military squad leaders who fought in the front lines. You know, paladins, and leader tanks, and such. “Down one” turned out to be an order for the whole squad to get down by falling on one knee. And the command “Down two” would be an order to fall down flat on the ground. I didn’t find anything about commands with the word “Astra” in them, though. I made a new topic to ask about it, but was told that commands like that don’t exist. Although, one dude nicked “Lord Raven” wanted to know where I heard these commands and from whom. But I didn’t reply to him. And... Oh, yeah! About the commands that are well-known, I was told that they are also used by leaders of extremely small militant groups, like scouting teams, and that these groups are pretty hard to join. You’ll need to go through real training, learn to work in a team, plus other stuff—not just level up skills and attributes. They’re almost like real commandos. In short, I got so caught up in the topic, I spent half the night reading forum threads! It led me to some totally crazy internet rumors about these ultra-secret squads that can be hired to do any job, even a nearly impossible one. They’re the super-elite players of Waldyra, supposedly. They can steal anything, infiltrate anywhere, and kill absolutely anyone they want. Like the king, for example! Or even a god! But a service like that would cost an arm and a leg... And that’s in real money, not game coins. The amount of zeros in that sum would be ridiculous. Of course, all the commenters in those threads were rofl’ing at those theories. So... It’s all a load of bull, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Load of bull,” nodded the dwarf calmly. “I read about these commands too, just for fun. They must’ve stuck in my head. I used to play before this, but then I kinda stopped. Then I recently decided to get back in the game and start all over.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn! Sucks that it’s only a rumor,” sighed the cardmaster, disappointed. “I’d like to join the elite squad someday...” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t he just tell you they don’t exist?” 
 
      
 
    “So what! Maybe they don’t exist—or maybe they do! Crow can’t possibly know everything! How can he know for sure?” retorted Mith hotly, bristling at the criticism of his newly found dream. “Right, Crow?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything is possible,” grinned the dwarf. “But for now, let’s focus on more mundane matters. Do you know if there is any kind of village nearby? The closer, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “The village of Smoky Valley is located two miles away,” replied Mith, “but there are only about a dozen houses there.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds perfect,” said Crow enthusiastically. “Let’s go! We’ll make a short detour.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay! But what’s waiting for us at the village?” 
 
      
 
    “A possible solution to our problems,” answered the dwarf over his shoulder, already striding away. “C’mon, hurry up! We still need to butcher as many mobs as possible for sale. Also, we need to gather lots of berries and mushrooms. I don’t think we have a lot of cash on hand...” 
 
      
 
    An hour and a half later, the heroic trio returned to the smoldering half-nameless town. Again, they stopped at the partially erased stone sign at the edge of town. This time, though, Crow did not pause to gaze thoughtfully at the smoky streets in the distance. Instead, he got down to business right away. 
 
      
 
    First, he decisively put the two wooden clubs back into his basket. Instead, he took out two iron axles, which he had forged himself to raise his skills and to sell later, and hung them behind his back. He didn’t manage to sell them, but the thick iron axles were still useful in many ways. For example, it could be used as a heavy iron crowbar, which was also a formidable weapon. Plus, unlike wood, it did not burn, which was a clear advantage in their present situation. As soon as Crow heard the enemy’s description from Mith, he immediately thought of the burning process. That’s why he remembered to grab along some weapons made of iron. 
 
      
 
    Reaching into the same basket, the dwarf brought out a long iron chain. This chain was not the work of his hands; it was bought in the village of Smoky Valley. The village was, indeed, covered with a foul, smoky haze—a present from the devastated mining town located upwind. That’s where the village’s name came from, according to a chatty old man who lived in the area, although it used to be called Sunshine Valley. The peasants used the chain for farm duties, but Crow took it out of safety considerations. The chain reached fifty feet in length, which was more than enough for the dwarf’s purposes. Crow wrapped the middle of the chain around his waist, and tied each of the two ends around the bard and the cardmaster, respectively, creating a tight link between himself and his companions. It was far more difficult to maneuver this way, but they had no choice. If one of his friends suddenly tumbles into a fiery chasm, the dwarf will easily pull them out. If he falls in himself, the combined strength of the two weak intellectuals should be enough to pull him out... or so Crow hoped. He certainly wouldn’t bet on it. But if his teammates manage to hold him for at least a couple of seconds, he will have the chance of finding something to grab onto and climbing out of the trap himself. A rope is far lighter than a chain, but using it while being surrounded by fire is stupid, unless, of course, it is enchanted to be fireproof or is woven from fire-resistant materials. 
 
      
 
    The monsters wandered inside the town, without crossing its boundaries or approaching too close to them. Thus, whether you want to or not, you’ll have to step onto the treacherous pavement with hidden traps. 
 
      
 
    The next step was to forbid his bird Chrys from participating in battle. Mith did the same thing with his pet. As for Amou’s nightingale, he never directly participated in fights anyway, instead preferring to sing encouraging melodies while sitting on his owner’s shoulder. Mith left his dog beside the stone sign, commanding him to “Stay.” The golden eagle Chrys landed on top of the dwarf’s basket, folded his wings, and settled down for a nap. 
 
      
 
    As their first target, Crow selected the nearest two-story house with gaping holes where doors and windows should have been. Looking around one last time, he nodded to his companions and stepped forward first, bringing out a simple hunting weapon—another chain—out of his rucksack as he went. It was thick, rusted, and impossibly heavy due to all of its links being as thick as a man’s wrist. This rare object did not belong to any of the villagers. It was a ten-foot section of a rusted chain that Crow had torn from the remains of a large stone carriage lying in the field. The carriage was truly gigantic; each wheel was approximately sixteen feet in diameter. It was scary to think about what sort of horses used to pull it and where. Before bringing the chain here, the dwarf took the time to visit the holy church located in the village, and, after a brief chat with the old priest dressed in loose robes of forget-me-not blue, handed him a modest sum of money. In exchange, the priest passed his hands a few times over the chain and said a couple of words. He also blessed all three of the adventurers and then attempted to give them a quest for the extermination of some sort of man-eating plants in a nearby forest. The dwarf successfully declined; Mith and Amou, however, accepted the task, planning to visit the village again after finishing their quest in the City of Nightmares. 
 
      
 
    Crow walked in front; the bard and the cardmaster followed, staying off to the side and slightly behind him. Amou was already strumming away on her instrument, producing quiet melodious sounds while her nightingale sang along. Mith held several cards at the ready, all of them with a green nature design on the back. The cards were literally beginner-level, the simplest and cheapest, which rarely appeared in anyone’s deck, unless the player himself was at the starting level in the game. 
 
      
 
    The first surprise happened three minutes after they entered the smoldering ruins. With a sharp crack, the pavement under Mith’s feet gave way; Mith gave a yelp, but before the flames had time to shoot out of the hole, Crow yanked at the chain, pulling his companion, who had momentarily frozen in mid-air, towards himself. A column of flame shot skywards out of the chasm. There was a quiet, evil rumbling and the crunching sound of stone as the pavement resumed its original look. 
 
      
 
    “Phew!” exhaled Mith, relieved. “Thank you! That was close...” 
 
      
 
    “I already told you: don’t yell!” the dwarf scolded him as he walked, his eyes fixed on the doorway of the house. “Just calmly say ‘Up!’ and I’ll pull on the left or right chain, depending on whose voice I hear.” 
 
      
 
    Chrys the eagle gave a sharp, short scream. Whipping around, the dwarf saw three swaying figures, partially obscured by smoke, slowly walking in their direction. 
 
      
 
    “Move! Quickly!” whispered the dwarf. “Mith, be ready to throw out a card!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” 
 
      
 
    The trio walked slowly over the minefield-like pavement, while three smoldering undead moved to cut them off. Although the zombies had not yet noticed their prey, they were clearly suspicious. Realizing their team won’t make it to the door unnoticed, Crow gave a quiet order: 
 
      
 
    “Send out two rats!” 
 
      
 
    Two cards with a green design on the back sparked one after the other, turning into dust. Two small shadows darted over the smoky pavement, making furious squeaks. Out of the smoke cloud came a series of moans and groans, and the blurry figures sharply changed their course as the two Level 1 rats boldly rushed towards them. What resulted was so laughable, it couldn’t even be called a fight. The undead took out their challengers with one blow. One last squeak, several slaps, more groans, and the card rats died ingloriously, without dealing the least amount of damage to the zombies. Well, perhaps they managed to bite their toes a couple of times... 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, the few seconds of distraction were enough for the three adventurers to reach the door and go inside, vanishing from view behind stone walls. Stepping over the threshold, the dwarf braked sharply by grabbing onto the doorframe to check his momentum. Immediately, he felt the heat of the stone under his hand. He stopped himself just in time. The bard and the cardmaster, who came running inside and squeezed themselves past him, did not bother to look underfoot before taking their next step and had no time to brake. Thus, they both tumbled into the hot, stuffy, gaping abyss that began right at the threshold where the floor should have been. They fell clutching each other, with muffled yells and cries of “Uuuup!”. The dwarf felt a yank at the waist, and the tightened chain began to pull him downwards. The two players were dangling inside the deep hole with soot-covered walls, barely visible among the billowing smoke rising from its depths. Their figures were lit from below by a scarlet glow coming from the very distant bottom of the pit. The smoldering coal mine... They must avoid falling into it at all costs. 
 
      
 
    With his free hand, Crow grasped one of the chains and easily pulled out Amou, setting her down beside himself on a narrow ledge that ran along the inside of the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Move carefully towards the staircase,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” The bard girl’s face was blackened by soot and her eyes were wide with fear and excitement. The music had subsided, obviously, and muffled sneezing came from the nightingale sitting on her shoulder, who now resembled a rather grimy sparrow—a tiny piece of charcoal on thin birdie legs... 
 
      
 
    Next, the dwarf pulled out the cardmaster and set him firmly on the ledge. This left Crow standing closest to the door. Cursing under his breath, Mith began to move cautiously with his back glued to the wall. Still clutching the doorframe, Crow turned to follow him. Next instant, however, he felt a hand close around his wrist: five black fingers with swollen digits and smoldering little coals instead of fingernails. Through the cracked skin, smoking bones and a gooey lava-like substance could be seen. A moment later, a horrible ugly face appeared in the doorway. It had no ears or nose; inside the dangling open mouth was a large chunk of something that strongly resembled burning coal, which resided right on top of the remains of a wiggling tongue that was covered in burnt holes. The eyes were reminiscent of hard-boiled egg whites. From within the skull, a distinct bubbling sound was coming, like a meat stew coming to a boil. 
 
      
 
    “Hot...” came from the lolling mouth of the undead. “It buurnsss...” 
 
      
 
    On his face, the dwarf felt the hot air coming from the inner depths of the zombie. Keeping a death grip on Crow’s arm, the undead stepped forward and plunged into the hole, trying to pull the dwarf down with himself. 
 
      
 
    “Threeee portionsss of coal... let’sss gooo...” 
 
      
 
    With his half-burnt, smoking legs, the undead pushed off from the wall of the chasm. Losing his balance, the dwarf stumbled forward. Another smoldering hand descended on his iron-clad shoulder. This one belonged to a second zombie, whose crumbling forehead was decorated with a still-glowing magical headlight. 
 
      
 
    “To wooorrrrk,” whispered the second unwanted guest, and, holding the dwarf by the shoulder, fearlessly stepped into the smoky abyss after his undead companion. 
 
      
 
    “Damn y—” snarled Crow, falling forwards accompanied by the muffled grunts of the smug undead, who were dangling off him like a terrible weight. Twisting around, the dwarf grasped the ledge with one hand; with his other arm, he elbowed one of the smoldering miners, causing him to lose his grip on the dwarf. With a low roar, the enemy plummeted downwards into the distant scarlet glow. The golden eagle, who was clinging to the back of the dwarf’s neck, gave an indignant screech. He attempted to reach over and bite the remaining zombie, but was unsuccessful. He flapped his wings, preparing to soar into the air, but was held back by his owner’s recent order and remained sitting in the same spot. 
 
      
 
    “Crow! Hold on!” yelled Mith, clutching at the uneven brick face of the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Your hand! Give me your hand!” shrieked Amou, trying to reach the dangling dwarf and risking falling into the abyss herself. 
 
