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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    A harsh master for harsh lands. A very harsh master, indeed... oh no, no, no... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two 180-pound bags of wheat flour. Good quality. 
 
    Three 180-pound bags of rye flour. Good quality! 
 
    70 pounds of rice. Regular, white. 
 
    Pearl barley. 70 pounds. 
 
    Millet. 70 pounds. 
 
    Oats. 360 pounds. 
 
    Pot barley. 360 pounds. 
 
    Oak barrel filled to the brim with thick, tasty molasses. 
 
    Ashen barrel of buckwheat honey. Delicious! 
 
    35 pounds of black tea. 
 
    35 pounds of green tea. 
 
    35 pounds of coffee beans. 
 
    35 pounds of fine salt. 
 
    35 pounds of coarse salt. 
 
    Various spices, regular ones, in small bags and packets — about 10 pounds. Expensive! 
 
    360 pounds of young potatoes. 
 
    20 liter copper cauldron. Shiny! 
 
    5 liter copper cauldron. Glittering. 
 
    25 regular copper spoons. 
 
    25 regular copper forks. 
 
    25 regular copper soup bowls. 
 
    25 regular copper one-liter mugs. 
 
    Beer! Pale ale. 100 liter barrel. Fresh stuff! Not bad! 
 
    Beer! Dark lager. 100 liter barrel. Fresh stuff! Not bad! 
 
    Beer! Two 10-liter pitchers, hidden in baskets lined with straw. Good quality! For the captain... 
 
    Anthracite of good quality, 180 pounds... 
 
    A few personal items, packed into a bag of thick cloth and labeled “for Mr. Crow.” 
 
      
 
    THAT WAS IT. Everything got crossed off the list. 
 
      
 
    All the money set aside for purchases went towards placing the order. The dwarf had no intention of touching his rainy day fund. In fact, he couldn’t imagine doing so even in his worst nightmare. His rainy day fund was, by definition, for emergencies only. He would only spend his emergency money as a very last resort. Purchasing flour, beer, and mugs did not fit into that category by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
      
 
    It was a rather random assortment of items. Not everything on the list got ordered. Many things got missed; even more things did not get missed, but were simply inaccessible at this time. In any case, the results weren’t bad, especially considering the arrival of two temporarily hired specialists. It would be good to hire them permanently, though. 
 
      
 
    “Grubber,” grumbled a bearded old guy with a bald pate, introducing himself. His clothes were simple but clean. On his belt hung a long knife; on his back was a large sack with loudly clanging contents. “Phew! Getting here is hard!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Crow,” the dwarf introduced himself with a smile. “I’m glad you’ve reached the outpost safely. A good cook is always welcome here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Woodman,” mumbled the second old guy with an equally sour expression. He was dressed in similar fashion but in slightly darker clothes. He had the same bald pate, except his beard was thinner and grew in clumps. “I’m a brother of his. And he’s right: the road is awful! As if lame orcs had trodden all over it!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for answering my call,” nodded Crow in turn, continuing in his role of gracious host. “We really need an experienced carpenter here. Follow me! You must be tired. You can sit down, and I’ll pour you a couple of pints of beer. After a long journey, it’s just what you need!” 
 
      
 
    “Master... Maybe I can have a pint, too?” smiled Prochorus hopefully, as he unloaded the bags and barrels with the other workers and carried them into the main area. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pour some for everyone,” said the dwarf, deciding not to argue. “Everyone can have some. As soon as you’re finished with unloading, we’ll sit down at the table together. Thankfully, it’s almost dinnertime.” 
 
      
 
    “And hurry up, too,” hoarsely urged the carriage driver, who was standing next to the draft horses. Pulling off his cap, he beat it against his knee to shake off the dust. 
 
      
 
    “May I offer you a pint?” asked the dwarf immediately, throwing an imperceptible glance at the contents of two other wagons. 
 
      
 
    The small convoy that had arrived at the Gray Peak outpost was composed of four large, sturdy carts. The contents of the first two carts belonged to Crow; the other two loads were intended for someone else. Among the contents of the other carts were a whopping four barrels of beer. Judging by the logo of a winking horned elf with his tongue sticking out, the beer was from the same rural brewery called Abel and Gabre. 
 
      
 
    The next question was how to claim those barrels for himself. The last caravan had departed not long ago, and Crow now had a fair amount of copper and some silver for the purchase of the desired beer. If the beer was already intended for someone else, then his attempts to purchase it would be fruitless. But perhaps the convoy men themselves did a bit of selling on the side. That would explain why the beer barrels were not covered with sackcloth, but instead exposed to the curious looks of passersby. It’s as if they were saying: Here is the beer. Feel free to take it — if you have the money. And if you don’t, then you’ll have to settle for licking your lips with your parched tongue and attempting to drill through the oaken sides of the barrel with your agonized stare... 
 
      
 
    Hmm... He really wanted to buy out the beer. But this wasn’t the right moment. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had the last sack been taken off the cart and left on a small patch of cleared ground, then all four of Crow’s workers dashed towards the kitchen, clamoring happily. They hastily took their seats at the table, greedily eying the nearest barrel of beer. Coincidentally, it was the one with dark lager... 
 
      
 
    Crow decided not to torment his workers and gave a brief nod to the dwarf named Trout, the most intelligent of the four. He can be trusted to tap a beer keg. Trout busied himself with the barrel, calling up Serg for help. Meanwhile, the two brothers — the cook and the carpenter — sat down at the table. 
 
      
 
    These two old guys had a history. Typically, nobody hires them, as far as Crow managed to find out from talking to a group of carpenters that happened to pass through the outpost. It was exactly this group that the two brothers had worked with last time. It’s also where they got fired from. This happened for several reasons. 
 
      
 
    First of all, Grubber and Woodman always worked together; they were inseparable like Siamese twins. Yet, it wasn’t always that a cook and a carpenter were both required in the same place. Secondly, both brothers were constantly frowning and grumbling; they could not be expected to smile even on the most perfect of days. Lastly and most importantly, neither of them were great shakes at either cooking or carpentry. The tables and benches that Woodman built were quite sturdy; they were also somewhat crooked and ugly. Grubber could fry up some fish or meat, or make soup, and the food will turn out edible, but nothing more than that. For all the above reasons, Grubber and Woodman nearly always turned out to be free for hire. The undemanding Crow used this fact to his advantage — a cook and a carpenter were both ideal for his needs. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t looking for fine furniture or rare delicacies fit for kings. 
 
      
 
    Nonsense. 
 
      
 
    What he really needed was simple, nutritious food prepared daily, as well as sturdy tables, benches, and other uncomplicated, country-style furniture. 
 
      
 
    Several minutes after the successful unloading of the carts, the overflowing table grew noisy with chatter. The workers and the convoy men were happily discussing topics of interest to Waldyra’s locals. In fact, ALL gaming guides strongly recommended listening in to such conversations. It was an incredibly important source of the most unexpected information. There were countless times when, in this manner, players found out the location of a bandit gang or a dangerous beast, which provinces suffered from famine, and where the king suddenly increased sales taxes. Sometimes, they even discovered completely new, unexplored locations! Travelers are curious folk: their sharp eyes are constantly on the lookout, spotting many things. 
 
      
 
    There’s a black hole over there — an entrance to a cave, perchance? Or maybe an ancient tomb that opened after the last earthquake? 
 
      
 
    And over there is a strange stone sticking out of the eroded ground, which looks more like the tip of a roof... 
 
      
 
    And here is a footprint of some huge, unknown beast; it only set its foot down once, squashing flat a small village of a dozen houses. 
 
      
 
    And over there, on the reef, you can see the hull of a sunken ship — maybe there is some gold or other things left in the cargo hold? 
 
      
 
    And so on, and so forth... 
 
      
 
    But Crow had no time for listening to rumors. Not here and not right now. Naturally, he had future plans for listening into them. There is no avoiding rumors. But that’s for later. Sipping beer from his brand new mug, he looked thoughtfully at the already unloaded purchases and cast greedy glances at the barrels of someone else’s beer. 
 
      
 
    He sighed. Today, three more convoys were expected to arrive; all of them will be staying overnight. The beer would get sold out in no time! Especially if it’s fresh! And cold! On the tightly pressed planks of the wooden barrels, Crow could see magic runes. Judging by the square signature, or, more accurately, brand mark, the barrels were enchanted by a player runologist. It seems he was working to raise his credentials and reputation, which were both already very good. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been trusted by the famous Abel and Gabre brewery, which was owned by two dwarf brothers after whom the company was named. 
 
      
 
    All beer manufactured by them gave +3 endurance by default; and if the beer was drunk from their brewery’s brand-name stone mug, then this number increased to +5. The bonus lasted an hour, which was plenty of time to finish a lot of tasks — especially if you are a beginner player running around in a noob location. Then you’d have to wait an hour before drinking another liter again to gain the bonus. And this cycle can be repeated as many times as necessary. 
 
      
 
    It was from this brand-name mug, which cost five silver coins, that Crow was sipping his dark lager. The mug was massive, heavy, and made of stone. It featured the round logo of the brewery that showed two frowning, bearded dwarf faces with the words “Abel and Gabre” written above them. From now on, he will use it to drink beer daily. Before heading out to the next raid, +5 points of endurance would be quite handy. Plus, the beer tastes good! Additionally, Crow aimed to unlock two special achievements, which could only happen if he followed certain rules. 
 
      
 
    “Client of ‘Abel and Gabre’“ is an achievement that is given only if you drink at least two mugs of beer daily, using the brewery’s brand-name mug, for a whole month. Thirty one days multiplied by two mugs. That’s 62 liters of beer... As soon as the last 1-liter mug is emptied, you’ll instantly unlock an achievement and get a special reward. A permanent +2 endurance and +1 wisdom. Additional rewards included +1 reputation with the brewery, which doesn’t really give you much. However, if you are a merchant and regularly buy their beer, the increase in reputation gives you a small discount. Moreover, for unlocking this achievement, you receive a stone figurine of one of the founders — either Abel or Gabre — with the ever-present mug in their hands. These figurines are a collectible item that can be often seen on the shelves of any tavern or pub found across the entire world of Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    “Loyal client of ‘Abel and Gabre’“ will be given if you continue to drink the brewery’s beer out of their special mug for three months straight, no exceptions. The mug seems to be a special controlling artifact that records who drinks out of it and how often. During these three months, you cannot consume any beer made by competitors, whether real or hypothetical ones. That is, you cannot even enjoy a pint of home-made beer, not even in the smallest village located on the edge of civilization. Not at all. This stipulation was the source of many scandals. Imagine drinking two liters of Abel and Gabre beer daily for 90 days straight, and then, in your last or second-to-last mug, you had beer from a completely different brewery. The achievement would come crashing down. You’d have to start all over again. Often, the wrong beer was slipped in by other players for a laugh. Or out of envy. Or rivalry. Crow was not the only one who bought beer in modest wholesale amounts from the famous brewery. 
 
      
 
    The achievement permanently gave an additional +3 endurance and –1 wisdom. In other words, wisdom fell by one point. It wasn’t particularly important, though kind of funny. Additionally, the player received another collectible stone figurine of either Abel or Gabre. Sometimes, this completed the collection comprising of only two items. Another +1 reputation with the brewery also cannot be discounted. 
 
      
 
    The sly dwarf got the brand-name mug for free, for being a customer who purchased the beer wholesale for the first time, taking two barrels at once. Crow had no plans of ever giving this mug to anyone. No way! It was going to be his personal mug for beer! 
 
      
 
    The part about the beer was no joke, either. In fact, it was quite literal. The mug was specifically for beer. If you pour anything else into it, the mug might crack. If you pour milk into it, the mug will shatter into hundreds of little pieces. Whether the owners of the brewery suffered from milk allergies, or whether it was some kind of long-standing enmity with ranchers, the reason was unknown. 
 
      
 
    “Good beer, eh?” snorted the head of the convoy contentedly. He had approached Crow and was wiping foam off his mustache. “Just like that stuff.” 
 
      
 
    He innocently pointed his finger, which was still wet from beer, at the barrels lying in the cart. 
 
      
 
    “It sure is,” agreed Crow. “That’s the reason I bought it. I’d buy more, but — ” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll sell it to you,” said the convoy man at once. “That beer is from the same batch as yours, my friend. You can’t go wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the price?” 
 
      
 
    “The road to here was difficult: potholes and bumps, and the carts ain’t rented... nor the horses borrowed... The price needs to be fair to account for all this.” 
 
      
 
    “And I want it to be fair. As long as you don’t overcharge, good sir. Then we can come to an agreement. So, how much do you want for the beer?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you taking all of it?” 
 
      
 
    “As much as you have.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then...” 
 
      
 
    The seller and buyer parted ways about ten minutes later. They parted on good terms — the dwarf waved goodbye to the carts, shouting wishes for their soonest return as they left. Behind the dwarf stood four barrels in a row. They were decorated with the image of a horned elf, even though the brand-name mugs had a picture of two sullen dwarves. This was yet another mystery of the Abel and Gabre brewery, which was founded by dwarves, who traditionally dislike elves, even horned ones. But Crow wasn’t a fan of sticking his nose in other people’s business, so he simply stood and smiled, waving his hand and thinking of four hundred more liters of fresh beer. For every barrel, the convoy man got three gold coins. At the brewery, a hundred liters of beer cost two gold, plus another four silvers for the container. Beer is widely known for its cheapness, among other things. 
 
      
 
    In total, Crow now had two hundred liters plus another four hundred — that’s six hundred mugs of beer! Naturally, a part of the beer will rapidly flow into the perpetually parched throats of Crow’s workers; but that can’t be helped. Moreover, as a diligent master, the dwarf planned to give out the beer slightly more generously than was agreed upon. He didn’t want his workers to consider him a miser or to spread such rumors about him across Waldyra. There is nothing worse than being known as a cheapskate among locals. 
 
      
 
    The only thing left was to come up with a price. Considering that the outpost was in a perpetual state of rush hour, he didn’t have much time to think. He needed to come to a decision quickly. 
 
      
 
    “One silver per liter!” murmured the black-haired dwarf, after making some simple calculations. In large letters, he wrote “Fresh beer!” on a board sign, adding below it in equally large writing “From Abel and Gabre Brewery!” 
 
      
 
    Crow hung the board sign in the most visible spot: over the market stand. He quickly dragged almost all the barrels to the spot and covered them with a pile of animal skins, to keep the beer cool. Then he dumped a couple of jugs of water overtop, for the same goal. He refused to rely entirely on the freezing magic cast on the barrels. 
 
      
 
    Some guards who were passing by slowed down sharply. Apparently, they were all literate, as they could perfectly recognize two important words, “fresh” and “beer,” when written in any language. 
 
      
 
    “For guards, the beer is always free,” stated the dwarf sufficiently loudly, but without any smugness or pretentiousness. Smiling calmly, he watched the guards halt, and added, “With the permission of the captain, of course.” 
 
      
 
    The brave soldiers nodded energetically and gulped in unison, eyes traveling over the sign again; then they continued on their way. 
 
      
 
    “What should we do now, master?” inquired Serg in his deep, low voice. Serg’s wide back almost completely obscured Proch, who was wiping his mouth behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Logging,” answered the dwarf shortly, picking up two thick wooden clubs off the ground. “We need more logs, guys. Together, we cut, fell, and drag back trees until nightfall.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do,” promised the half-orc, satisfied. “But what about the jackals and their little friends? Not that we’re afraid of them, but still...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Crow assured him, casting an extremely angry look in the direction of the territory outside the Gray Peak outpost. “You focus on cutting trees, and I’ll keep watch.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s alright, then,” sighed Proch with relief, while the others nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Within the last two days, all four workers had seen for themselves that their master Crow was strict, fair, and did not throw empty words to the wind. If he said he’ll keep watch, then he’ll do it. And that’s that. There was nothing to worry about anymore. 
 
      
 
    Soon, their small group left the outpost, stepping outside the invisible boundary of the protected territory... 
 
      
 
    There were two unknown players in the surrounding area. Both were human. Both were approximately Level 40, warriors, swordsmen, wearing the same belts and carrying the same weapons. Crow suspected that he knew which quest the pair of swordsmen had recently completed, for which they received the weapons. Right now, they were thoughtfully staring at a map, trying hard to work something out. Behind them stood a wooden cart hitched to a gray donkey. Crow could not see what was inside the cart, as it was tightly covered with canvas and bound by ropes. However, he did not need to see it. If the dwarf was right about the swords received for the quest, then he also knew the next task in the quest chain. It involved delivering nearly a half-tonne of poison against grutomysls to a certain one-legged, bad-tempered grandpa. Meanwhile, nobody had ever actually seen these so-called grutomysls. Nonetheless, the grandpa kept buying and buying the poison in any amounts, while generously compensating for it with orange honey and nectar bread. 
 
      
 
    “Buttercorn Village is that way,” pointed out the dwarf as he passed by the players, who were deep in thought. “That’s another two hours from here, guys.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” They looked up and chorused, “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    They had the same face. That is, they were identical. Even their hair was combed the same way. They must be brothers. Twins, specifically. 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” said the dwarf dismissively. “Good luck. Just keep to the road, guys. I know it winds insanely, but don’t even think about cutting across the corn fields!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” repeated the players in unison, whose names were Loco Floco and Moco Floco. “We’ve already been warned.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” repeated the dwarf and kept going. He did not look back, although his thoughts swirled lazily around the two look-alike warriors. 
 
      
 
    Are they really brothers, or did they just decide to use the bonus for twins? When twins act together, they get a small bonus in the form of a couple of specific skills... But that was none of his business. 
 
      
 
    He had other things besides the swordsmen brothers to occupy his thoughts. For example, finding and eliminating his current problem. 
 
      
 
    The animals inhabiting this location did not touch Crow’s workers. The physically powerful laborers, who easily felled fairly thick trees in a few swings, were more than the animals could handle. Yesterday, however, it all changed when Serg caught a small present — a crooked arrow that got stuck in his broad green back. The arrow had come out of nowhere and was tipped with a rather nasty poison. The tough half-orc managed to get back to the outpost, where he immediately received medical treatment from the guards. Crow, who was standing beside them, wrote a note to himself to “acquire several healing potions and antidotes asap.” After questioning Serg, the guards were outraged. They immediately saddled their horses and combed the surrounding area several times. All without results. They found strange animal tracks deeply imprinted into the ground. The greatest amount of these prints was found near the memorable little lake with fresh water. The strange creatures must have come for a drink. But they can’t be the ones who shot the arrow, right? As for other tracks, more suitable to an archer with a bow, the guards didn’t find any at all. Not unless you counted the multitude of footprints from humans, dwarves, elves, and others. However, the arrow was very peculiar. It was so crudely made that no archer would agree to shoot it from his bow. 
 
      
 
    But let’s go back to the strange animal tracks... 
 
      
 
    The captain’s face clouded up when the guards described to him the tracks they had found. Moreover, he personally rode down to the little lake to examine the paw prints. His expression darkened even more at what he saw. The player decided not to ask him any questions. They may be friends, but the captain did not seem keen to socialize at the moment. Instead, the old warrior locked himself inside the tower and began to write messages, one after another, sending them by bird mail. 
 
      
 
    And what was the point of asking, anyway? 
 
      
 
    Crow was no professional tracker, obviously, but he did see the arrow. When he heard about the animal tracks, the rest became clear: trouble had come upon them. Especially considering the captain’s recent words about gray orcs and their planned mass attack. 
 
      
 
    Although, the ones who had come to visit weren’t the scary gray “wolves” themselves; that is, it wasn’t the orcs, but their much more harmless neighbors. 
 
      
 
    “Get to work,” ordered Crow shortly, stopping at the notable hill with re-grown trees, which was beside the stone peak crowned by the eagle nest. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of eagles... Far, far above in the skies flickered a tiny dot. It was Chrys. The eagle had begun to fly MUCH higher and MUCH faster once he had grown in level within the last couple of days. As a result, the black-haired dwarf could now find out in advance about the approach of new caravans and convoys, even without the help of the guards. Sometimes, he even found out about visitors SOONER than the guards and was the one to bring them the news, which was deeply appreciated by the warriors. That’s why Crow chose such an unusual creature for the dwarvish race to be his pet: in order to be always aware of what’s going on around the Gray Peak outpost. In order to know what is happening near his home. 
 
      
 
    In the future, Chrys will have the opportunity to acquire another skill or two aimed specifically at scouting. That’s what the dwarf will select. The second advantage of the feathered pet is his eyesight. It is truly sharp and fitting of an eagle. The third advantage of an eagle is his ability to live in the air, unlike many other birds. He can spread his huge wings and soar slowly in the blue skies, while keeping a sharp eye on the faraway ground below. 
 
      
 
    There are other perks, but Chrys wouldn’t achieve them for a long time. Meanwhile, Crow had enough on his plate to worry about. What with the mysterious tracks, whistling arrows, and the steady stream of arriving travelers... 
 
      
 
    With abrupt and moist-sounding crackling, a spruce tree shuddered and began to tilt. Two seconds later, the tree trunk hit the ground, breaking and bending its branches. 
 
      
 
    “TIMBER!!!!” hollered Prochorus way too late, his call echoing loudly as he stared at Crow, eyes popping in panic. 
 
      
 
    He missed the moment again, the bloody moron! Crow said nothing, but shook his heavy fist threateningly in Proch’s direction. Unable to suppress his anger completely, he added: 
 
      
 
    “Prochorus, if you do that again, I’ll take away your beer!” 
 
      
 
    “Master, take away my water instead! Don’t touch the beer, master! Beer is holy, it’s sacred-like... You drink some, and it’s like you’ve been born again...” whined Prochorus piteously, staring at the player with puppy-like eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Pay attention!” scolded the dwarf again. Then he turned away, not looking as the workers surrounded the fallen spruce and began to strip it down. What was there to watch, anyway? It was a common sight for him. 
 
      
 
    He should keep an eye on their surroundings instead. The workers were making a lot of noise; the chopping sounds of their axes could be heard far away and by many ears. Although, with workers like Proch, one also needs eyes on the back of their head — in order to avoid being squashed by a falling tree. The clumsy worker kept doing it, even though Crow already told him ten times! That he needs to shout loudly several seconds BEFORE the tree falls, in order to prevent anyone getting hit by the falling trunk... But Prochorus was painfully slow. Every time, the fool would yell AFTER the chopped down tree hit the ground! 
 
      
 
    That’s the downside to cheap workers: they are diligent, strong, tough, brave, but sooooo stupid... Some of them showed a bit of promise in the intellectual department, but it was too early to judge. 
 
      
 
    Over there! 
 
      
 
    Startled, Crow looked up momentarily — soaring high above, Chrys had let out a thin shriek. The only one who heard it was the stout black-haired player dwarf. A brief message flashed across the virtual interface. In much more human language, it informed him that something was moving towards them. Based on the direction indicated by the blinking red arrow, it was coming from a nearby clump of bushes that framed a small ditch. 
 
      
 
    “Keep working, guys,” repeated the dwarf calmly. Then he rushed ahead, running as fast as he could and looking like a short-legged Olympic sprinter. Thankfully, the distance was puny — only about three hundred feet. The dwarf did not cross the distance in record time; however, he was sufficiently quick that the enemy had no time to hide again. 
 
      
 
    His braking distance turned out to be about six feet, as the dwarf literally plowed his heels into the soil and last year’s layer of pine needles on the ground. Not bothering to right his balance, he crashed down on his back. Two zigzagging arrows whizzed past his face. The dwarf jumped up in time to see an enraged feathered meteor dive into the bushes that covered the ditch; the attempt on his master’s life made Chrys quite upset. The furious screech of the predatory bird, the crunch of branches... Out of the ditch came nasally yelling. However, the real show began when the dwarf crashed in after the eagle, equally angry and carrying a huge hammer in his hands. Crow’s wild roar shook the trees. Two powerful kicks sent two large, fine-leaved shrubs rocketing skywards as the dwarf cleared some legroom for himself and the eagle. The next shrub shot up into the air, soaring in an arc and out of sight. A large boulder flew thirty feet upwards, then came crashing straight down; a sharp squeal informed everyone that the projectile did not land on empty ground but, at the minimum, on someone’s foot or paw. The leaves and nearby area were generously sprayed by yellow-green liquid. The rest of the miraculously spared vegetation crackled and swayed as in a raging storm. Through the cracking of branches and roots came the snarling voice of the dwarf: 
 
      
 
    “Why you stinking gladioli! Why you shitty thistles! I’ll rip all your leaves off and stuff them into your plant butts! I’ll fertilize you with your own brains! I’ll rip your jaws apart and tear out your roots! I’ll turn you and your kids into burdocks! Shoot at my workers again, will you? Will you?! WILL YOU?!” 
 
      
 
    Each shout was accompanied by heavy slapping and smacking sounds of hitting. 
 
      
 
    The eagle screeched in agreement; a couple of times, he rose sixty feet into the air and, similar to the previously mentioned boulder, plunged down like a winged wrestler. The workers, who were standing by the hill, froze in shock as they watched the insanity unfold before them. 
 
      
 
    “Angering master is a bad idea,” observed Trout thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah...” agreed Serg. 
 
      
 
    “And don’t get in his way when he’s angry,” added Prochorus, nodding energetically. “Don’t make the birdie mad, either...” He gave a shuddering gulp as he watched Chrys take off, his talons clutching the shredded remains of something green. For some reason, the fragments twitched spastically and gave off high-pitched squeals that sounded like a strangled “oh, no, no, no.” 
 
      
 
    Chrys rose very, very high into the skies, released his grip, waited for a few seconds, then dived after his falling victim, hurtling down like a feathered comet. The green clump of shreds, which was still squealing “oh, no, no, no!” flopped onto the ground; then it got struck by the eagle. After that, everything was silent. The show was over... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf stepped out of the substantially thinned bushes. He was smeared head to foot with green goo. Staring at his workers, he asked in surprise: 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you working?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re working!” 
 
      
 
    “Already working!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re working hard, master! Real hard!” chorused the workers in reply. They attacked the felled spruce tree with axes, instantly turning the poor log into fine splinters that could only be used for kindling. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf spat angrily on the ground and returned to the bushes, throwing his pet back into the air as he went. Chrys shot like an arrow into the sky and soared high above the clouds again. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Crow clambered into the thick of the brush where the fight had taken place. There, the stout dwarf fell to his knees and pressed his hands into soil that got dug up during the heat of battle. 
 
      
 
    No, Crow did not intend to say a prayer, neither in thanks, nor in repentance. He wasn’t looking for tracks, either. On the contrary, he was frantically trying to conceal them. It wasn’t due to fake modesty that Crow was doing his best to hide them — he wasn’t trying to erase the traces of the monsters that he had destroyed. He was burying two conically shaped, three-foot-deep holes. At the bottom of these holes, among shards of wild rocks, tangles of roots, and loose soil, a totally different kind of stone fragments was visible. These shards were rectangular, white, yellow, red, gray, with the remains of intricate black lettering on their dirty sides. Bricks. Three feet deep under the surface lay a fair amount of multicolored brick pieces, which looked extremely old at first glance. And Crow, without showing any excitement or interest in his finding, was carefully and thoroughly burying them back into the ground. A minute later, the broken bricks were covered with soil and dead leaves. After examining the ditch and making sure the inconveniently bright bricks didn’t peek through anywhere, the dwarf breathed a sigh of relief. Only then did he leave the place of recent slaughter, remembering to grab several objects from the remains of the squealing monsters he had destroyed. 
 
      
 
    Climbing back out of the bushes, Crow looked for the cleverest of the four workers, the dwarf named Trout. Jabbing his finger in the direction of the bushes he had just left, he ordered: 
 
      
 
    “Burn it.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do, master.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for protecting us,” added the others in unison, while being careful to continue swinging their axes. 
 
      
 
    Well, aren’t they ever so hardworking... 
 
      
 
    Crow hurried back to the outpost, but hurried in his own manner, stopping to pick up mushrooms and large stones along the way. He didn’t ignore large logs that could be used for firewood, either. He also killed the occasional rabbit or partridge, and robbed bird nests by gently collecting their eggs. 
 
      
 
    The goods won’t just magically appear on his sales table. He already had a plan to vary the selection of items a bit, as well as the future menu; however, it would require additional working hands — much “smarter” hands, actually — and that would cost a lot. Thus, he first needed to expand his business selling what he had and reselling what he had just bought. 
 
      
 
    The enterprising dwarf put a lot of hope in the beer from Abel and Gabre. Every now and then, though, the player’s thoughts kept returning to the recently destroyed enemies. 
 
      
 
    Rock nepentheses. 
 
      
 
    That’s who had come to visit Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    These carnivorous plants had the form of a strange, green or bright red pitcher on four thin, paw-like roots. That is why the plant left behind tracks of a bona fide animal — a fact that would often confuse inexperienced trackers and lead to trouble. Imagine running along, following the tracks of some unknown furry creature. Obviously, you’d be on the lookout for a typical animal with four legs, a tail, fur, two ears, and so on. Meanwhile, the nepenthesis that had left the tracks will simply stop and keep motionless. You will come right up to it yourself. As soon as you do, you will receive a poisonous arrow in your back. Then, you’ll be grabbed by three or four long, thick vines and stuffed into the readily open mouth of the pitcher. Nom-nom... 
 
      
 
    The arrow is released by the plant. The plant grows the arrow inside the pitcher, laces it with self-produced poison, places it on a plant-based bowstring, and shoots it fairly accurately at the target. A large creature would be poisoned and slowed down by the venom, while a smaller animal would be paralyzed outright. And again, nom-nom... 
 
      
 
    Rock nepentheses inhabit rock crevices — an unsurprising fact, given their name. According to legend, they were once peaceful plants that were completely harmless and produced delicious nectar for equally peaceful buzzing bees. And then, for some reason, there came a drought that lasted many years. Along came dry winds that blew away all soil, leaving only bare rock. The previously peaceful nepentheses had to rapidly adjust. They turned aggressive, acquired mobility, started growing arrows and producing poison... It’s only a legend, though. In reality, nepentheses lived in the same areas as gray orcs and often accompanied them on travels. They seemed to migrate with them. Or maybe, they just went along for a delicious snack. Perhaps they were tired of eating tough and bland orcs, and wanted something more tender and sweet... 
 
      
 
    If nepentheses are around, then gray orcs will soon follow. This wasn’t a quiet little alarm bell with a vague hope that it’ll all blow over. No. This was a loud, screaming siren with the firm knowledge that there’s no chance of “blowing over.” Damn... Why must there be an orc invasion when he had just purchased fresh beer? Couldn’t they have waited at least... 
 
      
 
    Returning home, the player began to unload the contents of his bag onto the spot in front of his well-worn tent. It needed fixing... but he still hasn’t gotten around to it... Lamenting his lack of time, Crow grabbed the pitchers of beer, along with the trophies he collected from the nepentheses, and marched straight to the watchtower to see the captain. 
 
      
 
    From high above, he heard the eagle’s high-pitched scream. 
 
      
 
    Someone was coming. To the dwarf’s relief, they were traveling from the direction of Algora. Judging by the road they were taking, it was probably another caravan, a messenger, a mailman, or maybe a convoy. But they were definitely friends, not foes. 
 
      
 
    He should start saving up immediately for a couple of special artifacts. He needed the ones that created a bond between an owner and his pet. With the help of this bond, he would be able to easily see what his pet sees. The only thing left was to save up fifty gold coins, which was the price of the cheapest artifact of such nature. 
 
      
 
    “Everything needs money,” complained the dwarf, huffing and puffing as he hurried away. “A penny here, and a penny there... And suddenly, you’re broke.” He shook his head sadly. “I need to start selling horseshoes asap! I don’t wanna keep robbing gihls forever... oof...” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    A harsh government for harsh lands — one that is new and grim. Lots of running around. “MAI TAI”! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS UNCOMMONLY BUSY inside the watchtower. Too busy. The usually calm and rational captain was quickly moving stacks of paper, pulling open drawers and taking out bags of coins that he packed into his saddle bag, along with other things. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, lad,” he greeted the dwarf, addressing him in the old familiar way. “Keeping busy?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Good day to you. Where are you going?” asked the player without concealing his interest. 
 
      
 
    “My division is being recalled to Algora. They’re sending three dozen other guards here, headed by a centurion named Vurrius. This means trouble for you, lad.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand...” 
 
      
 
    With a deep sigh, the captain rubbed his own temples vigorously, threw a few more things into his bag, looked Crow in the eye, and began to speak: 
 
      
 
    “Vurrius is a respectable, honest, experienced warrior. A veteran. He took part in many military campaigns and rose to the rank of chiliarch — a commander of thousands. At that point, he seemed destined for promotion to the next rank and placed upon a white stallion! And then, out of nowhere, he suddenly fell back to the rank of a decurion — a captain of tens! Can you imagine? To come crashing down from a chiliarch of a northern garrison posted at the capital, to the position of a perpetually traveling decurion like me? And nobody knows why. There were so many rumors, it would be impossible to list them all. If I were to write them down, my quill would go blunt and my ink bottle would dry out and crack. Later on, though, Vurrius rose to the rank of centurion again. But ever since then, he wouldn’t get posted near cities. He is always traveling, always riding down dusty roads and beating new paths. But that’s not what’s important for you; what matters is he cannot stand civilians. He protects them, but he doesn’t like them. He firmly believes that civilians should keep their nose out of the military’s business. Do you understand now?” 
 
      
 
    “This is bad news,” replied the dwarf grimly. “Very bad...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll say! Not that I would let a civilian call the shots in my army division, either — no offense meant there, lad.” 
 
      
 
    “None taken...” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s for business related to orders, discipline, punishment, and other internal affairs. As for things like bringing firewood or finishing everyday chores, I’m always grateful for that sort of help and will give my heartfelt thanks for it. But that’s me. Vurrius, on the other hand, thinks that guards must take care of their own business, as ordered. And that soldiers should not talk with strangers, as it can only bring trouble. Therefore, this is my advice to you, lad, as a friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” responded the player sadly, “for calling me your friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Because it’s true,” smiled the captain, clapping the dwarf on the shoulder. “Very true. We’ll see each other again, I’m sure. Listen, if you have any unfinished business or last requests from me or the others, then I suggest you take care of it now. Vurrius will arrive in a couple of hours. He won’t interfere in your business, but he certainly won’t let you chat with the guards, nor do any work associated with the garrison. The only civilians he’ll tolerate are the builders, since soldiers don’t have the knowledge to handle this type of construction work. As for you, he’ll chase you off mercilessly. He won’t care that you’re the first settler here. I’ll say this for Vurrius, though: If anything bad happens, whether it’s fire or a raid, then the guards will come to your aid as usual. Vurrius takes his duty seriously. That’s why, my friend, you should use this time to sit down and think. Remember everything you still need to do. Then start running around like your pants are on fire. Time is not on your side — you only have a little over an hour. If there’s anything you need to finish, do it now. Go, hurry!” 
 
      
 
    “But I — ” began Crow, raising the pitcher of beer in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Impossible,” shrugged the old warrior apologetically. “There’s no time. Go, Crow! Go! Time is ticking!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” almost moaned the dwarf. Not wanting to hold up the honorable captain any longer, he bolted out onto the street. Once outside, he immediately proceeded to follow the advice of the knowledgeable guard. He plopped his backside on the ground and, putting his head in his hands, began to think hard. 
 
      
 
    What an ugly turn of events! It wasn’t just a few things that he still had to finish. He had a ton of plans, big and small, from trivial to great, all connected to the guards. And for all of them, he was given a little over an hour. It seemed appropriate to start wailing in despair. 
 
      
 
    Grinding its digital mental gears, his brain frantically sorted through the plethora of routine tasks associated with the guards. The dwarf quickly realized that he should start with the most materialistic matters. Just when he spent his last money on additional beer! His next earnings would not be until late evening. But he needed money now... 
 
      
 
    His first thought, which occurred to him like a flash of lightning in total darkness: the guards’ storage room! Crow has slightly outgrown the various widgets and antiques found there; however, extra tools, food, materials, and weapons would be welcome. But even if the guards open the storerooms, they would only do so after receiving explicit permission from the captain. And the latter is currently extremely busy preparing reports and packing his own things. Distracting him right now would do more harm than good. 
 
      
 
    That’s why Crow left the best part, the potential “dessert,” so to speak, for later. First, he decided to deal with the regular guards, using a tried-and-true method that had been taught to him by one of the player legends from the old days. The method was called “MAI TAI,” which stood for “Mute, Amicable Indigenous” and “Thick, Amicable Indigenous.” Those who knew about this simple method and had a bit of creativity, happily came up with an undeserved name for the technique — they called it “verbal Muay-Thai,” which absolutely did not correspond with reality. Nevertheless, even MAI TAI had several “dan” levels and specialty skills depending on the situation. The dwarf did not like resorting to this technique. He knew there were incredible pros in this field, although Crow himself was no novice. He used to study the elements of dramatic acting, after all... 
 