      
 
    “Stay where you are!” roared the dwarf, completely unconcerned by his own situation and keeping his spirits as high as ever. The zombie began to slip down, his fingers scraping against the armor’s chestplate; he tried to close his jaws on the dwarf’s body, but received a blow to the head from an iron-gloved clenched fist. Crow delivered several powerful blows with his hand and just as many with his knee; then, gripping the ledge with both hands, he began to swing back and forth until he slammed into the wall of the chasm with his whole body. The undead’s grip weakened and he plummeted downwards. 
 
      
 
    In one sharp movement, Crow pulled himself up, moved slightly to the side, threw himself half-way onto the ledge, and came face-to-face with the next undead, who was standing in the doorway and shooting thick streams of coal smoke out of his torn stomach. 
 
      
 
    “Burnsss... Let’sss goooo... wooorrrk...” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll start our work with you!” promised the furious dwarf in a severe tone, grabbing the enemy by the smoldering ankle. “You’ll be our first one, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    Crow was so angry at the slow-moving undead, who nearly managed to send him into the fuming, blazing coalmine, that he finished off the zombie in a rather brutal manner by beating him against the walls, throwing him up like a smoldering rag and bringing him down full-force on the ground. When the burning coals inside the undead began to fan into flames, Crow stuck two iron axles into its chest and delivered several rapid blows to its head with a forging hammer. 
 
      
 
    The undead gave one last sigh, exhaling a puff of gray smoke, and disappeared in a flash of light, leaving behind a couple of pieces of black coal, a pair of leather pants with numerous burnt holes, and something like a copper token, which was joyfully snatched up by Mith. 
 
      
 
    “We need to collect these things!” he explained, carefully tucking the token away in his purse. “The more, the better! For every token over the required amount, we get a bonus!” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” nodded the dwarf. “We’ll get more. And now, let’s get to the stairs. It’s time to get down to business.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are we going up on the roof?” asked Amou, unable to contain herself. “Are we going to jump from house to house? Because I don’t have enough strength or agility for that! Neither does Mith. Not unless you’ll be throwing us from roof to roof...” 
 
      
 
    “Throw you?” repeated Crow blankly. He was moving slowly and carefully along the narrow ledge, running one hand along the wall and making sure that the chain tying them together did not get caught on any broken beams or jagged edges. “There won’t be any need for that. Well, maybe as a last resort. Guys, we’re too weak for this kind of location. This quest chain of yours was created by the administration for one main purpose: so that players would make friendly connections with other players as quickly as possible, form large teams with them, and do these kinds of quests together as a big group. In our case, with only three players, and whose classes are so different from each other... If we follow set rules, we will automatically lose. Especially in a location such a city full of fire, traps, and smoldering undead.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to find another way,” replied the dwarf. “Here is the staircase. Watch your step, since every stair is a potential trap. Everything in this town falls apart. There are no indestructible objects here.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” nodded Amou, placing her foot on the first stone stair; it was decorated with a couple of gaping holes through which the faraway glow of the burning coalmine was visible. “So, what’s the plan? And why are we climbing up on the roof? And what is the second chain for? And why were you asking Mith about his crossbow?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll see soon,” smiled the grimy-faced dwarf. “The undead here move pretty quickly, but they can’t run, jump, or fly. The most important thing is to understand the monsters’ abilities. And to find their weaknesses. And then use this information to come up with the right tactics. The administration, when they were creating this town, planned that we would wander around and get spooked like in the famous city that died out due to the experiments of the Umbrella Corporation. They expect us to move slowly through clouds of smoke, dodge falling rocks and roof shingles, fall into suddenly appearing chasms, roast inside flaming geysers, and constantly defend against the coal miners who had died a horrible death. It’s all part of the thrill: the insane adrenaline rush, the fear, the undead suddenly toppling out of windows, someone’s burnt hands sticking out from under caved buildings and gripping you by the ankle...” 
 
      
 
    “You sure know how to paint a picture,” said Mith, following the bard up the stairs. “Now I feel kinda sick just thinking about it. I’m already in half a mind to leave. Dodging and fighting back zombies doesn’t sound very appealing anymore...” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, we won’t have to do any of that. Didn’t I tell you? If we follow the set rules, then we are definitely toast. Bards and cardmasters at the beginner levels are just dead weight—you know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, that’s mean!” 
 
      
 
    “But you’ll become very much in demand later on,” shrugged Crow. “Meanwhile, instead of seeking an adrenaline rush and face-to-face battles, we’ll have to find loopholes that will help us survive in this smoldering hell.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re on the rooftop!” Amou informed them happily. “It’s empty! Except for several feet of ash...” 
 
      
 
    “And a few inches of soot,” added Mith, “and someone’s bones lying around for decoration.” 
 
      
 
    “Search for your quest tokens among the bones,” advised Crow, stepping onto the rooftop after his comrades. “That’s another way to accomplish your task.” 
 
      
 
    While the dwarf was looking around, Mith and Amou thoroughly examined the charred remains. They actually did find the tokens a couple of times. They also found several copper coins, a damaged silver chainlet, and a single torn boot. The bones vanished tracelessly after being examined. 
 
      
 
    “Okay then,” concluded the dwarf, after carefully examining the small, level, square roof with a knee-high parapet wall around the edge. “And now...” 
 
      
 
    Crow’s forging hammer and superhuman strength made short work of the upper part of the old stone staircase, destroying six steps at once and sending them crumbling into the smoky abyss below. 
 
      
 
    “Ummm...” said the girl in confusion. “How are we going to get back?” 
 
      
 
    “By using crystals,” answered the dwarf, continuing to pound the remains of the upper stairs with his hammer. “I’ll give them to you in a sec. But they’ll bring us back to the Gray Peak outpost. I don’t have any other ones. Do you have any other crystals?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! We have crystals that’ll return us to the village where we got this assignment!” 
 
      
 
    “You can use those,” nodded Crow. “Crystals are our way out of here. We’ll leave as soon as we get enough tokens. Just don’t forget that you’ve also taken on the task of exterminating carnivorous plants. One more thing: can I take all the coal that falls out of the undead? Not for free. I’ll buy it from you. I need coal for blacksmithing.” 
 
      
 
    “Take it for free!” said Amou firmly, while Mith nodded in agreement. “As a token of our friendship and future cooperation!” 
 
      
 
    “Future cooperation?” repeated the dwarf, squinting with suspicion. “Hmm... Thanks for the coal. And now, we begin fishing!” 
 
      
 
    “Fishing?!” exclaimed the bard and cardmaster in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Yup! Why else would we drag these chains here?” smiled Crow, untying the lengthy chain from his companions. “Here is the fishing line. And here is the net.” Crow placed a piece of thick 15-foot chain on the roof. “Mith, take out the lure and start baiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Wha—? Buddy, I didn’t get you. Sorry about that. This must be your professional slang...” 
 
      
 
    “What slang? I’m only kidding!” laughed Crow. “Take out your crossbow, find the closest zombie, and shoot him—but only once! When you hit him, watch what he does next. If he notices us and starts walking over here, don’t shoot at him anymore. Don’t waste your crossbow bolts. If the zombie is really close, just throw a rock at him. Meanwhile, I’ll get everything else ready...” 
 
      
 
    Humming an uncomplicated tune under his breath, the dwarf dangled down a part of the long chain, making sure one end of it touched the blackened pavement of the City of Nightmares. The thick chain he placed by the edge of the roof. Looking around, he found a weak spot in the parapet; with several blows, he smashed a part of it, making a narrow gap. He sat down by the pile of bricks that fell out of the parapet wall. For a while, he simply gazed at the pile. Then, after scratching his head for a bit, he decisively grabbed the bricks and hid them in his basket. Battles aside, he still had a crude firepit at home instead of a smelting hearth. And the bricks here were nice and strong... 
 
      
 
    “Got one!” yelled Mith, lowering his crossbow. “He’s coming here! Three of them, actually!” 
 
      
 
    “No matter,” shrugged Crow. “The worse for them, and the better for us. Amou, don’t forget about the songs. Mith, let out Big Daddy!” 
 
      
 
    Mith obliged. Putting away his crossbow and reaching into the purse on his belt, the cardmaster pulled out a playing card with the usual green design on the back and activated it. 
 
      
 
    A second later, a black and white bull appeared on the roof. It was him that the group spent all of their money on. They bought the bull in the village, and Mith conducted the ritual on the spot to trap the huge Level 43 animal in a card. With his long horns, large mass, proud temper, and a bronze ring in his nose, Big Daddy was a truly fine specimen. His inborn “battering ram” ability made him a valuable acquisition. 
 
      
 
    Crow reached into his basket, pulled out an armful of straw, and placed it before Big Daddy, saying: 
 
      
 
    “Here, eat this for now.” 
 
      
 
    Sitting down beside the chewing bull, Crow pulled out a tattered book he had bought for six copper coins in the same village, and immersed himself in blissful reading, paying no attention to the surprised looks from his teammates. 
 
      
 
    “Crow, buddy... It ain’t my place to tell you what to do,” began Mith cautiously. “It’s all very nice: the straw, the munching bull, the book, the peace and quiet... But there are three extremely angry zombies coming our way, you know!” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” nodded Crow, nose stuck in the book. “That’s exactly what we’re waiting for. Don’t worry. The game system is smart. First, it’ll send them into the house, towards the stairs. We’ll have to wait until they reach the staircase, if they don’t fall off the ledge first. Then, they’ll go up the stairs... And then, they’ll see the staircase is broken and doesn’t reach the roof... Then they’ll go downstairs again... And then, if they don’t fall off the ledge again, they’ll come outside and start walking around the house... Then, they’ll find the dangling chain... And when they do find it, that’s when you let me know! Meanwhile, I’ll keep reading about a chivalrous knight singing a ballad under the windows of a beautiful lady—and singing really well! Mith, shoot up a couple more undead. Otherwise, we’ll be here forever...” 
 
      
 
    “You have a huge talent,” remarked Amou. 
 
      
 
    “A talent? For what?” inquired the dwarf lazily. 
 
      
 
    “A talent for turning any exciting adventure into a regular, slowly turning meat grinder.” 
 
      
 
    “I shot two more! The first three are already inside the house!” Mith informed them. “We’ll have guests soon!” 
 
      
 
    “And we’re ready to give them a warm welcome,” grinned the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    The chain suspended from the roof turned out to be a tempting bait for the undead. From below came clanking sounds; the chain jerked around, scraping against the stone. The first enemy was climbing up, ready to destroy the insolent intruders! Behind him, a second zombie clung onto the chain; yet another one preferred to grab onto the windowframe, like an undead rock climber. The popping, burnt eyes of the undead were fixed on the unmoving figure of the black-haired dwarf, who was standing on the edge of the roof, waiting for their arrival. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the first zombie’s smoking claws grabbed onto the edge of the broken parapet, Crow bent down, wrapped the thick, blessed chain around the smoldering neck of the enemy, and pulled it sharply towards himself, dragging his opponent onto the roof. He could have started hitting the zombie with his hammer right away, but then his prey would probably lose his grip and fall back down to the ground, which would be counterproductive for the dwarf, who was in a hurry to return home. It was his friends who were interested in destroying the undead and becoming famous heroes. Crow, on the other hand, needed to finish quickly and get back home. He still had so much work waiting for him... 
 
      
 
    Household matters were precisely what the dwarf was thinking about as he hammered a heavy iron axle into the mumbling zombie’s open mouth. Following that, he brought the hammer down on his opponent... whack, whack, whack... 
 
      
 
    The heavy hitting sounds came one right after another. The zombie moaned and groaned, but could not get up, as the dwarf knew where to hit in order to keep his opponent under control. Amou the bard and Mith stood a little distance away; a happy stringed melody rang over the rooftop; the bull Big Daddy continued to melancholically chew cud; and the dwarf continued beating up the zombie coldly and mercilessly. There was a bright flash of fire; furious flames burst out of the zombie’s chest, enveloping both him and Crow and greedily licking at the roof. The flames did not burn for long, however. After a few more powerful blows with the faithful hammer, the undead went still and then vanished completely, crumbling away into nothingness. 
 
      
 
    Mith wanted to give a shout of victory, but shut his mouth immediately upon seeing Crow’s totally emotionless expression. With the help of an iron axle, the dwarf knocked off a zombie that was climbing right up the wall; bending down, he used the enchanted chain to pull up the next victim by the neck. Unhappy with the holy blessing, the undead gave a horrible howl... 
 
      
 
    “We really are like tourists at a slaughterhouse,” muttered Mith in wonder. He was looking at the black-haired player, who had a perfectly calm expression on his face as he continued to bludgeon the roaring undead. 
 
      
 
    “At slaughter time,” added Amou lightly, continuing to play the guitar. 
 
      
 
    The eagle Chrys, who was sitting far away on the parapet, screeched in agreement, as if he understood their words and took them as a pure compliment towards his owner. Chrys did not screech for long, preferring to return to his meal of raw meat, as his owner clearly did not need any help. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot two more, Mith!” called the dwarf, continuing to hit the enemy with the hammer. 
 
      
 
    Fwoosh! A section of the roof was enveloped by yet another burst of flame. Out of the fire came Crow’s calm voice: 
 
      
 
    “Amou, start the regeneration song. Mith, there’s another one climbing up the chain. I can’t keep up. Give Big Daddy the signal!” 
 
      
 
    “Understood!” called back Mith enthusiastically, overjoyed that it was finally his turn to take part in battle. 
 
      
 
    Following previously given directions from the dwarf, the cardmaster waited until the wall-scaling zombie climbed out onto the roof. Then he gave Big Daddy “the signal,” that is, indicated the opponent to the bull. 
 
      
 
    Big Daddy paused his chewing of straw. With enraged mooing, the bull rushed forwards. In a split second, he galloped across the roof and greeted the recently arrived zombie by ramming his horns full-force into its burnt-through chest. As expected, the undead performed something of a backwards somersault and, with the cry of “Woooork!” flew into the air like a smoking birdie. He soared about twenty feet, then dived sharply towards the stone pavement, landing with a disgusting squelching noise. Big Daddy returned unhurriedly to his straw, right at the moment when Crow finished off the second zombie and turned around. 
 
      
 
    “Well, did you shoot two more?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not!” replied Mith, shocked. “I had no time!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why aren’t you doing it now?” Crow scolded him with a sigh. “This is a production line. It needs to keep moving. Go, shoot some more.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “And take the tokens. We’ll divide up the money equally. The coal is mine. The rest of the trophies we’ll split evenly too. And I really want to snag a pair or two of those magic headlights...” 
 
      
 
    The chain, or, as Crow called it, their “fishing line,” creaked once more, signaling that one more undead “fish” was climbing up the wall. Amou the bard began to sing a little song that sped up regeneration, while Mith, with an enthusiastic yell, fired a crossbow bolt aimed somewhere below. 
 
      
 
    Glancing at the parapet around the edge of the roof, Crow thoughtfully murmured to himself: 
 
      
 
    “I should grab some more bricks, maybe a hundred or so... The tiles on this roof aren’t bad, either. It’s about time I started building stairs to the top of my hill...” 
 
      
 
    He sighed. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What is this crap you’re selling?” a Level 149 dwarf shook his head, conjuring an expression of genuine surprise on his face. “Sketchy meat, mushrooms, crooked horseshoes... What is this junk?” 
 
      
 
    Crow, who was standing behind the market table, smiled wordlessly and shrugged. He carefully adjusted the magical lamp that he had salvaged from the coalmine; it now hung from a nail hammered into one of the supporting posts. Then he turned to a traveler who had just walked up to the market stand. 
 
      
 
    “How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like three chunks of rabbit meat, two dozen eggs, and a dozen of these mushrooms here,” listed off the guy. 
 
      
 
    “This stuff is garbage!” stated the Level 149 dwarf loudly. “Absolute crap!” He had arrived with his clan’s convoy, which had stopped here to rest. 
 
      
 
    Neither the traveler, nor Crow himself seemed to pay any attention to the player. However, the black-haired dwarf’s smile became a little more strained. 
 
      
 
    “Why buy any of this? Go a couple of steps into the bush, and you’ll find tons of rabbits! And a ton of eggs there too! Why would you waste your money? The meat has obviously gone bad too...” 
 
      
 
    “Gone bad?” The traveler slightly withdrew his hand, which was holding the money, and looked questioningly at the seller. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fresh,” replied Crow calmly. “I butchered it less than an hour ago. Everything here is fresh, sir. I give you my word.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you trying to pull? Do you think anyone here’s that stupid?” said the dwarf, seemingly unable to contain his baseless stream of hateful speech. 
 
      
 
    This time, Crow looked much more closely at the player who belonged to the same race as he did. He had a noble-looking face that was handsomely framed by long graying hair. His deep scarlet armor had emerald engraving. The player’s level was 149. His nick: Sabretooth. The character’s outward appearance was clearly created with a lot of thought, down to the smallest detail in his facial features. Beside his nick and numbers denoting his level hung a wide-open eye, which was flashing an emerald color. The clan symbol was familiar and fairly well-known. The flashing denoted status within the clan. He was a recruit of the Sleepless Clan. 
 
      
 
    He had arrived quite recently, along with a rather large number of carts carrying an unknown load that was tightly covered by thick cloth. It was accompanied by many guards, mostly players, but also locals who looked like typical mercenaries. Out of all the players, one stood out particularly: a mage in a short Roman tunic of purple color with a golden scarf around his neck. The Roman-looking guy was obviously meant to be the leader. From his belt hung several multicolored books; instead of a rucksack, he had a thin wooden box that was liberally studded with golden nails. But the head guy was currently on the other side of the outpost, deep in conversation with one of Gray Peak’s guards. Meanwhile, this gray-haired mouthy dwarf could not keep himself quiet. Thanks to him, the sales process had slowed, and a line of over ten people had formed behind the hesitating traveler, all waiting their turn. Damn... 
 
      
 
    “The meat is fresh,” repeated Crow, “but to buy it or not, that’s entirely up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I say, your product is shit!” 
 
      
 
    “And I say, the product is fresh,” said someone very quietly. Captain Litagrius had silently arrived at the market stand. “Slandering someone’s good name is a grave sin, stranger. I watched with my own eyes as Sir Crow went hunting less than an hour ago.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it,” said the previously hesitant customer immediately. “Here’s the money.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your purchase,” smiled Crow, relieved. Completely ignoring the Sleepless Clan’s recruit, who was standing two steps away from him, Crow turned to the next local. “How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like some meat, naturally. About ten chunks. Three dozen mushrooms and four bunches of wild onion. I’ll take snake meat too! Five chunks!” 
 
      
 
    “One moment, please,” replied the seller, quickly fetching the requested goods. 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling you, this stuff is garbage!” said the already familiar and simultaneously unpleasant voice, starting up again. “Don’t buy it! It’s a scam! Look, there are two rabbits sitting five steps away! Fresh meat is over there! And rotten garbage here!” 
 
      
 
    “Stranger,” said the captain, lowering his head slightly. His expression became much less friendly. “I repeat: don’t slander people, it’s a huge si—” 
 
      
 
    “And you shut your trap!” snarled the dwarf named Sabretooth. “Or I’ll reduce this outpost of yours to rubble!” 
 
      
 
    Crow gasped in shock, staring at the player who had obviously lost his mind. “Listen, you shouldn’t talk like that—” 
 
      
 
    “Get stuffed!” 
 
      
 
    Falling silent, Crow continued to watch Sabretooth while frantically trying to make sense of what the hell was going on. How was Crow’s market stand any of this visiting player’s business? Why all this anger? Why all these emotional outbursts? 
 
      
 
    At this moment, Sabretooth involuntarily pointed to the source for his frustration: 
 
      
 
    “For two goddamn days, we’ve been dragging along with this convoy! Two goddamn days of slow walking! Hey, you! Crow or whatever your nickname is... Have you lost all decency? Why are you pushing this crap on people? Close your shop down, right now! Hey, y’all! Listen to me! Don’t buy anything from here! I’ll go and bring you meat myself—enough to last for a week! This sales guy is just ripping you off! And I—” 
 
      
 
    There was a quiet ring of drawn metal. A shining two-handed sword appeared in the captain’s hands. In one fluid movement, the warrior assumed a complicated fighting stance. Immediately, the guards at the top of the tower drew the strings of two enormous longbows. 
 
      
 
    “Stranger... Are you threatening the royal guards protecting the Gray Peak outpost?” asked Captain Litagrius in a severe tone. His eyes were fixed on Sabretooth. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell would I want with you? As for this sketchy shop, I’m shutting it down! 
 
      
 
    Crash! 
 
      
 
    Sabretooth hardly finished his sentence before taking a powerful swing of his battle ax and smashing through one of the poles supporting the canopy. The pole broke with a crunch, and the roof, crackling, slipped sideways. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down! Are you a total idiot?” shouted Crow. “What did I ever do to you?! Stop it! Do you have any idea what—” 
 
      
 
    The sudden, hoarse blast of a horn drowned out all noise, echoing loudly over the stony plains. Two long arrows sank into Sabretooth’s chest and neck; in one smooth, fluid movement, Captain Litagrius closed the distance between himself and the aggressor dwarf. The latter managed to block the attack, filling the air with the sound of clashing metal as his ax met the captain’s sword. Sabretooth’s life took a big hit—the guards’ arrows were special, just like their longbows. 
 
      
 
    Rapidly chanting cries replaced the sound of the horn: 
 
      
 
    “Attack! Attack! We’re under attack!” 
 
      
 
    The travelers standing by the market stand scattered, running back towards their carts. The mercenary locals whipped out their weapons. 
 
      
 
    “We’re under attack!” came the yells from the convoy of the Sleepless Clan. “Fire—” 
 
      
 
    But the Roman guy, who was running from the same direction, roared: 
 
      
 
    “Everyone get back and shut up! Put your weapons away! Stay where you are!” 
 
      
 
    Twisting his head around, the Roman saw a healer rushing forwards with his hands aglow. “Don’t heal him!” he snarled at the healer. “Sabretooth! What the hell do you think you’re doing?! Why did you attack a guard?!” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t touch him!” wailed Sabretooth, who was trying to block the rapid onslaught of strikes from the captain but was already beginning to miss some of them, not to mention the numerous arrows sinking into his back and chest. “He attacked me first! Heal me up a bit! C’mon, heal me!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t heal him!” snapped the Roman guy at the healing mage who jumped forwards again. “Didn’t you hear me the first time?!” 
 
      
 
    “But he isn’t gonna last at this rate!” cried the mage in surprise. “He’ll get killed!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” said the Roman guy ruthlessly, whose game nick was Magnus. His status showed he was a long-standing, fully fledged member of the Sleepless Clan. “That’s exactly what I’m waiting for! Sabretooth! Put down your weapon! Surrender!” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll kill me! He is killing me... Help me! We’re clansmen! Aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “I said, put down your weapon and surrender! That’s an order!” 
 
      
 
    “Heal me up! And help me! We’ll take him down together!” 
 
      
 
    “Put down your weapon and surrender, idiot! Didn’t you hear your orders?!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me? But he started it!” 
 
      
 
    “SURRENDER, OR GET THE HELL OUT OF OUR CLAN!” 
 
      
 
    Magnus’s mighty roar was literally deafening. With a voice like that, the Roman guy could have easily been an army commander. Truly, the force was strong with this one. 
 
      
 
    “Ah dammit!” 
 
      
 
    Jumping backwards, wounded and barely alive, Sabretooth threw his ax aside. Spreading his hands to show they’re empty, he yelled into the face of Litagrius, who jumped in after him: 
 
      
 
    “I give up! I cave! I surrender!” 
 
      
 
    The tip of the captain’s sword stopped within an inch of the unarmed dwarf’s neck. Frozen in a predatory pose, Litagrius was terrifying to behold—he looked like a god of war. Try as they might, not every player could achieve such a frightening facial expression and intimidating look in general. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Magnus!” said the Roman, taking a light step forward. “I am in charge of this convoy. I beg you to spare his life and resolve this matter peacefully. Whatever happened here, it is my fault, O honorable captain of the guards of Gray Peak. I deeply regret these events and crave your forgiveness. Please, let us settle this peacefully.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a step back, Litagrius sized up the grumpy Sabretooth with his gaze. The dwarf looked far more normal now than a few minutes ago. Then the captain turned fearlessly to Magnus. 
 