      
 
    The technique was simple and had the greatest chance of success if one had a good reputation with his chosen target. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Lucco!” Crow had come up to one of the guards and gave him a huge smile. The dwarf had changed into his noob outfit: barefoot, wearing his first tattered, patched shirt, a rope belt, and carrying a shabby basket stuffed with horseshoes and arrowheads of his own creation. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Crow!” smiled back the soldier. 
 
      
 
    “I heard that you are leaving today...” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! We are being replaced by a new shift.” 
 
      
 
    “And we’ll never see each other again,” finished Crow sadly. He smiled quietly, wiping his eyes with his hand and gazing at the distant horizon. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, don’t say that,” said the guard, suddenly flustered. “Maybe we’ll meet again! We are always traveling and don’t stay in one place for long! We’ll see each other again!” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so, I hope so,” nodded the dwarf energetically. The iron objects in his basket clanged loudly as he dug among them and fished out a single horseshoe. “Take this as a souvenir from me, my friend Lucco! It’s a horseshoe! I made it myself! According to our beliefs, horseshoes bring luck!” 
 
      
 
    “Umm...” The powerfully built warrior accepted the crude horseshoe into his rough-looking palm. “Thank you, my friend Crow. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “As a souvenir!” repeated the dwarf. “When you look at the horseshoe, you’ll think of me, Lucco! Well, I’m off... I need to go say goodbye to the others...” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, Crow! Here! Take my knife!” Into the player’s hand, he stuffed a regular soldier’s knife with a thick blade, a handle of rough leather, and a matching sheath. “Something to remember me by...” 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding! This is too much... I only gave you a simple horseshoe, and you’re giving me such a valuable thing...” 
 
      
 
    “Take it! It’s a good knife! When you look at it, maybe you’ll remember the guard Lucco. Eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Of course, I’ll remember! Thank you very much, Lucco! Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “Off you go, then...” The smiling guard pocketed the horseshoe and continued packing. Crow put away the present to the very bottom of his basket, waved farewell to the kind-hearted soldier, and marched off towards the next guard. As he walked, he tried to limp ever so slightly, dragging his bare feet in the dust while keeping a huge sincere smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Horus! My friend!” The voice of the business-like dwarf carried across the outpost. “Is it really true? Are you really leaving, abandoning me here?” 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not... We’re not abandoning you!” The firm voice of the next victim of Mai-Tai reassured the saddened dwarf. 
 
      
 
    And so it went... 
 
      
 
    Considering his excellent reputation and the benefits of being a local settler, the dwarf managed to collect a fairly good tribute from the guards. For every single thing he received, he made sure to gift back some trivial thing that he had forged himself. 
 
      
 
    Crow’s haul turned out to be varied but useful. 
 
      
 
    Knives. Belts. Boots. Spare shirts. Hats. Short swords. Arrowheads for longbows and crossbows. One glowing orb... The departing soldiers weren’t stingy and gave generous gifts to the smiling dwarf. Crow immediately set limits on what he would accept. He refused to take a personal amulet that was enchanted to protect against wolves. That was too personal. Taking such an object would’ve been immoral. The guard might only be an AI-controlled NPC, but for Crow, the lines had become blurred over the past few days. 
 
      
 
    After a little over an hour, Operation Mai-Tai concluded with overwhelming success. The dwarf hurried back to the tower, now clutching all his monetary means in his eager little fists. He knocked, peeked inside, made sure that the captain had finished packing, and only then entered, rushing to storm the citadel in the way of his path to the treasure-filled storerooms. 
 
      
 
    It seems that the gods of light themselves had blessed the player, and only five minutes later, the captain gave in and allowed him to acquire several settler’s kits, which included various tools, at a laughably cheap cost. The guards sold them for less than their market price, for which the dwarf was extremely grateful and did not conceal his joy. In addition to everything, the captain sold a hundred-pound bag of wheat flour and a small barrel of pickled tomatoes. Maybe he would have sold more, but Crow had run out of money, and the warrior was not about to start giving away the government’s goods for free. But even what he got was pretty good! 
 
      
 
    Besides taking care of his own interests, the player finally had the chance to show the captain the remains of the rock nepentheses and to tell him about the fight. As it turned out, the captain was already aware: the guards at the top of the watchtower had seen everything and told their superior. Moreover, two archers were ready to loose several arrows if the fight were to suddenly turn unfavorable for the dwarf. The captain had already made his own conclusions, too, but decided not to share them. It was a military secret, he explained, plus it was now going to be a headache for the arriving centurion. And on that note, they parted. 
 
      
 
    The supplies purchased from the storerooms were quickly transported to the dwarf’s property. Soon, the dwarf’s tired workers also returned, bringing several logs and bundles of thick branches. 
 
      
 
    Off to the side, the builders were working nonstop on the future barracks. On a regular day, Crow would not have thought of visiting that area. But now, he was forced to take a defensive position — not a terribly obvious one, but with firm measures. All his laborers received a break from work and plenty of food. Their new cook did not disappoint: the stew turned out to be hearty and sufficiently tasty. The dwarf did not hand out any beer, despite complaints of heat. No way. They would have to wait until evening, no sooner. After mealtime, everyone went back to work. Not wanting to let any of them leave his property, the player ordered them to dig a hole for his personal future pond. 
 
      
 
    Enough! Crow was sick of watching unknown travelers as they caught the fish that he had been feeding up, and devoured it right before his eyes! Thus, he commanded his workers to dig deep and dump the soil on top of the hill, in order to increase its height and width. 
 
      
 
    The laborers sighed for a bit, of course, but got to work immediately. They may not have been the brightest, but they were hardworking. The dwarf himself was nervously dashing around the fenced-in part of his property, picking up litter here, tidying up there, stacking rocks into neat piles. In other words, he was doing a minor cleanup. He made sure the area around the market stand was uncluttered. No matter how you looked at it, the outpost was about to receive a rather important and capricious new boss. This, of course, was not the governor; however, centurion was a quite different rank from decurion. Moreover, as if to spite Crow, either gods or demons have sent not a regular centurion, but a grudge-holding fanatic of military service, if the departing captain’s words were true. 
 
      
 
    Thus, the dwarf planned not to draw attention to himself. However, he should still strive to make a positive impression on any new arrivals to the Gray Peak outpost. They are going to see the property of a neat and hardworking owner, where everything is clean and in order. Crow was definitely not planning to suck up; but he won’t be giving anyone the cold shoulder, either. 
 
      
 
    If he is greeted, he will greet them back. 
 
      
 
    If he is asked, he will reply. 
 
      
 
    If he isn’t asked, then he’ll keep his silence. He’ll wait a day or two for Centurion Vurrius to settle in, take a good look around, and remember the faces of those around him. Only then will he try to get to know him closer. But until then, no way. It would be better to stay neutral. He won’t back down, nor rush into battle. 
 
      
 
    Centurion Vurrius arrived on time. All three dozen soldiers came with their own large train of supply carts, along with two caravans that needed accompanying on their way from Algora. The caravans lagged behind the guards, eating dust kicked up by the hooves of horses ridden by the brave soldiers. They did not object, however, as they were enormously glad for any protection in these wild parts of the country. Dust can be brushed off later. 
 
      
 
    The warriors quickly dismounted and headed towards the watchtower, which stood in the center of the outpost. The captain had already left the tower and was striding in the opposite direction. Meanwhile, the caravans moved off to the side, towards the drinking well for horses and other draft animals. Near the well was a large empty area that was specifically set aside for temporary camps. 
 
      
 
    At this point, Crow couldn’t hold back and again stretched his lips in a happy smile: everything was going according to plan. 
 
      
 
    What plan, you may ask? 
 
      
 
    This morning, as soon as the last caravan left, Crow used the brief break to majorly reorganize the place intended for camping by travelers. The dwarf had divided up the area into non-obvious zones by constructing twelve stone firepits at an equal distance from each other. Now all guests, without exception, stopped at the first available firepit; they no longer had to think about finding the best place or at which old campfire to stop. Understandably, some particularly large convoys may take up three or four firepits at once; however, this did not mess up the order. The former chaos, when Crow had to squeeze past animals and angry convoy men to deliver firewood, was totally eliminated. He was proud of coming up with this little trick. Waldyra gradually destroyed his achievements, breaking down the firepits with wind, rain, and the passage of time; that’s why he will have to regularly fix them up. 
 
      
 
    Having dismounted, the guards from Algora immediately went to work, showing some serious discipline. The centurion was nowhere in sight. How would a head honcho typically stand out? Well, he should remain sitting on a stallion, while showing off his plumed helmet, jutting out his jaw, and staring around with the ferocious gaze of a drunken porcupine. And yet, Crow did not see anything of the sort. All of them were even dressed the same. No glimmer of gold or silver anywhere. Damn... Did they lose the centurion on their way here? 
 
      
 
    Cursing, Crow ordered the workers to continue. Meanwhile, he dashed to the market stand, grabbing two bundles of firewood along the way. There should be enough firewood waiting by the table, prepared for sale. However, a little extra can’t hurt. 
 
      
 
    “Beer!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘beer’?” 
 
      
 
    “It says so!” croaked a huge half-orc traveler in disbelief. “Lidorella’s holy breasts! Fresh beer!” 
 
      
 
    “The heat is getting to your head.” 
 
      
 
    “It says so right on the sign! Beer! Abel and Gabre!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right!” hastily confirmed the smiling dwarf, appearing behind the sales table. “I’ve got beer! Fresh! Light and dark! From the Abel and Gabre brewery. Yesterday’s batch. Ten coppers for a pint! Hurry and get yours, before it’s all gone!” Turning aside, he muttered to himself, “I gotta think of a better advertisement campaign...” 
 
      
 
    On that account, Crow was mistaken. The advertisement fell like pleasantly cool rain on the dusty ears of the weary, suffering travelers. 
 
      
 
    “Oooooh!” echoed the collective sound over the outpost. 
 
      
 
    A queue of dust-covered men dying of thirst formed instantly beside the market stand. Gulping convulsively in expectation, they looked as if they were about to crumble apart like overbaked clay unless they received a mug of beer immediately. 
 
      
 
    And so it went... 
 
      
 
    Working at top speed, Crow poured beer out of the barrels and accepted money. Silver and copper coins clattered nonstop against the tabletop; mugs rattled. There was lots of noisy gulping and grateful sighing as the cool beer was instantly sucked up, followed by drawn-out burping and utterly satisfied grunting. The convoy men are simple folk, who express their emotions in simple ways. This isn’t the royal palace, where a light fart is considered national treason. 
 
      
 
    It is worth noting that in the ten minutes of crazed sales, nobody asked for anything other than beer. Neither firewood for hearths, nor supplies of any kind were requested. Just beer, beer, beer! 
 
      
 
    To the tired convoy men’s credit, none of them tried to get wasted on the spot. No. Each of them downed about two pints of beer, returned the mug, and went back to work. They began to unharness their horses, lead them to the drinking well, scrub their hides, check the carts — in short, they did the sort of routine work that Crow had witnessed many times, which was always done thoroughly and carefully. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes of sales demolished a hundred liters of beer and brought the dwarf exactly a thousand coppers. It also brought the realization that the twenty-five mugs he had purchased were nowhere near enough; he needed to acquire at least twenty-five more. In short, he had earned ten gold coins in small change, and learned a life lesson in the food service industry. Not a bad result! 
 
      
 
    He needs to wash the mugs, while he still has time... Hygiene is important. The mugs should be kept squeaky clean. 
 
      
 
    The convoy men were already taking their spots at the campground that Crow had planned out. They were currently busy; soon, however, their quenched thirst was bound to be replaced by a serious appetite, and they will visit the market stand again. However, Crow had practically no food left... Even if he managed to find something edible in his stores, it would not be very fresh. The player would never consider offering expired goods to the caravans passing through the outpost. He had not yet gone crazy to the point of trying to sell rotten food. 
 
      
 
    The out-of-stock items were mainly wild forage: local mushrooms, rabbit meat, partridge, etc. On the other hand, this morning, he had received a load of various grains, tea, coffee, and spices! 
 
      
 
    He had the ingredients to make a hearty lunch for the convoy men! 
 
      
 
    He also had the cook Grubber, a grumpy grandpa with a soup ladle, who could easily make porridge or some other simple meal. The only thing left was to decide on the price. And what was there to decide? There wasn’t much time for calculations, so for the simplest dish — a bowl of hearty meat stew — he will take ten coppers! 
 
      
 
    The meat will come from rabbits and partridges. Harvesting meat from the local mobs was a fifteen minute task. 
 
      
 
    Then it can be used to make an incredibly delicious meal... 
 
      
 
    Yes! Excellent idea! Everything will turn out perfectly! 
 
      
 
    “That won’t work!” stated Grubber categorically, wiping his bald pate with a kerchief. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Crow nearly cried. 
 
      
 
    “Because there are nearly five dozen convoy men. Hungry men! Huge men! See that pair of half-orcs over there? Each of them can scarf down a triple portion like it’s nothing! And I only have a 5 gallon cauldron!” added the cook. “Even if I were to cook in batches, one right after another, it still wouldn’t work. No offense, master, but it’s a dumb idea. You cannot feed fifty men from a 5 gallon pot.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn...I don’t have the money right now for a 10 gallon pot...” 
 
      
 
    “More like a 50 gallon pot! Well, maybe a bit smaller. And a proper stone stove, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “So there’s no way you can do it today?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not. We won’t have time to make enough stew for everyone. They’ll be left frustrated and hungry.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t have that happen... What do you suggest, then?” 
 
      
 
    “My job is cooking, not giving out advice,” grumbled Grubber. “Hmm... Just coffee and tea! Brewed in all pots! They can be served with honey and molasses. In addition, I can make some quick flatbread — the kind cooked on stones around a fire; they’re also called traveler’s cakes. They’ll pair well with honey and molasses. I’m sure they’ll prove popular! How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds great — I’ll leave you to it!” nodded the dwarf energetically, snatching a thick stick from the ground. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
    And he rushed off. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the dwarf returned to the territory of the outpost, flying like a meteor, and galloped back to his own property. Braking sharply at the gate, he dashed to the market stand, where the convoy men had already started to gather again, wishing to buy something to eat, as well as get more beer, of course! 
 
      
 
    “Bring your own mugs and plates! Bring your own mugs and plates, if possible!” shouted Crow in advance, dumping the foraged items onto the sack cloth beneath the sales table. 
 
      
 
    The local area had not seen such a rapid butchering of wildlife in quite some time. Rabbits, partridges, bird nests, mushrooms, sticks and stones, jackals, wild onions — the dwarf obliterated everything in his path like a bulldozer. Then he gathered everything into one pile and brought it home. He must not disappoint his customers... But what a lousy day! 
 
      
 
    “Rabbit and partridge meat! Fresh meat!” began to list off the player energetically, hitching a bright smile back on his face. “Eggs! Wild onions! Mushrooms! Everything just gathered! Firewood at very cheap prices! Tea and coffee: one mug for five coppers! Traveler’s cakes, fresh out of the oven! Three coppers per cake! And, last but not least, beer! Fresh beer! Ten coppers a pint! Get it before it’s gone!” 
 
      
 
    The people did not keep him waiting — especially once they noticed the magical aroma of baking traveler’s cakes wafting through the air. It was a simple dish, and Grubber prepared it masterfully, slapping balls of dough, one after another, onto the hot and slightly oiled rocks around the flaming hearth. 
 
      
 
    The smell of baking bread knocked people off their feet and caused profuse salivation, while the sight of golden crust filled their eyes with tears... Wallets opened of their own accord, and rough hands grabbed fistfuls of coins, dropping them with a clatter onto the sales table. 
 
      
 
    “Five cakes for me!” 
 
      
 
    “Meat and cakes, please! Four of each! And onions! Three bunches of onions! And mushrooms too!” 
 
      
 
    “I want some of everything you’ve got! Ten of each!” 
 
      
 
    “I have an order for cakes! Fifteen of them! Mr. Seller! Sir! You wouldn’t happen to be selling omelets? Eh?” 
 
      
 
    “We aren’t making omelets yet!” yelled back Crow over the clamoring crowd, passing an order. “Who asked for meat?” 
 
      
 
    “Me!” 
 
      
 
    “One dozen eggs!” 
 
      
 
    “Cakes! I want a dozen! And put some molasses on top! And honey! I like it sweet...” 
 
      
 
    “Twelve pints of beer!” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like some beer, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Beer!” 
 
      
 
    “Are those bags of oats, Mr. Seller? If so, I’ll take a few of them! How much are you selling them for?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Seller, can we sit on those benches? Or are they just for show?” 
 
      
 
    “What benches?” asked the heavily breathing player without stopping, as he handed out the ordered food. 
 
      
 
    “Over there...” 
 
      
 
    Behind the gate, on Crow’s territory, stood two brand-new, very long wooden benches. They looked rough and slightly crooked, but obviously sturdy. Beside them stood Woodman, brushing sawdust off his shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you can!” answered Crow immediately. “Go ahead! Open the gate and come sit down, dear guests! Savor your beer in comfort! Woodman! Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “It was nothing,” said the second brother, waving off Crow’s thanks. “I’m going to construct one more bench. After that, I’ll start on making a table. But the tools are a problem...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get you more!” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m running out of ingredients!” added Grubber, setting down a plate with a tall stack of freshly baked cakes. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get you everything!” repeated his promise Crow. “Today! Right away! Just give me an hour!” 
 
      
 
    “If you say so,” replied Grubber, shaking his head in mild disbelief as he turned back to his task. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Seller! Any eggs left?” 
 
      
 
    “Here are the last six!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take ‘em! Plus all the cakes you have left! And three bundles of firewood, as well!” 
 
      
 
    “Meat! And beer! Ten of each!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take some mushrooms! Have you got any pickled mushrooms, perchance? Or smoked fish — goes great with beer!” 
 
      
 
    The gate swung open and a dozen men poured inside, instantly settling on the two benches that stood facing each other. Each of the convoy men held a mug of beer that sported a thick cap of foam. Another half a minute, and fairly loud small talk started up, followed by snorts and roars of laughter. Freed from the obligations of food preparation, the convoy men relaxed in a simple and carefree manner... 
 
      
 
    Crow continued to dash between the sales table and the supply stash, passing out the remains of provisions, which were quickly running out. 
 
      
 
    “Eggs and mushrooms!” 
 
      
 
    “Out of stock,” informed the dwarf apologetically. 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Already?” 
 
      
 
    “But I do have young potatoes! Perfect for baking over the fire!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take three dozen potatoes, then!” stated a gray-bearded traveler authoritatively. “Go on!” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like some potatoes too! A hundred or so!” 
 
      
 
    “Me too!” 
 
      
 
    “Us too! And meat! Rabbit meat! We’re going to make rabbit stew... Mr. Seller, do you have carrots, in addition to the onions? Eh?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t... I’m so tired... I think I’m gonna collapse...” 
 
      
 
    “Cakes, please!” 
 
      
 
    “More beer!” came yells from the direction of the occupied benches. “Isn’t there a waiter? Or do we have to go get the beer ourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “I...” 
 
      
 
    “Master!” came Serg’s distressed yell from the top of the hill. “Save some beer for us too...” 
 
      
 
    Another person in Crow’s shoes would have lost it long ago, exploding like a dangerously volatile potion. But not Crow. He stubbornly continued to work, handing out the requested food provisions, firewood, and beer. He collected the empty mugs and filled them up again. He skillfully tossed cakes onto the platters, spooning molasses and honey on top. In the midst of all this, he still managed to take new orders and answer questions. 
 
      
 
    Soon, he was rewarded with the next achievement. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen crazy minutes later, the sales began to decline; five more minutes, and the spot in front of the market stand was empty. Leaning heavily against the sales table, the dwarf was breathing hard; however, the smile did not leave his face. 
 
      
 
    Yes, it’s difficult. Yes, it’s hard work. But isn’t it wonderful? Naturally, he had been busy as a bee, but it was worth it! 
 
      
 
    The provisions he had gathered from the wild had flown off the shelves. 
 
      
 
    He also sold over two hundred cakes! Thank god Grubber was quick at his job, even though he couldn’t make any special delicacies. 
 
      
 
    As for beer, he was down another hundred liters. Two barrels that had been half-drunk earlier were now completely empty. The convoy men would have drunk more, but Crow did not let them, wisely reasoning that beer was always in demand, and that he shouldn’t sell it all in one go. He still had the whole evening ahead of him. 
 
      
 
    Molasses, honey, tea, and coffee got sold, too; but not as quickly as the other food. Either not all the convoy men had a sweet tooth, or the weather wasn’t conducive to it — in heat, cool beer in a fogged-up mug goes down much better. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of beer... Lifting his personal mug off the sales table, Crow took a big sip to moisten his parched virtual throat. He wiped his lips carefully, and only then issued a calm, polite greeting: 
 
      
 
    “Good day to you, Centurion Vurrius. Glad to see you’ve arrived safely. Would you like a drink of beer after your journey? I also have tea and coffee. I can find some honey for you, too.” 
 
      
 
    The smiling black-haired dwarf was addressing a graying veteran in a regular corselet worn overtop of chain mail. He was dressed in worn boots and black pants, with an old, wide belt of thick leather. On his belt hung a knife and a large purse. From behind his back stuck out two weapon handles: a wide sword and a full-metal hammer. 
 
      
 
    The veteran was busy transporting a bag of grain — horse feed, apparently — but suddenly stopped and decided to rest when passing by Crow’s property; he sighed a couple of times, rubbing his overworked lower back. However, the sack of grain looked tiny compared to the huge hands of the old warrior, which looked like they were capable of breaking an elephant’s back in one blow. Considering the type of his weaponry — especially the powerful and heavy hammer — that was probably the case. Power coursed throughout the body of the veteran. There is no way he could have gotten tired from carrying the bag... Also, the look in his eyes was completely unlike that of a regular guard. It was a cold, hard gaze capable of drilling a hole in anything, including the heavens. On top of that, he had a very, very severe expression... The looks on the faces of the new guards running past were far softer and kinder by comparison; they kept throwing glances at the titanic figure of the old warrior. 
 
      
 
    Briefly locking eyes with the friendly dwarf, the veteran grabbed the sack with one hand, swung it effortlessly onto his shoulder, and walked away. He did not utter a single word. Crow, likewise, decided not to say anything more. 
 
      
 
    So this means war... 
 
      
 
    It was, perhaps, an overly dramatic statement; but to the dwarf, this was exactly what it felt like. He even thought he heard the faint ring of clashing blades... 
 
      
 
    “Woodman.” Crow decided not to call up the craftsman, who was immersed in his work, and chose to approach him instead. “I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now? Or after I finish this bench?” 
 
      
 
    “Preferably now,” sighed the dwarf. “I need to change up and add a few things to the market stand.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do it. As long as it’s nothing too small or detailed.” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t. Look...” 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, with the help of words and crooked diagrams scratched on the ground, Crow explained what he needed. Without thinking twice, Woodman nodded to show that he was up to the task. 
 
      
 
    What Crow asked was to construct two large, sturdy shelving units on either side of the market table. Each unit was to have four shelves. Their back sides would face outwards, thus creating something like walls. The shelving units would be tall, reaching right up to the canopy roof. Inside one of them, the middle shelf was to be especially thick and massive, capable of bearing the weight of two barrels of beer. The shelf below it will be for mugs. The rest of the shelves will be taken up by various goods. For each type of product, Crow will dedicate its own corner and memorize its placement, so that he will know for sure where everything is. Another row of shelves will be under the sales table. With proper organization, he will be able to fit in quite a lot of things. 
 
      
 
    Woodman requested half an hour to finish the bench, and received it. Meanwhile, Crow was already calling together the rest of his workers — everyone except Grubber, whom he planned to use solely for cooking duties. The workers, who had come running to him, were not disappointed — each of them received a mug full of beer. This caused overflowing delight and a storm of assurances that their master was the best one in the area. 
 
      
 
    The compliment was dubious, as Crow was the only master for miles around... 
 
      
 
    Therefore, the player decided not to rest on his laurels. He began to hand out the new technical assignment, telling them to dig here, and over here, and so on. For every chosen spot, a thick cross was drawn on the ground. He also indicated the width and depth. He ordered one of the workers to bring over small stones from the stash pile. The laborers finished their beer and got to work. Despite already being run down, Crow did not stop to rest, and rushed off to the wood stockpile to get logs. 
 
      
 
    Eight future holes needed eight logs, thick and sturdy ones, which would become supporting posts for the future canopy. Under the canopy will be benches and tables. 
 
      
 
    That was it. Crow never liked playing tag. He preferred racing games that involved finishing first. Sometimes, circumstances force you to break your own rules; however, you should always strive to return everything back to its regular course. 
 
      
 
    The future “restaurant patio” would be located away from the main property with the hill; it would be next to the market stand and kitchen, which also needed to be expanded and covered with a canopy. 
 
      
 
    He still had so much work ahead of him... 
 
      
 
    “Bring back the posts and place an order for another delivery convoy,” chanted the dwarf, breathing hard and grabbing a log. “Bring back posts and place an order... Ooof... Come hell or high water, or vicious centurion... It won’t stop us from digging... Ooof...” 
 
      
 
    The sudden influx of manpower made an impact. However, if all strength gets focused in one spot, gaping holes appear in other parts of the plan. 
 
      
 
    Same here. He had to pause digging the hole for the future pond. Chopping trees, gathering stones — everything was paused. Instead, all efforts were directed towards building the large canopy. This included the main force — the dwarf Crow himself — who was the main cog in this machine. 
 
      
 
    As a result, he did not manage to finish a ton of tasks. But it didn’t get him down, as it wasn’t in his nature to stay depressed for long. While carrying logs, digging up rocks, supervising the workers, and keeping an eye on the craftsman and cook, the player managed to also look around, scanning the entire territory of the outpost. 
 
      
 
    It was full of bustling activity. Three dozen guards dashed back and forth without rest; all their actions were aimed towards a certain goal. Among them walked the centurion, whom the dwarf had spotted before, looking like a powerful, fully grown hog among a herd of piglets — or like a gnarled oak towering over young saplings. 
 
      
 
    The entire time Crow watched him, the centurion Vurrius did not sit down even once! At the same time, he did not make a single unnecessary move! A similar sight can be easily witnessed during a tour of any real-world factory that is fully automated, where everything is done by programmed robots. It was full of the same accuracy, lack of mistakes, cold rationality, and calculated movements. Interestingly enough, Waldyra’s widely advertised policies promised the exact opposite: a complete absence of any robotic actions on behalf of the locals, who were supposed to behave like normal, living creatures. They were capable of getting tired and running out of breath; they were not above spreading rumors at work, or drinking a pint of beer while their supervisor wasn’t looking. 
 
      
 
    Centurion Vurrius, on the other hand, behaved like a cybernetic organism. He watched the ongoings like a cold-blooded machine. 
 
      
 
    Only in the depths of his beastly, predator-like body, one could feel the pulsing fury of a warrior — that something called a special aura, which surrounded a true master of martial arts. It may sound melodramatic, but it perfectly describes the feelings of the player as he looked at the powerfully built old veteran. 
 
      
 
    The centurion was tough to the bone. 
 
      
 
    He possessed extremely dangerous qualities for civilians who happened to find themselves within his reach. 
 
      
 
    Crow experienced the truth of that very soon, right at the moment when the centurion decided to stop pretending to be a regular soldier. Pointing at the recently built livestock watering well, he gave a loud order that carried across the outpost: 
 
      
 
    “Tear that down! Clesius! Drotoros! Together, now! Remove it! The waterer should be in a different spot!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” chorused two burly guards with faces as expressive as solid brick. 
 
      
 
    “Why you — !” burst out the dwarf, taken by surprise and unable to believe his ears. 
 
      
 
    Bam! Bam! Ba-bam! Ba-ba-bam! And one last crash... 
 
      
 
    Nothing remained of the watering well, except for a rapidly growing puddle of mud. Why that little... Crow shook from emotion but continued to stand on the soil of his property, watching the centurion’s next move. It seems the guy is far from finished giving orders... 
 
      
 
    Vurrius did not disappoint. 
 
      
 
    “The pond and fish are unnecessary! First squad! Cut off the water supply! Remove the pond! Fill it with soil!” 
 
      
 
    Vurrius ordered the pond to be destroyed, along with the fish... 
 
      
 
    “Why you..!” inwardly roared Crow in outrage; outwardly, though, he did not say anything. He only clenched his teeth, feeling like the heroine of a certain old joke, which cited the instructions for female police officers in England: “If you are being assaulted by a rapist, try to defend yourself with the club. If that doesn’t work, then you must fire three warning shots into the air. And if that doesn’t work, then relax and try to enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
    The situation was even worse here: trying to defend with a club would be totally useless; and he had no weapon to fire warning shots. As for relaxing and enjoying it... Crow did not think himself so proficient in sexual games that he would be able to relax and enjoy seeing the fruits of his hard work get destroyed. 
 
      
 
    But the face of the centurion clearly indicated that he was only waiting for someone to try to contradict him. 
 
      
 
    Crow could not risk a direct confrontation with him... And he definitely must not bring up logical reasons, such as “The pond is a water reservoir for emergencies,” or “The waterer was fine where it was.” This would be seen as trying to bring down a superior in the eyes of his subordinates. It is the worst mistake he can make, which would never be forgiven. 
 
      
 
    He cannot go against him. But doing nothing is unacceptable, too! He has to save whatever he can! 
 
      
 
    As the soldiers armed themselves with shovels and dashed towards the pond, which bordered the dwarf’s property, Crow did not wait and, grabbing a pickaxe, bolted in the same direction. He swung the pickaxe and landed a powerful blow on the 3-foot-thick earthen barrier that separated the pond from the freshly dug hole on his property. Thanks to the wild rage that had taken hold of the dwarf, he was making extremely rapid progress. Soon, the first torrent of water surged into the hole that Crow’s workers had dug. Several little fishes flashed by, as they were swept away against their will into their new home. Standing over the gap he had made and continuing to make it wider blow-by-blow, he glanced at the centurion. Vurrius stood with his muscular arms folded behind his back and carefully observed the local citizen’s actions. His face was expressionless. Well, not entirely; the corners of his lips were ever so slightly curved in a sarcastic smile. 
 
      
 
    The stream of water flowing into the hole grew stronger; the future pond began to fill up in front of the dwarf’s eyes, as the bewildered fish swam back and forth among chunks of mud and shreds of weeds. Sighing with relief, the player stepped back; then he stared again in expectation at Vurrius, who had already come right up to the fence surrounding the dwarf’s property. 
 
      
 
    “You are the boss here,” noted the centurion. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am,” nodded Crow assertively. 
 
      
 
    “And on the other side of this fence, I am the boss.” 
 
      
 
    “That is none of my business,” shrugged the dwarf, deciding to neither agree nor argue with him. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. The captain of the previous shift lavished praise on you, foreigner. He listed and described your and the guards’ cooperative... achievements and agreements... And so... Regarding both of those things. I don’t like your achievements. But you’ve already seen that.” The centurion’s gaze wandered over the smashed waterer and the empty pond that was draining onto Crow’s property. 
 
      
 
    “I did,” nodded the dwarf, keeping an expressionless face. 
 
      
 
    “Your previous agreements are annulled. They don’t exist anymore. Algora’s guard has no need of your services. We’ll manage everything ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    “The pond with the fish... You managed to save it. But where will you get fresh water for it?” wondered the centurion. 
 
      
 
    “The stream?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t allow digging on the territory of the outpost! I won’t allow irrigation ditches through the outpost to bring water to private property! This is Crown Land, and if everyone starts digging holes and ditches here... That won’t do!” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” nodded Crow, growing even more grim. 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear from you, enterprising foreigner.” Centurion Vurrius allowed himself a barely noticeable, self-satisfied smirk. “Don’t get in my way... and I won’t notice you. Then we’ll get along.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    That marked the end of their conversation. 
 
      
 
    As he walked away, Vurrius gestured towards the large campsite that Crow had recently built for the passing caravans, and barked loudly: 
 
      
 
    “Tear it down! Second squad!” 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, half of the stone firepits were destroyed. Black soot hovered in the air, creating something of a mourning veil, which was being rapidly swept away by wind. The same wind, changing direction sharply, mockingly ruffled the glum dwarf’s black hair and rushed away laughing, taking along with itself all of Crow’s plans and broken achievements. 
 
      
 
    What did he manage to save? 
 
      
 
    Only the pond, which had half-filled the freshly dug hole with murky, foamy water. There was no inflow of fresh water. Very, very soon, the water will evaporate entirely, leaving dying fish on the bottom. He could no longer change the course of the stream to divert water to the pond — the centurion had forbidden such action in advance, and Crow had no way of reversing this decision. 
 
      
 
    The campsite with the firepits, which was located right in front of the market stand, was destroyed. Just like the watering well beside it. No longer will caravans and convoys break camp right here, by Crow’s lands. They will stop further on, at the place where the new livestock waterer will be built. 
 
      
 
    Nobody could forbid Crow from selling. But the player suspected that the centurion was not finished with him yet. This was just the beginning. 
 
      
 
    The beginning of what, you may ask? 
 
      
 
    The beginning of a real war. The signal to attack had just been given. The dwarf Crow was on defense; on the offense was Centurion Vurrius. 
 
      
 
    “Find out everything about Centurion Vurrius! ABSOLUTELY EVERYTHING! DAMN HIM!!!” wrote down the player dwarf in his journal and, after pausing to think, added: “Everything down to the smallest detail! All of his background! The entire biography from birth!” 
 
      
 
    What else? 
 
      
 
    On the next page was a note: “URGENT! Find a source of fresh water for the pond! Or the fish will die!” 
 
      
 
    “Water...” sighed the dwarf. “Water... Okay... If I find a way to make water flow into the pond, won’t our dearest, damn him, centurion complain about water escaping from my yard and wetting the Crown Lands and all that?” He sighed. “What else... Info on the centurion... info... Okay, I know where to start.” 
 
      
 
    Three minutes later, Crow had departed from the territory of the outpost. He was going on a hunting and gathering trip; due to the feelings he was experiencing at the moment, he could only rip and kill. 
 
      
 
    Behind him, two workers were hauling buckets of water from the stream to the pond; Crow ordered them to fill it up completely. The rest were helping Woodman finish the large, tall canopy roof intended for the future pub. 
 
      
 
    A new order for food, tools, and materials was already lying inside the mailbox by the entrance gate. Tonight, the mail-pelican will carry it back to Algora; and by tomorrow morning or noon, another small convoy will arrive, delivering the ordered goods. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf did not intend to cancel his plans. Quite the contrary — he decided to speed them up! That’s why he added several more requests to the order: recipes for beginner-level blacksmithing and several special tools. 
 
      
 
    So the centurion wants war, huh? 
 
      
 
    Well. Let there be war, then. The dwarf was always ready to protect his boundaries! 
 
      
 
    Passing by one of the guards, Crow smiled widely: 
 
      
 
    “Your centurion sure is strict! Very, very strict!” 
 
      
 
    “So he is,” replied the guard shortly. 
 
      
 
    “All covered with battle scars... Strong as an oak tree... Arms thick as logs... Where did he serve, what made him that way?” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows. Go on your way, good citizen. Don’t meddle.” 
 
      
 
    “My apologies for the intrusion. I’ll go away.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work out. The guards were not inclined to talk about their boss. Alright, then. He should have expected them all to be drilled to perfection and hardened like tin soldiers. He will have to try a different way... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Harsh weather for harsh lands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A GENERAL CATASTROPHE had hit Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    Hail. 
 
      
 
    The huge hail drummed against the stony plain like a thousand insane drummers. 
 
      
 
    Microscopic clouds of dust rose everywhere — the icy chunks of hail were falling on bone dry ground. Frenzied rabbits, partridges, jackals, snakes, and other animals scattered everywhere, rushed to and fro, hid under shrubs and trees, tried to stuff themselves into burrows, or pressed themselves against tree stumps and rocks. Meanwhile, the thickly falling hail hit them again and again, taking off life points, knocking beasts and birds off their feet, and then killing them. Bird nests were the first to be destroyed: smashed egg shells were scattered everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Silent and fuming, the dwarf Crow sat under the thick branches of a spruce tree, a mile away from the outpost, watching grimly what was happening in front of him. On either side of the dwarf sat two mangy-looking jackals, who shook with fear and kept licking their lips nervously as they watched their dangerous neighbor. Under the same spruce, a dozen partridges had also taken refuge, occupying the branches; several quietly hissing vipers had woven themselves around the trunk; the remaining space under the tree was taken up by rabbits. On the dwarf’s shoulder sat an equally glum Chrys. He was giving the jackals the evil side-eye and would occasionally click his beak, which made the scavengers even more nervous. Even more surprising was the creature that sat behind the jackal on the left: a rock nepenthesis, all beat up by hail, lopsided, barely alive, and grunting something under its breath. The shared disaster forced everyone to temporarily forget their mutual enmity: the predator sat next to the herbivore; the partridge sheltered the snake... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf paid no attention to the hustle and bustle, nor to the anxious atmosphere around him. All his thoughts were currently focused on the centurion Vurrius. As a matter of fact, they were so deeply focused, that the guy was probably feeling it right this moment. And let him feel it! That pest from hell! 
 