      
 
    “Your warrior dared to insult one of our kind citizens, vandalized his property, slandered his good name, drew a weapon while on peaceful protected territory, insulted the guard in the person of me, and showed resistance. Your banners are well-known to me.” The captain pointed his finger at the clan’s flag with the drawn eye, which was waving over the lead carriage of the convoy. “The Royal Guard has known you for many years. We respect your regular warriors, as well as those heroes who came from your ranks and whose names have become known around the world as those of noble protectors and guardians of justice. However, it seems that not all those rumors were true, were they, my friend Magnus? I’ve asked your warrior twice not to slander a hardworking and down-to-earth dwarf—” 
 
      
 
    “Let it go already, will you?” grumbled Sabretooth, clearly thinking that everything was over and taking a step towards the ax that lay on the ground. 
 
      
 
    This idiot really thinks that all his problems are over, thought Crow in amazement. 
 
      
 
    “You’re blowing this out of proportion, “ Sabretooth continued to mumble disparagingly. “What’s the big deal...” 
 
      
 
    “Stay still, warrior,” ordered the captain of guards calmly. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?! Don’t move, idiot!” hissed Magnus, whose fingers were twitching spastically. The Roman guy was clearly typing urgent messages. 
 
      
 
    “Why? What did I do?!” 
 
      
 
    “Slander, property damage, threatening the life of a royal guard,” listed off the captain slowly and dispassionately. “All of this will be immediately reported to the headquarters of the guards. Right after we decide on the punishment for this warrior.” 
 
      
 
    “Let it go already!” Sabretooth repeated what seemed to be becoming his favorite catchphrase. “Here, catch this, while I’m still in a good mood.” 
 
      
 
    He flipped a shiny gold coin; it soared through the air and landed at Crow’s feet. 
 
      
 
    “Lad, do you accept this as compensation for the damages to property and reputation?” inquired Litagrius. 
 
      
 
    “No!” The black-haired dwarf kicked the coin back towards Sabretooth. “I don’t accept it. Captain Litagrius, please let me continue with my sales. The travelers still haven’t bought everything they need. Meanwhile, my goods are losing their freshness.” 
 
      
 
    “They weren’t fre—” 
 
      
 
    “Sabretooth,” the Roman guy’s voice was very quiet but full of rage, “if you say another word, if you open your damn mouth just one more time, I swear to you, I will tell all my friends, relatives, and even enemies to kill you on sight! I’ll turn your life in Waldyra into such hell, you’ll prefer to go for reincarnation! Right now, it isn’t your own neck you’re sticking out, you little shit; instead, you’re degrading our entire clan! These are Algora’s guards! Algora’s! Right now, our clan has taken on several extremely important quests, the success of which is entirely dependent on our level of reputation with a subset of Algora’s guards. And if this reputation level, which we have been raising in tiny increments over the years, falls by even a single point right now, we’ll fail those quests. And if that happens, you big-mouthed moron, you are DEAD! And not because you’re a dumbass, but because you’re our recruit! So hold your tongue and stay still! And don’t touch your axe! Damn... If we don’t settle this, BB will have a fit...” 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, everyone,” came a pleasant, melodious voice from somewhere in the middle of the outpost. A moment later, an attractive female figure dressed in tight, shiny black leather stepped into the light cast by torches. 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” sighed Magnus in despair. “Didn’t I write to Theochrist... Everything is fine here, BB, we’ve got it under control—” 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, noble captain,” said the black-haired woman, smiling at Captain Litagrius and completely ignoring Magnus and the suddenly quiet Sabretooth. 
 
      
 
    “It is an honor for me to speak with such a noble warrior, whose name is engraved on a gold plaque in the Hall of Honor at the Royal Palace of Algora,” replied Captain Litagrius, inclining his head respectfully. “Algora’s guard will never forget your invaluable aid against the insidious guild Shadows of Darkness. On that fateful day, many lives were saved thanks to your selfless help. Speaking on behalf of all the guards of Algora, I thank you once again, Black Baroness.” 
 
      
 
    “And I thank you also,” said the legendary leader of one of the most powerful clans in Waldyra, inclining her head. “If not for the bravery and polished skills of the noble guards, we would not have achieved victory.” She paused. “Grievous news has reached my ears, honorable captain. Apparently, there has been a misunderstanding between the guards and one of my warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “That is so,” said Litagrius, suddenly grim. “Your warrior committed many serious offenses: slander and insult of a local citizen, vandalism of a local citizen’s personal property, insult of the Royal Guard, refusal to submit to the Royal Guard, and attempt on the life of a captain of the Royal Guard.” 
 
      
 
    “I am grieved to hear of such serious accusations,” said the Baroness, casting a very stern look at Magnus. 
 
      
 
    “If you doubt my words—” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” smiled the head of the Sleepless. “I have never yet had to doubt the words of Algora’s guards. I am not in the mind for making excuses, either. My thoughts are directed solely towards finding a way to make amends and pay restitution for any damage we have caused. Together, I’m sure we can find a way to right any wrongs committed by the young warrior Sabretooth.” 
 
      
 
    “Young warrior Sabretooth” was no longer standing. He was sitting on his stupid ass, without armor or weapons, wearing only a simple shirt and trousers, and completely barefoot. Remorse was clearly readable on his face as he sat there, scratching something on the ground with a stick. Must be writing his last will and testament, thought Crow. 
 
      
 
    Someone must have told the stupid dwarf to take off all gear and put it away in his backpack. They must’ve also told him not to stand with the proud look of someone who had committed an amazingly heroic act, but to sit down and lower his head, like a guilty person should. Judging by his silence, they must have also advised him to keep his mouth shut and not to make a single sound. Sabretooth took this advice to heart and did not say another word. 
 
      
 
    “The job of a guard is never easy. Every day presents a challenge,” continued the Black Baroness with a smile. “That’s why I suggest we discuss what happened over a glass of fine wine. What do you say, Captain... Litagrius?” 
 
      
 
    Someone has just messaged her the name of the captain, concluded Crow, who was politely keeping silent. 
 
      
 
    The captain did not miss the mention of his name. After grunting in thought, he nodded wordlessly and, turning around, headed for the watchtower. The Black Baroness followed alongside him, tripped over her own feet and nearly fell, but stopped herself at the last moment by seizing the captain’s powerful shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I beg your pardon,” came the sound of her melodious voice. “I’ve been running around all day. I’m so tired, I can’t even walk straight anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a problem,” rumbled the captain. “Honest work and tiredness go hand in hand,” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your understanding,” crooned BB. Then, without turning around, she ordered in a much more severe tone: “Magnus, Sabretooth, come with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” responded Magnus, sounding mildly relieved. Then he hissed at Sabretooth, “Let’s go, idiot! I’ll have you begging on your knees for forgiveness! Crow, buddy, don’t take this personally, okay? Don’t judge our whole clan based on one mishap. Once we smooth this over, I’ll come back here right away and fix the stand myself personally! Then we can chat about other stuff too—like bonuses and such.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” nodded Crow. “But I’ll fix the stand myself. I have nothing against you. And I don’t need anything from you, either. Just let me get back to work.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” agreed Magnus immediately, seeing it was pointless to argue. “Once again, we’re really sorry. We won’t get in your way.” 
 
      
 
    “Um...” mumbled Sabretooth, avoiding Crow’s eye. “Well, you see... I lost my temper a bit. That’s—” 
 
      
 
    “Get moving already! You little turd! He lost it, huh... Just lose yourself next time, and don’t come back!” snarled the Roman guy almost hatefully. “So, Crow... Everything is fine now, right? No more problems?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it’s all fine,” the black-haired dwarf assured him. “No problems.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the darkness from where the Black Baroness had recently appeared came an extremely disappointed sigh and a disgruntled voice: 
 
      
 
    “Meh... Boooriiing...” A tall, thin silhouette was briefly visible in the gathering twilight; then it stepped away and disappeared without a trace. 
 
      
 
    “Oh god, no!” exclaimed Magnus, clutching his head. “This is the last thing I need! Bina, Lorti, Kaschei! Don’t take your eyes off him! Not even for a moment! Better yet, send him off somewhere!” 
 
      
 
    “Where can we send him?!” came a woman’s voice from the convoy. “Where did this mischievous sneak come from, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care! Send him anywhere you want! And quickly! Or give him something to do! Just get him outta here!” 
 
      
 
    “He already left... teleported somewhere...” 
 
      
 
    “Well, thank god! That’s it, I gotta go. I suggest the rest of you start appealing to the dwarf’s better nature. What bad timing... I need to log off soon! And then this happens...” 
 
      
 
    No sooner had Magnus grabbed the guilty dwarf and disappeared out of sight than the calmed-down travelers crowded around the market stand once more. The sales gradually picked up again. Rabbit meat, wild onion, mushrooms, and snake meat were selling quickly. Thick bundles of firewood disappeared one after another. Crow’s customers weren’t only convoy men, but also four players of the Sleepless clan, who humbly joined the queue at the very back of the line. They waited until all the locals were done shopping and had gone away satisfied, then sprung into action. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take everything that’s left,” said a young woman named Binary Fairy, who was dressed in a short, floaty dress. She was smiling brightly. With a heavy thud, she dropped a small but hefty moneybag on the wooden table. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Crow was confused. “What are you taking?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything,” the woman continued to smile. “Everything that’s left for sale.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my! Look at these awesome horseshoes!” exclaimed a huge half-orc in black chainmail. “I’ve never seen anything like these before! I’ll take them all! At triple the price!” 
 
      
 
    “I told you: I’m taking everything!” pouted Binary Fairy. “The horseshoes are mine!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see who offers more?” suggested the half-orc named Lorti the Immovable. “The bidding starts at one gold coin per horseshoe!” 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” gasped in admiration an elf with a huge longbow on his back. “You’ve got such an awesome garden over there! I’ve never seen one this nice! Let me water it for you! I’d love to do it!” 
 
      
 
    “Guys, that’s enough!” protested Crow. “I told you: I don’t need anything! Everything’s fine—” 
 
      
 
    “Ho ho ho!” Another half-orc stepped up to the salestable. He was wearing bright red armor with white tiger stripes, plus a matching helmet with a picture of an evil bearded face on its visor. “Here comes Santa Claus! Make way for Santa! Aren’t you the fine lad who wrote me a letter? Saying you wanted a big heroic sword for Christmas?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no need, guys, seriously!” 
 
      
 
    “Not a sword? Oh! That’s right! You wrote about... darn, my memory has gotten poor... Which present did you write about, Crow? What did you wish for?” 
 
      
 
    “Two gold coins for a horseshoe!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give three!” 
 
      
 
    “Four!” 
 
      
 
    “Eight!” 
 
      
 
    “Can I water your garden? Can I? Please? It’s the dream of my life! Let me!” 
 
      
 
    “I remember! You are the boy who wrote: ‘I want a young, pretty, elvish Mrs. Claus’! Well, here she is! Take this scroll! Just say ‘Merry Christmas!’ and a young, magical Mrs. Claus will instantly appear before you! A really, really pretty Mrs. Claus! Everyone wants one like that!” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I don’t need anything!” 
 
      
 
    “When I water vegetables, they instantly yield a harvest of silver and gold! It’s my unique gardening skill! Where is your watering can?” 
 
      
 
    “Guys...” 
 
      
 
    “Ten coins for one horseshoe!” 
 
      
 
    “Eleven!” 
 
      
 
    “Twelve!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” snapped the black-haired dwarf, slamming his fist on the table, which creaked under the impact. The lopsided roof, which was already barely hanging on, nearly collapsed. “Listen!” 
 
      
 
    The players from the Sleepless clan, who had crowded around the table, fell silent, looking at the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need anything,” said Crow slowly and clearly. “I don’t want anything at all from you. The situation was resolved peacefully. If the captain asks me, I’ll tell him that I have nothing against you. And that is the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about our recruit,” growled the half-orc ‘Santa.’ “He got out of hand. But we’ll set him straight. Or we’ll throw him out of our clan for good. We don’t need these sorts of problems.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no problem. Not anymore,” shrugged Crow. “Well, I need to go finish other work...” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I’ll buy the rest of your stuff, after all?” the woman offered with utter sincerity. 
 
      
 
    “No need,” smiled the dwarf. “It’s alright.” 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe I can give you some potions for battle? I’ve got a couple of boosters, a dozen healers, and one or two poisons. I even have some exotics...” 
 
      
 
    “Guys, I don’t need anything. Thank you anyway. And good night.” 
 
      
 
    “The polite dismissal has been received and understood,” came the melodious voice out of the darkness. The Black Baroness’s slim, graceful figure stepped into the light again. “Let the kind dwarf rest. On behalf of our entire clan, I offer my apologies once again to you, Crow. We are the kind who tries to help new players grow, not the kind who puts spokes in their wheels. The recruit Sabretooth received serious punishment. Very serious. Next time, he will think twice before swinging his ax around. I also offered an official apology to Captain Litagrius. And he, in turn, hinted at the shortage of working hands on the territory of the newly established guard outpost of Gray Peak. Now, our clan must build, either by ourselves or by hiring workers, new stone barracks to house two dozen guards. The barracks must be built from local stone and local wood... Crow, you aren’t someone who likes freebies, but...” The head of the Sleepless paused, carefully studying the fenced hill. “But you have plans, and you are hardworking. I’m offering you an employment contract with generous pay. Plus two trade agreements. In total, that would make three official contracts with the Sleepless Clan. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Employment and sales contracts... Tell me more?” 
 
      
 
    “The employment contract: You will deliver to the watchtower the necessary amount of construction materials that are suitable for building the stone barracks. Namely, locally sourced wood and stone. Soon, an architect will arrive to evaluate the site. He will tell you the exact amounts. Payment will be in accordance with the current market prices in the city. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” replied the dwarf immediately. 
 
      
 
    There was no need to even think twice about it. 
 
      
 
    The ravine surrounding Gray Peak was simply covered with stones of various shapes and sizes. He wouldn’t have to look far to find stone for construction. Here and there were scattered trees of various thickness. That would be the local source of lumber. All he had to do was go there and take it. 
 
      
 
    “As for the first sales contract, the barracks will be built by the locals that our clan will hire. Your job will be to provide them with quality nutrition. Nothing fancy. But the food must be fresh and filling. Breakfast, lunch, dinner. You will receive a list of ingredients from the builders’ cook. Payment will be 10% less than what you are currently charging for food at your market stand. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “And the last contract. It’s more of a bulk purchase, actually. You are selling, we are buying. I need two hundred crystals for returning to Gray Peak. As I was just informed, crystals have already started falling out. I’ll pay you five silver coins per crystal.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    “If you have any with you, I’ll buy them right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I have twenty-eight of them,” answered Crow immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Sold. Bina, pay the kind dwarf.” 
 
      
 
    “Crow, at least take some of my potions,” sighed ‘Santa Claus’, digging in his bag, “otherwise it just doesn’t feel right. I’ve found three sparks, ten stickies, eighteen nutsquashers, and... let’s see... one seed-of-greatness and two hurgles... Gee, it’s been a while since I’ve cleaned out my backpack...” 
 
      
 
    “That stuff is useless here,” smiled the dwarf, bringing out the plain-looking teleportation crystals and arranging them on the salestable in rows of five, “but thank you for the offer. Here, twenty-eight crystals.” 
 
      
 
    “Bina, pay him in advance for two hundred,” commanded the Black Baroness, throwing a quick glance at the dwarf. “Here, take the whole bag.” 
 
      
 
    Crow nodded silently, receiving a hundred gold coins. It was pointless to thank them for their trust in him—everyone standing near the hill could see the alert on their information screens, stating that the given plot of land belonged entirely to the player named Crow. How can he possibly run away from it? The land here, of course, was really cheap compared to the rest of Waldyra. However, it was obvious how much hard work had been put into this particular parcel of land. That’s why the Baroness did not need any additional guarantees. The black-haired dwarf won’t be going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Also, the dwarf was no fool. He instantly caught onto the unspoken information by reading between the lines. Two hundred crystals... Wasn’t that a little too much? Not just too much, but over-the-top excessive! Inwardly anxious, the dwarf accepted the money without second thoughts, along with the entailing responsibilities. Tonight, he will need to go for a brief hunt. Naturally, his pet will be asleep. Eagles are no good at night, unless they are given a special elixir. 
 
      
 
    Two hundred crystals... That is a very large amount. 
 
      
 
    If the clan decided to strengthen its influence here... Perhaps, the Black Baroness squeezed several special assignments out of Captain Litagrius, thanks to the insanely high reputation level of the clan? Or, perhaps they are expecting an attack on the outpost, and the Sleepless warriors are ready to become its protectors? Or maybe something else? The possibilities are endless. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t the problem. Whenever a powerful clan of players stops at a place for more than a day, they have the annoying habit of buying a parcel of land for their own needs. Feeding pets, resting, setting up temporary labs or smithies... All these things required space. Certain artifacts can only be set up on private property. Additionally, not every rented or public place can receive the blessing of either dark or light gods. Private lands, on the other hand, can be blessed however you want. The neighbors might object, of course; but that’s a different story. In short, major clan assignments often literally require land for both routine and fighting needs of the clan. And all clans can easily solve this problem, thanks to the fact that lands in such far-flung and unpopular places as Gray Peak cost next to nothing. 
 
      
 
    If the Black Baroness, who is used to easily dropping hundreds and thousands of gold coins on the needs of the Sleepless Clan, decides right now that she could use a fairly sized chunk of local land in the region of the clan’s activity... Oh no... Moreover, if the clan’s convoys are going to be passing regularly through these lands... Oh damn... 
 
      
 
    Curse you, Sabretooth! Your stupidity brought the world’s most powerful here, where not too long ago, everything was so quiet and peaceful. 
 
      
 
    Realizing his situation, Crow decided to quickly protect his future plans by greatly speeding up a few stages of them. Originally, he wanted to purchase one more land plot today. Instead, he will buy as many plots as his money will allow. 
 
      
 
    Although he didn’t want to, it was time to dig deep into the wallets of the rich visitors. 
 
      
 
    “Someone here wanted to buy all of my remaining goods,” smiled Crow innocently, looking at Bina, while hiding the moneybag he had received earlier from her into his basket. 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Y-yes,” stammered the female player. “I did, but I thought—” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go, then,” smiled the dwarf even more widely. “Take it! Prices are low! I’ve got fresh rabbit meat, forest mushrooms—special ones—and also lean snake meat, as well as jackal and rabbit hides, partridge feathers, herbs... To be honest, I have a lot of stuff left over! I’ll give it all to you at a wholesale price of thirty gold coins! If I were to sell this individually, I’d get about forty coins, no less. But I’ll give it to you at a huge discount! Here, take it!” 
 
      
 
    “Bwa-ha-ha!” The half-orc burst out laughing, and the elf joined in. “There it is! The taste for big money! Go on, Bina. Buy it all, just like you promised.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say I wasn’t going to,” snapped the young woman, pulling the money out onto the salestable. “Here you go. Thirty gold coins.” 
 
      
 
    “Get your bags ready,” grinned Crow, picking up the first giant heap of jackal hides. “Want me to count them?” 
 
      
 
    “No! Just shove them all in... but not into my suede backpack with sapphire clasps... Put them into Lorti’s dirty sack.” 
 
      
 
    “Why into mine?” 
 
      
 
    “Just pack it all up already,” said the Black Baroness, raising her voice. All this time, she had been staring into their surroundings and clearly did not mind the darkness at all. The head of the Sleepless certainly had no problems with night vision. 
 
      
 
    Within a minute, the huge pile of goods, including all the loot from recently killed monsters, was completely packed away into the rucksack of the half-orc, who continued to laugh: 
 
      
 
    “I can imagine the face of the storekeeper when I dump this on his table. He is used to counting stuff like dragon fangs and phoenix feathers. And now he’ll get jackal fangs and partridge feathers. Ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    “When are the builders arriving?” inquired Crow, business-like, while ignoring the half-orc’s continued amusement. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow at noon,” answered the Black Baroness quickly and clearly, with none of the snobbery that might have been expected from a clan leader and player of her level. “I’ll tell them about you in advance. A number of our allied clans will be coming with the builders. If you get any more transportation crystals by that time, give them straight to the clansmen.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” nodded Crow. 
 
      
 
    Crystals... It was the crystals again. They were clearly needed, though not urgently. Otherwise, every member of the Sleepless Clan would be running around the area right now, destroying jackals. But still, they needed the crystals. It wasn’t for one-time transport of a large army, either; otherwise, they would simply set up mass teleportation of the lowest category, which would cost far less than a hundred gold coins. It seems like the players from the Sleepless Clan will be going back and forth at different times of the day and in small groups. What kind of mission is that? If a mission like that even exists... 
 
      
 
    He needs to hurry! 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, everyone!” said the dwarf, stepping away from the market stand and turning to leave. “Now I need to get back to work.” 
 
      
 
    What should he do next? He already had enough on his plate with household chores, and now he had even more... He should count how many rocks he already has in his pile. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” smiled BB gently. “Listen, Crow: what do you get if you hit the diamond swamp of a negot with a red cuckoo, wait for three ticks, and add a howling cricket?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point?” asked Crow in sincere surprise, while still absorbed in thoughts of what he needed to do. “Even if it works... Hmm... Actually, I have no idea what you’re talking about. Must be your clan’s slang. Excuse me, I’ve gotta run.” 
 
      
 
    Turning around, Crow leapt lightly over the fence and, taking wide strides, walked towards the watchtower, where the captain stood carefully observing everything that was happening. Perhaps he was not just observing, but also listening to every single word. Who knows, with these guards and their abilities... In terms of power, the Royal Guard was comparable to elite regular armies. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t know... oh sure he doesn’t...” murmured the Black Baroness quietly, watching the dwarf’s back as he quickly walked away. “Lorti...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “How many players do you think there are in Waldyra who know what a hurgle is? But that’s not all. How many know about seed-of-greatness?” 
 
      
 
    “Well... I found out about it only after reaching Level 211,” shrugged the broad-shouldered half-orc. “And that’s only because of a special assignment for the clan. It’s a very unusual potion with extremely peculiar effects...” 
 
      
 
    “Even fewer players know about the red cuckoo. Among them, those who can suggest what would happen if you hit it against the diamond swamp of a negot... Maybe only a handful of individuals. This dwarf—” 
 
      
 
    “—is an unusual dwarf,” finished the half-orc. 
 
      
 
    “He is a highly unusual dwarf of low level, who lives in the backwoods and possesses extremely deep knowledge of alchemy specific to deep raids. He is clearly hiding something. He has gone through reincarnation. That’s a fact. Afterwards, he bought a piece of land at the new guard outpost... Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe he needed a holiday?” suggested Bina. 
 
      
 
    “Not funny,” snapped the Baroness. 
 
      
 
    “A mission,” guessed the elf, “from a clan.” 
 
      
 
    “That seems more likely,” agreed the head of the Sleepless. “It’s possible. But what sort of mission? How important is it that the most experienced high ranker would agree to reincarnate? What is so special about this location? And why don’t we know anything about it? Or perhaps, we already do, but it hasn’t caught our attention? Let’s have our people check the records concerning the Gray Peak guard outpost. Get our loyal paper-pushers at the king’s palace to sift through the paperwork for us. Whisper! Go and inform Leopard about this. He’ll know what to do next.” 
 
      
 
    “Whisper?” asked Bina, surprised. “When did he get—” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” said a quiet disembodied voice from the deep gloom. Then it was silent again. 
 
      
 
    “Argh! You scared me, you damn sneak!” yelped Bina, startled, from behind whose back the voice had sounded. “I hope roaches chew holes in your invisibility cloak!” 
 
      
 
    “BB!” Another player of the Sleepless clan tumbled out of the flash of teleportation. He had the air of an official and looked a lot like a royal courtier. “Phew! I just finished! That bastard kept me in the waiting room for seven and a half hours! Seven and a half hours! You don’t want to know how much money the royal chancellor demanded for the permission to put ships in the city square! And, yes, I got a reply from the main archives! There wasn’t a single record of the supposed infiltration of Algora by the assassins from the clan of Dead—” 
 
      
 
    “Be quiet!” Although the Baroness did not raise her voice, the newcomer instantly stopped talking. 
 
      
 
    “BB, what’s wrong? There’s just us here... But yes, you’re right. I got carried away. Sorry. So what about the city square?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go back to the citadel. Whisper! Don’t even think about pulling any of your favorite shenanigans, like infiltrating into the dwarf’s tent and leaving some stupid thing there... or a dumb message saying ‘Whisper was here.’ Do you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Infiltrate?! What’s there to infiltrate? It’s just a farmyard with a tent!” said an offended voice out of the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “As if you care,” snorted Bina, marching back to the convoy. “You just want to sneak around and play pranks on people. That’s just how you are...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you think you know me inside and out, do you? Just wait until I slip a dozen quacking ink bombs into your backpack with sapphire clasps!” 
 