      
 
    The centurion Vurrius did not just put a spoke in Crow’s wheels. No! Worse! The centurion went ahead and took them off entirely, and smashed them to bits! Crow, of course, was no pushover and could take a punch; he wasn’t going to throw a fit. But still, the whole situation was so frustrating! 
 
      
 
    Three nearly dead rabbits came hopping up simultaneously to the tree which provided cover from the ongoing hail; they stared with sorrowful eyes at the lucky individuals sheltered by the branches. There was no more room under the tree... 
 
      
 
    Wordlessly, Crow raised his arm and let it drop. The hammer grasped in his hand came crashing down on the nepenthesis, literally beating it into the ground and taking away the last drops of its life. Chrys screeched in approval, expressing his full agreement with his master’s actions. 
 
      
 
    “Have a seat,” mumbled the disgruntled dwarf, and the rabbits hurried to take the freed-up spot, flattening their ears just in case. 
 
      
 
    Once again, a warning message from the system flashed scarlet before Crow’s eyes, informing him of the high levels of danger in the current location at the present moment. Such a strong hailstorm could only be braved by creatures armored from head to foot. 
 
      
 
    
     Nature has no bad weather! But! 
 
       
 
     Today’s hail turned out to be so sudden that it caught many off guard. 
 
       
 
     Pity those travelers and animals 
 
       
 
     who find themselves out in the open, pelted by massive hailstones. 
 
       
 
     You are strongly encouraged to immediately take cover from the severe weather 
 
       
 
     and wait until it subsides. 
 
       
 
     Today, hunters and gatherers will have poor success in areas affected by the strong storm — they should expect slim pickings. 
 
       
 
     Farmers should brace themselves, 
 
       
 
     as hail is damaging to the harvest, as well as to the growing young crops. 
 
       
 
     Visibility is reduced by 1.5 times; temperature has dropped by 3 times. 
 
       
 
     Chances of slipping and falling are quite high, 
 
       
 
     as are the chances of being stunned by a hailstone striking an unprotected head. 
 
       
 
     Usage of shooting- or throwing-type weapons is not recommended due to... 
 
       
 
   
 
    Everything came down to one thing... one after another... First, the departure of the “good” captain; then the arrival of the “bad” centurion; and now, a strong and lasting hailstorm... 
 
      
 
    It was scary to think about what was happening right now at the outpost. Not everywhere, of course; but specifically on Crow’s land. The tents will not hold up for long under such heavy “fire” — they will certainly fall apart. A part of his supply stash will also be destroyed, if the workers don’t think of bringing it under cover. Crow really hoped the workers themselves wouldn’t get hurt... 
 
      
 
    And what would happen to his small, unfinished pond? Well, that answer was easy. 
 
      
 
    The pond was basically kaput — not the hole itself, of course — but the fish for sure. The heavy bullets rained from the sky so thickly and in such quantities that soon, the entire pond will be filled up to its sides with icy crumbs. The fish will die, but at least they won’t spoil! Ha, ha, ha... Why was he trying so hard to save the fish, if they had already turned into frozen seafood? 
 
      
 
    In short, the entire day had started off wrong... 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what color was the centurion’s horse?” muttered Crow, looking sideways at his neighbor, the jackal. 
 
      
 
    The jackal flattened his ears and gave a small yelp, as if saying “I don’t know, don’t hurt me.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Cause he looks a lot like one of the horsemen of the Apocalypse,” sighed the player. “Phew... Ah! Why you sly, progressive buggers!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s exclamation was aimed at the four nepentheses marching over the pebbles of ice, heading in the direction of the rocky peak towering in the distance. The nepentheses held a wide wooden log overhead, which took all the blows from the hail upon itself. 
 
      
 
    Following the little bastards with a menacing gaze, Crow noted down in his journal that the carnivorous plants were moving towards Gray Peak, and that the green nasty things were four in number. He will need to kick them out of there later. No sooner had the player closed the in-built journal than a timer began flashing in front of his eyes; it had counted out exactly an hour since the powerful hailstorm started pummeling the ravine. 
 
      
 
    “Crap!” hissed the dwarf angrily, giving the command to continue timing. 
 
      
 
    If strong hail stays in one place for over an hour, the result will be tragic. The respawning of monsters and plants will be slowed down by ten times for an entire day! The regrowth of any fruit or vegetable crops will be slowed down by a hundred times for a whole three days! As a result, there will be far fewer trophies. And far less harvest. 
 
      
 
    And here comes the timely message from the game system: 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     The weather is getting worse! 
 
       
 
     Don’t even think about going anywhere, unless you are securely protected from hail! 
 
       
 
     In addition to all misfortunes, the ground has begun to freeze and turn into an icy wasteland! 
 
       
 
     Being out in the open is extremely dangerous! 
 
       
 
     Right now is a great time to head to a warm and brightly lit tavern, 
 
       
 
     where you can always find a steaming mug of strong Navy grog! 
 
       
 
     Today, hunters and gatherers will have poor success in areas affected by the strong storm — they should expect slim pickings. 
 
       
 
     Farmers should brace themselves, 
 
       
 
     as hail is damaging to the harvest, as well as to the growing young crops. 
 
       
 
     Visibility is reduced by 1.5 times; temperature has dropped by 3 times. 
 
       
 
     Chances of slipping and falling are quite high... 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Oh no,” moaned Crow. “My garden!” 
 
      
 
    The realization hit him like a truck. His garden was done for... Totally done for... By now, there was probably not a single living sprout remaining. Ordering more seeds from Algora was not a problem; however, the garden had almost been ready to harvest. 
 
      
 
    After ten long minutes, the hail suddenly stopped, as if someone turned off a machine that was making it. Every bird, beast, and reptile sitting under the tree instantly scattered. The war had not started yet, but the truce was already over. The dwarf exited last from under the tree — and instantly caught a lump of ice to the back of his uncovered head. The lump was the size of two adult human fists. Crow cursed aloud, looking at his reduced life points, and went back under the tattered branches of the spruce. After waiting a few minutes, he realized that hail was no longer coming down from the skies. He got “gifted” with the last present from mother nature. Somewhere nearby, a jackal was yipping and yelping nonstop. The beast itself was out of sight, which created the impression that the hiding scavenger was rolling around on the ground, laughing himself to death, after witnessing Crow getting hit with the icy lump on the head. It made Crow want to take off with a snarl, find the filthy jackal, and give him a good hit in the arse with the hammer. But even then, the dwarf managed to keep his temper. He turned his broad back on the jackal’s shrieks and marched back towards the outpost, the yet unmelted grains of hail crunching underfoot. He needed to see what was left of his homestead... and of his workers... 
 
      
 
    On the way home, the player did not encounter a single edible herb, or mushroom, or bird nest... A couple of nearly bald partridges went running by, plus a limping rabbit, followed by a jackal that was barely moving his feet; all of them were mercilessly killed by the dwarf, who sent Chrys into attack. To spare them from suffering. And to get rid of the eyesore. 
 
      
 
    Only ten steps from the boundary of the outpost, the dwarf stumbled and fell, sprawling flat on the ground. For a while, he lay face-down, nose pressed into the mixture of ice pellets and mud. Then he slowly got up, wiped his face, and turned around to look at the object that his foot had caught on. Maybe it’s something valuable? Yeah, right... It was a large broken branch that stuck out of the ground. At some point, five thinner branches had been growing out of the main stem, but they were all broken off. The broken limb in the middle turned out to be longer than the other four, causing the dwarf to trip over it. From a distance, the whole branch looked like a hand sticking out of the ground — a hand with a raised middle finger... 
 
      
 
    “Keep calm,” whispered the dwarf hoarsely. “Keep calm... Most importantly, don’t talk to anyone right now. Don’t argue with anyone. Otherwise, you might scream, then try to strangle them... Calm down... breathe... take it easy...” 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Dwarf! Crow!” came a shout from the direction of the Gray Peak watchtower. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” replied the player melancholically, turning his dirty face towards the guard who called him. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “The centurion demands to see you! It’s urgent!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” nodded the dwarf. “Yes, I’ll go to him right away. Thank you very much for the message, kind guard!” 
 
      
 
    The inside of the watchtower had changed so much, it was unrecognizable. The player froze on the threshold, staring wide-eyed at the walls that were now thickly covered with weapons. 
 
      
 
    The sheer variety of hanging objects was mind-boggling. One wall was completely obscured by bags with crossbow bolts and quivers with arrows. Here also hung the crossbows themselves, as well as the longbows — both without bowstrings. The second wall was bristling with dozens of pegs from which hung swords, axes, clubs, spears, and many other types of weapons. The third wall had been turned into something like an open cabinet, on whose shelves two guards were methodically lining up tight rows of fat bottles with various liquids and placing scrolls of tightly rolled parchment containing spells. That must be their medical and magical arsenal. The fourth wall, right behind the table, was covered with a map of the local area. The map was very good, in full color, and quite detailed — the dwarf only needed a one-second glance to understand that, before a big, powerful hand drew the black curtains across it with a snap, hiding the map. Under the map was something like a narrow, sturdy desk; it easily supported the weight of the personal weapons belonging to the centurion Vurrius, along with his metallic helmet and massive steel pauldrons. On a nail nearby hung the uniform cape of the guard; it hung absolutely perfectly, with neat lengthwise creases running along the sides of the garment. Beside it was some other clothing, but the player didn’t get a good look — he wasn’t given the chance. 
 
      
 
    Without taking off his corselet or chainmail, or the huge dagger that could be fully considered a short sword — another alarm bell went off in Crow’s head — the centurion leaned on the table, digging in his palms. He stared unblinkingly into the dead center of Crow’s face, chewing his lip; then he jabbed his finger into the paper spread out on the desk. It was the most detailed schematic map of the outpost of Gray Peak in its present state, where the earlier-marked pond and livestock waterer were thickly crossed out with red ink. Anger welled up in the dwarf’s throat and stuck there like a prickly lump... 
 
      
 
    “Here are your lands, foreigner,” loudly declared Centurion Vurrius. “Here, here, and here...” 
 
      
 
    With every “here,” the warrior’s finger poked the diagram, and poked it with obvious displeasure. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” replied the dwarf. “These are my land plots. Fairly purchased according to all rules and regulations, Sir Vurrius.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” agreed the centurion. “According to all rules. I requisitioned the money from the departing decurion, which included the means which you used to pay for the land. Foreigner Crow — ” 
 
      
 
    “I am not a foreigner!” For the first time, Crow interrupted the centurion, and interrupted him quite sharply. “I live here! You come into my home, centurion, and then call me a foreigner? I think it’s exactly the other way around!” 
 
      
 
    Inside the tower hung a momentary silence, interrupted only by the clinking of glass vials — the guards continued unpacking the wooden boxes and stocking the shelves. The indifferent eyes of the centurion, which were looking at Crow, lit up dangerously for a fraction of a second; then the graying veteran continued in a level voice: 
 
      
 
    “Many things have changed since the buying and selling took place. I understand that these lands were purchased with a specific purpose in mind. However, the present situation is such that I need every square inch of the outpost’s territory. I am ready to buy your acquired lands immediately, fo — local citizen Crow. For the same sum, plus half the price as compensation for the efforts spent on building and developments.” 
 
      
 
    “My land is not for sale!” said Crow, cutting him off sharply. 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     -1 goodwill in relations with the centurion Vurrius, 
 
       
 
     head of the outpost of Gray Peak! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “I am offering to buy your lands for three times their original price,” continued the centurion in the same level voice. 
 
      
 
    “My land is not for sale, Centurion Vurrius. Not for any money. Not for ten times the price, not even for a hundred,” said the dwarf, shaking his head and keeping a calm expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     -1 goodwill in relations with the centurion Vurrius, 
 
       
 
     head of the Gray Peak outpost! 
 
       
 
   
 
    “This is in your best interests, local citizen Crow. The circumstances have changed. As the head of the Gray Peak outpost, I demand... I...” The centurion’s face twitched; he obviously did not want to say the word “ask.” But after a moment of inward struggle, he managed to overpower himself, though clearly not entirely. “The outpost needs your cooperation, local citizen Crow. Sell your purchased lands and you would make the job of the guards substantially easier.” 
 
      
 
    “And you will have my full cooperation as a local citizen!” said the dwarf, emphasizing the same word as the centurion. “Whether in work or in battle — you can always count on my complete cooperation! At any time of day or night! Whether it’s with a tool or a battle hammer — I will always wholly cooperate with the interests of my homeland of Gray Peak! I would sacrifice my life to protect my home — ” 
 
      
 
    “People like you cannot be counted upon!” The demented face of the old warrior was terrifying. The aggressively narrowed eyes, the tensed sinews in his neck, and the bulging veins in his temples... 
 
      
 
    “He hasn’t totally lost it yet — that’s good,” whispered Crow in his thoughts, looking dispassionately at the nightmarish mask that had replaced Vurrius’s face. 
 
      
 
    One second... five seconds... ten seconds... Under the brutal pressure, the desktop broke with a snap, and a winding crack appeared... fifteen seconds... twenty seconds... 
 
      
 
    “So, you won’t be selling your land,” concluded Vurrius in a hoarse voice. 
 
      
 
    “No, I won’t be,” confirmed Crow. “I will keep living here, now and in the future. I haven’t broken any of Algora’s laws, nor do I intend to. I did not sully my name before Algora’s guard, so I have no reason to bow my head in guilt. Even if someone says something about me, it will only be good things; or else, they’ll say nothing at all, as I haven’t really done anything. I will always try to defend myself and others from invading enemies. As for whether I can be counted upon or not — time will tell. But that’s not for you to decide, Centurion Vurrius, no offense meant. Leave judging me to those who have known me for longer than a couple of hours.” 
 
      
 
    Silence again. A stifling silence... Not unlike an old, bad-tempered grizzly bear, Vurrius loomed over the desk and over the midget dwarf, his fingers continuing to clutch at the poor, creaking tabletop. 
 
      
 
    Crow waited, tensely thinking and evaluating the very unpleasant situation at hand. 
 
      
 
    The centurion barely held himself back from far harsher words and maybe even actions of physical nature. He was clearly hitting his limit — one more little push, and he will explode like an overinflated balloon. And then, the foreigner and simultaneously local citizen will meet a swift end — until his resurrection, that is. And the centurion will face punishment. That’s because a centurion of the Royal Guard may not kill completely innocent civilians simply due to personal dislike or even hatred. He simply cannot! For something like that, he would get demoted real quick — maybe even thrown behind bars. Another, more competent person will be appointed in his stead; the foreigner victim will be paid compensation for moral and physical damage — the dwarf will get a large sack of gold, in other words. 
 
      
 
    It would be the ideal outcome. What is one death for the player? Nothing! A minor annoyance and nothing more! But it would bring so many benefits! The cranky, put-spokes-in-your-wheels centurion will immediately disappear from this particular location. 
 
      
 
    Except that won’t happen — the centurion is 100 percent tied to his faction. Applying Murphy’s Law, over half of his warriors will happen to owe him their lives — and not just once, either. The new head sent to the outpost will turn out to be just as indebted to him, or even a former protégé of his... In short, to hell with such a murky and gloomy future. The just-as-gloomy present in the form of the centurion was better — at least Crow already knew what he was up against. The only problem that remained was the centurion Vurrius. He needed to find a way out of this situation... 
 
      
 
    “Phewwww...” The troublesome warrior let out a long sigh. He massaged his face with the rough palm of his hand. Then he tried to lessen the pressure and approach the problem from another side: 
 
      
 
    “The sale of your land back into the hands of the kingdom would help the guards of Algora to better protect this outpost and the borders of the country in general! I am willing to write a letter of explanation, with my signature, to any of the outposts located nearer to the City of Algora. It would tell the recipient of the letter to immediately help you find an available land parcel, and to sell it to you at a reasonable price.” 
 
      
 
    After digesting this pronouncement, it was Crow’s turn to throw back his head and laugh. The pressure of the grim centurion’s hand caused the desk to creak even louder. 
 
      
 
    “Phewwww...” The player let out a long sigh after releasing all his mirth. Suddenly growing serious, he cast the centurion a stern look. “Centurion Vurrius, why would I need your recommendation letter, if ALL the outposts near Algora have unclaimed land lots that anyone is free to purchase and for an already reasonable price? Even without your letter, I can buy land at any of these outposts! Except that it costs much more over there. The money that I’d get from selling six parcels of land here won’t be enough for even a single parcel there. It’s bad, honorable Centurion Vurrius, to mislead a completely innocent local resident, a poor dwarf! Your suggestion would lead to my bankruptcy! How unfitting for a guard of Algora! But it ain’t my place to judge you!” 
 
      
 
    Step one: the player dwarf turned his back. 
 
      
 
    Step two: he left the tower, closing the door quietly behind himself. 
 
      
 
    Three... and it was over. The centurion had no chance to say anything to Crow as he suddenly departed. 
 
      
 
    And he couldn’t anyway, since the dwarf was a civilian. He wasn’t obligated to obey orders from the guards, period. He wasn’t obligated to be friends with them, either. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, Crow had spoken the truth. Centurion Vurrius had just tried to force a completely useless piece of paper onto the dwarf whom he so openly disliked. The letter would have been on official letterhead, stamped, on expensive parchment, with the watermark of the Algora Guard, specially lined, and with a fancy header. All done nice and proper. An original... a useless original... Nobody was even thinking of restricting the sale of real estate — everyone was free to buy as much as they wanted, as long as they had the money. 
 
      
 
    In other words, the centurion had just tried to push Crow out. Had he been successful, the player would have gone from being a local resident and landowner, to a regular traveler with a certain sum of money and a useless, pretty piece of paper in his pocket. What a total ripoff. Truly unfitting for a guard of Algora! 
 
      
 
    In this way, the dwarf had just exposed the centurion for being dishonest, biased, and underhanded. Although he wouldn’t be able to accuse the centurion of these things in court — Vurrius could still say that he was honestly offering to help the poor dwarf by writing the letter and all that. It’s unlikely to raise any suspicions... 
 
      
 
    Whistling an unhappy tune, Crow walked only a dozen steps when he was confronted by a player he had never seen before. He was tall, tough-looking, and belonged to the human race. He had fair hair. His level: two hundred twenty-first. Player nickname: Gray Claw. Other notable characteristics: a long, winding scar down his left cheek. From his belt hung a sword in a simple metal scabbard, wrapped in a light, lilac-colored mist. Behind his back was a mighty, almost-square shield. His head was uncovered, while the rest of him was clad in heavy armor. The color of the player’s nickname was a peaceful green, which was good news. The clan symbol beside his name indicated association with the Albatrosses. 
 
      
 
    “How’s it goin’?!” the stout guy greeted Crow joyfully. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” replied the dwarf cautiously, looking up at the stranger blocking his way. 
 
      
 
    “These are your lands, yeah?” Gray Claw’s finger pointed at the fence surrounding the private property. 
 
      
 
    “Mine,” said Crow, choosing not to argue against the obvious fact. 
 
      
 
    “I guess that means you’re a resident here. Listen, don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not here to sell anything — only to buy. Info, specifically. If you’re interested in money, then I can pay a fair sum for a small chat. You can tell me a little story about the local area, and I’ll give you a gift of money for it. I can pay a part of it up front. I pay generously.” 
 
      
 
    “Claw! What are you doing back there?” called a red-haired young woman of Level 236. She was sitting astride a giant, completely white wolf with red eyes. Abominable Annie... She belonged to an entirely different clan: the Incredible Cupcakes. Her character class was unclear — the girl wore a regular civilian dress. It was impossible to tell at first glance who she was exactly. The white wolf might narrow down the search a bit. However, judging by the special bags hanging off the beast’s sides, Crow was inclined to think that the girl was an archer as a base, plus something to do with curses, if you consider her gaming nickname. She must be an archer with a certain specific set of skills. 
 
      
 
    “Fifty gold coins,” stated Crow casually, looking over both players and the rich harness on the wolf. “For a minute-long talk.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you, a famous prophet?” inquired Gray Claw, outraged. 
 
      
 
    “No, just your everyday psychic. What about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh... Hmmm...” The high-ranking player sank into deep thought. Whether he was thinking about psychics, or about the named price, it was unclear. Once he lifted his thoughtful eyes from the ground, he realized that the midget dwarf was no longer standing in front of him — he had left long ago to go about his own business. 
 
      
 
    Gray Claw caught up to him easily, but the dwarf was already at the fenceline. 
 
      
 
    “No, wait — but seriously, why so expensive?” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s cheap,” Crow shook his head. “I won’t haggle on the price, sir. Either you’re paying me to talk, or I’m off.” 
 
      
 
    “Just pay him already!” yelled Annie, who had heard everything perfectly. “Don’t be such a cheapskate!” 
 
      
 
    “Easy for you to say!” grumbled Claw, pulling out a wallet from the bag on his belt. “Here you go. But if you are going to just take the money and say: ‘Everything is normal here’ and then try to run off... then I’m not responsible for what I might do to you!” 
 
      
 
    Crow stretched out his hand silently. The mute pause lasted about three seconds, punctuated by snorts of laughter coming from Annie. Finally, with a heavy sigh, Gray Claw poured several dozen coins into the palm of the dwarf’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “There’s only forty-five here,” noted Crow dryly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the worst,” Annie laughed out loud this time, rolling across the snow-white wolf’s back and slapping her thighs. “Trying to rip off the kid...” 
 
      
 
    “Not rip off!” protested Claw. “To pay him fairly!” 
 
      
 
    “Here, catch!” The young woman raised herself slightly and tossed several gold coins to the dwarf. “Is everything correct now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is,” nodded the dwarf. He waited a couple of seconds, then began to speak clearly in short sentences: “Every day, the outpost receives between five and fifteen caravans or convoys. Out of those, seventy percent are caravans and convoys belonging to ‘locals.’ The amount of trade increases daily. This morning, security was suddenly tightened — a dozen guards were replaced by three dozen new soldiers, all of whom are highly trained and experienced veterans. They are headed by the centurion Vurrius. A grim sort of guy, doesn’t like civilians, doesn’t like players. Refuses to cooperate; acts maliciously without cause. The reason for tightened security: possible attack by gray orcs. One of the confirming factors: the appearance of predatory rock nepentheses near the outpost. Additional information: new barracks are being constructed on the territory of the outpost; more buildings will likely be added in the future. The outpost is being expanded. The Sleepless Clan is involved in the construction work. That’s it. The end.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, damn,” said Annie, awed. “You’re simply amazing! Claw! Did you hear what he said?!” 
 
      
 
    “The Sleepless,” mumbled Gray Claw, looking grim. “Is that all? And you took fifty gold coins for that? That won’t do! Keep talking, buddy!” 
 
      
 
    “Oi!” said Abominable Annie, interrupting her companion very, very sharply. “Enough! As for you, Crow Eater, you’ve done well! Or should I just call you Crow?” 
 
      
 
    “The shorter one,” nodded the dwarf and turned to go back. “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait! I’ve added you to my contact list. Add me to yours, okay? If anything happens, I’ll write to you and ask you about some things — not for free, of course. I love how you have a way with words and tell the most important points.” 
 
      
 
    “You flatter him too much,” snorted Claw derisively. 
 
      
 
    “More like not enough,” smiled Annie. “That’s why I’m offering you a bonus, Crow! What would you like? Some more money? Or something else?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” The dwarf halted and looked at Annie. “I’ve added you to the contact list. As for the bonus... If you have it and don’t mind giving it up, I’d like a transportation scroll. To Algora or any nearby town. Or even a transportation crystal to any of the neighboring villages.” 
 
      
 
    “Here, take the scroll.” Jumping off the wolf’s back, the girl placed the scroll into Crow’s hand. “And thanks for adding me to your contacts. I’ll be sure to write you a love letter sometime soon. Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Good luck to you, too,” nodded the player dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” sighed Gray Claw, taking the shield off his back and throwing it down on the ground. “Young people these days...” 
 
      
 
    “Stop grumbling, grandpa,” snorted Annie, hopping back onto the white wolf’s back and tossing one end of a thick rope to Claw; the other end was tied to the beast’s harness. “Let’s get going already... Bye, kid! Grow big and strong!” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the guests dashed off, the armor-clad warrior standing on his shield, to which the rope was tied; the mighty wolf galloped at top speed, easily dragging along the improvised board for dry-ground surfing. The oddly hitched team, with the gleefully whooping rider Annie in front, rushed past a jackal who happened across their path. Gray Claw, who was standing on the shield, lazily swung his sword, and the scavenger died instantly... 
 
      
 
    Crow followed them with his eyes as they departed. Then he scratched his chin, heaved a deep sigh, and walked off towards his property. It must be in a state of total ruin right now... what a mess... 
 
      
 
    First, he will need to assess the damage, check the health of his workers, and then give them new tasks. After that, he would need to go on a trip — he still needed to buy a few things, plus stop by the warrior guild... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Harsh guests for harsh lands! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CROW WAS ONLY A COUPLE of steps away from his poor land plot, when a desperate, crying call made him jump, twisting around in mid-air. 
 
      
 
    “Crooooow!!! Crooooow!!!” 
 
      
 
    Five figures were sprinting towards the boundary of the outpost. 
 
      
 
    In front was the bard Amou, running in a way that would have made any track coach immediately grab a large-caliber rifle and shoot such an athlete in order to stop the poor thing from suffering herself and from causing pain to those who were watching. That’s because Amou’s running style wasn’t exactly the best... 
 
      
 
    Behind her hurried the cardmaster Mith, who looked somewhat more athletic next to his partner. Still, he didn’t look particularly graceful, and the long arrows sticking out from his back did not add to his elegance or athleticism. 
 
      
 
    Behind the running players circled their pets: the nightingale, who looked like a tiny, barely visible spot to the grumpily squinting Crow, and the spotted hound. The pets were trying to hold back three giants, who were running heavily after the fleeing players and filling the air with ear-piercing whistling. Leather clothes, gray skin, and billowing black hair — the gray orcs were here in person. These were heavyweights, broad-shouldered and powerful. They weren’t hunters. They were defense warriors — the full-body shields were dangling behind their backs. They were slow but extremely tough. 
 
      
 
    The pets were only circling, having been staked out just in case. What was really holding the two orcs back were two boars — probably monsters from cards, slowly dying under the blows of the gray-skinned warriors. 
 
      
 
    Such a full assessment of the situation only took the dwarf a couple of seconds. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, obeying his master’s yell of “Aaargh!” the golden eagle Chrys dropped from his perch and, with a sharp screech, shot off in the direction of the enemy. Crow followed behind, running as fast as he could, unarmed except for a stick. 
 
      
 
    The lives of Mith and Amou were in no danger: they were about ten strides ahead of their pursuers, who were not as agile and did not have any long-range weapons. Nonetheless, the fluttering arrows in the cardmaster’s shoulders pointed to the presence of an archer orc somewhere nearby. 
 
      
 
    Any moment now, the local killing squad — the angry guards of Algora, that is — was going to enter the action. That’s why Crow was not running to meet the fearsome enemy in battle, but to prevent his player friends from ending up at the respawning site due to their own stupidity. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh! The quivering, howling sound came from high overhead. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, a brief but deadly rain came down in front: three dozen arrows fell like a curtain behind the backs of the players running away from death and accurately covered three gray orcs. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh! One more direct hit. Acting in unison, ten guards aimed their bows up high and froze, waited for the yell “Hone!” and then synchronously released three arrows, one right after another. Then they froze again... 
 
      
 
    Whoosh! A third gift from the heavens fell on top of the roaring orcs, who were thrashing on the ground among the melting hailstones. 
 
      
 
    And then, silence... Only the dwarf player’s cry rang in the air, as he hastily directed his eagle away from the target. 
 
      
 
    The danger had passed... But Crow kept running like crazy, gasping for air and straining his digital tendons. He was only a few seconds too late. 
 
      
 
    Amou still had not noticed that the chase was over and continued to run. The far more observant cardmaster Mith, however, quickly realized that nobody was going to fire shots at him anymore or kick his cheating butt; he braked sharply, saw the motionless bodies of the gray orcs nearby, and dashed towards them, aiming for the large purse attached to the leather belt of the nearest gray-skinned giant. 
 
      
 
    “No!” hollered Crow, hurtling like a meteor past the girl. “Get back! Get back, Mith!” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?!” Mith jumped in surprise. “What’s up? Don’t we still need to — argh!” 
 
      
 
    The cardmaster cried out in surprise as a heavy gray hand gripped his wrist. Not all enemies were dead. Crow immediately dropped to the ground — not head-over-heels, not on his knees, but just falling backwards, slamming against the earth, sliding feet-forwards and kicking up the soil. Even as he fell, the gray orc who was gripping Mith opened his mouth, which was studded with sharp, pointed teeth, lolled out his heavily scarred black tongue, and roared: 
 
      
 
    “Long live Guorrrrra!” 
 
      
 
    KABOOM! 
 
      
 
    The sudden insane explosion tore to shreds not only the gray orcs, but also the cardmaster Mith. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf, who was lying on the ground, was barely affected by the blast, which only gave him stunning, deafness, uncoordinated movements, and took twenty percent of his life for good measure. The stick clutched in his right hand shattered to bits, and the one in his left simply cracked; the crude weapons were already on the verge of breaking, and the shockwave ruined them completely. His clothes got hit too — the gihl rags tore in several places. 
 
      
 
    But the black-haired dwarf was alive. His pet Chrys continued to soar in the blue skies, gazing down in confusion at his master lying flat on the ground. The cardmaster Mith, however, was no longer among the living. 
 
      
 
    He was already... 
 
      
 
    Far away, a grieving wail came from the outpost: 
 
      
 
    “Aaaaaargh!” 
 
      
 
    With a grunt, Crow got up unsteadily. Turning around, he stared grimly at the male figure running towards him, dressed only in underwear... Behind the dwarf’s back was a gigantic smoking crater, about fifteen feet wide and two feet deep. The bodies of the gray orcs were gone without a trace. Everything got turned to ashes. 
 
      
 
    Although, with luck, one might find something that got spared. Like money, for example: Waldyra’s currency was indestructible. Among the slowly settling dust, a faintly glowing patch of silvery fog was visible. 
 
      
 
    “The equipment is done for,” sighed Crow. “Hopefully, there were no good cards in there...” 
 
      
 
    “My deck!” bawled a near-naked Mith, jumping over a rabbit and kicking aside a confused, drab partridge. “Oh noooo...” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf sighed again, throwing a sad glance at the earthly remains of the cardmaster. 
 
      
 
    The blast from the explosion damages not only the lives of the players, but also their equipment and the contents of their inventory — everything, in short. It easily lowers the durability of objects. And the pets... Crow had just realized that the nightingale and dog were nowhere to be seen. They were wiped out, too, as they had been circling around Mith when he tried to get rich quick. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” squeaked Amou the Bard, looking astonished as she came up behind the dwarf; her hand touched the single remaining string on her guitar. The musical instrument responded with an equally astounded “quack-quack-quack” that did not even remotely resemble music. 
 
      
 
    Twang... With a piteous whine, the last string tore. 
 
      
 
    “Their explosions are really nasty,” said Crow, wrinkling his nose and digging in his ear with his finger. Not that it helped him hear any better — just a habit from the real world. 
 
      
 
    “My deck...” continued to moan the cardmaster as he slumped past his friends, who were standing on the edge of the crater, and dropped to his knees beside the remains of his own previous body. His shaking hand reached towards the silvery mist... Another long moan echoed across the surroundings. 
 
      
 
    “All trashed?” inquired the dwarf in a tone of condolence. 
 
      
 
    “Completely and utterly trashed?” asked Amou, her voice brimming with sympathy. 
 
      
 
    Mith’s outward appearance after getting dressed spoke for itself: his clothes now resembled rags, torn and full of holes; his shoes were in a similar state, and everything on him was incredibly dirty. However, it wasn’t the clothes that were important; it was the maps, scrolls, and other small but fragile and expensive items. 
 
      
 
    “Almost all the trophies in my bag got turned to dust,” mumbled Mith, looking at his companions with eyes moist from grief. “Bottles of mana and hepuch — all shattered to bits. But that’s not the worst of it... Half my deck is gone! And I just recently built it up! One card with a wozsl, two cards with boa constrictors, five black rats, one purple slym, three cards with goldfish — ” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay. That’s enough,” interrupted the dwarf, cutting short the poor victim’s lament. “There’s nothing you can do about it now. You should’ve stayed away. Mith, why did you try to take someone else’s trophies? It was the guards, not you, who took them down. Are you looking for trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already found it...” 
 
      
 
    “Death is not a problem,” said Crow, shaking his head. “At least, not in Waldyra! Amou! Don’t touch the money!” 
 
      
 
    The girl bard, who was reaching for several silver coins lying in the dust, pulled back her hand sharply. 
 
      
 
    “The guards are coming,” explained the dwarf, indicating the three royal guards marching towards them. 
 
      
 
    Behind them came the centurion Vurrius himself. 
 
      
 
    “These things used to be gray orcs,” Crow’s finger pointed, in turn, at each pile of rags and odd fragments lying on the ground. “Aggressive and hostile beings capable of reason. Do you understand? The guards had first killed them, and now they need to examine the remains, sort the trophies, and think of what to do next. They will question you, too. And what must you do, when the guards start asking you?” 
 
      
 
    “Keep our silence?” suggested the girl timidly. 
 
      
 
    “No! You must answer! Clearly and truthfully. Don’t brag. Don’t lie. Don’t exaggerate to make yourself look good; don’t say something like, ‘As we were running, I killed three dozen of these. Then, I lost interest in killing but suddenly had a desire to run a marathon.’ If you have anything to hide, then it’s better not to mention it. But don’t lie. It’s not worth getting into trouble with the guards!” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” nodded Amou understandingly. 
 
      
 
    “What’s there to lie about?” said the cardmaster, indignant. “As if we had anything to hide! We were just walking over to your place! On the way, we decided to gather a few stones and other assorted junk, since you like that kind of crap.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” grunted Crow. “And?” 
 
      
 
    “And then I saw a log lying on the ground! There was a narrow gully, like a shallow and wide ditch, full of moss-covered stones, fallen logs, and mounds of soil here and there. And I thought, ‘Let me pick this up...’ I’m such an idiot! Why did I have to touch that accursed log? But how could I know?! So I walked up, grabbed one of the ends, and tugged at it. And suddenly — it came up like a lid! Turns out, it was only half a log, and the inside was hollow! And there, in the ground, was a dugout. And inside it, fast asleep, lay a dude with an ugly, gray face and a happy smile full of rotten teeth! And then — bam! The guy opened his eyes! He stared at me, grabbed his knife... Well, I’m an idiot, of course, but a quick one — so I dropped the log back down and hightailed it outta there, with Amou right behind me. What’s the point of trying to take on that coffin-dwelling horror, if his level is one hundred seventeenth and red?! Then, the usual happened: we got into an epic chase, fought back as we ran, using whatever we could find... Oh, yeah! When I climbed to the top of the hill and turned around, I saw that all the stones in that little ditch had lifted up like lids! And the logs! And the little mounds of soil! And the fallen branches! These monsters came crawling out of everywhere!” 
 
      
 
    “You had discovered the gray orcs’ army camp,” said the dwarf, unable to suppress a laugh. “Damn... You’ve gotta be kidding... Now repeat the whole story from the very beginning, and start it off loudly with the following phrase: ‘Guards! Me and my comrade-in-arms have discovered a camp of evil gray orcs nearby!’ Then tell them everything in order, but don’t use the words ‘accidentally’ or ‘inadvertently.’ If the guards ask you to show them the place, don’t refuse. Get on a horse and show them. And then, perhaps, you may get something nice from the guards in return for your services. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it!” 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, travelers!” a black-mustached guard growled loudly, coming up to them first. 
 
      
 
    “Guards!” hollered the ragged Mith. “Me and my comrade-in-arms have discovered a camp of evil gray orcs nearby! And then! You won’t believe what happened next!” 
 
      
 
    Having gotten into his stride, Mith did not rave for long; nevertheless, each of his words was marked by passion and conviction, painting one mental picture after another; the story itself was shockingly tragic, evoking pity towards its unfortunate hero, along with deep admiration for his impossibly brave deeds. Meanwhile Amou stood quietly beside him and did not butt into the conversation; nonetheless, she managed to nod at the appropriate times and even fill in the rare pause with a gentle, weeping chorus of “oh, oh, oh,” sung to the music of her guitar with newly replaced strings. 
 
      
 
    Slightly taken aback, the dwarf watched in amazement as the remarkably talented show with musical accompaniment unfolded before him. But the grim guards were far more pragmatic and thick-skinned. As soon as the ragged cardmaster finished giving his dramatic testimony, they immediately offered him to show the place where he first saw the accursed evil gray orcs. Thankfully, the horses had already been brought from the outpost. 
 