      
 
    “Take a hike, Whisper!” 
 
      
 
    “A hike? In this place? No thank you!...” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have to knock—the captain hadn’t gone anywhere and was waiting for the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Everything alright, lad?” 
 
      
 
    “Never better,” smiled the dwarf. “Thank you for your help and concern, captain.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all part of our job,” said Litagrius. “How can I help you this time? I have a feeling that you didn’t come here just to thank me.” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to buy a bit more land,” sighed the dwarf heavily, “a few more parcels...” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you can swing it?” growled the captain with a barely audible note of approval. “At this rate, I’ll have to start addressing you as Sir Crow. Or maybe even Honorable Sir Crow, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no!” protested the dwarf. “Please don’t, Captain Litagrius! It’s not like that! It’s just that I managed to obtain some money, so I thought I should buy some land right away, before it gets more expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “Very wise,” nodded Litagrius again. “Well, from where to where are you going to buy, lad? I’ll say this right away: the land that’s closer to the center of the outpost is not for sale. It will remain the kingdom’s property, since travellers stop there to rest, and to trade or sell their excess goods. It is for this reason the guards have been posted here: so that those who are passing through can go about their business safely. If you want to buy land in that area, you’ll have to travel to the chancellery in Algora and ask for special permission. But I’ll tell you this right now: they won’t let you. The land around the watchtower will remain in the kingdom’s possession. There are other restrictions as well regarding land that serves as a passageway from the borders of the outpost to its center and leading to different parts of the world.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” nodded the dwarf, showing no sign of already knowing this information. “Thank you for the explanation. But I don’t plan on buying land next to the watchtower, captain. I’d like to see the map first... Here is the money.” 
 
      
 
    “And here is the map,” called back Litagrius in his thunderous voice, spreading on the table a rather poorly made map of the Gray Peak outpost and its surrounding area. “Alright, point ‘em out.” 
 
      
 
    “A square plot here, here, and here too, I think,” said Crow immediately, poking at the desired objects on the map. “Regular-sized parcels of land. Four plots in total. I hope I have enough money.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s count it and see,” said Litagrius placidly, shrugging his shoulders. “O-ho! I see you’ve taken all the nicest spots, lad. May I ask why you need so much land?” 
 
      
 
    “You may,” replied the dwarf without hesitation. “The biggest plot is for my home and smithy. Here will be the market stand. On these two neighboring plots I want to build a two-story inn with a big yard. On the first floor will be a small cozy tavern serving delicious, home-cooked hot meals for travellers that come here. I’ll have to put the stables somewhere nearby too. These two plots of land I’ll leave empty for now, to use for storing stone and wood. Later, if everything goes well, I’ll build a big smithy on one of them. That sums up my modest plans...” 
 
      
 
    The captain shook his head in amazement. “So... a market stand, a tavern, and an inn, huh? Even if you do manage to build all of this... I think you know what that means.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” smiled Crow, “I do.” 
 
      
 
    It would not be a monopoly, of course, but the dwarf would essentially have total control over a lot of things. 
 
      
 
    “But the chunk of land is quite large,” observed Litagrius wisely. “Haven’t you bitten off more than you can chew? Won’t you get indigestion later?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be able to handle it on my own,” said the black-haired dwarf firmly. “No way.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, lad. You won’t. For construction, let’s assume you can hire skilled workers. But then, who will do the selling? What about the metal forging? And who is going to tend the garden? And cooking? You’ll need at least a dozen workers for all of this.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it,” nodded the dwarf. “Well, shall we start counting the money?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, let us start, Sir Crow,” smirked Litagrius. “I’m sure you already know, but I’ll say it anyway. Opening an inn is a difficult business. Strict officials will have to come from Algora for a thorough inspection before you can get permission.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the reminder, Captain Litagrius,” grinned the dwarf, pouring out coins on the table with a ringing clatter. “So much work to do today...” 
 
      
 
    “And don’t forget to build a fence,” the warrior reminded him, sighing and pulling out a thick register with a quill and an inkbottle. “Otherwise, allow travellers to pass freely through your land. I don’t need any conflicts here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll put up a fence. But I’ll do it a bit later. For now, I will allow free travel through my land.” 
 
      
 
    “Once again, a very wise decision, lad. Well... Four more parcels of land are purchased from the Kingdom of Algora by Sir Crow through legal and honest means, according to the highest royal order... Listen, lad! I just remembered! Regarding working hands: I have a nephew. He may be young and foolish, but he is hardworking! If I were to be completely honest, he cannot be allowed anywhere near tasks that involve selling or craftsmanship. In heavy labor, however, few can match him. He is tough, strong, and undemanding. If you promise him one silver coin per day, plus shelter, clothing, food, and two jugs of beer a week, in addition to four days off per month, I’ll write to him right away. And you’ll have a worker by tomorrow noon. Don’t worry about where to house him: he will sleep just fine in a tent—as I’ve said, he is undemanding, whether it’s food or shelter. He won’t ask for fancy meals or fluffy pillows. Prochorus is his name. Also, he has a friend much like himself, named Segrattius...something-or-other, but everyone just calls him Serg. He can work on the same terms as Prochorus. Except he eats about three times as much as Prochorus. But you’ll have to decide quickly, lad. Soon, we will be returning to Algora. Who knows when we will be back again? Maybe in a week, or maybe we’ll get posted to another place entirely. We go wherever the Royal Highness sends us. I trust you, as you have proven to me that you are wise, understanding, and honest. I’ll entrust my nephew to you, along with his friend... Perhaps they will benefit from being under the direction of a young, hardworking dwarf. So, what do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Dear Captain Litagrius,” said the player, standing up importantly and stretching himself to his full dwarvish height, “I will be most grateful, if you send a letter to Prochorus and Serg immediately with the invitation to the outpost of Gray Peak! I accept all of your terms! I will provide their room and board, plus food and everything else.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” said Litagrius with satisfaction, a sly look in his eye, “I’ll write to him today. That was quite the reaction from you, lad.” 
 
      
 
    “I really need working hands!” admitted the dwarf. “Very badly!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have them. As for the terms, how are you going to provide two jugs of beer a week? Actually, four jugs of beer, since Serg likes a good drink too. Or maybe even five or six jugs, since you’re the one who’s paying.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll have them,” replied the dwarf without hesitation. “Two days from now, I plan to order a small convoy with the help of the Merchant Guild. Among the purchases, I’ll be sure to indicate a medium-sized barrel of light ale. And one big bottle of beer—for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I can drink out of a barrel,” snorted the captain, “if you’ll offer me some.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll order two barrels, then,” said the quick-thinking dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” said the warrior. “Let’s count the money... Things are moving so quickly, aren’t they? When you first came, you were barefoot and empty-handed. And now, look at you! Already thinking of ordering small convoys! If things keep going like this, you’ll start ordering big ones soon!” 
 
      
 
    “May it be as you say,” smiled the dwarf. “Well, start draining my wallet. I only got to be rich for an hour...” 
 
      
 
    “Your business is still young—you’ll make more! Landowner, huh... Ain’t that something...” 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, the black-haired dwarf left the highly content captain of the guard. As he walked, he put away the new documents into his backpack. His personal and honestly purchased real estate has increased by four more plots of land, which were attached in a strange and chaotic manner to the biggest parcel that contained the hill. 
 
      
 
    From bird’s eye view, Crow’s domain now resembled a demented letter “B”. 
 
      
 
    However, he had no time to look over it, whether from above or from below. The captain had just happily informed him that in about three hours, the guard outpost will receive a large convoy with twice the regular amount of heavily loaded carts. It will be accompanied by a large squad. All of them will be frightfully hungry... Currently, he had nothing to offer them, unless you counted the overgrown vegetables in his garden. Damn... He must remember to harvest them tomorrow... 
 
      
 
    Two players standing by the convoy of the Sleepless Clan, showing no interest, lazily followed the purposeful dwarf with their gaze. Crow disappeared inside his tent, spent less than two minutes there, then shot out of it and ran off into the night, clutching a huge thick club in his hand. On the dwarf’s back sat an extremely sleepy and grumpy golden eagle, staring blindly into the darkness with his huge eyes. With shrieks and screeches, the bird clearly hinted to his master that he is not an owl, but a proud eagle that prefers the bright light of day. His hints, however, went ignored, and soon, the short figure of the dwarf disappeared into the night... 
 
      
 
    As he went, Crow was frantically trying to evaluate the changes in his plans: what should take higher priority and what can be put on the back burner. 
 
      
 
    Two workers: a half-orc and a human. Hard laborers. Not bad! There will certainly be a lot of heavy lifting in the next few days!.. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it... I’m beat!” croaked Crow in a barely audible whisper as he crawled away exhausted from the market stand. 
 
      
 
    “Master!” yelled the huge half-orc Serg in the distance. He was wearing only wide canvas trousers; his bulging muscles would have been the envy of any gorilla. “Where should I take this rock?” 
 
      
 
    “To the same place as the others!” called back the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    Clumsy and dumb. That’s for sure. The pair of new workers constantly needed directions. That was the downside. Although they were cheap, these workers needed continuous supervision. 
 
      
 
    “Master! Here’s a large stone and a small log! Where do I put them?” 
 
      
 
    “In the same place as you put all the others before them,” repeated Crow, this time answering a question from a blond-haired human youth, who was dressed in exactly the same way as the half-orc. 
 
      
 
    “Crow!” 
 
      
 
    “Eh?” The exhausted dwarf turned his head towards the cry. Someone was running across the territory of the guard outpost—a person with the symbol of the Sleepless Clan over his head. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have more transportation crystals?” 
 
      
 
    “Eight of them. Here. I still owe you one hundred seventeen.” 
 
      
 
    “You owe one hundred seventeen,” repeated the player and ran off, yelling over his shoulder, “The brigadier of the building crew wants to see you. He said something about stone...” 
 
      
 
    “Ohhh...” moaned the dwarf quietly. “Oh no...” 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Crow!” Amou the bard was waving to him in the distance. “We’re back! We’ve gathered as many stones as we could carry on our way here! Is it true that you’re buying rocks for one copper apiece? We’ve picked some up on the way—the ones that were lying under our feet.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it’s true,” said the exhausted player, nodding, “if the stone is at least double the size of a fist.” 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t tell me I have to water the garden again!” smiled the cardmaster Mith as he walked up. “Oh, and I also gathered a bit of firewood and some sort of mushrooms! Wanna buy them? No guarantee on the mushrooms, though. They’re orange, spotted, and kinda ugly...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll buy them,” croaked the dwarf, “but I can’t pay you much for them.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s okay. We’re friends, aren’t we? By the way, how’s your forging going? Did you make a lot of horseshoes?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t even touched the anvil... I’ve been overwhelmed recently by all the things to do...” 
 
      
 
    “Master!” yelled the half-naked green Serg again. “I accidentally damaged the fence here—but I’ll fix it right away!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch it! Don’t touch anything!” hollered Crow in a panic. “I’ll do it myself! I’ve had enough! You’ve already fixed a side of the pond! You almost drowned us all! And I got yelled at! Don’t touch anything!” 
 
      
 
    “Convoy approaching! Convoy approaching!” called a guard from the top of the watchtower. “Laddie! I’ll tell you this: judging by the faces of the convoy men, I can already see from here how hungry they are! Got any provisions left?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes! Amou, will you take over the sales table?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure! Same prices? Customer discounts and bonuses in effect?” 
 
      
 
    “No discounts! No bonuses! Just sell them at regular prices. While I’ll go and fix the fence... Oh! I just remembered! Amou! The rabbit meat is almost gone! But tell them immediately that more is on the way. I’ll fix the fence and go hunting right away... Oh no, I still need to go see the brigadier...” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, where did all these people come from?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re construction workers. They’re building barracks for the guards. Oh no... I still need to bring them provisions for dinner... That’s it, I gotta run!” 
 
      
 
    “Go on, go!” Mith waved him off. “Wait! Stop! Don’t go! What am I supposed to do? I’ll help in return for your future help in quests. We haven’t completed even a third of that quest chain yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... Go water the garden, Mith. And see that thick log with branches behind the market stand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. What about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Remove all the branches from it. Then harvest the sorrel and onion from the garden, and give them to Amou. One silver coin per bunch of onions. One silver and five copper coins per bunch of sorrel.” 
 