      
 
    Two minutes later, Crow found himself alone again. He watched the rapidly retreating regiment as it galloped away, across the mud and ice pellets, into the setting sun... or, more accurately, in the direction of the midday sun... 
 
      
 
    Both players, Mith and Amou, received an assignment from the guards and did not refuse the heaven-sent chance to make friends with one of the more powerful factions in the world of Waldyra. They could expect a reward, in addition to vengeance against the offending gray orcs. 
 
      
 
    Well... They will get to savor the sweetness of revenge. From a safe distance, Mith and Amou will happily watch as their enemies are wiped out. As for Crow, he had nothing to celebrate. Whom should he blame for the destructive hail, which swept the location like a scythe of death? 
 
      
 
    Nobody. Unless it’s the gods. But there was no time to shake fists at the overcast skies. That’s why the dwarf hurried towards the hill once more, in order to assess the damage with his own eyes. Nothing stopped him this time, and ten minutes later, Crow could barely keep from howling in frustration. 
 
      
 
    The good news was that none of his workers were seriously harmed. They had nothing worse than a few scrapes and bruises, which, in the virtual world, were represented by a few lost life points that quickly regenerated. The digital world had its own advantages. Had this happened in real life, the men would be rolling around on the ground right now, clutching at their bruised ribs, wounded faces, scraped knees, and heads concussed by hail. Here, on the other hand, the workers were still full of strength and spirit. 
 
      
 
    The other relatively good news was that none of the major constructions were totally destroyed. The market stand withstood the onslaught of bad weather; the new and not fully finished canopy was still there as well. As a result, the objects that were under their cover were spared too. In addition, Grubber managed to save the food, beer, plates, mugs, and the rest of their meager utensils. 
 
      
 
    As for the bad news: the tents were now garbage. They got chopped up and scattered under the blows of the merciless hail. Along with the tents, the scant possessions of the workers suffered too. The fault for these losses rested on Crow. He should have provided his hired workers with proper, sturdy housing capable of withstanding any weather. Naturally, the player’s belongings took a hit too, turning into useless junk that crumbled apart in his hands. The fence, although built to last, was also damaged in places: the thick beams had snapped, as if chopped by an axe. 
 
      
 
    The pond turned into a mud hole, filled to the brim with a mixture of crushed ice, rocks, chunks of soil, roots, and fish scales. Nothing was left alive. The fish did not survive the sudden onset of the Ice Age and the bombing with hailstones. That’s another one of his startup projects destroyed. But that wasn’t all. The vegetable garden was gone without a trace. In this case, the hail acted like a steamroller, mercilessly flattening the garden beds to the ground, along with the plants that grew on them. There will be no harvest. 
 
      
 
    This concluded the approximate list of damages. Crow spent the next twenty minutes apologizing incessantly and sincerely. He apologized to the hired workers, as he had not managed to shelter them from the severe weather, nor protect their few belongings. Worse yet, three of the men were sneezing nonstop and rubbing their reddened noses. That’s another problem: disease! There’s plenty of it in Waldyra! The locals can die from disease in the blink of an eye! Those that manage to survive or not get sick at all won’t be particularly pleased with their bad master, who did not care about their health. 
 
      
 
    He needs to find a cure! 
 
      
 
    But he had no medicine! 
 
      
 
    That’s a problem! 
 
      
 
    They had no shelter from the cold or the sudden gusts of the chilling wind! 
 
      
 
    That’s an even bigger problem! 
 
      
 
    Trembling from the cold, the workers had wrapped themselves in rags and shivered beside the smoldering remains of the kitchen fire. 
 
      
 
    What a pitiful sight! Crow felt ashamed. He didn’t protect them. He had been chasing profits, trying not to lose here, to snag more there. And this is the result! Three of his men were almost near death, and there was nowhere to sleep! Simply wonderful! 
 
      
 
    He had to correct his mistakes asap. 
 
      
 
    First things first: Crow handed out money. It would have been better to give out medicine, but he had none. That’s why the player handed each worker a gold coin, along with a sincere apology. At times, money cures headaches better than aspirin, and improves mood better than wine. 
 
      
 
    Then he ordered Grubber to build up the fire as much as he can, and to not be shy about using any amount of firewood for the purpose; Crow did not care if everything burned down, as long as the guys were kept warm. Crow personally brought the first portion of firewood, placing the damp branches on top of the coals and fanning up the flame. He did not offer anyone cold beer — that would be a stupid move. If only he had some hot Navy grog... 
 
      
 
    “Stay strong!” ordered the player, bringing out the teleportation scroll. “I’ll be back soon! Stay strong for now, men!” 
 
      
 
    An uneven and hoarse chorus assured him that they were still holding strong, and the slightly mollified Crow vanished in the flash of teleport. 
 
      
 
    The “local” workers took their seats around the now-blazing campfire and prepared for a long, stoic wait. To their surprise, however, Sir Crow returned the same way he left. This happened quite quickly — not even twenty minutes had passed since his departure. Like a flash of lightning, the player swept around the campfire; on the shoulders of each worker landed a thick blanket of gray camel hair. Then he took out cloaks made of the exact same material. Next came regular white shirts, pants, new socks, sweaters, hats, and knitted gloves. These were followed by belts: all of them wide, double-woven, and embroidered with special runes to repel the cold. After the clothes came the medicine — an odd-looking, fizzy dark liquid in a big bottle. Some of the men tried to shift away in fear, but Crow was merciless; he made sure everyone took their prescribed dosage. Had they tried to resist, the player would have forcefully poured the panacea down their throats. The guys understood this and began to obediently gulp down the elixir. 
 
      
 
    Lastly, the player dwarf pulled out of his rucksack a large piece of thick cloth with metal rings sewn into it. Deciding not to trouble his workers, who had already changed into clean and warm clothes, the dwarf hammered several beams into the ground, stretched the purchased cloth tightly across them, and lowered the edges to the ground, pressing them down with large rocks. Inside he tossed armfuls of fragrant hay and threw several more blankets overtop; in the center, he placed a softly glowing yellow lamp, which immediately began to radiate waves of heat. Crow hardly had time to finish setting up the camping tent, when a drawn-out rumble of thunder sounded overhead. The heavens were raging again! 
 
      
 
    His instincts were right! The first drops of rain hit the tightly stretched canvas of the tent. Suddenly, it began to pour. Not a single drop fell on his precious laborers — they were already sitting inside the improvised tent, enjoying its warmth and coziness. 
 
      
 
    The player stayed outside. Without trying to shield himself from the stormy weather, he looked up at the cloudy gray skies, water streaming down his face, and muttered: 
 
      
 
    “Feels like someone is doing this on purpose... I can’t have been cursed, right? Or... wait...” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf spun around and stared at the watchtower. Its door was wide open; in the doorway stood the massive figure of the old warrior. Vurrius... The player and the warrior looked at each other for over a minute before turning away their gaze. Giving the centurion one last passing glance, Crow muttered thoughtfully: 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe someone has been cursed... but not me?” 
 
      
 
    What a shockingly mind-blowing idea. It was worth considering. Also, it required some proof. At least indirect proof, for starters. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s eyes traveled slowly over the entire territory of the outpost. He noted that all the animals were positioned incredibly well; they were sheltered from the stormy weather by either the stone walls of the watchtower, or thick wooden planks. All the delivered supplies had already vanished from sight — they must have been moved to the storeroom. The numerous guards calmly continued about their day, fulfilling their duties, without the slightest hint of surprise at the sudden severe weather, which had managed to throw two surprises in the same day — first the hail, then the driving rain. Such behavior might imply overall toughness, or simply being used to the tantrums of Mother Nature. In this case, it seemed these guards were used to dealing with sudden weather cataclysms. 
 
      
 
    At this rate, it’ll sn —  
 
      
 
    The dwarf tilted his head to the skies, and a cold snowflake landed lightly on his upturned nose. 
 
      
 
    “It’s snowing!” the player exhaled in shock. “Of all things to happen! But... wait. Why am I immediately blaming Vurrius? There’s another possibility that certainly should not be discounted...” 
 
      
 
    Gray orcs hail from lifeless crags, where heavy stormclouds and snow blizzards crawl slowly across the mountain slopes. Many orc spellcasters are particularly skilled at summoning these sorts of surprises. Everything seems to match the situation... except that the deadly hail had hit the location before the hidden army of orcs was discovered. The driving rain that followed the hail could have masked the tracks of the retreating enemies and thrown off the dogs’ scent. But the slowly and abundantly falling snow? It gave no benefit at all to the chased orcs, as any tracks left behind would be immediately obvious even to the most inexperienced newbie. This may be a game, but under such circumstances as a mass attack, the orcs would not make serious mistakes like that. 
 
      
 
    That’s why it can’t be them. After brief consideration, the dwarf rejected the possibility of the orcs’ involvement in the sudden snowfall. The rain and wind? Possibly, they may have had a hand in it. As for the snow, definitely not! They weren’t suicidal and wouldn’t want to make their pursuers’ job easier. 
 
      
 
    Again, Crow fixed his gaze on the quietly closing door in the side of the watchtower. What a mess... The dwarf had the means to rapidly find out all the available information about the grim, unsociable centurion. However, he did not intend to resort to that means. It was very, very risky to try to dig anything out of that source. Because over there, everyone knew him as someone entirely different... Damn... It’s no good. 
 
      
 
    He still had one more way to get ahold of the information. In this case, it wouldn’t matter who he is now or who he was before. But this would be a totally suicidal step to take. That screwed-up psychopath, who likes fire in all its forms, with a wide-stretched smile and an insane look in his eyes, takes on only the most unusual and “iiiinteresting” assignments — as he loves riddles and brain-teasers of the highest sort more than anything else. Digging up dirt on the centurion Vurrius was unlikely to qualify as something very interesting. Plus, Crow had no means to pay him, and that pyromaniac never did anything for free. He would certainly demand payment, sooner or later. Often, this payment would be of the most unusual sorts... Attempting to refuse would turn the player’s life into hell... What’s that pet saying of his? “The only thing you can get for free is boredom”? ...Yeah, something like that. Another one of his phrases, widely known in a certain very tight-knit circle: “The citizens of Pompeii just wanted to enjoy a spectacular sight too...” Therefore, seeking help from that fanatic of blazing chaos was simply not worth it. Tilting his head in thought, Crow paused for a second, then flinched as he suddenly remembered it: a recently heard voice drawling “booriiiing.” And he heard it right here, right beside the fence of his own home. It can’t have been HIM... Damn... Crow felt shivers down his spine. He was hardly afraid of horrors... It’s just that he had reasons to want to avoid an encounter... 
 
      
 
    He will have to deal with everything himself! 
 
      
 
    Except that in the coming storm, he must think first about saving his own lives. The falling snow began to swirl into little twisters that swayed chaotically from side to side. The twisters collided, fell apart, merged, and collided with each other yet again, running into the surrounding objects — the first sign of a real blizzard. 
 
      
 
    What made blizzards so dangerous in Waldyra? 
 
      
 
    Many things. 
 
      
 
    In addition to the bitter cold, the teleportation scrolls and crystals would temporarily stop working. This pain-in-the-neck effect occurred in approximately eighty percent of blizzards. And somehow, Crow was utterly convinced that, right now, this particular effect had a 100% chance of occurring. 
 
      
 
    What should he do? 
 
      
 
    Lead his workers far away to safety? 
 
      
 
    No way! 
 
      
 
    He still had a fighting chance... He should start by stockpiling the bare necessities, at least. Sticking his head into the snow-covered tent, he yelled, “I’ll be back soon!” and then his figure was enveloped once more by the ghostly flame of teleportation. 
 
      
 
    Crow was off to Algora. Again. He stared into the scarlet-blue rainbow of the teleport; in front of his eyes blinked a red timer set for half an hour. He must get back before the blizzard grows strong enough to block teleportation magic. That’s because the blizzard may bring grim, scary guests who love the cold and dark, and hate light and warmth... He must get back in time! 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Harsh beasts for harsh lands! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    UPON LANDING AGAIN in the sunny and peaceful city of Algora, the black-haired dwarf did not pause to admire the golden rays of dappled sunlight as they crawled lazily over stained-glass windows and richly carved walls. No. Although he did not shun beauty, even of the virtual kind, he was far too preoccupied with more important things right now. 
 
      
 
    Over here, it was a nice sunny day. Back there, his own home was about to be enveloped by a vicious blizzard that carried a ton of problems with itself. It must be acknowledged, though, that the contrast was extreme: out of snowy twisters, cold, ice, and mud, he landed directly on clean, dry pavement. The dwarf nearly splattered mud all over a smartly dressed gentleman, who was strolling down the street and enjoying the company of lovely ladies. With a hastily muttered apology, Crow dashed as fast as his legs could carry him towards his target: an inconspicuous yet large marketplace located at the edge of the city. It sold a vast assortment of objects useful in an emergency. Despite its seemingly unfavorable location, the market was popular among both players and “locals.” 
 
      
 
    In the real world, such an establishment would be called the survivalist’s store. All the goods for sale, without exception, were especially practical and durable. They were also way too big, heavy, and ugly... That was their only downside — the sizes! The flippin’ sizes! 
 
      
 
    In the real world, for, say, twenty bucks, you could buy a nice powerful flashlight at a regular store; the flashlight would fit in the palm of your hand and shine brightly for three hours without needing to be recharged. In a store like this marketplace, you would be able to buy a flashlight with the exact same parameters, but only for five bucks. The only difference would be the size of it: the five-dollar flashlight would shine just as brightly, but be as big as a goddamn bazooka. Many players would be put off by such grotesque proportions. Not so much by the size, as by the weight. Who the hell needs a magic flashlight that weighs over forty pounds? When taking such a light source, there is no question of bringing along any weapons, as you simply won’t be able to carry everything. You’ll have to bear a lot of ridicule too. Funny, but taunts sting even more in the gaming world. Nobody wants to subject themselves to endless taunts by using a gigantic flashlight to illuminate their path. In this case, anyone would give an involuntary chuckle at the sight of the monstrous device. 
 
      
 
    Crow wouldn’t say no to a flashlight like that. He gave no damn about the size of an object, as his weight-lifting capacity easily allowed for this kind of insanity. The main characteristics for him were cheapness and quality. Let them laugh — their remarks would simply bounce off the purposeful dwarf. 
 
      
 
    Today, the marketplace was unusually busy. About a dozen various players of all races and colors were wandering around the spacious indoor room. Truth be told, they looked more like visitors to a museum of curiosities than buyers looking to spend a part of their savings on purchasing a needed item. Bursting into the hall, the dirty dwarf did not wander the isles; instead, he ran straight to a clerk, who was taken aback by the dwarf’s surprising speed. 
 
      
 
    By just a fraction of a second, he beat to the counter a young woman, who instantly pouted and looked at him like he was a hardened, first-rate criminal and a proud bearer of the title “Major Asshole.” This was no time to be a gentleman, however, so the dwarf mumbled a hasty apology and began to shamelessly brush off the drying mud on his shoulders. The woman sprang back, grabbing the hem of her flowery, elegant dress. Chunks of dirt landed on the cleanly swept floor; the clerk hurried to serve his customer, in order to speed the filthy guy on his way. Thus, there was no trouble with the order and payment; everything happened instantly. Five minutes later, the dwarf left the gigantomaniac’s store, without even being tempted to look at the incredibly huge storage chest the size of a hippo and with the most astounding label “mini” carved onto the lid above the lock. Mini! He didn’t even want to know what “maxi” looked like! 
 
      
 
    Activation of the teleportation scroll... a flash of light... The bright and perpetually jovial city was replaced by the outpost of Gray Peak. Once again, the dwarf’s face was whipped by gusts of howling wintry wind; clumps of flying snow forced his eyes shut; icy spikes struck his clothes and skin. His life level began to crawl slowly downwards. Meanwhile, the system popped out a message that the visibility was nearly zero, that life regeneration was ten times slower due to the cold, and that his clothes were nowhere near suitable for the weather. 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     The weather is getting worse! 
 
       
 
     Don’t even think about going anywhere, 
 
       
 
     unless you are securely protected from the piercing wind, snow, and sharp ice crystals! The ground has frozen. The deep snow is 
 
       
 
     seriously slowing down movement on foot or by horse-drawn vehicle. 
 
       
 
     The approaching blizzard affects magical coordinates! 
 
       
 
     This may create problems with teleportation that uses magical scrolls or spells. 
 
       
 
     Being in open areas is extremely dangerous! 
 
       
 
   
 
    The blizzard was coming! 
 
      
 
    That’s right! This howling mess surrounding him was not the blizzard itself! These were only its shy and awkward harbingers! The blizzard itself was still far away, marching here slowly, crushing everything in its path: the hills, forests, ravines, and the creatures that lived in them. 
 
      
 
    Death was marching across the vast lands of Waldyra! And it was heading straight for the unfortunate outpost of Gray Peak! 
 
      
 
    The dwarf got tossed out of the teleport somewhere away from the hill. It didn’t take him long to realize where he was, though, thanks to a giant flaming orb blazing right above the watchtower in the middle of the outpost. Its light managed to penetrate the snow and the gloom, although with difficulty. Transitioning to a run, the dwarf remembered to call out his own name, loudly and clearly, yelling over the stormy weather. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Crow! I’m Crow! I’m Crow!” he shouted, tearing his vocal cords, until he saw a brief wave from a guard, who suddenly grew out of the darkness. No — two guards. He almost knocked them off their feet. Well, at least they didn’t shoot him; it’s not like they couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    Hurtling past the defenders of the outpost, the dwarf clearly heard one of the guards, who was grasping the hood of his cloak as it fluttered in high wind, address his companion: 
 
      
 
    “The Snow Fury has caught up to us again!” 
 
      
 
    “Cruel Fury!” hoarsely responded the other grim guard; at the same moment, the dwarf tripped and fell. Obviously, Crow fell on purpose — he was much too interested in the guards’ words. It was snowing heavily, and within two seconds, the midget dwarf turned into a small mound of snow on the ground. The player was unfazed by this. He perked up his dull dwarvish ears and strained to hear the rest of the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “How long will she keep following us?” 
 
      
 
    “As long as he is leading us, she will stay on our heels,” shrugged the guard grimly, then turned his attention to the dwarf struggling in the snow, “You okay over there? Are you hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine! Thank you!” The player leapt to his feet and, nodding in thanks, ran off towards his hill. Damn... He didn’t manage to hear much. In this case, however, even a couple of words was enough for starters. 
 
      
 
    Over the tower blazed the most powerful source of bright magic light; it was so ideally suited for such weather, that had Crow known about the guards having a thing like this, he would have thought twice about running off to the city for shopping. On second thought, though... He would’ve still done it. In such important matters, it’s bad to depend on someone else. 
 
      
 
    All the guards were dressed in amazing clothes intended for living in snowy regions and spending a long time in extremely low temperatures. It was like seeing a regular police officer suddenly start wearing a combat winter uniform complete with heating pads, an inbuilt first-aid kit, plus other bells and whistles. In this part of the world, guards were certainly NOT issued such clothing. The simple logical conclusion was that the warriors had brought the clothes along themselves, and had put them on at the first sign of the incoming snowfall. This was despite severe weather like this being far from characteristic to the territories near Algora. 
 
      
 
    Another thing was the ropes. Here and there, stakes were hammered deeply into the ground; a bright-red, glowing rope with numerous loops and knots was stretched tightly between them. A-ha! Not exactly a standard piece of equipment for all guards of Algora! It was a rescuing rope, meant for usage in caves or labyrinth-type dungeons! Why was it being used here?! Just don’t say that each and every one of the guards likes to wander around underground labyrinths as a hobby! 
 
      
 
    And that’s not all! As Crow made his way home, he noticed several other surprises, in addition to the above. In short, it seemed that Vurrius’s soldiers were totally prepared for the current weather cataclysm. 
 
      
 
    Either they had an amazing weather predictor, or Vurrius had traveled to the future, or nasty surprises like this were a frequent and regular occurrence for them, which would explain why the guard talked about the “Snow Fury” like it was an unavoidable curse. 
 
      
 
    This raised a simple question: What in the world had happened to Vurrius and his soldiers?! What is this horror that keeps following them? He’ll have to look for answers later. Right now, he needed to deal with the avalanche of snow and problems. 
 
      
 
    “Light!” shouted the dwarf as he drove a thick post deeply into the crunching, frozen ground at the very top of the hill. The post obediently ignited; another source of light began to shine dimly through the thickly falling snow, reclaiming a bit more space from the howling darkness. 
 
      
 
    The new tent had survived. However, its roof was sagging under the weight of the wet snow. This demonstrated another huge downside of cheap workers: they don’t always show initiative, and when they do, it’s only in the areas well-familiar to them, or, more accurately, areas they’ve been programmed to tackle. As a result, the alarmed men were huddled inside the tent, wrapped in warm blankets and gazing at the flickering lamp, while the roof sank lower and lower. It would be nice if they’d thought of brushing the heavy snow off the roof. But no, the AIs controlling the “locals” were not programmed to do that. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf armed himself with a wide stick and, in several swipes, brushed the accumulated mass of snow onto the ground. He greeted the workers, who were jubilant at his return, with an encouraging cry and a wide smile. Then he immediately began to install additional poles to give firmer support to the roofs. With a heavy thud, he dropped a huge boulder onto the ground. The rock was deeply carved with mysterious symbols which instantly glowed red; immediately, a strong, dry heat began to emanate from it. Crow knew what he was doing when he acquired the device. It could only be used once, but it was long-lasting and could easily withstand heavy impact or exposure to the elements. It was the faithful friend of a traveler in cold regions. As a finishing touch, the dwarf simultaneously lit three large lamps, whose shine banished the last shadows from the corners. These special lamps were loaded with daylight. The garlands of glass amulets that hung off them served as additional protection from certain bodiless horrors that wander in blizzards: snow ghosts. Perpetually shivering from severe cold, these monsters can press close to any living creature and quickly drain their victim’s body of warmth. The victims would then turn into frozen statues of ice, their faces twisted in pain. In faraway lands, hidden under eternal ice and snow, one sometimes came across caves and houses decorated with such statues. It’s an eerie sight... 
 
      
 
    “No matter what happens, do not leave the tent!” Crow ordered strictly. The workers began to nod and clamor to reassure their master; it’s not like they even wanted to go outside. 
 
      
 
    Had a dumber master been in Crow’s place, he might have tried to force his subordinates to work in the cold and wind; he might have tried to get them to help. However, the following day, he would have woken up to many unpleasant surprises, including the highly depressing sight of the retreating backs of his workers, who had decided to leave such a slave-driver of a master. Not all hired locals were so demanding when it came to working conditions, but they cost much more. 
 
      
 
    “Not one step outside!” snarled the dwarf, again reminding the men about their given orders. Just in case. Perhaps not all of them got the message the first time. 
 
      
 
    Waiting until he got a fresh wave of nods and reassurances, the player climbed outside and closed the tent flap behind him. Only about ten minutes had passed, but things already looked so much worse. The howling wind threw ice pellets in Crow’s face, and his life level instantly began to slide. It was unpleasant to watch himself slowly die, but Crow was prepared: his hands were covered with simple woolen gloves, with thick mittens pulled on overtop; his face was covered by a leather mask with slits for eyes and numerous tiny holes near the mouth — in other words, it strongly resembled Jason’s mask from a horror film. His head was covered with something akin to a Russian fur hat, fastened with straps under his chin. The only downside was reduced hearing; however, in this case, the howling of the storm drowned out all sounds, with the possible exception of the piercingly clear and melodious sound of the alarm coming from the watchtower. Two guards tirelessly beat the free-hanging copper disk. The Gray Peak outpost carried its ringing sound far and wide, adding it to the bright blazing of the huge fiery sphere. 
 
      
 
    A dozen warriors mounted their blanket-wrapped horses and, obeying a shouted order, set out fearlessly into the snowstorm. Over the head of each warrior hung a rapidly blinking ball of light; each of these lights was a different color for every warrior. This was a familiar system — it allowed for accurate identification of the person galloping to the left or right of you, as well as the person in front. The ball of light over the leader of the squad blazed a bright red color, which simplified communication, but also literally highlighted him as the main target for a potential enemy. 
 
      
 
    Where the squad was headed was no mystery — they will march around the outpost in a spiral, starting at the edges of the territory and finishing at the tower, collecting lost players and locals along the way. 
 
      
 
    “Now this is interesting,” observed Crow in a muffled voice from underneath his mask; he had turned his attention away from tying down his possessions that remained after the storm’s damage. He was now looking at a chubby guard who was making curious gestures with his hands over a small pile of snow on the ground. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, the snowy bump solidified of its own will, grew upwards, pushed itself up from the ground with tiny arms, stood up a little taller... A tiny snowman now hobbled beside the guard. 
 
      
 
    A snow golem... 
 
      
 
    One step, two steps... With every stride, the golem collected the wet snow on the ground, absorbing it into its own body, in addition to the snow swirling around him in the air. The magical creature grew quickly in size, soon reaching the height of his master’s knee, then his waist, and then chest, and then surpassing the mark of six feet but not seeming to stop there. 
 
      
 
    A short, quiet order, and the snowman bent down, offering his wide snowy chest and head to the guard. Three flashing lamps were inserted into it — two into the chest, and one into the forehead. The golem straightened up, listened to the orders, then turned around and headed for a walk around the outpost, visible from afar thanks to the lamps. Noticing something suspicious on the ground, the golem spun around sharply and projected a wide and intense ray from its headlight onto the spot — it turned out to be one of the guards standing on watch. Extinguishing its projector, the golem marched on. Meanwhile, his creator was already growing the next tiny snow person. 
 
      
 
    “This can’t be a simple snowstorm,” whispered Crow, stunned, clutching at the edge of his hood with both hands. “This is something totally different! Where is the centurion, damn him?!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf wasn’t just expressing his emotions. No. The dwarf was taking action. First of all, he yelled to his pet, calling him down and stuffing his inside the warm tent. Miraculously, poor Chrys had stayed alive — he had turned into a dishevelled ball of frozen feathers. The eagle’s yellow eyes, clogged with snow, looked with displeasure at his master; the taloned feet were twisted from the cold, and an icicle hung from his beak. Oh my... It’ll be alright, though; Chrys will warm up quickly inside the tent. Having taken care of his feathered friend, the dwarf marched decisively towards the stone tower, stubbornly pushing through the snowdrifts, which grew deeper and deeper. Upon reaching his destination, he walked into two massive guards — a half-orc and a dwarf — dressed in full combat gear and winter attire. Literally speaking, he walked into two broad-shouldered statues of fur and metal. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t go in now!” growled the half-orc dispassionately, without looking at the visitor. 
 
      
 
    “Where is Centurion Vurrius?” shouted Crow in reply. “I need to talk to him!” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t go in now!” 
 
      
 
    “How come?” frowned the player. “I LIVE here! On my land! Peacefully and quietly! But then you come and bring along trouble: this strange snowstorm! Guard! If your division is not guilty of causing this weather, then tell me so. Then I’ll go away and turn my attention to saving my possessions. Answer me, guard! As a local resident, I have the right to know the truth!” 
 
      
 
    A heavy silence greeted him in reply... Neither one of the soldiers blocking the door answered; they simply continued to stare grimly ahead, clutching their weapons with a death grip. 
 
      
 
    “Citizen Crow.” A hoarse and glum voice came from the side. Not from the tower. The voice was coming from somewhere to the left. In the gloom and swirling snow appeared a broad-shouldered figure. “The guard is doing everything to protect your lives.” 
 
      
 
    “Centurion.” Crow stared up at the old warrior. “Protect our lives? From what? From the curse that you have dragged here yourself? A curse from places unbeknownst to me, whence you came? Is that it?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to blame me and my men?” Vurrius’s eyes momentarily flashed with anger, which was extinguished almost at once. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am!” The dwarf threw back his head angrily. “I am accusing you of bringing this snowstorm, this blizzard and cold, into this location! Hail! Snow! Frost! They have practically destroyed my home! They have taken the roof from over mine and my workers’ heads! I have reasons to be concerned! I have reasons to complain! If I am wrong and accusing you falsely, I am ready to bear the punishment for slander before a just court! If I am right, however, then I demand compensation for all damages suffered by me, including the expenses for purchasing everything necessary to preserve the life and health of myself and my workers! And so, Centurion Vurrius, am I slandering your good name? Or am I right, and all my losses are your fault? Who is to blame for all my troubles?!” 
 
      
 
    “I offered to buy back your land,” said the centurion hoarsely, diverting his gaze to the side for a fleeting moment. This brief gesture was enough to confirm the dwarf’s suspicions. 
 
      
 
    “I live here, Centurion Vurrius.” The player indicated the surrounding lands with a wave of his hand. “This is my home. I’m not going anywhere. We can deal with the question of compensation later — gods of light know, I do not wish to touch the guards’ earnings, which aren’t very generous already. Every guard deserves to be paid double. However... What is hiding within that frozen gloom, centurion? What is wandering around us? Where is the furious, blood-chilling howling coming from? What are the snow golems for? What should I be wary of? Which weapons should I grab?” 
 
      
 
    “This is no time for chatting, citizen Crow.” The centurion’s gaze drilled again into the center of Crow’s face. “Put this around your neck. It’s a protective amulet. Don’t take it off until the sun shines over the ravine again. It will keep you from harm.” 
 
      
 
    “What about my workers?” 
 
      
 
    “These are for them.” He placed six more amulets into the player’s hand. “I was going to visit your land lot and give them to you... and to make a proposition. Until the blizzard is over, it would be better if you left Gray Peak and waited out the storm in a safer place. If you need magical transportation scrolls — ” 
 
      
 
    “We are not going anywhere, Centurion,” Crow shook his head. “Thank you for the amulets. But you still haven’t answered my questions... What am I supposed to be afraid of? What kind of beast might appear from the freezing darkness that has gathered around us? In my life, I have seen many things. I’ve even had to deal with the snow ghosts of Ruul.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t the time to chat!” 
 
      
 
    “At least answer my question about the enemy, Centurion! I have covered myself and my workers with amulets, lit up the hill with a bright light, and did many other things to drive away dark creatures. But what if I made a stupid mistake, and, by lighting up my home, made it an ideal target for frozen giants, who love to hurl huge chunks of ice?! What kind of foe might visit us? Answer me! And I’ll leave right away!” 
 
      
 
    “Not giants... citizen Crow. Our conversation is over... Once the blizzard passes, come to the tower, and we’ll discuss payment for your damages. For now, go home and don’t get in the guards’ way.” 
 
      
 
    “What about my friends? Two of them left with the first division of the guards to find a secret military camp of gray orcs! Are they alright?” 
 
      
 
    To be honest, it would have generally been easier to send a message using the game’s interface and to receive an immediate reply. But not in the current situation. The blizzard had paralyzed the ability to exchange messages, as was evident by the alarmingly flashing icon in the form of a letter envelope crossed out by a red line. Soon — literally any moment now — teleportation will stop working. The only way to escape Gray Peak will be on foot; the same way will be left for those who want to send help. Just like in the real world. 
 
      
 
    “Friends?” repeated Centurion Vurrius with a faint snarl. “People like you don’t have friends. Foreigners... You exchange smiles, clap each other on the shoulder, laugh at jokes; and then, as soon as you smell profit, your friendship is over once and for all! Everything gets forgotten! Including all your promises!” 
 
      
 
    “I asked you a question, Centurion Vurrius. Where are my friends?” grimly repeated Crow. “It was me who convinced them to give their wholehearted support to the guards. If anything happens to them, it would weigh heavily on my conscience.” 
 
      
 
    “My soldiers are alive.” For a moment, the centurion opened the folds of his fur-lined thick leather jacket; there, on his chest, overtop of the chain mail, hung a length of thick tarred twine, stringing together dozens of steadily glowing pearls. “And since they’re alive, that means your friends are alive too... That is, of course, if they are still in the company of my warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for that, at least.” The dwarf gave a short nod and marched off, forcing his way through the raging snowstorm. 
 
      
 
    Okay... 
 
      
 
    Let’s see... 
 
      
 
    Stay calm; put your emotions aside. 
 
      
 
    The necklace on the centurion’s chest was, in essence, an information screen that showed the status of his subordinates. If a guard were to be injured, the corresponding pearl would turn red, grow hot, and start flashing. If the warrior dies, the pearl will turn black, or perhaps even shatter to pieces with a loud crack. This information wasn’t particularly valuable, but it was certainly helpful. Any evidence could prove useful later, sometimes in the most unexpected ways. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, the centurion absolutely HATED foreigners — that is, players — but managed to successfully hide his raging fury most of the time and to continue fulfilling his duties. In addition to hate, he also harbored incredible mistrust towards all players. Among mentioned reasons were their greed and lack of friendship. 
 
      
 
    Most importantly, the centurion virtually admitted his responsibility for the sudden hail and blizzard. He told Crow to visit him in the tower later to discuss the extent of the damages. This was extremely important information; many things became clearer, and a couple of suspicions have been confirmed. 
 
      
 
    The bard and the cardmaster were probably alive, but it was pointless to try to guess where they were. It was safe to assume that the player duo would prefer to stay out of the howling snowstorm surrounding Gray Peak; therefore, waiting for them wasn’t worth it. 
 
      
 
    One more thing: the frozen giants were not expected in the near future, which means he doesn’t need to remove the shining post at the top of the hill. Crow sighed in relief; he had been very worried about the possibility of having hung a literal target overtop of his home. He didn’t fancy getting hit in the head by a chunk of ice weighing around half a ton. 
 
      
 
    All in all, his conversation with Vurrius yielded a lot of information; he now had somewhere to start digging into the centurion’s murky past. He also scored a few additional amulets. By the way, these amulets... They were regular-looking warm things made of glass, with multi-colored drops of some unknown, thick liquid sealed inside. They repelled snow spirits — not all, but many of them. However, the most interesting thing here was their markings. Every amulet had a trademark seal: a stamp bearing the signature of its maker. Who was it, again? Artifact magician Telluria Aurum. Player. A pretty good master of her craft. None of the amulets had any markings to indicate that the given object belongs to the Royal Guard of Algora — how unusual! Every suit of chain mail, every spear, helmet, belt and other part of the uniform issued out of the royal treasury had corresponding markings. These amulets had nothing of the sort, which seemed to indicate a very simple and interesting fact: Centurion Vurrius, or one of his people, acquired the protective magical devices on a personal basis. Simply put, they bought the amulets with their own money. What an interesting discovery... Something to dig deeper into. 
 
      
 
    To dig... 
 
      
 
    Coming to a sudden halt, Crow studied the thickly swirling snow around him, rubbed his frosted chin, and murmured thoughtfully: 
 
      
 
    “Well, why not? Either way, all my plans have gone to the dogs... Yes, it’s true that the location hasn’t been checked out thoroughly or mapped properly. And yes, I haven’t tried digging here yet. So what? I can’t sit around doing nothing... Hmm... I’ll have to put up another canopy roof! Right beside the hill! I’ve got some posts, plus a couple of logs; the soil can be used for the garden... Alright! I’m going to start digging right here and keep at it until the blizzard stops!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With a light ding! the game system spewed out a message about achieving “Digger,” which increased the speed of digging by one percent. The dwarf did not pause but instead continued to work at a leisurely pace, taking wide swings with the shovel; it was the beginning of a huuuge project for the future. With a crunch, Crow thrust a plain old shovel into the wet ground, which had not yet frozen, scraping against small rocks and chopping through roots, feeble worms, beetles and other nameless bugs. Any earth he dug up Crow threw upwards over his head. The discarded soil was instantly swallowed up and carried away by the storm. In return, the weather dumped snow and ice dust on the player, which immediately settled on the bottom of the steadily deepening hole. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf worked hard, and smart, carefully peering at each unearthed object. For now, he only came across rocks, which he chucked into the surrounding snowy gloom, in the direction of his stockpile of building materials. Besides the smaller stones, he found three huge boulders the size of a ram; he managed to roll them outside and send them on their journey downhill. 
 
      
 
    Looking from the side, it was clear that the dwarf had not chosen to dig beside the hill. Instead, he began excavating right on the hill, specifically at the very top of it. As a result of this, the peak of the earth mound had vanished completely; it continued to flatten, the top growing wider and wider, as the dwarf burrowed deeper, taking off layer after layer of soil. As Crow worked, he kept moving the light post, which shone at full power, along with him. It was a surreal sight: raging blizzard all around, howling wind, blinding snow and ice crystals — and, surrounded by this nightmare, a short and stout figure working tirelessly, wrapped in woolen clothes and wielding a shovel. 
 
      
 
    After an hour and a half of working in the howling storm, the windswept dwarf stood smirking with satisfaction in the middle of a wide, flat patch that was almost perfectly square in form. The length of each side was about seven wide strides. This was enough for the dwarf’s digging purposes, who, by the way, had already reached the second rank in the craft, as the system happily informed him. The speed of his digging had grown by another two percent, reaching a grand total of three percent. At the same time, his shovel broke; the dwarf tossed the useless pieces downhill towards the stockpile — the cracked handle could be used for firewood, while the bent and snapped shovel blade could be reforged. 
 
      
 
    The weather stayed the same: just as cold and nasty. His workers were safe and sound, snoring inside the tent; they were joined by peacefully snoozing golden eagle Chrys, who was back to his spirited and dry-feathered self. In addition, Chrys had snacked on a large piece of meat, which also had a positive effect on his mood. His friends Mith and Amou were still missing, but, with any luck, they should be alright. Sitting around waiting was boring; Crow had plenty of energy and did not feel like sleeping yet. He could keep working. Crow pulled out a second shovel from his rucksack and, with a grunt, thrust it into the ground. It was time to choose the center point that wouldn’t touch the edges — he needed to start digging the well. 
 
      
 
    Bam! 
 
      
 
    With a pitiful clang, the shovel struck something quite hard; a shower of sparks erupted, and the tool’s durability dropped by ten units at once. 
 
      
 
    “Damn stone!” grumbled the dwarf, without any particular resentment, kneeling down and brushing off the loose earth. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the strained, hanging silence was broken by an extremely angry growl: 
 
      
 
    “Son of a — !” 
 
      
 
    Yes, the shovel had hit a stone. Again. This time, however, the stone had a clear-cut form, a smooth surface, and numerous deeply carved letters obscured by mud and snow: “Here rest evil-doing bandits, who terrorized peaceful convoys! They were killed quickly and buried on the spot. You’ll find no gold, no treasure here! Just bones of sinners gathering dust in quiet darkness underground. Do not disturb their peace; do not awaken them from sleep!” 
 
      
 
    A gravestone! He was standing on a tomb. The hill located on the territory of the outpost turned out to be an ancient burial mound. It was a mass grave for certain “evil-doing bandits,” who were killed quickly and buried on the spot. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, no matter where I turn — !” The dwarf punched the gravestone in frustration. “Why does it have to be like this?!” 
 
      
 
    Shit... 
 
      
 
    In several quick swipes, Crow covered the gravestone with dug-up soil, stuck the shovel into the ground, and hurtled downhill. Two minutes later, his short and stout figure reappeared in the light of the shining post, bending under the weight of a thick log. After putting down the heavy load, the dwarf made sure the log won’t roll away anywhere, and took off again. In the next fifteen minutes, Crow made five more trips, bringing three logs and several large rocks. 
 
      
 
    The boulders were nothing special, except for being massive and somewhat rectangular. By contrast, the logs were of the highest quality by local standards: thick, strong, and straight, without branches or hollow spots. The dwarf had personally cut down these tall pines, which grew away from the outpost, and was confident in their strength. Ensuring the storm had not blown off the snow-and-soil layer covering the gravestone, the player went to the edge of the wide, flat patch he’d made and started digging again. Working furiously, he excavated a deep hole to fit the diameter of the pine log. He only needed to dig four more holes, as deep as possible, in order to securely fix upright the logs that would be placed into them. 
 
      
 
    Before the eyes of the hardworking player flashed questions from the game system. It was trying to understand the dwarf’s intentions, in order to help him achieve his goal. For now, the system’s guesses have all been wrong, even though Crow was building a very common structure. Nevertheless, he was happy to see the virtual world react, as the questions helped stave off loneliness. Currently, the dwarf felt like he was a lone survivor stranded on a snow-covered island. No matter where he looked, the only thing he could see was snowflakes swirling around him... 
 
      
 
    “I should’ve seen it coming,” grumbled the dwarf, bringing down the shovel again and again. “Things were going too well. Fine... I’ll deal with it... damn... Why the heck did everything speed up so suddenly? And most importantly, I need to cover everything up in time. I feel like tonight will be sleepless and extra-stressful...” 
 
      
 
    Half an hour of slave labor later, when one of the holes was dug and a log was firmly secured in it, Crow was going to start digging the second hole when he suddenly stopped. It seemed like the constant stress and tons of new information had weakened his concentration and ability to make the correct decision. 
 
      
 
    What was he doing right now? 
 
      
 
    To put it bluntly, he was wasting his time. 
 
      
 
    To put it mildly, he was erecting a shelter for the discovered grave, intending to close the gaps between the posts with thin wooden planks, and to cover the shelter with rocks. Simply speaking, he was building something of a shed. But this was a stupid idea, damn it! What the hell? 
 
      
 
    There were only two possible correct solutions to the current problem. 
 
      
 
    The first option was to bury the gravestone again, and to begin excavations at a different spot, such as ten steps away from the hill, for example. 
 
      
 
    The second option was to use the cover of darkness and the snowstorm, in order to quickly open the tomb and hide or destroy the gravestone; then, he would need to clean out the contents of the burial site, which would include disposing of the remains of the dead bodies. Afterwards, he would remove any last traces that might indicate the spot had ever been a burial site. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf found only the last option suitable. He needed the hill, and he was not about to leave it as tribute to some nameless “evil-doing bandits”! This hill belonged to him! And he will not give it up to Centurion Vurrius, nor to any creature, living or dead! 
 
      
 
    The only downside was the existence of several not-so-pleasant “anti-bonuses” for these types of activities; however, there was nothing he could do about it. He’ll have to atone for his sins later. 
 
      
 
    Putting the shovel aside, the player fetched a rope and tied it around an erected post, which was shuddering from the frantic gusts of the freezing wind. Looking around to make sure there was nobody in the vicinity, except for two huge snow golems marching in the distance, the dwarf exposed the sides of the gravestone in several blows. He saw that the grave marker wasn’t particularly large, though it was fairly thick; it had a string of special, yet very simple runes running around the edge. 
 
      
 
    “Well...” sighed the player, squatting down and sticking both hands under the edge of the gravestone, whose surface was now cleared of earth. “I don’t want to do this, but... Here goes!” 
 
      
 
    He wrenched the grave plaque upwards. 
 
      
 
    It shifted, rising up slightly; the ground below it revealed a wide dark chasm, from which came a musty smell. A strange, greenish whisp of smoke escaped from within and was instantly carried away by yet another gust of the raging wind. Crow could hear quiet, evil whispering. Somewhere inside the dark chasm flashed an unearthly light. Then, one after another, pairs of red and yellow eyes appeared in the darkness of the disturbed grave. Suddenly, a bony hand reached out from within and grasped at the soil. 
 
      
 
    A tiny pause was sufficient for the player to evaluate the situation. Then he pulled up the plaque a little higher, hugged a thick stub of the shining light column to his chest, and... slipped inside the grave, feet first, letting go of the gravestone at the last second. The plaque landed softly in its original place, pressing down on the rope tied to the post; the other end of the rope had vanished underground. A fine dusting of snow quickly covered the disturbed soil, along with the gravestone. 
 
      
 
    Everything went quiet... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf Crow had single-handedly buried himself alive... but nobody noticed this horrifying deed due to the raging storm. This was exactly what the player wanted, since he did not want to attract attention to himself and his doings. 
 
      
 
    However, had there been a random witness standing on the leveled hilltop, he would have flinched in horror as the huge plaque pressed into the ground suddenly bounced and shook. Out of the exposed cracks came a roar, unearthly moans, a ghostly greenish light, and furious cursing: 
 
      
 
    “Damn you, you pickled zombie meat, you bone dust! Where the hell are you going? Where?! Just die already! Die!” 
 
      
 
    The screeching, crunching, and heavy smacking sounds all pointed to something bad, and probably very rough, happening inside the darkness of the old grave. A couple of times, the bony fingers resurfaced outside, clawing spastically at the ground; however, each time the dwarf’s large hand would reach out from beneath the raised plaque, squash flat the skeleton’s little palm, and drag it back inside. The plaque dropped down again... 
 
      
 
    Approximately four minutes later, the gravestone suddenly tilted sharply on one end and crashed aside, opening a large light-filled hole about ten feet deep. The short dwarf had to stand on the ledges of a rough and crumbling stone wall, in order to reach the gravestone. On the bottom of the hole was a bunch of various junk and several fresh piles of ragged clothing mixed with rusted metal — all remains of the late undead, laid to rest by the dwarf Crow. The poor things got hurt only because they got in his way. But, on second thought, the destruction of various dark and evil creatures seemed fitting for a hero of the light and a skilled homesteader. 
 
      
 
    It would have been nice to catch his breath and get rid of the glut of system info dancing in front of his eyes, but there was no time. Temporarily minimizing the messages, the dwarf climbed out of the grave and, with effort, pushed the gravestone down the hill towards the pile of rocks. The plaque slid down the snow-covered hillside. The player rushed after it, and, snatching one of the larger rocks off the ground, committed a real crime: he delivered several powerful blows, stone against stone, breaking and destroying the old grave marker. A few moments later, the only things left of the plaque with the grim inscription were chunks of rock and wood. 
 
      
 
    Not stopping there, the dwarf covered the crumbled rocks with earth and snow, completely hiding them from view. After this, he dashed back to the hilltop, charging through the gusts of wind that threw sharp particles of ice into his face. 
 
      
 
    Thud. 
 
      
 
    The player landed heavily inside the grave, dropping to his knees. In the bright light of the glowing post, he quickly scooped everything into his rucksack, including small rocks and rotten chunks of god-knows-what. Spinning around on the spot, he made sure there was nothing left — no rags, bones, or some other object that might betray the fact that there used to be a burial site here. 
 
      
 
    What’s this? 
 
      
 
    On the walls, which were made of shoddy clay bricks and stones, was a crudely scratched message — far too long and too high up to have been written by a dying person. Judging by the meaning of it, however, it was precisely so — the writing belonged to a dying bandit, murderer and robber, collectively. Moreover, the bandit was surprisingly well-educated, his writing without a single mistake or punctuation error. 
 
      
 
    “They thought I was dead... but I’m alive! However, I am dying from a mortal wound and suffocating in the darkness while lying amongst my comrades. What a funny thing, life! Just like the wavering light of this matchstick, which trembles in my hand... I would have liked to confess my sins, but I don’t have much time, and the wall isn’t big enough for the long list of my terrible crimes. Whoever is reading this, take heed! Not far from this place, you’ll see a tall mountain peak. From its west side, measure forty ste — ” 
 
      
 
    Smash! 
 
      
 
    The old wall of odd materials shattered into bits under the stone’s impact. With a pitiful crunch, the broken inscription crumbled down to the floor. Crow continued to pound and smash the insides of the grave, destroying even the slightest traces of craftsmanship and ritualism. He worked until the deep grave turned into a regular hole in the dirt, with uneven sides and floor. Earth and small broken stones, practically pebbles, were all that was left. 
 
      
 
    At once, his work progressed ten feet deeper into the hill, bringing him much happiness, which was especially valuable after a disappointing and hectic day filled with destruction and losses. 
 
      
 
    Clambering outside, the dwarf planted the still-working light post at the very edge of the hole. Then he sat down, allowing himself a couple of minutes of rest. He needed to sort out the deluge of various messages that had overwhelmed his screen in the last few minutes. 
 
      
 
    First, he archived the recently taken screenshot of the stone wall with the half-erased writing. It was joined by two more similar images depicting the walls, floor, and the grave plaque before its destruction. Nothing was too trivial in these matters; to delete something that could later turn out to be important would be incredibly stupid. 
 
      
 
    Next, Crow pulled up his new achievements onto the screen. He wrinkled his nose in deep disappointment at a few lines of rather unpleasant news; it gave him something to be sad about. Some of the updates, on the other hand, were routine. For example, the achievement “Purchase” had been hanging unnoticed for a long time, from the moment of his first purchase at a real shop during his first trip to Algora. 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Purchase — Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     You can view the full list of your achievements in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 0.5% discount for purchasing goods in stores. 
 
       
 
     Attention! The bonus works only for making purchases from NPCs! 
 
       
 
     Current level of bonus: 0.5% 
 
       
 
   
 
    The next message was somewhat grim... 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Vandal — Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     You can view the full list of achievements in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +5% speed of destruction of works of art using magic or weapons. 
 
       
 
     +0.1% chance of destroying works of art with one hit of magic or weapons. 
 
       
 
     +1% speed of destruction of churches. 
 
       
 
     Penalties: 
 
       
 
     – 25% strength of any blessings, power-ups, and other effects 
 
       
 
     bestowed by certain inanimate objects 
 
       
 
     (stelai, statues, tombstones, etc.) 
 
       
 
     25% chance of not receiving blessings, power-ups, and other effects 
 
       
 
     bestowed by certain inanimate objects 
 
       
 
     (stelai, statues, tombstones, etc.) 
 
       
 
     10% chance of receiving something negative instead of positive 
 
       
 
      — for example, an equally strong curse instead of a blessing —  
 
       
 
     from certain inanimate objects (stelai, statues, tombstones, etc.) 
 
       
 
     1% chance that any work of art may fall on you and 
 
       
 
     deal five-fold critical damage. 
 
       
 
     0.2% chance that some statues, crafted by recognized masters, 
 
       
 
     may come to life and attack when you pass by. 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Tomb raider — Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     You can view the full list of achievements in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +5% speed of digging up a regular grave. 
 
       
 
     +3% digging/opening up a regular tomb. 
 
       
 
     +2% digging/opening up a special tomb. 
 
       
 
     +1% digging/opening up an extraordinary tomb. 
 
       
 
     Penalties: 
 
       
 
     – 3 goodwill in relations with the goddess of light Soroona the Wise. 
 
       
 
     Additionally, a special “all-seeing” magical artifact directed at you 
 
       
 
     has a 50% chance of identifying you as a tomb raider. 
 
       
 
     (If this happens in the presence of guards or priests of light, 
 
       
 
     you will get into big trouble.) 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Grave Digger — Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     You can view the full list of achievements in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     +5% chance of avoiding being bitten by the black skeleton viper. 
 
       
 
     A statue made of bone, in the form of a shovel stuck into a grave mound; 
 
       
 
     impaled on the end of the shovel’s handle is a grinning skull 
 
       
 
     with a burning oil lamp in its teeth! 
 
       
 
     Class of object: common. 
 
       
 
     Status of object: part of the collection “Tomb raiders!” 
 
       
 
     Amount of collected objects: 1/99 
 
       
 
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Art Collector — Tier 1”! 
 
       
 
     You can view the full list of achievements in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: +5% size of personal room. 
 
       
 
     Current bonus: 0.5% 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Black skeleton viper?” snorted the dwarf derisively. 
 
      
 
    The above-mentioned monster had not yet been seen by anyone, ever. Rumors abounded, of course. There was no shortage of bragging players who claimed that they had chanced upon and killed the huge grave-dwelling snake. But these were all lies, as far as Crow knew. Black skeleton viper? Yeah, right. It was a mythical monster. Completely non-existent. 
 
      
 
    So why mention it? 
 
      
 
    They say that the game’s administration is against rewarding things like grave robbing. But forbidding such activities would be foolish, as they were also a part of the adventure, a part of the adrenaline rush from doing something unusual and even forbidden — the reason people loved Waldyra. Killing people is bad too; and yet, in Waldyra, people got killed off left and right, just like in any other game. 
 
      
 
    That’s why there was no real reward for desecrating graves, except for the art collection, which nobody had completed to date — there were so many objects!!! This was no joke! Especially considering that most grave diggers kept getting the same objects... 
 
      
 
    As for the “Vandal” achievement, many players got it intentionally. This helps destroy the temples of enemy deities, as, for example, during god wars, when armies of thousands of soldiers clash with each other in bloody battles. When attacking an active temple protected by fighting monks, you must act very quickly. Priests are nearly immortal and monstrously deadly — their strength and toughness depends on their deities. That’s why you must pound the walls and altars with an axe at an insane pace, while simultaneously evading enemy attacks. Therefore, the achievement is beneficial. Tier 3 of Vandal was possessed by almost all “red” players, since aggros were often hired to do extremely dirty work that required specific skills. When paired with a couple of particular achievements and abilities, Vandal works perfectly. 
 
      
 
    Also, Crow got raised to the next level for killing the undead inhabiting the grave, including their reeeally weak half-lich ringleader. The damned skeleton was more scary than dangerous. Nonetheless, greenish rainbow circles still swam before Crow’s eyes after the ringleader had used some sort of nasty magic on him. 
 
      
 
    Also, he got sick with something. Dammit... 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t clear with what. Only a small message window with several question marks glowed an alarming bright red; below it came scrolling lines of equally useless gibberish. The only intelligible info was the word “illness.” What exactly he managed to get infected with was not yet known. The problem could be diagnosed by any knowledgeable doctor — specifically a doctor, and not some “local” or player who possessed healing magic. If they had powerful magic or medicine of the panacea type, they would be able to cure the patient; however, they wouldn’t know what exactly afflicted him. It’s the same as wasting the most powerful antibiotic to cure a mild case of common cold. But players were willing to make such sacrifices — the health of their virtual body was far more precious than a bottle of expensive elixir. Though all diseases worked differently, their effects were always negative. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” murmured Crow, stretching out his arms and beginning to examine them inch by inch. 
 
      
 
    His skin was clear. No spots or blemishes. No change in color. No wounds or inflamed spots; no swelling of any kind. There was nothing on his arms at all, except for the mud covering his hands. His fingers weren’t trembling; he flexed them with ease. His neck wasn’t stiff; his vision was clear; his hearing — the dwarf snapped his fingers several times to check — was in good order. His feet obeyed him. 
 
      
 
    “How much wood can a woodchuck chuck,” said the player aloud. “She sold seashells by the sea shore... Okay then... I’m not mute or tongue-tied. What’s going on? ...Whoops! Turns out I’m a really hot guy, huh? Goddamn it...” 
 
      
 
    The snow. 
 
      
 
    It was melting around the sitting dwarf. Some of the snowflakes melted right in the air, turning into tiny droplets. A puddle began to form on the ground. What an interesting phenomenon — this man is truly hot, isn’t he? Crap... 
 
      
 
    Grave fever. 
 
      
 
    That was the name of the disease. Crow caught it from one of the undead sitting in the tomb. The disease was rare but common. It was a paradox. Overall, the illness was quite rare in the general population. Yet it was very common in a certain subset: among grave diggers, marauders, tomb raiders, archaeologists, and pioneers of unexplored underground sites, the disease was far from rare. 
 
      
 
    The symptoms were simple: a fever. A progressive fever. A rising fever. A fever that rose at a strictly set rate. The disease raised the temperature around the body of its victim by exactly one degree an hour, starting from 36 degrees Celsius. The aura — the heat bubble surrounding the sufferer — grew as well. Moreover, the temperature increased by 33 degrees an hour, with the heat directed outwards from the person infected with the disease. After the first ten hours, the aura’s diameter reached two meters; then, it suddenly doubled in size. After ten hours, it doubled again. Meanwhile, the one with the disease did not feel the heat dome of death around him; but he still suffered until the temperature of his own body reached the mark of 99 degrees Celsius. 
 
      
 
    It was nearly impossible to buy the medicine to cure the condition — the potion was quite complex, being composed of over twenty of the rarest ingredients. As for healing with magic, it wasn’t so simple either. It would require the highest skill or the possession of holy magic. Once, during an interesting assignment, Crow’s team had to break through the lower level of a six-level tomb of the Grand Vizier Tubrahil Gradich. After that, the entire squad turned out to have been infected. After successfully completing the task, they spent everything they had on a cure: not only their earnings, but also all of their savings. Nevertheless, it was worth it, since they got something truly special out of the assignment: two objects that used to belong to representatives of an ancient race that had vanished tracelessly long ago. They also discovered a rather curious spell of the same origin. Had they sold these three things, they would have made a killing. Instead, they had preferred to keep them for the sake of making their team more powerful. Their decision proved to be correct. And who cared about money back then, anyway? It was the very beginning of their rise... 
 
      
 
    He needed to treat the grave fever as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    Why, you may ask? 
 
      
 
    Because grave fever was a so-called “sickness of the soul,” not an illness of the body. You could die as many times as you want; despite this, the grave fever gripping your soul wouldn’t go anywhere. The temperature would just drop to zero, before starting to climb up again, slowly and inevitably turning you into a flaming torch dying of its own heat. This process would keep repeating forever, unless a cure is found. Nevertheless, the dwarf himself would not be contagious; nobody else will get sick from him. How was this possible? Who knows... The only thing certain was that nobody got sick with grave fever randomly. 
 
      
 
    This was quite a rare disease... if you could even call it a disease. The term “curse” seemed more appropriate... 
 
      
 
    Why? 
 
      
 
    Why did this have to happen to him? 
 
      
 
    What were the chances of catching a disease known as “the curse of tombs”? 
 
      
 
    It’s not like he opened up a pyramid, or examined an ancient burial ground. He only desecrated a simple mass grave of nameless robbers! Of outlaws! They had been practicing their bloody craft in these lands, before they were found and quickly dispatched, and had their bodies thrown into a simple grave. It was a regular burial mound, with a standard grave plaque... and underneath it hovered grave fever! 
 
      
 
    “It’s like someone is doing this to me on purpose,” croaked Crow, exhausted and hunched over, arms drooping at his sides. “Are you kidding me...” 
 
      
 
    Worst of all, the kind guards hated those who were ill with this disease, as they firmly believed that this sickness could only be caught by despicable gravediggers, who disturbed the peaceful sleep of the dead and raided their tombs. Crow’s reputation would sink into the gutter as soon as any guard laid eyes on him. 
 
      
 
    For now, though, he had nothing to worry about. For the next few hours, nobody would be able to notice the dwarf had contracted the disease. A little later, however, when the fever raises the temperature around him, will be the moment everyone realizes what’s going on. It’ll hit them as soon as they see a living, burning stove wandering around the territory of the outpost. 
 
      
 
    “Why is this happening to me?” repeated the dwarf tiredly. He tilted his head back and watched the blizzard howling above his face. “What a bummer... crap...” 
 
      
 
    To give credit where it’s due, Crow did not sit around moping for long — only three minutes or so. Well, maybe four at the longest. Then, a wide smile returned once more to his face, which was wet from the melted snowflakes. He shrugged his shoulders and looked around the hill, as far as the visibility allowed, which was about ten feet outwards from where he stood. He gave his head a good scratch, brushed a lump of sticky mud off his knee, and, grasping the handle of the shovel for support, pulled himself up. Then he jumped down into the deep grave-hole and got to work. 
 
      
 
    Why wait? 
 
      
 
    It would be stupid to expect a bottle of the ultra-rare medicine to fall from the sky. Actually, seven sizable bottles — he would need to drink one every day, otherwise the treatment will be useless and he’ll have a relapse. 
 
      
 
    It was equally stupid to hope for the appearance of a kind old hermit who possesses rare and powerful magic capable of healing a serious ailment. Yeah, right. With the same chance, he could expect the appearance of the half-naked graceful figure of the famous beauty Lisanna the Luscious, wishing to warm up the poor dwarf with her hot, seductive body. Or, more accurately, to cool off the poor dwarf with her cool, seductive body. He could keep on dreaming, but nothing of the sort will happen. Just like Lisanna will never fall in love with a random stranger, a kind and powerful healer magician will not appear at the outpost while it’s surrounded by a cruel, severe storm. It’s simply unrealistic. This sort of thing never happens. 
 
      
 
    And so what? What’s the point of being sad about it? 
 
      
 
    It’s no use crying over spilt milk. Truly hopeless situations only happen when you sit on your burning hot arse and do not look for a solution, preferring to uselessly mope instead. 
 
      
 
    Is there a way to heal on your own? No. He did not possess any of the necessary magic or knowledge of healing alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Is there a way to obtain the necessary medicine or a “hit” of the healing spell? No. He did not have the required gigantic sum of money. He was not one of those tomb-robbing players who open up the ancient crypts of long-forgotten kings, filled to the brim with gold and precious stones. Not anymore. He was just a hardworking dwarf with a few gold coins in his pocket; and lately, his expenditures were far higher than his income. He could also try visiting the gaming forum and yell there for help, calling more powerful players to his aid and begging them for a panacea. And they will make fun of him, then tell him to take a hike. 
 
      
 
    Well, he could also fall into a stupor, and sit and watch the evilly laughing and hissing blizzard. 
 
      
 
    But it was better to get to work, doing the same thing as before he fell ill: digging a hole. Feels a bit morbid, of course — like digging your own grave. But on the plus side, it was productive. No one will get in his way: the workers were sipping hot soup, or else sleeping; the guards were busy watching the perimeter of the outpost; and nobody was trying to invade Crow’s lands, stick their nose in his business, or spy on him. In this case, the poor weather was to his advantage. 
 
      
 
    Undoubtedly, he must find a way to cure himself. However, this should not be done while sitting in the pose of The Thinker, but in the course of finishing a bunch of other extremely important tasks. 
 
      
 
    With a crunch, the shovel bit deep into the workable ground, slicing through thick roots and breaking up small rocks — the hot guy destined for death was putting the utmost effort into his work. He felt feverish. Every now and then, flickering rainbow haze flashed before his eyes, and a faint otherworldly ringing filled his ears. The game system kept signaling about the need to seek medical attention, but no help was available. The shovel continued to swing nonstop, biting out chunks of earth from the bottom of the hole and throwing them outside onto the surface aboveground. The most important thing was to keep responding to the system, confirming that he knew about the illness that had gripped his virtual body. And then, everything will be silent again. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes he encountered large fragments of rock; the dwarf wrenched these out of the ground with his hands and threw them outside, before taking up the shovel again. 
 
      
 
    An hour had passed since the moment of the scary diagnosis. In this time, Crow had dug down another three feet, leveling the walls as he went. Here he was met with another surprise: his shovel scraped against stone, which, upon closer inspection, turned out to be one of many dirt-covered bricks. Their sharp, rectangular form was unmistakable. As soon as he scraped the wet mud aside, he was greeted by the sight of a whole pile of bricks. The messy heap was quite a rich discovery. Hurriedly wiping the dirt off one of the blocks, the dwarf clicked his tongue thoughtfully — it was made of regular stone. Not clay, not some other molding craft material — just pure stone with marks from cutting and shaping. These little bricks were hewn from the mountain’s rockface, not molded from clay and subsequently baked. 
 
      
 
    Why would there be dozens of old stone blocks — calling them bricks didn’t seem appropriate — under the grave of common robbers? Judging by the vague and atrociously blurry outline, this used to be something like a square opening but more narrow than the present hole. This was some kind of ancient masonry, buried deep by earth and rubble. The square opening had no bottom — it was filled with loose soil. And yet, Crow was not fooled. Removing a couple of hewn stones, he dug into the earth and wrenched out several more blocks; then he thrust his hand into the created opening, moved it around, pushed the dirt aside... and swore loudly. 
 
      
 
    His fingers had met a carved stone surface, which was horizontally placed and very large. It didn’t take much to guess that this was yet another stone plaque covered with carved designs or words, runes, and other intricate symbols. The bricks had evidently served as some sort of framing for the plaque. 
 
      
 
    “The deeper you dig, the more skeletons you find,” muttered the player, brushing dried mud out of his black hair. Everything that settled on the dwarf’s head dried very quickly due to the aura of heat surrounding him. Maybe he should find a job as a clothes dryer. 
 
      
 
    “Dry your pillowcases in just one minute!” would make a pretty good sales pitch. 
 
      
 
    “Burn your laundry to a crisp in three minutes!” 
 
      
 
    What made the dwarf think he’ll meet skeletons down below again? 
 
      
 
    Just a guess. The dwarf wasn’t sure, but when one finds a stone plaque in the ground, their first thought is that it’s a grave. In this case, a grave beneath a grave. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, it could be an entrance. This was highly unlikely, but still... 
 
      
 
    Scooping several blocks towards himself, the player wiped the mud off each one and studied them closely. 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t an entrance. He could say that with nearly 100% certainty. He will need to find and break open the tomb. These bricks were out of regular material and weren’t multicolored. They were made of a completely different building material. 
 
      
 
    Crow made sure there was nothing on the blocks that could potentially identify him as a grave robber, such as inscriptions that said “made for graves only,” “I’ve been dug up by a grave robber,” “we’re gravestones!” and so forth. Then he began to pick up brick after brick and hide them in the basket strapped to his back. 
 
      
 
    One, two, three... ten, eleven... seventeen, eighteen... He got thirty-seven hefty stone blocks in total, all of which fit comfortably into his inventory. After digging around in the earth to make sure he got all the bricks, he grabbed the shovel once again. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, he completely removed the layer of soil covering the discovered grave plaque; he leveled out the walls and put away three more blocks into his rucksack. With a pitiful crack, the used-up shovel broke apart into tiny fragments. Crow made pretty good progress in the craft of digging; however, he did not receive the third rank of “Digger.” It was still too early for that. He had not earned it yet. But he will — there was enough digging work to be done here to last him a lifetime. 
 
      
 
    The plaque invoked feelings of respect and fear. 
 
      
 
    Respect with its appearance. 
 
      
 
    Fear with the possibility of what may be hiding beneath it. 
 
      
 
    The skeletons the dwarf had butchered earlier on were fairly serious opponents. If not for the thick protective cushion of bonus characteristics and achievements, the player would have been eaten a long time ago. The territory of the outpost would then have been invaded by unexpected guests. Although the guards would have destroyed such flimsy enemies in an instant, Crow’s reputation would have suffered quite a bit. Not only did he rob a grave, the bastard, but he also let out the zombies; and by doing so, he exposed peaceful merchants, pilgrims, and other travelers to potential harm. 
 
      
 
    Now, the recent situation was about to repeat. Except this time, it promised to be even more dangerous. 
 
      
 
    With no more time to waste, he turned his gaze to the obstacle ahead. The plaque was blank. Its smooth surface had neither letters nor pictures — only arcing lines that merged into a strange chaotic design. Was it some sort of symbol? Who knows. But these were just lines; they presented no meaningful information. There were no evil-sounding warnings, either. Nothing like, “Don’t enter — you’ll get killed!” or “I’ll rip out your brains and defile them!” The latter was a real inscription found by the first player-explorers on one of the tombs, which caused them to seriously pause and think about how exactly someone was going to defile their ripped-out brains. 
 
      
 
    “Well, here goes,” sighed Crow, wiping the copious sweat off his forehead. “Knock, knock... It’s me, open sesame...” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Each knock is different, or, in harsh lands, they knock differently 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CRAFTY DWARF decided not to touch the grave plaque. He measured five feet out to the side of the ancient trapdoor and began to carefully pull back the soil, digging out something of a narrow and deep hole that went downwards at a sharp angle — something like a mole tunnel. Crow was trying to reach under the plaque without moving it, as he didn’t intend to open a Pandora’s box — to hell with surprises — he simply wanted to peek into it through a narrow crack. 
 
      
 
    The plan was going well. The soil was loose, with almost no roots, as they had mostly been left above. Yet again, the bonuses of the dwarf race were currently in full action. His stamina levels were nearly stable; his eyesight was not affected by the deep shadows in the corners. It also awakened the racial skills of the dwarves, which automatically turned on whenever any member of the mountain-tunneling folk spent more than half an hour belowground. He needed to train these skills, plus support them with special combos of other skills and abilities, as it could sometimes yield pleasantly unexpected results. 
 
      
 
    Currently, Crow could see a light glow around the edges of large stone blocks that framed the plaque. The same glowing spots were present on the plaque itself and on certain rocks cleared of soil but not yet tossed out. The glowing directly indicated where to grasp the stone in order to easily flip it, lift it, push it aside, and so on. This was a combo of the racial “vision” of dwarves and the second tier of the “Digger” achievement. The third level of Digger will bring on the next advancement. The advancement was not particularly important right now, but it wouldn’t hurt. The combo could consist of several skills and abilities; the most important thing was for them to have at least some overlap in the direction of their specialization. 
 
      
 
    The slanted well grew to six feet in depth before the shovel blade punched through the earth into the empty space on the other side. Carefully extracting the tool, the dwarf crawled to the opening, lay down beside it, and went totally still. He was listening hard — while underground, his hearing was just as sharpened as his eyesight. He lay for about ten minutes, frowning in frustration, while the earth surrounding him cracked and crumbled from his heat aura. 
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    Not a single sound came from the other side — and the player was quite well-versed in various noises. He could identify the presence of the graver monster by the sound of its steps; he could easily sense the presence of a dried-up mummy, rotten ghoul, earthen vampire, or a carnivorous mole cricket up ahead in the blackness. In this case, he didn’t hear a single sound suggestive of monsters hiding under the plaque. That is, of course, if there were any monsters under it to begin with. The dwarf decided not to take any risks. After a bit of hesitation, he heaved a deep sigh, and then thrust his hand decisively into the opening. He wiggled it there, simultaneously giving a loud fake cough and mumbling a bunch of gibberish. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    Nobody greedily sunk their crooked fangs into his outstretched hand; nobody grabbed it with hairy paws; nobody tried to chop it off with saw-toothed bony mandibles, nor even tried to stick a poisonous sting into it. Even if something was hiding in the dark under the grave plaque, the underground creature obviously did not give a hoot about some dirty hand sticking out of the wall. 
 
      
 
    “In the dark under the grave plaque”... It sounded kinda scary... Unless the plaque was in your mouth, of course; then the only thing under it would be your rotten teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Not gonna eat my hand, huh? Those bastards. Maybe I should put some salt and pepper on it, and then try offering it again?” thought Crow out of desperation. With yet another sigh, he pulled back his hand and began to climb out. 
 
      
 
    Not good. Either it was empty, or the inhabitants of the underground lair were too clever, preferring to wait until the lone adventurer — or a whole team of explorers — descended in their entirety. 
 
      
 
    Clambering out of the well, the dwarf began to sweep the dug-out soil into a single pile. Following that, things went more smoothly: the shovel sharply tossed portions of soil upwards, while the latter soared a dozen feet up, leaving the confines of the hole; outside, the howling snowstorm snatched the soil up and instantly carried it far away. Getting rid of the whole pile took only a few minutes, after which Crow reached the third tier of the Digger achievement. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, the effects of the nameless combo of skills grew much stronger: the green, yellow, and blue outlines appeared on every stone; one of the walls lit up in a dangerous red color — a couple of hits with a shovel or pickaxe, and the wall will easily cave in, taking down with itself any dawdling fools that happen to be nearby. 
 
      
 
    Excellent. The skills combo was quite welcome, especially given the black streak of misfortune dogging the poor dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Feels like I’m digging my own grave,” the player thought amusedly again, recalling his recent joke as he began to gather the uprooted boulders into his sack. He had changed his mind about throwing them outside the hole. Who knows where the frivolous and unpredictable snowstorm might hurl the huge ill-fated rock? Like, for instance, into the head of a guard standing watch on the tower — the world of Waldyra had seen crazier things happen! Although, if the rock landed on Centurion Vurrius, it would make Crow very happy... 
 
      
 
    Grunting, the dwarf resurfaced outside; he grasped for support one of the posts, which was groaning under the force of the wind. He nearly lost his grip due to the onslaught of the howling blizzard, which was throwing snow and ice everywhere. 
 
      
 
    The snowstorm had grown much stronger than anticipated. The air felt like entirely frozen-through, solidified jello, ripped apart by the blizzard. An icy crust appeared on the dwarf’s cheeks, covering his reddened nose as well. Offended by the ice’s attempt to steal her personal victim, the grave fever cranked up the heat; the ice crust cracked and fell off the face and other parts of the dwarf’s body. At least the horrible and shameful disease of grave robbers had some benefit. He was not going to freeze to death. 
 
      
 
    The only downside was that he had to block certain system messages, which had begun to contradict themselves. First, the game would inform him that his movements have been slowed due to the effects of the freezing temperatures and piercing wind. Then, it would immediately contravene that statement by happily assuring him that his speed of movement and regeneration have been completely restored. And thus, the red and green messages kept alternately flashing before his eyes. Once again, it was the result of a fierce battle between the howling storm and the silently acting grave fever. 
 
      
 
    And here comes more bad news. An alarmingly blinking system-wide message popped up — a real warning cry of serious trouble: 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     Due to the poor weather, the local magical coordinates have been thrown off! 
 
       
 
     Traveling via teleportation is impossible at the moment. 
 
       
 
     Air travel is exceedingly dangerous! 
 
       
 
     Any other form of travel (except for underground or underwater) 
 
       
 
     is currently three times slower than normal and exceedingly dangerous! 
 
       
 
     Be careful! Be on your guard! 
 
       
 
   
 
    The game developers were indirectly hinting at the impending arrival of a big, snowy predator. And once he comes, everyone here will be completely f... 
 
      
 
    And Crow understood this perfectly well. It was an old habit, deeply ingrained into his digital bones, to try to predict the near future and do any task in such a manner that their results can serve several purposes at once. 
 
      
 
    That’s why the dwarf scooped all the excess soil out of the hole; that’s why he took out the stones, to avoid stumbling over them. The passage must be cleared of all debris and have an even floor. Realizing there was no point in putting off the inevitable, the player descended the slope of the hill. 
 
      
 
    Pushing through gusts of wind, he climbed into the snow-covered remains of his old tent. There, he quickly gathered all of his belongings, along with more branches and the assorted rags of the gihl midgets. Then he went back, grabbing two small logs on the way. The weight-lifting capacity of the athletic dwarf allowed him to do these kinds of crazy things, which was especially handy right now. 
 