      
 
    “Crow!” A huge, broad-shouldered man with a ferocious look on his face was striding towards the dwarf. “Crow, where are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Brigadier...” gasped the dwarf, sensing doom. “I’m comiiing!” 
 
      
 
    “Master! I brought two more stones! Where do I stick ‘em?” 
 
      
 
    “Ohhhhhh...” The dwarf’s moan echoed over the outpost. “Stick ‘em up your—! Ahem! I mean... Put them in the rock pile, Prochorus, if you’d be so kind...” 
 
      
 
    “He’s having a rough time,” observed one of the guards, chuckling into his thick beard. 
 
      
 
    “Running a household has never been easy,” remarked the captain, who was standing next to him. “He’ll get used to it.” 
 
      
 
    Hovering in the air behind the guards’ backs and invisible to the eye, the golden-haired angel in a snow white robe gave a slight smile. Nodding in agreement, he soared silently into the skies. Before disappearing into thin air, the angel of Waldyra snapped his fingers. Several huge, fluffy white clouds suddenly grew dark and heavy, and began to gradually sink towards the ground. 
 
      
 
    The angel’s lips formed a smile: 
 
      
 
    “He’ll get used to it...” 
 
      
 
    Far below, one of the guards gave an alarmed yell: 
 
      
 
    “Looks like it’s gonna rain! Heavily!” 
 
      
 
    Then came a long, resonating moan filled with deep despair: 
 
      
 
    “Ohhhhh... I haven’t even started on the second tent... oh, god... help me...” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He managed it. 
 
      
 
    Just barely. He had to tread a dangerously fine line between success and failure, but he managed it. 
 
      
 
    The toughest day was yesterday, when everyone piled on the poor black-haired dwarf at once. Grabbing onto him from all sides like piranhas, they began to tear off little pieces of his life and energy. By nightfall, Crow was utterly exhausted. 
 
      
 
    However, he felt happy and went to sleep with a smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    This morning, while following with his gaze yet another convoy as it slowly departed, the dwarf continued to smile happily. Thanks to the market stand, he had just earned six gold coins from sales to the convoy’s men, if he were to count all the silver and copper. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, walking back towards the outpost, were two male figures carrying stones. The men were extremely different from each other in height and weight. 
 
      
 
    Proch and Serg were the two locals whom Crow employed as heavy laborers. They were totally unskilled workers. They could carry heavy loads, dig holes, chop down trees—and that’s it! Getting anything else out of these two bozos was nearly impossible. They would not be able to build a wall or a fence; nor can they construct a proper tent. They won’t be able to put together a table, either. They wouldn’t even manage to hang a door on already prepared hinges—not on their first try. They might even accidentally tear out the hinges, destroying the door itself in the process. Such were the strict limitations set by the game. 
 
      
 
    And such was the cheap labor in Waldyra. Here you have two workers, who can carry and chop down things. Or not carry, and not chop. And that’s it. Only two options to choose from. But it’s cheap! Very cheap! 
 
      
 
    Want to hire a super-genius, who shines with the brilliant intellect of a great scientist and possesses the intricate skills of a master craftsman? 
 
      
 
    No problem! 
 
      
 
    You’ll find them! 
 
      
 
    If you want to build a house, they’ll build it! 
 
      
 
    If you want them to give a lecture on rare minerals and ores, they’ll do it! So perfectly that they’ll get a standing ovation! 
 
      
 
    But the cost of hiring a local like this? The price would be too scary to even say out loud. And what about their housing? Geniuses are picky! They eat only from golden plates and sleep only in richly decorated tents. 
 
      
 
    But Serg and Prochorus were enough for Crow. He had gotten used to them. One more day of working together, and the newly minted master will get to know his charges inside out. He did not plan on parting with his clumsy employees. True, they often break or damage things by accident. But they were hardworking, tough, and loyal unto death. Moreover, they were related to Captain Litagrius. They were also undemanding in their upkeep. The second tent had been built; it was two times bigger than their own master’s. 
 
      
 
    Master Crow... It’s got a ring to it, doesn’t it? The black-haired dwarf grinned again and nodded to the workers who had come up. They dropped the stones with a crash and headed back beyond the boundary of the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
      
 
    “Take a break! Have a drink of water!” yelled Crow, and the human and half-orc, chattering happily, marched towards the pond. 
 
      
 
    Although the locals were controlled by an artificial intellect, they experienced hurt, tiredness, and other emotions and states just as much as a person. You cannot force them to work the whole day without breaks. 
 
      
 
    One good thing was that the local jackals avoided Proch and Serg like the plague! They seemed to give them a mile-wide berth. 
 
      
 
    The worst part for Crow was that the two laborers did not know how to cook. This was a real bummer. The guards are not obligated to feed the new residents, so asking them was out of the question. Yesterday, he had to trade back and forth with the travellers, first selling them fresh produce, then turning around and buying from them two double portions of food cooked from the very same ingredients he had just sold to them. It was stupid, but it worked! For breakfast, the dwarf did the same thing; thankfully, another convoy had arrived before nightfall. Later, he would have to learn to cook himself, or else hire a cook. 
 
      
 
    In short, the chores were beginning to overwhelm him. But the dwarf still managed to keep on top of them. 
 
      
 
    What he couldn’t manage was the ridiculous amount of heavy labor. When he heard from the brigadier how much brick, wood, and food provisions were required of him... The dwarf’s black hair suddenly became noticeably lighter due to the appearance of digital gray hair. The brigadier was asking for massive wholesale amounts. Not good! 
 
      
 
    That is why, this morning, Crow decided to play the pity card. That is, he found a spare moment to run down to the watchtower and whine to Captain Litagrius about the state of affairs. The captain, in turn, lent a sympathetic ear, nodded his head a few times, and promised to help. As a result, two more workers were expected to arrive at the outpost of Gray Peak by the end of the day. A dwarf and a human. They were as qualified as Serg and Proch. And just as cheap and undemanding. 
 
      
 
    As for food, the dwarf wasn’t worried. He had learned the surrounding area so well that one trip around the outpost was enough for him to gather a large bag of various goodies. A full sack meant hitting his weight-lifting limit, and Crow could carry quite a lot—much more than his workers. 
 
      
 
    By the way... He almost forgot... 
 
      
 
    After digging in his basket, which was standing on the ground by his feet, Crow fished out a loaf of bread that he had saved from before. Breaking it apart into smaller chunks, he tossed it into the middle of the pond. Spry silhouettes of fish flashed right beneath the surface of the water; they were much larger than before. These were no longer tiny little minnows. If Crow were to guess, a couple of fish would weigh about a pound. For the happily splashing and completely unsuspecting fish Crow had the most evil plans in store. 
 
      
 
    Although, last night these plans nearly collapsed, thanks to one of the travellers who went down to the pond, and, using his bare hands, quickly caught the three biggest fish. Crow almost cried. He was the one who had dug the pond, filled it with water, and regularly fed the fish. Yet, the biggest catch went to a total stranger, who had done none of the above. The pond belonged to the guards, but they did not stop the fisherman. 
 
      
 
    Thus, the deeply upset dwarf decided to implement the most drastic measures—starting today. He’ll do it in his free time, when he is neither working, nor taking the rare break. So many plans, so little time... 
 
      
 
    As for the builders... 
 
      
 
    Turning his head, Crow looked sideways at the bustling activity around the watchtower. 
 
      
 
    Over there, construction work was in full swing. That was exactly the spot where the stone barracks will soon be built for the local guards. It will make the Gray Peak outpost rise in status, since stone buildings aren’t something that can be found in just any village. Most buildings are usually made of wood, which isn’t much cheaper, but is definitely faster to work with. Stone barracks, on the other hand, were almost like a castle! 
 
      
 
    And providing materials for said castle was the dwarf Crow’s job. He didn’t really have to think about how to do it. The answer was simple: just find some rocks in the vicinity and haul them back to the construction site. This was exactly what Crow and his workers had been doing for the past two days. Of course, it was possible to order the construction materials and have them delivered instantly, either by convoy or by mass teleport. The cost of such services, however, was a problem. It would make every little rock equal the price of a diamond. That’s why clans chose to haul resources to the shipyards using convoys and caravans. Otherwise, they would have no money left for building a fleet to travel to the lost continent; all their means would go towards delivering materials to the shore. 
 
      
 
    Getting up and stretching his whole body, the dwarf gave a short whistle. With a piercing screech, the eagle launched upwards from his high perch and circled in the clear blue skies; his sharp eyes closely watched the surroundings for any potential dangers to his master who was setting off again. 
 
      
 
    Stones, wood, and food. There was always a shortage of them. It was time to go on another journey. 
 
      
 
    “Blacksmith... I want to become a blacksmith!” said the player sadly, huffing and puffing as he broke into a run. “And so far, I’ve only succeeded in becoming a noob bourgeoisie, dammit!” 
 
      
 
    When is he going to put the hammer to the anvil? 
 
      
 
    Caravans and convoys are coming one right after another. Building materials were needed for construction. Food provisions were constantly running out. 
 
      
 
    There was simply no time for perfecting his blacksmithing skills. That’s why, until his new workers arrive, the dwarf won’t have the chance to even touch his makeshift forge. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, he still had to repay his debt to the bard and cardmaster. And to repay with his own person. The cheerful duo was really impressed by the slaughter orchestrated by the dwarf in the City of Nightmares. Now, they wanted to start on the next assignment in the quest chain against the undead, and they refused to do it without him. 
 
      
 
    “Croooow! Don’t forget the crystals, buddyyy!” 
 
      
 
    Crow nodded to show that he had heard the reminder. Then he sped up, searching with his eyes for the crouching scavengers. The person who shouted after him was one of the players from the Sleepless Clan. He was helping the builders, both verbally and physically. The Black Baroness did not leave anything to chance. At least one of the Sleepless was always found supervising the locals. It seemed that the head of the clan did not just take her promises seriously, but VERY seriously. It was absolutely certain that the barracks would be completed successfully, even if all the construction workers were to suddenly drop dead right now, and Crow were to refuse his agreed-upon responsibilities. Crow always had a lot of respect for such an approach to matters. The reputation of the clan was worth a lot. 
 
      
 
    Continuing to hurry, the black-haired dwarf suddenly braked and turned sharply off the path to pick a mushroom from the ground. Then he rushed off on his way, all the while keeping an impassive expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    Half a minute later, a bump appeared on the grassy, flower-covered ground. The bump flew off to the side, transforming into some semblance of a messy, yellowish brown cape or cloak. The hood fell off, revealing an extremely thoughtful face of a blonde, handsome youth with the sign of the Sleepless Clan by his nickname. For a long while, he watched the retreating figure of the dwarf. Then he wiped a streak of dirt off his face and muttered: 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it... Did he see me and jump to the side? Or did he really just want the mushroom? Whisper! Did you see that?” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, you lump of soil! Get back in the ground!” came an irritated voice out of thin air. “Did you see anything yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah. But did you see him jump?! It’s like he spotted me! Maybe he’s got some kind of artifact on him?” grumbled the handsome young man, gently sitting back down on the ground and covering himself with the cloak again. 
 
      
 
    “Who knows... BB says there’s more to him than meets the eye. The orders she gave were mighty, clear, and easy to understand even for a simpleton like you,” blabbered the rippling air playfully; a thin oak branch swayed gently as though someone brushed against it. 
 
      
 
    Any normal person would have thought that ghosts have chosen to visit this rather unwelcoming region. However, it was just a player thief who was perfectly concealed thanks to several powerful factors at once. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a simpleton yourself! So what were the orders regarding the dwarf?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t kiss his ass, but don’t kick his ass either,” gurgled the air. “Just let him be. Don’t try to be friends or enemies. We are to live side-by-side in perfect neutrality. Dirtius, are you sure you didn’t miss any nasty spies?” 
 
      
 
    “Dirtius yourself!” snarled the bump. “I’m Knialius! No, there wasn’t anyone. It’s all peace and quiet here. I almost friggin’ fell asleep. Warm sunshine, light breeze, cooing partridges... and not a single troll or orc in sight. It’s so boring!” 
 