      
 
    All the goods got tossed into the dug-out hole; the dwarf dropped down on top of the pile. It didn’t take him long to carve out a deep, three-foot-high nook in one of the walls of the dry well. Next, he arranged his possessions inside the newly made alcove. Soon, he finished carving a second nook of the same dimensions in another wall. He placed the activated light source, charged with daylight, inside of it. Stepping up to the wall that was blinking red, the player leaned the two logs across it, forming a cross and using rocks to hold it in place. The flashing red warning vanished, to be replaced by a calm light-yellow glow. The game system stopped signaling about the impending collapse of the wall. Though it did not entirely eliminate the possibility of the room caving in, the system evaluated the probability to be minimal. And that’s great news. 
 
      
 
    As a result of simple actions, the well acquired a far more clean and even habitable look. The bright shining light strengthened this impression. However, Crow had no time to admire it. Shaking wet dirt out of his hair impatiently, the dwarf wiped his face with his sleeve and stared at the fourth wall of the deep hole — the wall that he had not touched yet. It had no ledges, nor any supports. It was situated on the most bulging side of the hill. Snow and fine ice rained down heavily from above, making the bottom of the hole grow steadily whiter. But Crow did not care about the carpet of snow. He was contemplating his next steps. 
 
      
 
    After evaluating his situation, he listened closely to the dead silence under the ancient grave plaque in the floor of the hole, and then climbed aboveground again. Firmly gripping the snow-covered rope, he clambered out of the hole, paying no attention to the tiny icicles prickling the exposed parts of his skin and taking off life points. Soon, it will be dangerous to even breathe here. But, so far, the progressing disease was not harming him — on the contrary, it was unknowingly saving him. 
 
      
 
    Stubborn and with a character like an ancient tractor, the dwarf returned ten minutes later, bringing six thin logs and a whole pile of rocks. Bloody hell... It was becoming unbearable outside. He needed to speed up even more, as the storm was only beginning to hit its stride. The stuff going on outside was just the tip of the iceberg; the iceberg itself will be making a grand appearance soon. Judging by the menacing thunder in the distance, it will certainly happen. The advancing icy nightmare will be easily able to crush everything into snowy dust. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf had underestimated it. Right now, he was utterly terrified. He did not lose hope, however. He did not waste time doubting, contemplating, or trying to find other options; instead, he put himself to work. Like a real bulldozer, he shoveled the soil, slicing off layer after layer, digging out stones, and piling it all up behind him nearer to the entrance. Soon, he had substantially enlarged the previously vertical well: at the bottom, he made something of a dead-end tunnel, which was five strides in length, and six-and-a-half feet in height and width. It was a real underground corridor, which looked decent and was safe from the stormy weather overhead. Without pausing, he began to toss the excess soil outside, giving it to the blizzard to do with as it pleased. Just like a sacrifice... 
 
      
 
    Time was ticking away... 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, he had finished disposing of the piled-up earth. He began to dig again, deepening and widening the tunnel, until the resulting room reached thirteen feet in height and width. He created a small room... too small... but the hill itself wasn’t very wide, especially in its upper part. The player decided not to expand the room too much, to avoid making its earthen walls thinner. He needed the room to be securely protected. 
 
      
 
    It took another twenty-five minutes to throw out the soil. Now, both the room and corridor were completely cleared of debris. The next ten minutes were spent on piling rocks into one spot, right under the opening of the well. After that came the task of moving all of his possessions, as well as part of his personnel. Time was of the essence. 
 
      
 
    First, Crow visited his snow-buried and severely damaged stockpiles. He grabbed a ton of wood and stone, dragging it all back to the top of the hill and throwing it down into the dark abyss. He spent no more than fifteen minutes, but in this time, a piercing, mournful cry had started up somewhere far, far above; it had not stopped since then and was coming steadily closer. Snow-white twisters appeared on the ground, moving chaotically and colliding with objects, then scattering into snowy dust. The object that had obstructed the twister’s path would become frozen through, its icy surface shining in the blizzard. After witnessing such a “cute” quirk of the vicious weather, the dwarf sped up to the max, acting so fast that even his character’s powerful build couldn’t regenerate energy in time. The tiredness bar began to grow menacingly dark. 
 
      
 
    But growing tired was the least of the dwarf’s worries. One after another, he tossed portions of wood and stone into the well. Then he tied an additional rope to the wooden post. He jumped down — and only miraculously avoided getting skewered by a sharp stick sticking out of the well’s floor. He quickly stuffed all the brought goods into nooks and crannies. In the room he had dug out, he placed several logs against the walls, using the obtained combo of skills to the fullest, as it highlighted any interesting or dangerous spots. In this way, the dwarf had practically eliminated the possibility of the room caving in. He did not wish to turn the underground chamber into a mass grave. Looking over the fruits of his labor, Crow smirked in satisfaction — he had something to be proud of. He couldn’t be happier with his newly acquired skills combo. What would happen at the fourth level of Digger? He still needed to dig quite a bit to reach it... 
 
      
 
    Making sure there was no chance of a sudden and deadly collapse of walls, he turned around to run back to the exit. That’s when he noticed the floor of the room rapidly deforming in several places — large lumps were growing out of the hastily pressed-down ground. Issuing a few brief curses, the player stepped forward and, with one powerful kick, demolished one of the bumps. Small rocks and chunks of soil flew everywhere... along with a skeleton of a small animal, which screeched as it somersaulted through the air — although, due to the absence of flesh, the creature had no right to be screeching at all. Despite this contradiction, it gave plenty of ear-splitting evil shrieks. There was nothing to be afraid of — the tiny skeleton turned out to be a ferret, which had risen from the dead and only reached the thirteenth level. Quite pathetic, really. Maybe it did have some sort of poison in its fangs, but the blazing-hot dwarf couldn’t care less. With three kicks, he broke the skeleton into harmless pieces that flickered and vanished. Crow didn’t even look at the meager trophies — he’ll do it later, once the fight is over. 
 
      
 
    Soon, five more monsters hatched. All of them met the same fate: death by the stomping feet of the infuriated and hurrying dwarf, who did not want to get too distracted from his goals by some puny, nameless undead. A little while later, Crow was already ascending to the surface, having grabbed the fighting trophies: the skulls and fangs of the zombie ferrets and two moles. The only thing that worried him was that the undead had come out of the floor of the room, underneath which was something unknown, covered up by the old plaque. 
 
      
 
    Also, the dwarf’s bag now contained eight ancient gold coins. They were quite unusual. Made of rose gold, they were square in form and much too thick. Any bank in Waldyra would quickly and easily exchange such gold coins for normal, modern ones. But many players preferred to keep such objects in their personal collection, thinking that ancient coins like these may yet prove to be useful by turning out to be a key or method of payment for entrance to special places. Considering the creativity of the grand-masters of the gaming world, this was a real possibility. Such things had happened before, more than once. Take, for instance, the ancient temple located at the foot of a dormant volcano in the mountains north of the ancient Dark Side Forest. You can access this temple only by offering twelve round, flat pieces of obsidian, which had once served as the currency of some long-forgotten tribe that had been exterminated by orcs. 
 
      
 
    Emerging for the umpteenth time at the top, Crow descended downhill in leaps and bounds, glancing at the huge snow golem passing by the dwarf’s land. It was a real giant. Having eaten a lot of snow, it had grown in size and now looked truly menacing as he blinded onlookers with his light... 
 
      
 
    Dashing inside the tent, Crow searched with his eyes for the workers, who were peacefully sitting in the warmth. His gaze rested on the two he needed. Calling them to himself, he nodded his disheveled head in the direction of the exit, silently saying “Let’s go!”. 
 
      
 
    The player had not selected his helpers randomly. He had called up the stout dwarf Trout and the old Woodman. They, in turn, obeyed without question, understanding by the look on their master’s face that this wasn’t the best time for arguing. 
 
      
 
    They descended into the hole easily. Trout simply jumped down without any trouble. Woodman had to be lowered with the help of a rope; during this time, the player tried not to stand too close to the worker, to avoid surprising him with the blazing heat generated by the diseased body. 
 
      
 
    Everything went well. And why shouldn’t it? The inside of the hole was well-lit; the floor was easy to see, having been cleared of wood and stones. Asking the workers to wait in the entrance hall, Crow went into the room first to make sure that no undead creatures had popped out of the floor in his absence. It was unlikely to be a regular respawning spot for monsters, but anything could happen. 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed fine. No evil monsters thirsting for innocent flesh and blood were found. The dwarf sighed in happy relief. He had put so much effort, working as hard as he could, to construct a secure shelter for his workers as quickly as possible. Reassured, Crow led his helpers inside. He began to give out clear and simple instructions, assigning work that they would definitely be able to handle quickly and easily. 
 
      
 
    Woodman was told to construct several wide and sturdy benches that would be suitable not only for sitting, but also for sleeping. The dwarf Trout was assigned clean-up duty, to remove the remaining piles of earth and rocks from the room. Who else could do this task better than a dwarf? There was almost no garbage, but the floor of the room needed to be flattened and firmed up; the excess soil needed to be swept out of corners; and chunks of roots, sticking out of walls here and there, needed to be torn out. 
 
      
 
    Crow himself did not sit still, either. He began to construct a large stone hearth right in the well, laying thick double walls and not skimping on materials. The planned hearth turned out so big, it was suitable for roasting not only a hog, but an entire bull skewered on a spit. In short, it was a monstrous hearth. Though roughly made, it was quite sturdy. As soon as he finished building the hearth’s thick walls, Crow immediately kindled a fire. He waited until it gathered strength, then placed two large, branching pine logs inside, pouring pine cones all over them. The flame began to thoughtfully lick at the offerings. Meanwhile, Crow stepped up to the recently dug tunnel under the plaque, holding a blazing torch in each hand. Having light is fine and all, but underground monsters were often more scared of a real burning flame. Take mummies, for example, which were basically a walking torch. Just hold a lit matchstick up to them — and they’ll burst into flames! That’s because, in essence, mummies were just crumbling bones wrapped in dry rags. 
 
      
 
    Crow’s journey down the narrow tunnel took less than a minute. This time, however, the dwarf was far more decisive. With one powerful blow, he broke through the layer of earth separating him from the mysterious world on the other side. Without hesitation, he threw both torches down into the opened gap. They flew ten feet, maybe a bit more, before landing with a clatter onto a dark stone floor. 
 
      
 
    Square tiles. The ground below was covered with massive stone tiles, each about three feet across. Their edges were pressed tightly together, with the cracks between tiles being no wider than half an inch, and overgrown with gray and green moss. Apart from mold and small puddles of water, the tiles were decorated with scattered bones. In the center of the chamber were two massive coffins covered by decayed tapestries showing trace remains of colorful embroidery. Who the heck needs this kind of morbid thing next door? 
 
      
 
    “A grave,” sighed the dwarf glumly, lying flat on the ground in the narrow tunnel and studying his next hurdle. 
 
      
 
    The chamber, by the way, wasn’t large. It was quite small, actually, compared to all the tombs he had encountered in his experience. The chamber was about twenty feet long and equally wide. In every way, it seemed a bit shabby. Or, if you prefer another term, quite modest. The walls were lined in blank stone tiles without the slightest hint of carving or paint. The ceiling... The ceiling wasn’t tiled, but seemed to be made of a thick layer of fired clay. Just like a peasant’s hut in the olden days. In the center of the chamber was a single four-sided column, also uncarved, although it was hard to really see through its dense covering of overgrown moss. The column was purely functional: thick, sturdy, and bearing the weight of the upper part of the hill. Except there were no roof beams above... Was the column just stuck into the ceiling without anything else for support? What weird architecture... and it suggested the possibility of a cave-in. However, considering the relatively small size of the hill, within which the tomb was concealed, he didn’t need to worry too much. 
 
      
 
    No enemies were found. 
 
      
 
    By enemies, he meant real opponents who were serious and dangerous. He wasn’t counting the bones scattered around on the tiled floor — these were skeletoid monsters lying in wait, whose level was the same as of those previously. They were thrown here by the makers of this zone to serve as living decorations, in order to give stronger goosebumps to the players who came to visit. Zombies everywhere... Dark and scary on all asides... And not a single sexy Lara Kroft in sight... 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t virtual blood that ran in Crow’s veins. No. Through his digital veins pulsed a concentrated solution of suspicion and mistrust, slightly diluted with belief in the completely impossible. 
 
      
 
    That’s why, despite seeing no real danger, the dwarf never even considered dropping his guard. No. Upending his rucksack, he took armfuls of slightly damp but rapidly drying firewood, which made excellent kindling, and threw it down into the chamber. The thin shards of wood flopped down on top of the flickering flame of the still-burning torches. Then came a crackling sound. The emboldened flame gratefully crunched the moist offerings, sending up dense smoke, and tossing and turning on the stone floor. Nearby, a skeleton of some sort of ugly mongoose couldn’t bear the heat torture anymore and jumped up. It ran off to the side, throwing its head back and howling indignantly at the high ceiling. Crow didn’t care about the fleshless Rikki-Tikki-Tavi, and wasn’t particularly concerned about its “scary” twentieth level. In the light of the growing flame, his eyes kept scouring the walls of the tomb, searching for any hint of danger. 
 
      
 
    He had already spotted the numerous small openings dotting three tiles on the wall; he instantly marked the dangerous firing zones with handfuls of soil taken from right beneath his chest. At those spots, he could expect either poisoned needles, or sharp darts, or poisonous breath, or maybe even an acid shower. This was far more dangerous than simple and predictable monsters. 
 
      
 
    Neither did the dwarf miss the two slightly raised floor tiles, which looked a lot like mechanical triggers of unknown purpose. Maybe they were floor traps; or maybe the opposite — spring traps. Seeing the numerous stone spikes sticking out of the ceiling, the player grimaced — they were catapults, after all. Simple, yet elegant. A player gets thrown upwards and skewered by the spiked ceiling. This is guaranteed to leave a lasting impression not on the victim himself, but on the person behind him. For that is exactly who gets to see the whole glorious sight of his friend being suddenly launched towards the ceiling and getting thrust with a splat atop of the long spikes. In this case, high pitched screams can be heard from all adventurers, fragile female spellcasters and grim male warriors alike. 
 
      
 
    And there is one tripwire. No. Three tripwires. All of them right beside the coffins. The thin threads were visible only thanks to the moss growing overtop of them, plus the dust that had recently settled on them. 
 
      
 
    The skeleton mongoose continued to rage, annoying Crow to the point where he had to drop a “bomb” on him: a huge, thick chunk of wood weighing around 140 pounds. Receiving the heavy present onto its fragile back, the undead mongoose let out a sound reminiscent of the prelude to the lyrical tragedy Beatrice di Tenda, after which its thin little legs collapsed and broke with a crunch. Touched by the notes of grief in his last aria, the tomb’s entire bony choir, which had been lying around on the cold tiles until now, simultaneously jumped up and supported their fallen comrade singer with a furiously howling chorus worthy of the best performance of Mozart’s opera Idomeneo, re di Creta. Sadly, they had no chance to finish singing the first act — the enraged dwarf Crow came down on them like a ton of bricks, stepping into the role of an angry critic. With one swing of his club, he interrupted the aria of the nearest singer, sending the skeleton to the protruding catapult tile. The trap’s trigger worked like a charm, tossing the monster up to the ceiling studded with spikes. 
 
      
 
    “Alleeeia!” bleated the singer piteously with his last breath, before bursting into tiny pieces. 
 
      
 
    The stage had been set. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, the gathered group of enemies charged at the strange intruder, intending to tear him to shreds. Too bad they weren’t anywhere near his level. Soon, they were piled at the warrior dwarf’s feet like reaped stalks of wheat at harvest time. The player, having gathered the trophies, stepped carefully ahead, eyes searching for potential sources of trouble. 
 
      
 
    Stopping beside the tile dotted with small holes, the dwarf swung the hem of his cloak in front of him. Something whistled past him. The cloak got pierced in ten places at once, and caught fire. Swearing in surprise, Crow hastily pulled off the burning rag and threw it as far away as he could. Catching fire was the last thing he needed. The smell of pine sap and something acrid hung in the air, which directly pointed to the mechanical rather than magical nature of the trap. 
 
      
 
    In a similar manner, the dwarf walked around the perimeter of the room, activating any traps he encountered along the way. He did not want to leave any unpleasant surprises behind him — what if he’ll need to run around the place to dodge enemy attacks? At the same time, the dwarf studied the room and concluded that, most likely, it had been built on totally flat ground and then covered with earth and stones, thus resulting in a hill. It was none other than a burial mound. Just like a real one, as if someone really did pile the soil on top by hand. It meant that, most likely, the inner workings of the traps were inaccessible — they were mounted on the other side, and then buried. He will have to break and lift up the tiles covering them. 
 
      
 
    After twenty long minutes of walking in an ever-tightening circle, Crow ended up beside the coffins, having reached them with the same inevitability as a doomed ship reaches the center of a whirlpool that trapped it. 
 
      
 
    There were only two stone coffins. They were very big. Approximately eight feet in length, their height reached the dwarf’s neck. Rotting tapestries covered their lids. The ragged cloths showed scenes of hunting and war: someone was fighting someone; someone was chasing someone across forests and ditches. First of all, Crow activated all the tripwires. In two instances, stone spikes whistled across the room; then, with a creak, five saw-toothed blades grew out of the floor. He managed to evade both dangers without suffering any losses. 
 
      
 
    The player tried to preserve the dusty rags, but the tapestries crumbled to dust at the slightest touch. Nonetheless, the highly experienced and slightly paranoid Crow managed to save their appearance in several screenshots. Just in case. 
 
      
 
    Then came the coffins’ turn. A close examination showed the stone chests to be very expensive, decorated not with carvings, but with a multi-colored mosaic, with inserts of polished chunks of onyx and an unknown reddish yellow wood. Their beauty was incredible — something that must’ve taken a lot of work to create. This begged the thought: wasn’t the burial chamber a little too shabby for such expensive-looking coffins? It’s like placing a king’s casket into a dirty and dreary beggar’s grave. 
 
      
 
    After standing around for a bit and hearing nothing, the dwarf pressed his ear to each coffin in turn. Silence... 
 
      
 
    He gently tapped on one of the sides. More silence in reply... 
 
      
 
    Deciding to take the plunge, he made sure the thick lids had no locks and pushed against them with his whole body. Tilting his head back, he half-closed his eyes and held his breath to avoid being blinded, in case some sort of nasty trap was rigged inside. Take, for instance, the bone dust from crushed skeletons that gets tossed into a coffin, covered with a lid, and then pressurized with air. You push aside the lid and — whoosh! — you get fine dust in your eyes, which instantly blinds you for a minute or so. Meanwhile, a menacing resident slowly emerges out of the coffin, woken up by your yelling and cursing... Also, there can be poisonous fog inside of coffins. 
 
      
 
    With rustling and creaking, the lid gave way and moved. A dark gap appeared, but there was no hissing of escaping air, no hovering green mist. Crow held a burning stick close to the gap... and stared in utter surprise: It was empty! The coffin was empty! He wasn’t talking about buried treasures, weapons, or any of those types of things — he meant the body itself. There was no corpse. At all. Just an empty bed lined with rotting fabric, and nothing else. 
 
      
 
    Dashing towards the second coffin, the player repeated the procedure for pulling off the heavy lid, and gazed inside the sarcophagus. Yet again, the sight of an empty bed met his eyes. 
 
      
 
    The corpses were missing. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was expecting super high-level undead, mummies coming to life, and evil liches with deadly magic. Instead, he had found two empty rich coffins in a cheap tomb. To discover all of this in his own basement... Ain’t that something... 
 
      
 
    Crow spent fifteen minutes thoroughly examining the burial chamber. He probed every tile in the wall, and jumped up and down on every tile in the floor. He picked up all the objects from the ground, wrinkling his nose at the smoke wafting through the room. He looked over the sarcophagi and tried to move them, but the hefty coffins wouldn’t budge. They may have been nailed to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Realizing he can’t solve this mystery in a hurry, Crow studied the stone wall, finding a few ledges and cracks. Grasping them, he quickly climbed outside. He intentionally had not lowered a rope into the chamber. There had been instances where the monsters inhabiting the underground happily circled around the stunned players to grab onto the dangling ropes and climb outside. After that, the monsters tore the ropes or chains, leaving the poor explorers stranded below. That’s why the dwarf preferred not to present a potential enemy with a readily made path to the surface. 
 
      
 
    But everything had been resolved without a fight, although not without mysteries. 
 
      
 
    Thoughtfully scratching his noggin, the dwarf covered the hole with a couple of logs. He threw the junk he had gathered below into the fire and went to check on his workers. He regarded them from a distance for the last time before death. The illness was doing its job: as the dwarf walked, the roots sticking out of the walls and ceiling crackled and curled from the heat; all around him, water hissed as it evaporated. It was time to die. 
 
      
 
    After making sure his men were okay and busy working, Crow took off his clothes and stashed all his belongings into a nook in the wall. He climbed outside and stood proudly at the windswept hilltop, sporting only a white loincloth. The snowstorm cooled the burning hot dwarf, but the effect was temporary and insufficient. Selecting a suitable direction, where he wouldn’t run into a marching snow golem, the player hurtled downhill, with gusts of wind at his back pushing him onwards. He quickly ran outside the boundary of the Gray Peak outpost and streaked off barefoot into the freezing darkness... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Nobody fears death in harsh lands 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HE RETURNED ABOUT TWENTY MINUTES later, borne gracefully upon the wind of rebirth, which lowered him right onto the snow-covered stone platform. Although he kept his level after death, he did get penalized and lost his experience. One more death, and he will lose his level, too. But he had no choice. The illness was quite serious and dangerous. Right now, all of Crow’s symptoms were back down to zero. He still had a few worry-free hours until the moment he turned into a blazing hot piece of coal again. 
 
      
 
    As he ran back to the hill, the dwarf smirked as he recalled the huddled group of jackals hiding behind a large boulder, who had never expected such a low-blow move. 
 
      
 
    And who could blame them? 
 
      
 
    Crow wasn’t mistaken. The jackals were in shock... And, heaven knows, it was understandable. 
 
      
 
    They had been sitting there, minding their own business, with their noses covered by their tails, when suddenly... Out of the blizzard comes charging a stocky midget in underwear, jumps and plants his sturdy heels into their pack leader’s spine, and gives a few wallops to the rest of the pack mates. Then, the strange attacker spreads his arms and falls onto his back, allowing the infuriated scavengers to kill him. Meanwhile, he is happily smiling and giving off a rather pleasant, almost summer-like warmth... It seemed a pity to kill him; it was like throwing a functioning heater out of the house during a brutal cold snap. 
 
      
 
    The player was sure that, despite the stormy weather and poor visibility, the eagle-eyed guards had seen him. They were probably confused by the antics of the local resident, who had decided to take a stroll in the nude and subsequently died. Right now, however, the guards’ surprise was the least of the dwarf’s concerns. Even if the grim and mysterious centurion himself comes with questions in the next hour, the player won’t worry about it, nor respond to his interrogation. It was his god-given right to run around in underwear across the snowy stone plains. 
 
      
 
    Dressing and re-equipping himself was not hard. Arming himself with the trophy weapons left over from the gihl midgets, Crow stopped by the room where his workers were and clapped each one of them on the shoulder, letting them feel that he was no longer giving off the strange heat. He made sure that Woodman and Trout were making good progress. 
 
      
 
    The room had acquired a cleaner look. A sturdy wide bench now stood beside the wall. The air smelled like damp soil and fresh shavings. At the end of the short corridor connecting to the well and entrance hall, a blazing flame was visible. It burned inside the hearth, sending waves of warmth and adding to the feeling of coziness. The pinecones burned up like gunpowder, drying off the pine logs, which then immediately caught fire, creating a strong and steady flame. Everything was going as planned. 
 
      
 
    Understanding that he did not have much time, the player chose to spend the first hour in his workers’ company, helping them improve the room. First of all, Crow added more work for Trout by making several deep rectangular nooks in the clay walls. He carefully smoothed, leveled, and firmed them. There were now six deep nooks in the walls, able to hold quite a few possessions. The possessions of others, that is. The dwarf had decided to dedicate the large room to eating and sleeping of his hired hands, as he must not allow any more disasters involving the destruction of living quarters by bad weather; nor would he allow any further damage to belongings. 
 
      
 
    With the help of his highly useful skills combo, Crow looked over the entire room to make sure the walls and ceiling were well-supported. For additional safety, he propped up the weakest wall with a couple of logs that he had brought from above. His work was very thorough despite being rushed. He was hurrying to finish before the moment he turned once more into a candle that burned with an invisible flame. 
 
      
 
    The first hour went by quickly. The air temperature around him jumped. Immediately, Crow departed downstairs, walking a few dozen feet before ending up in the empty tomb. Prior to leaving, he took a moment to give the thumbs up to Trout and Woodman, who had been working nonstop. A minute before he left, Crow asked the men to go to the tent and bring over the rest of the workers; also, to bring back absolutely all of their personal belongings and store them in the wall nooks. Then, they were to cease all contact with the aboveground. Thankfully, they had plenty of logs and a burning fire; benches for sleep were being made as they spoke. The second bench was finished and joined the first one. In other words, they had something to sit on. Also, the dwarf strictly forbade them to go downstairs, even if he were to yell or call for help. Just in case. It wouldn’t do for his workers to enter dangerous places or to see the empty coffins. 
 
      
 
    Finding himself in the square chamber of the underground tomb, the player did not waste any time relaxing. He added more fuel from his basket to the fading flame. Then he stepped up to the wall behind which was the exit from his land property. He was facing in the direction of the canopy, the market stand, and the entrance itself. He examined the wall- and floor-tiles, making sure he had enough strength for the task ahead. Then he armed himself with the trophy meat cleaver and thrust it into the gap between the floor tiles. He managed to pull one up and out of the way without any particular problems. He uncovered a damp patch of compressed soil crawling with whitish worms of Level 20. The latter instantly spat at the dwarf for having the audacity to intrude into their territory. The dwarf fell onto his belly, avoiding the collective spit flying into his mud-covered face. He did lose his temper, though, and butchered all the worms with the meat cleaver. That’ll teach them to know their place. 
 
      
 
    The principle of “If you spit into a crowd, the crowd will wipe itself off; but if the crowd spits in your face, you’ll drown” did not apply here, as sadly evidenced by the whitish skins of the dead worms scattered on the ground. Crow did not need these kinds of trophies; he chose to trample their remains into the dirt and proceed with the extraction of the next tile. 
 
      
 
    In the next hour, the dwarf managed to pull four tiles out of the floor and four off the walls, putting them all into a neat pile. Additionally, he dug a horizontal tunnel through the soil layer to reach the outside. 
 
      
 
    With one hit of the pickaxe, he busted through the last few inches dirt. On the other side, a filthy, steaming hand thrust out into the snowstorm — a sight reminiscent of the best cult classics in the horror film genre. Having achieved such an impressive result, the “zombie” did not stop there. Instead, he dug deeper into the soil, pushed against it, and literally fell out of the new opening along with a fair-sized chunk of turf. 
 
      
 
    The shrewd dwarf, who was always trying to act in the most logical way, made another entrance into his underground abode. This was necessary, since the vertical well was not conducive to the extraction of large portions of soil, especially when no magical or mechanical means were available to ease his labor. His only hope was in his own two hands and in the durability of the shovel or pickaxe... The lack of tools, by the way, posed an additional problem... 
 
      
 
    He had more than enough time to think everything over. Right now, the player was working on widening and shaping the new tunnel that connected to the second entrance. He hurriedly moved all the dug-up soil outside. As banal as it sounds, he carried it in his rucksack and in his arms. He was literally working himself into the ground. His dried-up, crunchy clothing, which hung off his heated-up body, was ripping apart, disintegrating into shreds of fabric and leather. Again and again, his life would drop by a dozen or more points as the dwarf accidentally smacked his head full-force against the rather low ceiling of the tunnel. Or when he stumbled over a stone or exposed root that he had failed to notice, falling onto the ground and planting his face into the freezing mud. But this only served to encourage the stubborn player. Any hurdle he encountered inspired him to take the next step. It was his own unique character trait. 
 
      
 
    He allowed himself a break only after he had completely finished dragging all soil outside, remembering to throw it into the storm to have it carried away by the wind, which had involuntarily become his helper. The blizzard acted like a vicious vacuum switched on to full power, gleefully devouring everything it could with an appetite more voracious than that of a tornado. The dwarf was simply overjoyed by such an appetite, as it worked out well for him. Where else could the destitute dwarf put tonnes of dug-out soil? The available space on his land plot was limited; and it wouldn’t be suitable for stockpiling soil, anyway. He would not be allowed to dump giant piles of wet soil onto the common shared territory — the evil eye of Sauron, that is, of Centurion Vurrius, will instantly spot him and forbid such chaos. He should start preparing for his next confrontation with the new head of the Gray Peak outpost. Meanwhile, he must not give the centurion the slightest reason to blame him for breaking laws or even unwritten rules. 
 
      
 
    Right now, Crow was trying to get rid of as much excess soil as possible, “sacrificing” it to the howling snowstorm that had gathered over their unfortunate heads. The blizzard swallowed the presented “sacrifice” and spat it out somewhere very far away, possibly hundreds of miles from the outpost. It acted like an air-powered earth scooper: free, powerful, and fast! Excellent! The dwarf couldn’t have asked for a better gift! Since the very beginning, he had known that his home in this locality would resemble an iceberg: the part visible aboveground would only be the tip of it. 
 
      
 
    Although, sometimes, the floating hunks of ice can turn upside down... He must not let that happen. Catastrophes or failed plans weren’t allowed, no matter what. Likewise, he really did not want any time-wasting or frustrating problems. Crow was certain that soon, he will be visited by a loud and proud creature, which considered itself to be the one and only in the entirety of Waldyra. He had a maliciously sarcastic sense of humor; his disparaging manner was enough to drive anyone up the wall. Despite this, he was a faithful friend and would not come to visit empty-handed. Crow really wanted to meet him as an equal, especially since their missions had nearly the same level of difficulty. Which of them took which mission was decided with the flip of a coin. That’s how the fate of the first settler in these lands came to be decided — it fell to the dwarf Crow. And now he was trying as hard as he could not to lose face. Although, literally speaking, his face had to take many hits, every single day. But in the figurative sense, not at all! Failure was not an option! 
 
      
 
    They had started on their respective paths simultaneously: same day, same hour, same minute. Neither of them had the advantage of time; neither of them had any kind of starting bonuses. Nor did they have any locality-specific limitations that would hinder their ability to deal with problems. That’s why his taunts would sting... really sting... Failure was definitely not an option! No way! The dwarf flinched at the mental image of the gleefully taunting, fanged grin and dark blue eyes... No... He must avoid failure at all costs... 
 
      
 
    Another hour later, the player had turned into an insanely hot blacksmithing flame. He sighed. How he wanted to get back to blacksmithing right now! But, at the moment, he was surrounded by hot soil instead of iron. The log he had picked up to reinforce walls instantly crackled from the heat and began to smoke in the hands of the half-naked player. His temperature increased with every passing hour. 
 
      
 
    Damn... 
 
      
 
    With the help of the skills combo, he found the weakest spot in the tunnel and placed the log there. Then he stripped the rags from his body and dashed off again, running outside the boundaries of Gray Peak. Just like last time, he had to search high and low, stumbling blindly through the storm, for a pack of half-frozen to death jackals. Once more, the dwarf let them devour himself; and once more, the tide of resurrection spat him out onto the stone platform. This time, he lost his level. 
 
      
 
    “Come down, citizen Crow,” a broad-shouldered guard wrapped in a fur cloak greeted him. “You shouldn’t linger here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you, kind guard,” replied the dwarf as he went, hurrying to get away. What if the observant guard notices the treacherous symptoms of the disease? Although they were back to zero, he did not want to risk it. 
 
      
 
    “Have you met a tragic end?” inquired the guard, shouting over the howling storm; he had tactfully avoided using the word “death.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I have,” nodded the player enthusiastically. “I’m glad!” 
 
      
 
    The guard paused as he tried to make sense of what he had heard. The soldier’s confusion gave Crow plenty of time to disappear and return to his territory. On the way, he realized that most of the fence around his property was gone. Evidently, it had been entirely uprooted and carried away by the storm. 
 
      
 
    Damn weather! 
 
      
 
    As if in response to this unvoiced thought, a drawn-out miserable howl sounded in the distance. The cry was so terrifying, it chilled the dwarf to the bone. The two snow golems jumped, turning around sharply, and headed in the direction of the sound. The bright rays of magical light shining out of their chests were blocked by the swirling snowy dust; nevertheless, the giants moved confidently towards the source of the sound. 
 
      
 
    “Seems like the blizzard’s master is here,” whispered Crow, keeping his eyes locked on the retreating backs of the golems. At the same time, he seized the log from the ground as it was sinking in the snow. “Or maybe it’s a mistress? Or, perhaps, there’s a whole pack of them?” 
 
      
 
    The answer followed quickly, but turned out to be uncertain, though sudden: in one powerful blow, the snowy giant walking in front was scattered into dust. Perhaps it was more than one hit, but it was impossible to tell in all the snow and gloom. The only thing Crow saw clearly was the magical light projector, which had soared in a high arc into the clouds and vanished from view entirely. All of this suggested a very strong uppercut punch, delivered by someone in a fit of anger. 
 
      
 
    “Tsk, tsk,” tutted Crow, climbing backwards into the tunnel and looking extraordinarily like a fearful gopher that watches a hungry pack of predators passing by. The second golem got scattered into tiny snowballs a couple of minutes later. This time, the magical light managed to expose something in the darkness, something big that looked like... nah, he still couldn’t tell what it was. The blizzard that had gathered around the unfortunate outpost only allowed to see the things that it wanted you to see. In this way, the storm reminded the dwarf even more strongly of a huge living creature made of snow, ice, and hatred. 
 
      
 
    Off to the side, forty steps away from where the second golem shattered, a super-bright light briefly permeated the gloom. A team of players came into view. There were about two dozen of them, all marching in protective formation whose shape resembled a trapeze. In the front line, a half-step behind two massive orcs, stood a tall female figure. She was holding a long staff raised to the skies. The staff was surrounded by a halo of the brightest rays of light. The woman was protected on all sides. She was wearing a long white dress. Her emerald cloak fluttered behind her as wind played in her uncovered hair. It took Crow a moment to realize that the two powerful, armor-clad orcs standing in front of the woman were restraining her with the help of two short, sturdy chains that led from their belts to the thick steel plate wrapped around her waist. How strange... 
 
      
 
    Unable to contain his curiosity, Crow dropped close to the frozen ground and half-crawled forward about thirty yards. From there, the viewpoint was just as bad. As he stared into the howling snow twister, however, he could still distinguish some bits of barely visible information that hung over the heads of the players as they slowly marched ahead. 
 
      
 
    It took several seconds to identify and make sense of the flashing letters and digits. During severe weather, a player’s personal details did not exactly shine bright as a star on a moonless night. No. The information got distorted as some of the glowing letters burned out like parts of an old neon sign. This often caused much indignation on the forums, especially if somebody posted a screenshot of a player as he fought his way through a storm, blizzard, poisonous clouds, or some other nasty weather phenomenon. And hanging over his or her honorable head, instead of a name such as “Cassius Windpiercer,” there would only be a dubious label that would read something like “...ass... Wi....p...e...” Not particularly classy. Especially if you happen to enter a city right afterwards. You will be jubilantly greeted by “Hi, Asswipe!” at every turn. It may be a trivial thing, but it’s still frustrating. 
 
      
 
    Right now, though, Crow was not trying to find anything funny in the name tags. This was no time for jokes. If he wanted a laugh, he only needed to recount his own recent misadventures — then he could laugh himself to death. No. The dwarf was thirsty for any information at all, as he ignored the raging storm’s attempts to turn him into frozen jackal food. It was all far too strange: this supporting structure of chains, which looked more like a strong double leash; the odd staff in the woman’s hand. 
 
      
 
    Continuing to imitate a naked frozen worm while spitting out snow, Crow followed the unknown team without taking his eyes off the flickering digits and letters. 
 
      
 
    Let’s see... 
 
      
 
    The Sleepless Clan. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t make out most of the player nicknames, but some of them he did manage to decipher. 
 
      
 
    Tophur of Fire. Bald Blackbear. Angela Amora. The girl in the plain white dress and green cloak, who was holding the staff, remained nameless. Naturally, an NPC would not have a player’s nickname hovering over their head. Her clothes, by the way, looked completely plain and not charmed anywhere at all. But he could be wrong. Against the backdrop of maximally equipped players of the escorting party, her uncovered head, bare neck, hands without gloves, and bare feet that sank into the snow, all looked extremely strange. She had long fair hair. He couldn’t see her face. The staff looked like... like something of unearthly beauty. It was a transparent ruby-colored little tree whose twists and turns were reminiscent of a wooden branch; a couple of green stones added to the similarity. The top of the staff held something so bright, it blinded his eyes. 
 
      
 
    The party slowly moved out of sight, past the place where someone had destroyed the two huge golems. Crow remained lying on the ground, quiet as a mouse and pretending to be dead — out of caution. He managed to get a good look at the harness around the woman’s waist. The metallic band was bent into a ring; it was covered in glowing runes and equipped with a huge unusual-looking padlock. Heavy chains of glittering metal were woven through two thick rings, one on each side. The chains looked capable of restraining a harnessed trio of dinosaurs. On the whole, the woman appeared to be held captive. Moreover, she seemed to be a dangerous captive, since she required such precautionary measures. Out of these, the most notable were the two mages following right behind her. Their arms were outstretched towards her back, with their palms emitting an unpleasant, faint blue light. It had to be some nasty sort of restraining or weakening magic. 
 
      
 
    After regarding the scene, Crow remained lying still on the ground. The last thing he wanted was for someone in the party to spot him. The whole thing seemed secretive. Just look at them staring around on all sides! The dwarf went unnoticed purely by accident, although he did move by crawling from place to place. Additionally, the howling wind full of snow and ice substantially lowered the visibility; if not for the blazing staff, he wouldn’t have been able to see so many details. 
 
      
 
    Apart from the party in the spot of light, however, there could be sneak observers hiding in the surrounding gloom. And Crow disliked it when someone knew that he knew. 
 
      
 
    The team of players slowly got further and further away. Crow waited a little while longer, then turned around and, without getting up, began to crawl back to his own burrow. As he went, he kept whispering advice to himself: 
 
      
 
    “It’s getting dangerous out there! It’s best to lie low for now... Keep your head down... Stay out of trouble... Look after yourself first!..” 
 
      
 
    He ran out of things to say as soon as he reached home. He went silent, staring into the darkness of the tunnel like a blind cave fish waiting for the arrival of an evil shark. 
 
      
 
    Did they notice him or not? 
 
      
 
    Crow did not know whether the marching procession was a huge secret. However, he absolutely did not wish for someone to find out what he’d seen. Why should he? He wasn’t looking to get that kind of attention! Nonetheless, he had recorded the entire incident on video and intended to watch it again later that day in order to try to gather additional information. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh — BAM! 
 
      
 
    A huge orb, shining with magic light, had been sent flying on a whim of the wind into the dug-out burrow. It shot inside the tunnel like a cannon ball that had changed its mind about flying away and decided to return into the cannon barrel. The poor dwarf, who had been lying on the ground and minding his own business, played the part of the wad: he got smashed against the glowing orb, carried with it across the corridor and through the tomb, to finally get imprinted into the stone-tiled wall. There was a crunch... The magical light source fell to the floor and rolled away noisily. The dwarf remained stuck to the wall like a squished bug. Over his head alarmingly blinked a yellow life bar. 
 
      
 
    “What lousy luck...” Crow’s groan echoed across the tomb. The dwarf unstuck himself from the wall and dropped to the floor like a rock. The shock and dizziness effects from the hit lessened slightly. 
 
      
 
    The silence stretched for another minute or so. Then, the same voice said thoughtfully: 
 
      
 
    “Although, on second thought...” 
 
      
 
    Crow took a moment to examine the glowing cannonball of an orb. He came to the conclusion that he wasn’t just hit in the head with a simple rock, but with a real precious gem worth its weight in gold. Putting it more precisely and not as dramatically, a functioning magical light source had flown into his dark burrow. It had enough charge to last for the next ten hours. It was a seriously cool object that cost a fair amount of money. The orb was very bright, with a big silver rune on it that served as a multi-function switch. 
 
      
 
    One light touch, and the light sphere stopped blinking; it began to emit a steady pleasant light, brightening the tomb and chasing the shadows out of every corner. Obviously, if he were to play fairly, he should bring the object back outside, as it wasn’t his own. But Crow was of sane mind and extremely prone to holding grudges — just like mammoths, who died out of pure envy at the sight of their shaven brethren. No, he will keep the light orb for himself. And if Centurion Vurrius decides to show up and accuse the dwarf of stealing government property, then it will be time to raise hell. Then the mountains will echo with angry cries like “Your stupid lamp hit me! I’ve been concussed — leave me alone! Were you trying to kill me with a lamp, bastards?! You were aiming specifically at me, weren’t you?! Call the prosecutor! I demand compensation! I’m going to file a lawsuit!” 
 
      
 
    And he will win the case, too. The locals, who are decent and law-abiding individuals, have a lot of respect for the private property of players. That’s why the dwarf was unafraid of punishment, especially since he never even moved the orb that had flown in, leaving it in the same spot where it landed. Just like it had always been there. The only thing he did was switch the artifact from blinking mode to steady light. If anyone complains, he’ll say tearfully: “My eyes! The blinking was hurting my eyes!” 
 
      
 
    Smiling with evil satisfaction at the thought, the dwarf finally concluded that he’ll be keeping the gift from above for himself. Lost in thought, he reached the exit and glanced in the direction of where he last saw the group of players. There was nobody and nothing there. Only the wind whistling through the ice hummocks... Crap! The ice hummocks really had appeared! The height of the ice piles had already reached ten — and in some places fifteen — feet. The field of snow stretched from the outpost’s center to its borders; the entire area had taken on the appearance of a giant funnel with gently sloping sides, whose lowest point was the center of Gray Peak and the dwarf’s own hill. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like your scenery, Mother Nature!” roared Crow boldly into the storm. He dressed in a hurry and rushed off to his stores that lay buried beneath the snow. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf had spoken too soon when he talked about having a black streak of misfortune. Nothing could be further from the truth! To be fair, he got two presents: one in the form of a ready-made spacious room in the thick of the hill; the other in the form of a lasting source of light. 
 
      
 
    If he were to put the two together, what would he get? 
 
      
 
    Answer: a spacious and well-lit underground storage room with a convenient entrance! Thus, he had to immediately prove that he completely deserved the gods’ generosity. 
 
      
 
    More than once, the dwarf had already had to prove to the world that his stubbornness and effort can only be surpassed by an earthworm, whose entire life consisted of blindly pushing through mud. In the other world, Crow could only compare himself to the worm metaphorically; in this world, in Waldyra, he himself was the worm, who pushed through densely packed earth — and not without success, either. Therefore, Crow did not waste time on heaving sighs, preferring to get to work instead. 
 
      
 
    In the next hour, he moved all of his stored things that were still intact into the newly made burrow. He took everything without exception, starting with tableware and finishing with logs, firewood, and particularly large stones. The fairly roomy tomb inside the hill, as well as the crypt under the hill, were now half-stuffed with the personal belongings of the survivors. The possessions were messily distributed around the place, but the hallways were carefully kept unobstructed. 
 
      
 
    Digging around in the snow, the player made sure most of the goods had been moved to the underground rooms. With a light heart, he easily accepted the news about the necessity of another death on his behalf. He chose not to undress, but instead wrapped himself in the rags of the fashionable brand “Gihlucci,” leaving his feet bare. Then he skipped off around the territory of the outpost, moving in a wide spiral while holding a thick, crude club on his shoulder. The whole scene created the impression of an uprising by the local unwashed masses to defend their motherland. 
 
      
 
    Here was his home, and a good homeowner must always be aware of what’s going on around him. He had every right to do this, since all the things he had built had been demolished, his workers had been nearly frozen to death, and all the food in his stores had been turned into popsicles. He had suffered damages! He had to bear the cold! He was suffering! And when the unwashed masses are suffering, they go and punch the nobles in their smug faces, using either their dirty heel or a crude wooden club. The dwarf Crow had both of those things! In place of an ugly rich noble, he could easily substitute a certain person who was highly unpopular among the local residents — yep, that’s right! — our dearest Centurion Vurrius. 
 
      
 
    But first came the walk around the perimeter, and the cleansing by frost and jackals from the accursed illness. Making a lap around the entire territory did not take much effort, but it did reduce his health. The unfortunate outpost got hit with additional problems in the form of local penalties handed out by the game system. These included things like “slippery slope,” “sharp ice edges,” “tall hummocks,” and “strong gusts of icy wind.” As a result, his life got drained with every step he took, as his feet touched the icicles growing rapidly out of the ground. This kind of situation called for chainmail pants and steel boots, or enchanted leather and fabric. The dwarf kept slipping upon the numerous surprises from the game system, cursing as he fell facedown right on top of the icy spikes. Or he would get thrown up by one of these “strong gusts of icy wind,” causing him to somersault in midair... and fall back down on some freshly formed icicles. Thankfully, his excellent health allowed for such crazy expeditions. 
 
      
 
    After completing the victory lap, Crow caught the familiar sound of the sorrowful howling and sharply changed direction. He ran past the border of the outpost, jumping over snow drifts and bravely tearing through the walls of snow. He tripped over the spikes of ice constructed by Mother Nature, shielding his eyes from being poked by the evil wind, and ran on towards the sound. But the source of the noise did not stand still. It seemed to move around the outpost in the same manner as a good hunting dog circles around a wounded prey animal. The dwarf sped up, sprinting as fast as he could, and jumped off a small cliff right into the dense wall of snow... and flew out into bright sunlight on the other side, instantly finding himself in a torrent of warm rising air. One big jump carried the player from freezing winter directly into the arms of warm, cheerful spring. Here and there, large melting gaps showed through the porous snow; bright flowers happily lifted their heads; the first shy group of butterflies flew by; a lone jackal trotted in the distance, yelping joyfully. Five steps away from him, a carnivorous rock nepenthes straightened its frozen stalk with difficulty; it didn’t seem to be planning to attack anyone — at least, not yet. From beneath a snow-covered shrub, three fat partridges dashed out at once. Two sprinted off after the butterflies; the third dug snow out of a small hole in the ground and plopped its backside into it, perhaps deciding to immediately lay some eggs in order to preserve her own species. 
 
      
 
    After drinking in the sights of nature in springtime, the smoking-hot dwarf turned and looked over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    He was greeted by the sight of a huge, tall wall of snow, which was howling and slowly spinning in a circle. A twister. A gigantic snow twister had enveloped the outpost of Gray Peak. As he watched from the outside, the twister shrank, narrowing in diameter. Not long ago, it was only a slow-moving snowstorm the size of a ravine. Now it only covered the outpost and a part of the ravine. Very soon, the only place affected by the twister will be the outpost itself. Despite its shrinking size, the storm did not lessen in strength — quite the opposite, actually, judging by the masses of snow and ice still flying through the air, and by the decibel level of the howling wind. It’s the same thing as taking a cockroach, putting it in a matchbox, and burying it in a pile of snow and ice. And then beginning to compress the snow towards the center from the edges, until you get a super-thick column of snow with a cockroach locked into the middle of it. Except here, everything was in the form of a deadly dangerous and strengthening twister. 
 
      
 
    Crow knew with absolute certainty that he was no cockroach. 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t so great in size, nor so high in rank. He was only an inconspicuous ant, who keeps dragging little straws into his hidey-hole. But there certainly was a cockroach here. A really big, strong one, with long whiskers and an evil temper. And the cockroach’s name was Vurrius. 
 
      
 
    The last of Crow’s doubts had vanished completely. It wasn’t just poor weather; it was a magical influence directed at a specific spot. Moreover, Crow was almost certain that Vurrius himself would not have been able to simply walk out of the territory surrounded by the twister. This was a trap with a selective mechanism of action, aimed at a particular target. If it’s not aimed at you, you’ll be spat out of it. Such a method of trapping enemies or prey was used by many inhabitants of Waldyra, especially if they weren’t particularly fast-moving. 
 
      
 
    Making a mental note of what he’d seen, Crow took a running jump at the wall of snow. The stout figure of the black-haired dwarf momentarily seemed to get stuck to the side of the howling twister before getting tossed carelessly aside. In the same manner, a person walking through a farmyard might boot aside a stupid chicken getting underfoot. The dwarf got smacked against the ground, flipped over a dozen times, and dragged across the landscape. Though there was a wonderful, smooth strip of ice nearby, the dwarf got dragged across the rocky soil instead, right past the mercifully smooth ice. The finish line was declared at a large boulder, into which Crow got imprinted head-first. There was a loud crack. The jackal that had been sitting nearby licked his chops in anticipation. However, almost immediately, he hung his head in disappointment — the boulder had crumbled into a thousand pebbles, while the unharmed dwarf raised himself to his feet, scratching his head a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Do you happen to have some friends nearby?” asked Crow, taking a step forwards and bringing his foot down on the jackal’s mangy tail. “Why don’t you call them?” 
 
      
 
    With a wild yelp, the infuriated jackal drew the attention of his brethren, after which he turned on his offender. Coming out from behind hillocks and snow drifts, out of holes and burrows, the other scavengers rushed to the jackal’s aid. Thanks to their cooperative efforts, Crow had soon gotten his wish: he got eaten. He was resurrected at the nearest respawning spot, that is, on the territory of the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
      
 
    But! 
 
      
 
    As soon as he appeared, there was a deafening crash. It was so loud that, for a moment, it seemed like the heavens had split and were about to fall to the ground. Then came an intense wave of heat... It felt like everything and everyone had suddenly been thrown into a smelting furnace. The snow did not just melt: it disappeared in the blink of an eye as clouds of incredibly hot steam obscured the landscape. The dwarf had the brief impression that he was, once again, standing in that valley of death, in that hellish sauna filled with slithering nightmares that had come alive... But the illusion dissipated as quickly as the steam. The air cleared and was back to its original state. First of all, Crow glanced towards his own hill. The hill was still in its place, so the dwarf let out a sigh of relief. His workers must be fine. 
 
      
 
    As for the snow, it was nowhere to be found. Not a single snowflake. Not one icicle. The steaming earth was drying quickly. Not a single trace of the giant twister had remained. No sign of the golems, either. And the large group of players led by the chained woman with the strange staff was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    Right next to the border of the outpost quivered a rainbow-colored haze. An illusion. An invisibility marquee, thrown over a fairly large chunk of territory. But even the marquee vanished, leaving behind a completely empty area. 
 
      
 
    No... Not entirely empty. 
 
      
 
    An humongous pile of stone blocks lay scattered on the ground. They were regular-looking, massive and heavy. Crow knew where the blocks had come from. They were building material for the soldier barracks that the Sleepless Clan had begun to erect on the territory of the outpost. Except that the dwarf did not remember any instance during its construction where there was a need to tie one huge block to another with the help of chains. And that’s for every block. 
 
      
 
    Another person would have seen only a pile of blocks and shining metal chains. 
 
      
 
    But Crow saw something else: an enormous trapping net, where every knot in the corner was replaced by a stone block weighing about a hundred pounds. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing alive inside the net, unless you counted the few players that had already vanished in the flash of teleportation. They definitely weren’t locals. And here come the valiant guards! They were heading for the watchtower, taking off their winter gear as they walked. In front of them marched Vurrius. 
 
      
 
    But Crow remained sitting by the stone platform, his thoughts on something else. He looked at the pile of smashed blocks and recalled the recent events. 
 
      
 
    What had led to the building of the barracks? 
 
      
 
    Rewinding the chain of events and listing them in a backwards order, you would get something like this: the presence of a monstrous net — the Sleepless Clan delivers materials for building the barracks — agreement with the guards to build the barracks as compensation for the conflict — talks between the guards and the head of the Sleepless, the Black Baroness herself, who had arrived in person to this insignificant place — vigorous conflict caused by the shameful behavior of one of the Sleepless Clan’s player recruits. 
 
      
 
    Damn... 
 
      
 
    Was that quarrel for real? Or was it staged? 
 
      
 
    BB required quite a few teleportation crystals to this location — and Crow had obediently collected and presented them to her. What were the crystals used for? Not for bringing over that squad with the strange barefoot woman, perchance? 
 
      
 
    Does that mean the Sleepless have ties with Vurrius? 
 
      
 
    But at the time of the conflict involving the breaking of the market stand, the head of the outpost had been someone else entirely. Although, back then, the arrival of Vurrius had been imminent. Had Vurrius been in charge, he would’ve never agreed to accept help from the Sleepless Clan in building the barracks, because he absolutely hates all foreigners, i.e. players, without exception. 
 
      
 
    Or maybe he has a different attitude towards the Sleepless? 
 
      
 
    Or maybe the Sleepless already knew that Vurrius would be sent here soon, and that something snow-like will follow after him, which they could try to capture with a huge stone net... If so, they wouldn’t be cooperating with Vurrius, but simply acting alongside him, using him like a live bait... 
 
      
 
    Or maybe it was Crow’s imagination running wild, and it was all just a big coincidence? 
 
      
 
    But what about the net? It was impossible to tie together something so huge in a matter of hours! And yet it was ready! And it had obviously been used to trap someone! The squad marching through the storm had definitely been targeting someone specific! By the way, who could have been strong enough to lift a net of blocks and chains, which weighed many tonnes, and also throw it? A snow golem? Someone else? Gah!... too many questions... 
 
      
 
    “My head is gonna explode,” grunted a grim Crow and shook the aforementioned body part. He closed his eyes for a moment, opened them again, and whispered: “It’s none of my business. None of my business. Stay out of it. Stay out of it. Stay out of it...” 
 
      
 
    “Citizen Crow.” A familiar voice reached him. 
 
      
 
    Here comes the head of the guard. 
 
      
 
    “I see that you’ve suffered losses from the raging storm,” observed Vurrius. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have,” confirmed Crow. “I’ve lost everything. I need compensation. I want my losses reimbursed!” 
 
      
 
    “Compensation? But from whom? The gods? Who else might be responsible for the severe weather?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” shrugged the dwarf. “But I’ll find out. I have some money left. It’ll be enough to summon a weather wizard here. I want him to investigate the reason for the sudden blizzard, twister, and the rest of it. He’ll find out for sure!” 
 
      
 
    For a few seconds, the centurion said nothing, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Then he said shortly: 
 
      
 
    “Come see me in an hour. No point in summoning the wizard. Out of the kindness of my heart, I’ll personally reimburse your losses.” 
 
      
 
    O-ho! 
 
      
 
    It worked. He had taken a shot at random, and the centurion fell for it — hook, line, and sinker. 
 
      
 
    “In an hour, huh? Alright then,” sighed the dwarf, hurrying home. “Guess I’ll have to die again in fifty-five minutes...” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Harsh lands means harsh reward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BY THE TIME THE TIRED DWARF arrived to visit Vurrius, he had managed to get a lot of work done. He leveled the earthen walls of the horizontal corridor, strengthening them with log supports in several places to make the passage entirely safe. Then came his inevitable death at the teeth of jackals. The dwarf lost his level, raging and cursing — he did not like losing his progress. Regression was a dangerous, shameful thing that hampered his plans. 
 
      
 
    Crow did not forget to wash his face, comb his hair, and dress himself in simple, clean clothes. He also remembered to leave his weapons at home. Should a conflict arise, he would not be able to resist the mighty guards anyway; so why risk problems by bringing weapons along? 
 
      
 
    Crow knocked quietly on the door. An irate and simultaneously exhausted voice on the other side permitted him entry. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” said the player, smiling brightly and taking off a simple hat — a trophy from the gihls. He began to shyly twist it in his hands. “I’ve come to see you.” 
 
      
 
    With this kind of body language, the dwarf meant to reduce the listener’s pent-up frustration, as he skillfully pretended to be a downtrodden, obedient peasant. He even arranged his face into a suitable expression: tearful with puffy cheeks, downturned corners of the mouth, and a downcast gaze. It looked like he was about to burst into tears of grief, to give a wounded howl, crying over spilled milk and the remains of the fence destroyed by the storm. 
 
      
 
    Even though the dwarf wasn’t actually depressed, he did indeed suffer quite a few losses. He had done absolutely nothing to deserve this kind of punishment. That’s why he came to try and get as much money out of Vurrius as possible. 
 
      
 
    But the centurion had his own ideas. He didn’t let the foreigner dwarf dictate the terms. Ripping open the drawer of his desk, he slammed a heavy bag of jingling coins onto the table. 
 
      
 
    “Thirty gold coins,” growled the centurion, half-closing his bloodshot eyes and dropping his powerful arms helplessly at his sides. Vurrius was dressed the same way as Crow: just a regular shirt and pants. On the wall hung the centurion’s fighting gear. If you consider yourself an ultra-quiet and skilled thief, you can try stealing it. Think you’re the strongest warrior? Then try robbing him, take the gear by force. Waldyra opens up many possibilities. It gives plenty of chances too: Vurrius could fall asleep, for example, and then you could go wild... 
 
      
 
    “My sincerest thanks,” replied Crow, snatching the hefty little bag. “You have my deepest gratitude for your help in restoring my destroyed homestead. This will be enough to compensate my losses.” 
 
      
 
    “Off you go, citizen Crow.” 
 
      
 
    With a nod, the dwarf left the tower, feeling a mixture of disbelief and confusion. 
 
      
 
    He had been prepared to haggle and fight for every copper coin, but in the the end, he only expected to take home maybe twenty or twenty-five gold coins, no more. But Vurrius freely handed him a whole thirty gold ones! 
 
      
 
    Moving about fifty paces away from the tower, Crow allowed himself a small laugh: he remembered a famous tragic story about thirty silver coins, which were given to comrade Judas as a reward for his betrayal. The dwarf was handed thirty gold ones to keep his silence. All of this served as direct evidence to support the old wise proverb “Words are silver, but silence is golden.” The centurion had just stuffed the player’s mouth shut with a big bag of gold. Crow didn’t mind. 
 
      
 
    In addition to the monetary restitution, he managed to glean a bit of information. The most important part was the centurion’s look. It conveyed sadness, helplessness, a state of near-despair, and grief. The locals express their emotions more strongly than players; you just have to be able to read them correctly. The outward appearance of Centurion Vurrius spoke loudly of failure, defeat, misfortune, and loss of hope. Could it be that their secret plan had gone up in smoke? Sure. Everything was possible. 
 
      
 
    What does this mean for Crow? Nothing really, except for the knowledge of the fact that the vicious blizzard may soon return. 
 
      
 
    Turning towards the kitchen, the dwarf halted a few steps away from the exhausted guards who were eating at the table. He pulled off his hat again, pretended to brush away a tear, gave a grievous sigh, and gazed tragically in the direction of his hill, toward where a few remaining fence posts stuck out in a crooked line from the mud, and a worker walked unsteadily as he dragged a cracked empty barrel. 
 
      
 
    “So much lost in the storm...” the dwarf informed the guards in a sobbing voice; but then he instantly cheered up: “But I managed to keep my workers out of the accursed weather! They’re safe — thank heavens! I wanted to ask you, kind guards: Would any of you happen to have a magical teleportation scroll to the fair city of Algora? Not for free, of course; I’m willing to pay three times the price! Would you be willing to part with one? No luck, eh? That’s too bad...” 
 
      
 
    “Here, take it,” sighed a guard dwarf, who still had not taken off his heavy chainmail. He stood up and pulled a tight scroll out of the bag on his belt. “If it’s good enough for you, please accept it as a gift, citizen Crow. The scroll will take you to the summer camp of the guard beside one of Algora’s gates. From there, you’ll have to walk, I’m afraid...” 
 
      
 
    “That’s perfect! Thank you! You’ve really helped me out in a pinch, O kind guard!” Crow gratefully accepted the scroll. His face shone with happiness. “I’ll go right away! I need to get some food and tools — anything the weather destroyed, we’ll build right back! We may be simple folk, but we’re tough as nails! We’ll get through this!” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck to you,” nodded the guard, while the others murmured in assent. 
 
      
 
    The guards are simple and straightforward in character. They protect peaceful inhabitants from any threats. And right now, by default, they could not help feeling sorry for the citizen who had lost the roof over his head. Considering the fact that Crow lived on the territory under their jurisdiction, it only made their sympathies grow stronger. To this were added feelings of shame, as they did not manage to protect the possessions of the local residents. In short, Crow gained a teleportation scroll without spending a single gold coin. 
 
      
 
    “Let your workers eat with us today,” said the cook in his deep voice, dipping a heavy ladle into one of the cauldrons. “A hot stew of giblets, Agridian peas, and hot pepper. Just the thing to eat after a cold snap like this. It’ll chase away any cold or flu, and warm you up from your head to your toes. We’ve also got tea, brewed from eight herbs. Come join us yourself, too. Get a taste of our soldier cuisine.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you from the bottom of my heart!” Crow leapt up in joy. “I’ll call my workers immediately! And I’ll gladly accept your offer myself, as well!” 
 
      
 
    Once again, fortune had smiled upon him. It couldn’t have come at a better time. 
 
      
 
    Less than ten minutes later, all of Crow’s workers were sitting dutifully at the guards’ table, looking hungrily at the food set before them: deep bowls brimming with hearty stew; a platter with sliced grayish bread; a bit of cottage cheese; and mugs filled with tea. A feast for the gods! Spoons clattered and the sound of greedy chewing filled the air. Crow didn’t allow himself to fall behind, racing the leaders to be the first to finish his meal with a licked-clean plate. He almost succeeded; he came in second. The winner was the skinny old Woodman: he finished off the stew, as well as five chunks of bread and cheese. As the winner, he got rewarded with a second bowl of stew. But the first to rise from the table was Crow. He gave a brief, grateful bow to the cook and the rest of the guards, and exchanged a few words with his men. Then he walked aside and activated the teleportation scroll. He had to gain back the lost time. 
 
      
 
    He needed to get back to blacksmithing and also re-establish trade. First of all, he must buy more tools, a couple of new blacksmithing blueprints, coal, and a few ingots. Plus, he must remember to acquire a small wooden box with five dozen alchemical pills. 
 
      
 
    As the dwarf vanished in the flash of teleportation, he was followed by many pairs of eyes, each of them full of respect — how could they not respect such a hardworking dwarf who was bending over backwards, not for his own precious self, but for the well-being of his workers? The dwarf had rushed off to take care of business, while his workers got to sit around and drink tea, and recover from the recent snowy disaster. Any employee would be glad to have a boss like that... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Where did Crow invest three gold coins once he arrived in the fair city of Algora? 
 
      
 
    Into shovels, of course! 
 
      
 
    He acquired two of the digging instruments, leaving quite satisfied with his purchase. 
 
      
 
    On the outside, they were nothing special. A short and thick handle of ironwood, which grew abundantly in the southern equatorial regions. It was the reason for the insane weight of the shovel, which was ten times heavier than a regular shovel and had a negative impact on tiredness levels. The tip was made of sturdy iron, while the curved spade itself was made of sharpened steel. Everything was held together by strong clips; the handle was marked with a triple amount of identical-looking special runes — the enchantment only tripled the shovel’s durability. And the dwarf got two of these shovels. Each of them cost him a gold coin and a half, although the tool did not give any bonuses for digging. But a knowledgeable player-digger would understand the reasoning behind the dwarf’s choice. For two gold coins, he also acquired a pickaxe of the same kind, with a handle of ironwood and a strong blade part. Not a bad deal. 
 
      
 
    Right beside the tools, the same mining shop displayed a marvelous cart of double capacity, made of charmed balsa wood. Its wide wheels were overlaid with spiked strips of red copper; its two strong shafts would perfectly suit any donkey or mule. Crow had no rails, so he couldn’t use a mining cart; however, an animal-drawn cart like this would be perfect... but he refused to part with twenty gold coins for it. It’s better to continue hauling everything on his back. But in the future, such an object would be indispensable, as he will have to dig very deep. 
 
      
 
    Here, at the same shop, Crow acquired three magic underground lamps that gave off a steady yellow light, two dozen light orbs, and a spool of the strongest 100-foot rope capable of carrying the weight of a hippo. His heart desired to buy quite a few more very needed objects, but he couldn’t afford it yet — not when he barely had two coins to rub together. 
 
      
 
    With a confident step, the dwarf left the miners’ paradise and reached the next shop, where he bought two teleportation scrolls: one for Gray Peak, and the other for Algora. For emergencies. Not far from there, he purchased the magic medicine: a small wooden box of bi-colored pills. He immediately took two of them, greedily swallowing them without water. Excellent. They were quite expensive but worth it — the illness progressed fifteen times slower while the medicine was in effect. 
 
      
 
    Next were groceries: to feed his own men, as well as to sell to others. He must kickstart the process of trading goods again. Now is no time for delicacies, so he will grab whatever is both simple and nutritious. Crow paid five gold coins for three bucket-sized barrels of pickles, four 150-pound sacks of potatoes, four sacks of rye and wheat flour, respectively, a tub of butter, 75 pounds of smoked bacon, a sack of pretzels, and two 1-liter jars each of raspberry and blackbead jam. He also acquired a 3-liter jar of fresh water mixed with a dozen big-eyed fry: tiny live fish that swam back and forth, poking their snouts against the glass. They cost quite a bit, but he had big plans for them. 
 
      
 
    Some of the groceries required immediate consumption, as their expiry date was approaching fast and they were on the verge of spoiling. But this wasn’t going to be a problem, seeing as six workers were comparable to a swarm of locusts in terms of their appetite. On the plus side, he managed to save a lot of money. 
 
      
 
    Beer! 
 
      
 
    Yeah! Beer makes the world go round! 
 
      
 
    Crow bought three 100-liter barrels of beer from the same brewery as last time. Naturally, a hired small cart immediately appeared at the doorstep, being a part of a wagon train that was getting ready to depart soon. 
 
      
 
    In addition to the groceries and beer, a few other cheaply purchased materials were placed under the canvas roof of the cart: various nails; strips of both crude and normal iron; a dozen assorted old wagon wheels; long, even, wooden boards of thumb-sized thickness; and other everyday items. 
 
      
 
    The remaining free space was taken up by the objects Crow found lying unwanted in the streets. These were unsuccessful projects attempted by beginner craftsmen: crooked wardrobes, lame tables, falling chairs, tilted benches, and a triangular doorframe. The apprentices tossed them outside the workshops, in case somebody wanted the junk. They weren’t wrong: the dwarf gathered an enormous amount of stuff during his visit to the city. He would have taken more, but the space in the cart was limited. Some of the things Crow broke apart into little pieces, stuffing the entire wooden mess into his backpack; it was simply dumb to pass up the free firewood lying in the streets, especially since it often contained quite a few metal corners, nails, and wire. 
 
      
 
    Numerous passersby watched curiously as the dwarf went down the side of the street in the craftsmen’s district, destroying and collecting everything in his path like a live garbage truck. Crow wasn’t particularly concerned by the strangers’ stares; he was thinking about his homeland, which had been pillaged by the recent snowstorm. 
 
      
 
    After sending off the wagon train with best wishes for a safe trip, Crow confidently directed his footsteps towards a certain blacksmithing workshop. It was the cheapest shop in the city’s outskirts, selling all kinds of little things for the blacksmithing craft, along with a few finished objects. Anyone had the right to display items for sale here, regardless of their product’s appearance and quality. It was here that the dwarf spent the remainder of his money, buying anthracite, iron ingots, new tongs, eight jars containing the breath of a small volcanic dragon, ten thick iron wheel axles, two dozen spokes, forty horseshoes, forty oxen shoes, and eighty shoes for other draft animals. 
 
      
 
    As he was buying the horseshoes, a player human named Dodger Whirlybottom bounced up to him. With a mischievous gleam in his eye, he offered Crow a cheap deal on a hundred camel shoes, which resembled oval plaques of crude iron, along with a pile of assorted nails. The look that Crow gave the player made him involuntarily back off and prepare to leave. But the dwarf stopped the swindler, pointed at the sack of “camel horseshoes” and offered five silver coins for the armor scales of swamp-dwelling woodstriders. Whirlybottom roared with laughter, slapping his sides and twirling his finger near his temple... and readily sold the scrap iron for the offered price. He left, glancing back at Crow with a kind of respect, while the dwarf hurried away. Not far from here was a certain tavern called The Two-Eyed Cyclops, and Whirlybottom was marching in that exact direction. The tavern attracted all sorts of riffraff: thieves, bandits, robbers, crooks of every variety. If a “local” thief gets a tipoff, he’ll rob a player while giving the informant a small percentage of his profits. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, Crow managed to avoid a classic mugging down a dark alley. Nobody pressed a knife to his throat; nobody shot arrows at him from the shadows; and nobody made the cliché demand “Your wallet or your life!” 
 
      
 
    With the money he had specially set aside, the dwarf bought blacksmithing recipes that enabled him to forge a simple iron shoe for oxen or for mules. To these he added one last blueprint which enabled him to learn the secret of forging a simple iron hammer, both single- and double-handed, as their only difference in this case was the hammerhead size and the length of the handle. Unfortunately, they both required so much raw material... 
 
      
 
    Dragging his rucksack around with difficulty while grasping armfuls of purchased and scavenged items, the player stooped to pick up a barrel hull from the ground, nearly dropping the jar of baby fish held under his arm. Then, performing an acrobatic feat, he activated the teleportation scroll. 
 
      
 
    The blinding flash carried him back home to Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    Upon arrival, Crow was happy to note that no new disaster had happened in his absence. The sun was shining brightly, its strong, warm rays drying the ground before his very eyes. An abundance of mushrooms appeared right on the territory of the outpost. Here and there, berries peeked through the foliage. The little stream had flooded its banks and was clamoring loudly, winding like a wide ribbon through the area and disappearing towards the faraway mountain peak. 
 
      
 
    Beyond the borders of the outpost, the various wildlife scampered around, feeding on vegetation and each other. A large pack of jackals were satisfying their thirst, having waded belly-deep into the stream only a few dozen yards away from the outpost. Normally, the watchmen shot any jackals bold enough to approach so close; right now, however, the guards were busy clearing debris. 
 
      
 
    Nearly the entire regiment was tasked with moving fragments of stone and brick from the pile that was the net for catching some monster. The remainder put their efforts towards clearing piles of soil, rocks, logs, sticks, and other natural bounty that got left behind by the storm. A short distance away blazed a huge bonfire that was consuming leaves, sticks, bits of wood, and anything else that could be burned. One warrior was hard at work with a saw, turning the logs lying beside the kitchen into short blocks of wood. Another was swinging an axe, chopping tree stumps to fill up the stash of firewood behind the kitchen canopy. Under the large cooking cauldron blazed a fire, sending the smell of porridge wafting across the ravine. 
 
      
 
    In short, Gray Peak was alive and well, and not about to die at all. Just give the tough guards a little time, and no evidence will be left to indicate the recent disaster. 
 
      
 
    Crow might have waited around a little longer, watching the hustle and bustle, except that he spotted some tiny black dots in the distance, which were making their way towards the outpost. The dwarf hurried home, dragging all his goods to his hill. 
 
      
 
    A caravan was coming! 
 
      
 
    It will be here in about an hour, and the player was sure that the travelers had had a troubled journey. The caravan was coming from the same direction as the vicious icy wind had come from yesterday carrying the snow and cold. 
 
      
 
    Dropping everything right on the ground, the dwarf dashed off; he circled around the outpost, taking his usual route to collect the various forage. Eggs, mushrooms, herbs, and meat were an excellent choice for any traveler hungry from the journey. 
 
      
 
    Finishing within twenty minutes, the player returned home and visited the underground room inside the hill, where he took one bench and one table, and handed Grubber the food from Algora that he brought along instead of having it delivered by cart. He also gave him fresh meat; it was time to start cooking. 
 
      
 
    Returning outside, Crow reassembled the market stand in record time: he set down the table and arranged on it all the forage he had gathered; nearby, he piled a bunch of sticks and chunks of wood, big and small; on the bench off to the side, he spread out samples of horseshoes, iron wheel spokes, and nails. 
 
      
 
    Without slowing down, he made another lap around the territory, taking ten minutes to bring back several dozen eggs and mushrooms, as well as rabbit and other game meat. He stocked up his market stand, glanced at the nearly arrived caravan, and realized that he still had more than enough time to fix up his destroyed smithy. 
 
      
 
    The anvil had survived unharmed, obviously. The tree stump used as a base was also spared from damage. Huffing and puffing, more out of habit than tiredness, Crow used the new shovel to clear the smithy area from debris, working quickly and thoroughly. He repositioned the stump and anvil, piled on some firewood, readied the coal, cleaned out ashes and soil from the destroyed hearth, and began to rebuild the tall stone walls around the firepit. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he heard the snorting of horses, their tired whinnies, and the cries of their drivers. Overjoyed, the player instantly appeared behind the sales table. He waited a bit out of courtesy, and then began to call out, bellowing praise for his fresh produce. His summons did not go unanswered; the buyers hurried to the stand, pulling out silver and gold from their wallets as they went. 
 
      
 
    Within fifteen minutes, the dwarf had sold everything! 
 
      
 
    That is, absolutely everything edible — not even a shred of wild sorrel was left behind. 
 
      
 
    Out of his previously purchased or scavenged iron, only horseshoes and nails were left — and not that many of them, either. The caravan had arrived in terrible condition. Many wagons and carts were damaged by the weather, as well as hostile encounters: on the side boards were marks from axes and swords; here and there stuck out lone arrowheads with their shafts broken off; some of the carts had no wheels remaining at all, having been dragged along the ground by struggling oxen. Here it was: distress in its purest form... 
 