      
 
    “Peace and quiet, huh? Well, that won’t be for long! If Captain Litagrius is right, it’s going to get interesting here reaaaally soon,” breathed the invisible Whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say his name! What if he hears and shows up here?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay... I’ve gotta run like the wind, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Go already, you stinking wind,” came a muffled voice from beneath the ground. “You’re blocking the senses of an honorable underground guard...” 
 
      
 
    “Just what are you trying to hint at, Filthy Dirtius? You can relax for now, you underground toadstool. There aren’t any caravans or convoys coming. I dunno about enemy spies, but there shouldn’t be any caravans.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know? From the clan’s sources? Or info dropped by the guards?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s obvious, you dimwit. From Crow! For two days straight, this dwarf did not miss even the shabbiest convoy. He greeted every traveller with such a huge smile that you wanna give him a gold coin before you even buy anything. If the dwarf isn’t near the market stand at the moment, that means there won’t be any caravans for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you give him a gold coin, then? For the charming smile?” 
 
      
 
    “Get lost, you lump of dirt. And I’ll get lost too. My shift is done. Roy is coming to take over.” 
 
      
 
    “And where are you gonna go? Off to have some fun?” 
 
      
 
    “As if! BB is on the warpath, demanding that we find the Great Navi and present him on a silver platter. I’ll go run around a bit, see the world. Maybe I’ll stumble upon him somewhere, while our eggheads are straining their brains. In the evening, I’ll have to go to Barad-Gadur for courses to upgrade my skills of socializing with the locals. We’ll be practicing saying stuff like “if you please”, “not worth your precious time”, and “may I possibly inquire of you”... These little phrases make my brain melt. Anyways, I’m off.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait! How’s Kohr? Has he greened up yet? What about Zohr?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding? They and the local mercenaries followed their orders and spent two days on the road. They destroyed and looted seven enemy convoys! He and Zohr will be rotting in Alcatraz for another week at least,” chuckled the fading voice of the omnipresent Whisper. “Don’t even count on their appearance before then. See ya, bro.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, flowers were peacefully swaying again over the small hillock; bees buzzed quietly, clearly making no distinction between the real flower buds and the fake ones sticking out of the magical cloak that had blended in with the ground... 
 
      
 
    Crow was pretty good at math. He also had lots of practical experience in using his brains. 
 
      
 
    He was not some sort of half-sane prophetic genius, of course. However, he was perfectly capable of adding two and two, and if the result was something other than four, it was a good reason to stop and think. 
 
      
 
    That’s exactly what happened. 
 
      
 
    For the first few days, the black-haired dwarf was so absorbed in his work while trying to finish everything at once, he paid no attention to anything else. He succeeded without breaking a single agreement. Once he finally had a spare moment, he took a closer look at one of his land plots. What he saw made him stop dead. With slight shock, he studied the huge pile of rocks which had risen taller than an average person’s height in the last few days. He brought many of them himself; his workers had almost no breaks, either. As for counting them, he only found time to do it now. 
 
      
 
    And so... There were too many stones! 
 
      
 
    The outline of the future stone barracks was already marked on a cleared spot beside the watchtower. It was going to be a one-story building with thick walls and thin slits for windows. These details Crow managed to find out from a blueprint, which wasn’t particularly kept secret. The barracks were to be simple and secure, without any fancy architectural add-ons. The building could be used as sleeping quarters or as a military fortification against attack. That is, the barracks were a regular army building with a dual purpose. 
 
      
 
    However, the size of the future barracks did not correspond to the size of the steadily growing pile of rocks. The construction of such a small building could not possibly require so much material, unless the architect made a mistake with the blueprints or planned to build 10-foot-thick walls. But judging by the heavily wrinkled, bearded face of the one in charge of the project, this guy hasn’t made these sorts of mistakes for quite some time. 
 
      
 
    Thus, if this much stone and wood was demanded, it must mean that something else will be built in addition to the barracks at the Gray Peak outpost, where, until recently, it had been so quiet and peaceful. 
 
      
 
    Something else. But what? 
 
      
 
    Out of persistent habit, the dwarf chewed thoughtfully on a blade of grass as he sat on the side of his very own hill. 
 
      
 
    Additional barracks? Not likely. The local garrison was not that large, although, according to the above-mentioned blueprint, the barracks turned out to be not for a dozen warriors, but for at least twice that. 
 
      
 
    This, too, speaks against the possibility of additional barracks. 
 
      
 
    Nobody told Crow anything about this. Seems like it wasn’t his place to know. Friendly relations with the local guards were one thing; trust at the level of government affairs was quite another. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was slightly miffed by this. Logically, he understood that the Sleepless Clan had achieved such a high relationship level over a very long time, possibly years. During this time, they may have made mistakes a couple of times, causing their reputation to crash and forcing them to start all over again. A difficult and dangerous climb to the top... Moreover, they were a whole fighting clan of accomplished warriors, while he was only a single dwarf living alone on a hill... Still, he couldn’t help feeling upset. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they’re building a holiday home for the Black Baroness?” suggested the dwarf out loud and then laughed at his own joke. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, sure. A holiday home. With a gazebo, wicker lawn chairs, and swings that hang on a branch of a spreading tree... 
 
      
 
    Guessing was pointless. Nevertheless, the dwarf made a strong note for the future, writing down all arising questions in his faithful daily planner. He also made a correction to his existing plans. Initially, he had intended to stop gathering stones by this evening and redirect his workers toward other needs. Now, however, he changed his mind. The first pair of workers will continue bringing stones to the territory of the outpost. Having a good supply won’t hurt. 
 
      
 
    As for the second pair of new arrivals, whom the dwarf was awaiting with excitement, they will be given another task: after suffering the indignation of having his fish caught and freely taken by travellers, Crow firmly decided to turn one of his purchased land plots near his hill into a personal lake! 
 
      
 
    A real lake! 
 
      
 
    With fish! 
 
      
 
    With very tasty fish! 
 
      
 
    Of all kinds! 
 
      
 
    Extending out over the lake will be a wide wooden platform, like a pier, on top of which will be a seafood restaurant… someday. 
 
      
 
    The lake will have many uses, not just for fish. 
 
      
 
    Yet another note for his daily planner... No sooner had his thoughts lazily shifted towards the lake that, for now, only existed in his imagination, then he instantly needed to make new notes, not only in his planner, but also in the list of purchases that would be delivered from the Merchant Guild by a small merchant convoy. 
 
      
 
    Remembering something he nearly forgot, Crow went back to his daily planner, opened his last notes, and thickly underlined several times the brief note that said “Buy out Gray Peak mountain.” 
 
      
 
    Turning his head, the dwarf squinted at the gloomy peak brightly lit by the rays of the setting sun; somewhere on top of the mountain was the eagle nest. 
 
      
 
    “From that height, if you blast the diamond swamp of a negot with a red cuckoo... wait for five ticks and add two howling crickets... then you’ll actually achieve something,” sighed the dwarf. He was shaken out of his thoughts by the growling voice of the captain calling him. 
 
      
 
    “Lad! Can you hear me? Laddie!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming, Captain Litagrius!” called back the dwarf. He ran down the hillside and easily leapt over the fence. “I’m here. Did something happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Another addition to your ranks,” said the warrior, waving his hand in the direction of the narrow and poorly travelled road towards Algora. Another couple of months of such lively traffic, and the previously overgrown road will turn into a wide, busy highway. 
 
      
 
    Bathed in the rays of the setting sun, two broad-shouldered youths walked unhurriedly down the dry and dusty path, heading straight towards the outpost. A human and a dwarf. Here come two more living souls, ready to become local residents... 
 
      
 
    “An addition,” repeated Litagrius with a satisfied smile. “It’s gotten lively here, eh? Much more lively!” 
 
      
 
    “Lively, yes,” smiled back the dwarf without taking his eyes off the strong and tough-looking young men. “The workers look good, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Do they?” Litagrius squinted, trying to make out the travellers, whose faces were gray from the road dust. “I don’t know about working, but, judging by their lips, they’re good at drinking beer!” he concluded. “Of which you don’t have any...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll order a delivery convoy tonight,” promised the dwarf, pulling up his daily planner on the screen and making corrections. “Captain Litagrius, may I ask you something?” 
 
      
 
    “Ask away, lad.” 
 
      
 
    “Major construction, foreign warriors in the area... Instead of two watchmen on top of the tower, there are now three every shift,” listed off the dwarf cautiously. “Did anything happen?” 
 
      
 
    The captain hesitated slightly. Grunting, he threw a last glance at the workers, who had almost reached their destination. Then he turned to go back to the watchtower. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget to order the beer, lad.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Also, you seem to like reading—I saw you flipping through Waldyra News the other day. You should order something to read about gray orcs.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain Litagrius,” replied the dwarf after a small pause. “I’ll definitely buy some books on the subject. Gray orcs, you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Gray orcs,” repeated the warrior hoarsely. “Just between us, lad. Someone stirred them up. And directed them towards the shore, right where great fleets of ships are being built. We just might be affected. With the orcs come the mountain trolls. And other enemies. The green orcs might decide to take this chance and break the peace treaty, too... From now on, be more careful, Crow. According to our spies, only their small armies have left the mountains; their main force continues to stay back. But that won’t make it any easier for us. Gray orcs are like wolves—they like hunting in small packs. They attack suddenly, murder, loot, burn everything down, then disappear again. So now, everywhere you go, always be alert and on the lookout.” He sighed. “I didn’t think I’d live to see a threat moving in from the northwest again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Captain Litagrius,” said Crow again. “Thank you for the warning.” 
 
      
 
    Falling silent, the warrior returned to the tower. Meanwhile, the dwarf tilted back his head, stared into the darkening sky, and sighed: 
 
      
 
    “Damn it... Gray orcs are the last thing I need right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Crow, sir?” inquired a strapping youth, bending over the stocky, short dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “The one and only,” nodded Crow. 
 
      
 
    “We are your new laborers! We look forward to working with you!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” smiled the player. “Follow me. I’ll give you some food and drink after the long road. How was your journey?” 
 
      
 
    “It was fine, master!” answered the second newcomer, who was equal to Crow in height and belonged to the dwarf race as well. “But we were lucky. In the distance, we saw rising smoke and red ravens circling in it. Someone must’ve gone on a rampage there...” 
 
      
 
    “Red Demons,” said Crow in a strained voice, his face momentarily turning into a grotesque, ugly mask. “No matter. Their time is coming... Well, here we are! This is where you’ll be living!” 
 
      
 
    “In the tent, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “In the tent,” confirmed Crow, back to his cheerful self. “The one in the middle is mine. Proch and Serg—my other two workers—live in this one. And this tent I’ve just finished building is for you. Let’s keep going, so I can show you where we eat and where we get our water... Everything is simple here, without the complexities of city life. For instance, here is a bucket! And over there, sparkling in the distance, is a pond. Are you catching my drift? And this, by the way, is my golden eagle looking at us from above. His name’s Chrys. And waaay over there is a big pile of rocks...” 
 
      
 
    “Master,” said the human youth dispiritedly. “There’s gonna be a lot of work, ain’t there?” 
 
      
 
    “Work? Here, at Gray Peak? More than you can imagine! You can work 24/7 and still not finish!” assured the black-haired dwarf cheerfully, smiling widely at his new workers. 
 
      
 
    “What about days off, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, we have days off! During major holidays! By the way, we don’t have any holidays here... It’s a wild, uninhabited place, so there isn’t much time to celebrate...” 
 
      
 
    “But then, master...Wouldn’t that mean life is really difficult here?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! Life is never easy anywhere!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no... We shouldn’t have agreed to take this job... Master, you wouldn’t have any beer, would you? Our throats are parched.” 
 
      
 
    “From the dusty road?” 
 
      
 
    “More from what we just saw here. Made us break out in sweat, too. Some cool beer would help right now...” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow,” promised the dwarf firmly. “You’ll have some tomorrow. There’s only water for today. Cold and fresh spring water!” 
 
      
 
    “Water ain’t no good for thirst... Oh no... What did we get ourselves into...” 
 
      
 
    “You got yourself into employment!” announced Crow joyfully. “At the Gray Peak outpost! It’s a great place! Very good for the soul!” 
 
      
 
    “Good for the soul, huh? That’s not bad... How long are you hiring us for, master? A decade? Or maybe two?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Everything is just beginning here. There will be enough work left over for your grandkids! Like I said: it’s a great place! It keeps you busy...” 
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