      
 
    As soon as the travelers caught sight of the iron axles, horseshoes, and nails of various sizes, they swamped the dwarf with questions about the price. How many? How much? I’ll buy it! Crow didn’t give anyone a hard time and let the goods go for low prices, selling everything for exactly three times the initial cost. The rough-looking cartwheel, which he had brought back from Algora via teleportation, went for seven silver coins, even though the dwarf had originally found it leaning against the back wall of a cart-making shop and gotten it absolutely free. 
 
      
 
    He was offered to buy a few things from the caravan’s supplies. He didn’t object, cheaply acquiring several poor-looking iron corselets, helmets, arrowheads, swords, and axes. Meanwhile, he found out that the wagon train, besides being hit by the storm, ran into a band of orcs, who immediately initiated a fight. The convoy’s men managed to beat them back but paid a high price for the victory: many carts were destroyed and their protectors killed, while part of the transported goods was ruined. The caravan was behind schedule. For now, they’ll rest and fix themselves up; then they’ll be off again, and won’t be stopping until dawn. What were they transporting? Masts, canvas, oakum, barrels of tar, numerous special clamps for ships’ hulls, as well as silk and sweets, among other things. They were going to a newly born port town, which was currently bustling with life; houses were being built as they spoke, and the town’s population was growing exponentially. 
 
      
 
    Crow listened to the rumors, gasping and nodding in the right places, and expressed sympathy. He also paid attention to the request of the head of the convoy, who had noticed something under an “accidentally” shifted rag covering Crow’s possessions. Sighing, Crow tried to say no, but finally gave in to the man’s pleas; understanding their situation, he reluctantly agreed to sell the lamps and light orbs he had just acquired — he sold them for five times the price he had paid for them. Well, he also managed to get 36 lbs of scrap iron thrown in for free. The bottles of small volcanic dragon’s breath got sold too. Now he’ll have to dig under the light of regular candles and torches; additionally, the blacksmithing hearth lost a source of powerful heat — the one from the vicious fiery breath of little dragons. 
 
      
 
    With this sale, the dealings between the enterprising dwarf and the travelers were over. Crow went back to restoring the smithy, putting in 110% effort, as usual. Woodman brought out a new table and called everyone to dinner. The dwarf did not refuse and ate heartily alongside his workers while engaging in various small talk. After the meal, he assigned tasks, ordering the men to work on cleaning the underground rooms; after that, they were to begin clearing debris from the property. They must keep up with the guards in their standards of cleanliness! He’ll make sure everything is sparkling clean! Let Vurrius turn green with envy! 
 
      
 
    No sooner had the dwarf returned to his smithy then he spotted the next black dots on the horizon, which were slowly dragging along towards the outpost. The player gave a sigh, scratched his head, lifted a small, dirt-covered log from the ground and carried it over to the smithy; then he took a teleportation scroll out of his rucksack. The second caravan was approaching from the same direction as the first one. Lucky for him. If their carts, too, were in terrible shape, then he had another chance to make some decent money by selling junk for three times its cost. What other options does he have? Yeah, it probably makes him a greedy capitalist. But even though he is selling a sub-par product, it would help the caravan reach its destination! He had to seek the highest profit. And no, he won’t have time to pick up his blacksmithing hammer and forge a dozen shoddy horseshoes. On the plus side, he had the opportunity to gather free or very cheap junk, and then sell it for three times the price to travelers who needed materials for repairs. Money! He had a chance to make lots of shiny money! And then immediately invest it into further growth... 
 
      
 
    With these thoughts, the dwarf vanished in the flash of teleportation. 
 
      
 
    With these same thoughts, he came back half an hour later. Meanwhile, few residents were left in Algora who had not been extremely impressed by the sight of an out-of-breath dwarf zooming around the city, charging into shops, collecting the unsuccessful creations of beginner craftsmen, and greedily staring around for more. 
 
      
 
    The second trip had concluded with an unplanned acquisition: in the city, standing on a suburban road intersection, a trio of extremely different, yet equally depressed-looking players with strained smiles were giving away garbage slyms held in huge straw baskets. Beside them stood a grim guard with a hardened expression on his face as he kept a stern eye on the three players. Crow took three slyms at once — one from every player. 
 
      
 
    The guard crossed something off three times on a paper, stowed the scroll into a bag on his belt, and reluctantly grumbled: 
 
      
 
    “Enough slyms have been distributed out. You’re free to go!” 
 
      
 
    Whoosh! 
 
      
 
    The three players were gone like the wind, vanishing in the blink of an eye. From behind a corner came a shrill female cry: 
 
      
 
    “They took it! They took my shawl! Stop them! Aaahhh!” 
 
      
 
    A man’s voice backed her: 
 
      
 
    “Stop them!” 
 
      
 
    The guard rushed off towards the sound of the commotion, his steel-heeled boots clacking against the stone pavement. Crow, however, just shrugged and zoomed back to Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    He put down the baskets with the slyms and listened for a few seconds to their purring, while admiring the multicolored balls of slime; then he poured them some spoiled food, unsuitable for sale: rotten mushrooms, greenish meat, and other edibles he had found on the ground after the storm. The last thing he needed was for Vurrius to accuse him of not following hygiene standards at the spotlessly clean outpost. Now the problem of garbage removal was solved. And most importantly: he had living garbage disposal systems, while the centurion did not! 
 
      
 
    He took out the rest of his purchases, made sure that his own territory was in order, wrenched out several wooden posts from the ground — the remains of the late fence — and threw them into the fire pit, then rushed off to gather produce. He still had so much work awaiting him today... and he still hadn’t had any sleep. As soon as he sends off the second caravan, he’ll need to take a nap for three hours or so. Chrys, who had been sitting on a pile of firewood, screeched in agreement and soared into the air, giving his master a piercing look. Take care of yourself, he seemed to say, we still need you; but for now, let’s go hunting... 
 
      
 
    Nothing bad happened this time; all of the player’s predictions had come to pass. The second caravan departed to follow the first one, leaving the dwarf richer by several gold coins and a large pile of silvers. The financial side of matters had begun to normalize. Right away, Crow paid his workers, remembering to give them double wages, triple portions of beer, and permission to take the rest of the day off. Although the guys were tough, their patience had limits. They were exhausted. It was time for a break. The workers roared in approval, hid their bonus money in their bags and belts, then grabbed their mugs and settled in a tight circle around the keg of beer that Crow had set aside for them. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of taking a break: having swallowed two life-saving pills at once, Crow grabbed a torn blanket, went down into the tomb, and lay down to sleep, setting his alarm clock to wake him in four hours. He also set the alarm to wake him in the event of an outside disturbance, like the appearance of a flesh-eating mole, should it suddenly crawl out of the ground and start gnawing on the dwarf’s legs. 
 
      
 
    Crow fell asleep quickly, without paying attention to the system’s message wishing him goodnight. Nor was he awake to see a tall angel in white and gold robes step out of the earthen walls. The angel cast a disapproving, yet resigned look at the sleeping player. What a stubborn guy! Some people never change. Good thing he didn’t have to intervene — the player went to sleep on his own. Pausing at the head of the incredibly minimalistic bed, the angel let out another sigh; he looked around at the mossy stone walls and scattered clumps of dirt, and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re so stubborn,” said Demon, tilting his head to gaze down at the dwarf sprawled in the mud. The tip of the angel’s golden sandal was almost brushing against the player’s black hair. “So stubborn... Didn’t they offer you, like me, a pair of wings? To ascend into the heavens, become a Demon, and watch from the side? Yet you refused... Both you, and your best friend and rival — neither of you wished to forget, huh? And the other one got his younger brother involved, too... Damn you both! What a stupid idea, to rise from the ashes! And what for? Hm? You could’ve been flying right now, instead of lying in the dirt! You could’ve conversed with the gods, instead of selling jackal meat to stinking convoy men! We could’ve stood side by side! Just like in the old times! Shit!” And with this last exclamation, Demon turned around and left the tunnel the same way he came, by diving into the wall. 
 
      
 
    Silence hung in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf Crow slept dreamlessly, lying totally still and looking like a tough and valiant little soldier who was ready to charge into battle again — just not right now. Let him have at least another hour of sleep. Because even tin soldiers sometimes need a little rest... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Harsh lands send up harsh sparks 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PRICKLY AND FIERCE SPARKS rained down nonstop from the ringing anvil. No sooner would the last spark hit the ground than the black-haired dwarf in strange glasses with round lenses would deliver another hit, sending out another glittering shower. 
 
      
 
    Beside the anvil lay a large pile of assorted metallic junk that was making its way quickly through the fire, then the hammer, then the barrel of water, before turning into hefty iron ingots. Certain things Crow set aside when he saw that they were made of high quality iron or another metal. Copper, for instance, he preferred to leave untouched for now. At times, he encountered metals with a very weird color or iridescence. These were immediately sent to a separate large box, for the future. 
 
      
 
    As for the wooden boxes, he had four of them. The dwarf’s only woodworker had been tasked with their creation this morning. 
 
      
 
    Not long ago, an extremely long wagon train resembling a monstrous centipede had departed from the territory of the outpost. It was composed of over five dozen huge carts pulled by draft oxen! The carts were overloaded and covered with canvas; their weight caused the earth to sink beneath them, while the oxen dropped to their knees and lowed pitifully as they tried to move the load. The drivers had to put their shoulders to the back sides of the carts and push with all their might; otherwise, the carts would not even budge from their spot, much less gather any speed. 
 
      
 
    Out of the assorted iron-made things the dwarf offered, the caravan swept everything off the shelves; although they had left Algora fairly recently, things started to break down already: horseshoes had fallen off, the wheel axles had bent. The carts carried a heavy load. Very heavy. The travelers were journeying to a faraway town that had only recently begun to form. With the caravan came many common folk who decided to make some money, since, according to rumors, the towns were very short of working hands. While passing through Gray Peak, the convoy men and adventurers also brought rumors that soon, these roads will be used to transport convicts, sending them to mine chalk, copper, and tin, as well as salt and coal. 
 
      
 
    Crow did not miss a single bit of gossip, filing everything away into the back of his mind. Then he happily sold the horseshoes, axles, and wheel spokes. 
 
      
 
    Now he was going to dedicate two hours to reforging junk into metal ingots. Having made a bit of progress in this regard, and having used up several portions of the remaining brown coal and precious anthracite, Crow decided not to add another portion of fuel. Instead he grabbed one of his recently acquired shovels and retreated into the underground room. 
 
      
 
    There, in grave silence, the dwarf turned into an earth-digging machine, overturning several cubic feet of soil and starting to dig a slanted well that angled sharply as it led away from the territory of Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    This was only the beginning of a great plan, devised according to old blueprints from a murky past. The main objective was not to fail at his own part, protect his borders, fulfill his promise, and achieve results. As a side goal, he must not become the object of ridicule for that damned snob who never dirties his hands. 
 
      
 
    Crow was quick, careful, and thorough as he worked. He stuffed his backpack to the limit with the soil he had dug out, maxing out his weightlifting capacity; then he marched away from the outpost. Once he was about 300 yards away, he dumped the soil into the steam, temporarily blocking it. Slowly, the water washed away the soil barrier, carrying it downstream. The dwarf did not intend to leave traces of his underground construction work. Why risk trouble? 
 
      
 
    A short jog through the area yielded a few logs and stones, and took the lives of a couple of jackals, five partridges, and one plant spy. Orcs were still somewhere nearby. By the way — Crow stared at the bright blue sky — the weather was excellent and warm. Which means that he should soon except the mischievous duo, Mith and Amou, who will definitely visit and bring some news. 
 
      
 
    Upon returning home, the player handed the partridge meat to Grubber, who was making stew. He found out about a lack of spices from the cook and promised to bring some more. He evaluated the results of the laborers’ work: they had almost cleared the property of general mess and any traces left by the weather disaster. Soon they can be sent back to cutting down trees in the area not far from here. The spruce trees nearby may be tiny, but there were plenty of stones. Soon it will be time to erect a major building; he only needed to find a stone mason. On second thought, he had the option of delaying the construction of the building and having the future stone mason erect a good, strong wall instead. 
 
      
 
    His dwarvish soul called him back underground; his hands itched for the shovel. However, Crow managed to suppress the urge. Stuffing the shovel out of sight, he walked back to the anvil. He was spreading himself too thin, trying to kill two birds with one stone by being everywhere at once, and doing everything at once. But he had no choice: he had to be everywhere at once. At the same time, he had to be aware of everything that was going on around him. 
 
      
 
    Pausing beside one of the recently constructed boxes, Crow lifted its lid and placed inside three teleportation crystals that he had collected from today’s battles. Their number was growing, and that was excellent. But he had suspicions that the Sleepless no longer needed the crystals — that they had simply forgotten about the deal and did not intend to continue with it. The Sleepless were pragmatic. 
 
      
 
    Stepping off to the side, the dwarf bent over a large glass jar. He studied the baby fish darting inside it; then he fed them generously, scattering breadcrumbs all over the water’s surface. The little fish gratefully began to peck at the offerings, enjoying the food. At the same time, Crow got slapped with a reward in the form of a memorable achievement: 
 
      
 
    
     Achievement unlocked! 
 
       
 
     You have achieved “Fish Feeder.” 
 
       
 
     Your list of achievements can be viewed in your character’s settings menu. 
 
       
 
     Your reward: 
 
       
 
     0.2% chance that one of your baby fish 
 
       
 
     will grow into a rare collector’s item: the Corona goldfish. 
 
       
 
     (The given achievement has no ranks and cannot be improved upon.) 
 
       
 
     A memorable achievement for an equally memorable event in your virtual life! 
 
       
 
   
 
    Crow couldn’t help laughing. He finally reached the almost-restored smithy and picked up the hammer once more. He glanced at its durability, grimaced, and decided to make the tool himself — thankfully, he had a recipe for it. First, he’ll make a one-handed all-metal hammer; then a two-handed one. 
 
      
 
    It took quite a few iron ingots, but the result was worth it. A relatively short while later, the dwarf pulled a still-hot iron hammer out of the water. It was hefty, slightly crooked, and not particularly durable; nevertheless, it was perfectly suitable for working iron and for cracking an opponent’s skull. The handle fit comfortably in his hand. The dwarf swung the new hammer; it sliced through the air with a promising whoosh and struck the ringing anvil with a vengeance. Excellent. Now let’s make one more. Although there was a chance of failure, it was small with such simple objects. 
 
      
 
    About twenty steps away towered a spruce pole, on top of which sat a majestic eagle. The bird was sleepily regarding its surroundings. It was high time to start training his pet, as it had grown tired of boredom. Their brief hunting sessions cannot be counted as real training. Chrys thirsted for bloody one-on-one battles, wanted to dive out of the skies to puncture an opponent’s skull with his beak and slice up the enemy’s face with his talons. Patience, my friend. We’ll find you an enemy soon... Worst case scenario, we’ll set you on Mith... Tightly nailed to the spruce pole was a crude, plain horseshoe — the very first one that blacksmith Crow had forged and initially hung over the entrance to his tent. It had almost gotten lost during the storm. The dwarf found it, cleaned it, and hid it in his pocket. To him, this particular horseshoe was a really important symbol. 
 
      
 
    An hour before the next caravan or convoy was expected to arrive, Crow stopped smithing, called down his eagle, and set out to seek adventures. Actually, what he was looking for couldn’t exactly be called adventure — that would be just stupid for a serious and self-respecting homesteader. He was searching for enemy spies, either gray orcs or nepentheses, which were far more likely to be found. 
 
      
 
    As the saying goes, he who seeks shall find. The player dwarf got lucky in this matter, too. Almost immediately, he came upon a group of rock nepentheses who were sunning themselves and sitting like ducks in a row. They died almost the same way: one right after another. After all, they couldn’t have suspected they’d be suddenly attacked by a madly vicious dwarf who would start chopping them up like salad. Four of the six beasts managed to put up a decent fight. Another player may have lost, but the dwarf acted automatically: with a deeply ingrained habit, he skillfully used the details of his environment, as well as any hurdles or objects to his advantage; at the same time, he made good use of his hammer and directed Chrys’ attacks. In the end, Crow emerged as the victor of the fight, having compensated a little for his previous loss of experience points. 
 
      
 
    By the way, speaking of losses... He drew a small wooden box out of his pocket and popped a pill in his mouth. He had been taking the medicine far too often; but the main problem was something else: the drug wasn’t a panacea. It was just regular medication that temporarily slowed the progression of disease. Soon, the drug will stop having an effect on the grave fever that burned within Crow’s body. It was impossible to stay sick indefinitely while relying solely on the consumption of digital pills. However, he currently did not have any means or opportunities to purchase a proper cure. 
 
      
 
    On his way back, he walked beside the stream, gathering eggs, mushrooms, and herbs. At one point, he turned sharply off the path into the bush. There, he dropped to his knees, pushed back the soil, and gathered a couple dozen bricks, putting them away in his rucksack. Then he covered the spot with fallen leaves before climbing out of the shrubbery, clutching several eggs so that they were intentionally in full view. To an onlooker, it would appear to be a common situation, where a player turned off the path to gather some wild forage, then returned to his previous route. That’s how it’ll be from now on. The first time, Crow didn’t take the risk; but now, he had conquered his fear of misfortune. He was afraid of drawing a curious stranger’s attention, simply terrified of it. However, he couldn’t just leave things as they were. The pieces of the mosaic needed to be carefully gathered and hidden. 
 
      
 
    Coming back to Gray Peak, the player took note of the guards, glanced sideways at the watchtower, and then disappeared under the hill, where he retreated into the furthest corner. There, he took two stone tiles out of a wall, opening up a deep alcove. Everything had been prepared in advance; despite having been built in haste, the hiding place was fairly secure. With a couple of swipes, the dwarf cleaned off and deepened the alcove; then he began to put away the multicolored bricks, stacking them into neat piles. After quickly unloading the bricks, he also placed a small bag inside that contained the gold coins that he had earned. Having placed back the stone tiles, he smeared mud over any remaining cracks and further masked the spot by barricading it with other stone tiles that he had removed from the site of the future underground well. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf decided not to add any final touches — the simpler, the better. If a local or a player with the right skills somehow ends up here, they’ll have no problem spotting the hiding-place anyway; so any additional tricks would be pointless. A fool wouldn’t be able to see even that; while nothing will stop a smart guy. 
 
      
 
    It is worth noting that the examination of any of the discovered multicolored bricks only yielded one simple message: “Regular red clay brick.” And that’s it. If you want, use them to build a chicken coop; or a pigsty, if you prefer. Or you can erect a grand observatory — if you have enough bricks, that is. You won’t encounter any problems; all the buildings will be safe and sound. However, such an act would be on par with building a farm fence out of diamond-coated platinum. Or something even more expensive. 
 
      
 
    Such discoveries would sometimes happen when some player suddenly stumbled upon a small stash of strange multicolored bricks. The objects would be absolutely unremarkable, exceedingly old, maybe even ancient, with traces of black decorative designs on their rough sides. No matter what you did with them, nothing out of ordinary would happen. It was just regular building material. That’s why the bricks were usually tossed aside and forgotten. But if a particularly business-minded player suddenly brought the bricks to a city market, then they would be sold out quite quickly regardless of their price. The buyers would literally snatch them from the utterly amazed seller’s hands. And if the player suddenly stopped selling, having realized that something was fishy, then he would be robbed instead. If this happened in a location that didn’t have the “peace-rule” effect, the player would be killed and then robbed. About a month ago, nine little multicolored bricks had been sold at an auction. Their selling price was not disclosed, but judging by what Crow knew, the winning bid must have been no less than a hundred gold coins per brick. 
 
      
 
    Crow also knew that every major citadel belonging to a clan had a special room in the storage wing. Locked securely behind doors of steel or mithril, the room would contain only one rack that was less than half-filled with multicolored little bricks. Sometimes, there would be two racks. 
 
      
 
    Actually, until recently (until very recently, that is), the greatest number of colored bricks was possessed by a famous clan called Diamond Hammer. However, not long ago, their monstrous underground fortress had crashed and fallen apart — in the literal sense of the word. The fortress of the Hammers lost its status as impregnable, lost its clan symbol, was completely plundered from corner to corner, which automatically meant that the special little room with dusty old bricks was likewise emptied. It had contained no less than five hundred bricks! This unthinkable amount had been collected by rich merchants over many years with considerable efforts. They stashed them away, one by one, like ants bringing little sticks back to their anthill. And then — bam! — and everything was gone... 
 
      
 
    They say that the clan citadel of Dodecahedron, which belonged to the Hammers, was destroyed for the sake of banal materialistic gain, since it contained immeasurable amounts of treasure. That conclusion was undoubtedly true. But Crow was certain that among the aggressors were several “heavy-lifter” players, monstrous “mules” with a huge weight-carrying capacity, who were given one simple, clear order: take all the multicolored bricks! And only the bricks! Yes, the fortress was destroyed by the Fire Kites; however, the powerful of this world, and even just the resourceful folk, know perfectly well that this clan is far from the best, doesn’t have many resources, lacks discipline, and isn’t known for being particularly ambitious. They wouldn’t have been able to achieve such a feat by themselves. Most importantly, their attack-blocking buffer is equal to zero. On the other hand, the robbed Hammers have quite a few friends and partners. You don’t need to be too sharp to understand one simple truth: once the Hammers recover a bit from the shock and grief, the infuriated merchants will send everyone they can after the insolent Kites. Didn’t the Kites realize this? Aren’t they scared? If not, then they’re suicidal idiots. 
 
      
 
    Within Waldyra, everything is interconnected. At times, these connections are quite subtle, almost imperceptible, and very difficult to trace. Yet they are always there. Except the dwarf had no time to dig in the ruins of the fallen clan citadel of Dodecahedron. Let the Hammers howl at the digital moon, clenching their fists in helpless fury. He, however, needed to build his own underground castle. Plus, he had other things to attend to, so he had no time to cry. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf filled two large sacks with soil, heaved them onto his shoulders, and clambered out into the daylight, squinting in the blazing sun. As soon as his vision cleared, his eyes fell on the mighty, towering figure of Centurion Vurrius. The player froze involuntarily. 
 
      
 
    The centurion was standing at the edge of Crow’s property, without attempting to trespass. He was slowly looking around, his eyes probing the neat yard with the piles of firewood and stones, and the smoking blacksmithing hearth. He gazed thoughtfully at the column of gray smoke rising from the hilltop and carrying with it the scent of food — back in the underground kitchen, Grubber was cooking their next meal. 
 
      
 
    Crow nodded in greeting and smiled mechanically: 
 
      
 
    “A royal visit! To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
      
 
    “Weather in these parts is fickle, citizen Crow,” answered the centurion without preamble. His gaze bore into the dwarf. “The cold and frost, the blizzard and snowstorm... They may all come back again.” 
 
      
 
    Having finished his brief speech, Vurrius turned around and walked away. He headed in the direction of two guards, who were trying to wrench something out of the ground — a huge boulder the size of a pony. Vurrius came up, leaned his powerful shoulder against the stone, dug his feet into the ground, grunted, strained a bit... and overturned the huge rock. What ridiculous strength! 
 
      
 
    But Crow was busy thinking about something else; he had just been openly told that the snowstorm will be returning. 
 
      
 
    What could it all mean? 
 
      
 
    Either Vurrius attracts snow and wind the same way a magnet attracts iron; or another horrible guest is coming. Or maybe, the guest from last time will be visiting again, as he may not have been caught at all... Darn it! He’ll need to dig a deeper tunnel, while reinforcing whatever he already has. 
 
      
 
    He will need to fly to Algora again — right after the next caravan gets fed and watered. He can’t say no to profits... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Crow acted like a drunk prodigal again by spending all his money down to the last coin. At the last moment, he remembered to buy two teleportation scrolls and a little wooden box of disease-stopper pills — for his personal needs. In addition to that, he acquired a few elixirs for his workers, to go into his magical/alchemical medicine kit. Plus he got a teleportation scroll for his newly hired guy: a young dwarf mason, who was ready to work for food only, all in the name of getting job experience. Crow promised him both, hinting that the amount of work needing to be done was overwhelming, and that his beginner skills would be more than enough. 
 
      
 
    That’s how he hired the dwarf Lucri. Together, they returned to the outpost, where Crow introduced him to the workers already there. He showed Lucri his sleeping bench, the alcove above it, and given him a tour of the rest of the property. Then he made him work at full capacity. 
 
      
 
    Where were the energies of the young mason dwarf directed? 
 
      
 
    Towards building a fence! 
 
      
 
    Crow was so sick of fixing it. There was no other way to say it. It was driving him out of his mind! Everyone and their grandma coming up to the edge of his property and looking inside... The sudden storm tearing the poor wooden fence out of the ground and gleefully scattering it everywhere... He has had enough! 
 
      
 
    At first, Crow planned to purchase more land, and only then think about building a proper wall. But now, with the coming of the ever-so-kind Centurion Vurrius, with his inner ice-demons and his cold, dark secrets, it would be practically impossible (although the player hadn’t entirely given up hope yet). But even if he manages to snag another parcel of land, he could always move the wall later. Or build another one. In short, as long as he has a piece of land, he’ll come up with a way to securely fence it. 
 
      
 
    That’s why Lucri was tasked with building a stone wall. It was the young man’s special skill. According to his story, he came from the northern foothills, where his dwarvish tribe devoted themselves to farming on steep mountainsides. There, in his home region, stone walls were a very common sight: they slowed the erosion of fertile soils downhill; served as shields from harsh cold winds; protected against the local beasts and monsters; and simply delineated private properties. Dwarves are landowners and like to clearly mark the boundaries of their lands to keep out trespassers. 
 
      
 
    In those regions, the ability to construct walls was a highly marketable skill. But, as Lucri confessed, he preferred sun and warmth; he also liked to grow flowering geraniums and other plants that pleased the eye, not the stomach. It was a shocking confession... But it was the dwarf’s specialization that was most important here. And Crow had easily promised to give Lucri a small piece of land for growing his own decorative plants. He even promised to find some seeds, which made the mason’s cold dwarvish heart flutter with joy. 
 
      
 
    Indicating where to start erecting the first corner of the wall, the player handed the new worker four bags of special blue-colored coral powder, a brand new shovel, an enormous tub, a hammer, and a chisel. He showed where the large pile of gathered stones lay, and the place where he can draw water, and where the buckets and barrel were. 
 
      
 
    Crow ordered the building of a wall that was more suitable for a military fortification than a private yard; he wanted the wall to be six feet tall and three feet wide. He will need so much material for a wall that goes around the whole perimeter of his territory... 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, Lucri was not daunted by the amount of work to do. He threw himself wholly into the task, beginning with clearing the area. Coincidentally, Crow decided to begin building the wall on the side of his property facing the watchtower. No, he didn’t do it to spite Centurion Vurrius, not at all... Well, maybe a little... 
 
      
 
    Having given the assignment, the player decided not to bother the other workers. Instead, he went off on his next trip to fetch the very, very special multicolored bricks. And to forage for some firewood... and stones... and eggs... Damn! He still needed so much! When is he gonna rest? 
 
      
 
    Everything had gone well, which was fortunate for Crow, who had no wish to attract unwanted attention. Moreover, he picked out all the multicolored bricks from the little ditch overgrown with shrubs, rummaging thoroughly around and making sure he didn’t miss any. On the way, he had a good hunt, harvesting quite a few partridges, jackals, nepentheses, and snakes. He also leveled up his character, beginning to compensate for the recent setbacks due to deaths from the continuously progressing disease. 
 
      
 
    By the time he returned, the new worker had already dug a trench that was three strides wide and led around the edge of the property. Additionally, the mason had set aside several clumps of dirt with green sprouts in them and placed them on a wooden board — an obvious indicator of his passion for gardening. The first prototype of a garden bed had been created. Crow already had an idea of a gift to please his new industrious employee. 
 
      
 
    After unloading the goods, the dwarf gathered the rest of the workers, who had finished cleaning up the yard. They even had time to have a snack; as a result, they were perfectly happy and content. Their happiness increased manyfold when the dwarf presented each of them with a mug brimful of beer and promised to give them an early monetary bonus, which would be twice as much as the first one, tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    The workers burst out in cheers, drained their mugs, received more beer, chattered happily amongst themselves, and retreated to their shared quarters belowground for a two-hour break that Crow insisted on. In two hours, they will be faced with new chores. 
 
      
 
    Two of them will be sent to dig a pond, as stubborn Crow did not intend to give up on the idea. 
 
      
 
    Two more will be tasked with their direct responsibilities. That is, the cooking of food and the creation of benches and tables that were crude but sturdy. Today, the dwarf had already asked Woodman to put together two large tables designed to seat a dozen eaters each. Additionally, he requested four wide, stable benches to go under these tables. 
 
      
 
    Interestingly, the grumpy Woodman refused to take a break; instead, he demanded one more mug of dark lager now and another mug after finishing the task. Then he grabbed his hammer and got to work. The rhythmic sound of tools echoed over the outpost; then came the smell of fresh wood shavings. 
 
      
 
    The mason dwarf was also hard at work, as he hadn’t earned a break yet (although he did receive some cold beer). The 3-stride-wide trench had already turned into a 5-stride-wide one. But simply digging earth is one thing; laying a wall of natural stone is quite another. Let’s see how well his first work turns out. The dwarf planned to start laying the wall as soon as the trench was finished, with the ditch running along one side of the yard and turning slightly at the corner. 
 
      
 
    After looking around, Crow gave the happy sigh of a hardworking master; then he climbed under the hill, brushed dirt off his ragged cloak, wrapped it around his shoulders, and fell asleep, setting the alarm to wake him in an hour and a half. 
 
      
 
    That was it. 
 
      
 
    Gone were the days when nights were devoted to sleep, when he woke up with the roosters and went to bed at sundown. 
 
      
 
    Considering the circumstances, it can be confidently stated: they were in a permanent state of war! 
 
      
 
    Against whom, you may ask? 
 
      
 
    Against life’s challenges! That’s why he’ll have to take frequent small naps, whenever he can, in order to keep the game system and the Demons happy. They don’t care for your excuses. They want you to live like an elite pig, with your hide sleek, your belly full, your snout pink and happy, and your sleep no less than forty hours in a twenty-four hour day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jumping up at the sound of the alarm that gave his brain a ninety-minute break, the player left his underground home. He climbed to the hilltop and, squinting, studied the lands lying near and far. 
 
      
 
    Two large clouds of dust were slowly dragging themselves towards the outpost. Soon there’ll be a ton of people here. 
 
      
 
    The guards were being watchful as always. Three new bundles of jackal hides hung on the wall; a carnivorous nepenthesis was squealing inside a hastily made cage; some familiar-looking orc weapons were piled on the ground. The guards themselves were watching from on high, keeping the surrounding lands safe. 
 
      
 
    On his own land, work was in full progress. 
 
      
 
    Lucri was doubled over as he laid massive boulders into a neatly dug, wide trench in the ground. The foundation had been laid, so to speak. The mason dwarf was working hard, grunting and mopping sweat with his sleeve. Crow considered sending him some beer, which served here mostly as an energy drink, rather than an alcoholic beverage. But that’s for later. 
 
      
 
    Woodman was working with an evilly screeching saw, cutting through a hewn log. He must be cutting the legs for the future table. Behind the carpenter’s back stood two finished benches, which looked crude and very sturdy even from afar. Excellent. They were starting to expand their furniture collection again. 
 
      
 
    Clouds of fragrant smoke billowed from the hilltop — Grubber was cooking up something delicious. Stew, seems like. With mushrooms, meat, and grains. There was the smell of pancakes, too. Today, the menu of both the workers and travelers would get expanded by a couple more items, which was certainly good news. 
 
      
 
    Behind the hill, in the large and shapeless mudhole that was partially filled with murky water, two other workers had begun to dig. The first clumps of dug-out soil flew through the air. 
 
      
 
    What a pleasant sight: progress hungrily sinking its sharp teeth into the pristine virgin lands. 
 
      
 
    Stretching his neck and flexing his shoulders, Crow threw the large basket onto his back and ran out, unarmed, beyond the boundary of the outpost. Why bother with weapons? No, he wasn’t too poor for them; he had a hammer — a very good one. But it would be simpler to break off a large branch to serve as a club, right in the forest. Thankfully, the local monsters stood no chance against this tenacious hunter. Should he encounter a serious enemy, the crude iron hammer wouldn’t save him anyway. So why carry around an extra thirty pounds? It would be better to bring back thirty pounds of useful forage. Like meat, for example. 
 
      
 
    When the player returned from his hunting trip, he was dragging back so much stuff that he was bent doubly over and swaying from side to side like a thin reed in high wind. But he managed to bring everything home without exception. 
 
      
 
    The patrolling guards were looking at Crow with more and more respect — the dwarf was extremely hardworking, tenacious, quiet and reserved; he respected others, and knew how to stand his own ground. In these parts, anyone would be grateful to have a neighbor like him. See the stone wall already being built on his property! And not just any wall, either. Judging by the width and depth of the trench, it looks like it’s going to be a real fortification. All of this was done with his own money and his own two hands. The workers, too, weren’t complaining: they ate in full, slept as much as they wanted, had clothes on their backs and shoes on their feet, drank plenty of beer, and held their dwarvish master in high regard. 
 
      
 
    You can’t help but respect someone like that. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf himself had sharp eyes as he looked around. He didn’t shy away from greeting others. Walking up to one of the guards, he pointed in the direction of the tall cliff: 
 
      
 
    “Large pack of jackals,” he said shortly. “No less than two dozen. Led by a black jackal. And nepentheses are nesting beside the pond under the cliff. About a dozen of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, citizen Crow,” nodded the warrior and hurried to the tower. 
 
      
 
    Information like this was important and always valuable. It must be passed on to their grim superiors, i.e. Vurrius. The latter did not like Crow very much — actually, he hated him--but this kind of report cannot be ignored. 
 
      
 
    By the time the dwarf had hauled his tired butt over to where Lucri was working, six riders on horseback had sped off in the direction of the mountain peak. The jackals were about to get a surprise visit. Not that Crow was particularly craving to score points in his relationship with the guards; but he wouldn’t have minded a thawing in his relations with those officially in power. That’s because he had a strong hunch that Centurion Vurrius would be stuck here for a long time. 
 
      
 
    The eagle Chrys pecked his master on the top of the head in farewell and soared to the top of a post, where he settled, clutching a giant piece of jackal meat in his taloned foot. The pet looked around watchfully, and sometimes glanced at the sky, where a huge female eagle circled. Although he did not know it, he was watching his mommy, who had just killed a partridge and was taking the prey back to her nest. The tame eagle was looking at a wild eagle, yet there was no longing in his gaze — more like he was studying the other bird with interest. Like he couldn’t wait to grow up and have a humongous wingspan too... 
 
      
 
    The mason received a small pile of material but was left unsatisfied; in a few words, Lucri explained that this amount of stones would only be enough for half an hour’s worth of work. More. He needed more. Crow realized this himself. But what could he do? Current circumstances didn’t allow it! 
 
      
 
    In the same manner, Woodman grumpily informed Crow when the latter unloaded several thin logs from his shoulders and dumped a big pile of thick sticks out of his basket onto the ground. Not enough material! Not nearly enough! And the quality is garbage! Woodman needed proper wooden planks from a sawmill. Preferably wide, thick, and made of oak. He needed nails, too! 
 
      
 
    But planks of oak?! Where would he get those?! 
 
      
 
    Regarding nails, Crow reassured his worker: he’ll have them! They’ll be of Crow’s own making. Meanwhile, he had some purchased ones to spare. The player dug out the remaining nails and metal corners from his emergency stash and handed them over to Woodman. 
 
      
 
    He was exhausted... It hadn’t even been an hour since he’d woken up, yet he was exhausted already. But the work was bringing him joy. That means he’ll have to keep putting in the effort. Thus, the relentlessly optimistic and diligent dwarf visited Grubber, where he learned of a lack of certain spices and promised to bring more of whatever was necessary. Grubber was complaining out of habit — there were enough spices in the kitchen. But it wouldn’t hurt to buy more. And more beer, too. A few barrels more... 
 
      
 
    Upon reaching the future pond, Crow scooped a large pile of dug-up dirt into his rucksack and carried it away; then he came back, loaded up a second time, and carried the dirt away again. The excess soil was a problem. Soon there’ll be a second hill on the property, if he doesn’t find somewhere to dispose of it. 
 
      
 
    Calling up the workers, Crow led them five steps closer to the hill. With a stick, he drew rectangular shapes on the ground, about thirteen by sixteen feet, and indicated the depth — about knee-high — then ordered them to dig here first. Reason? The answer was held in the clear jar: the baby fish had grown! The dwarf remembered to feed them regularly. The glass container was becoming too small for the little fish; a little longer and it’ll no longer be an aquarium, but a can of tightly-packed sardines. 
 
      
 
    Also, Crow needed a source of fresh water. Unfortunately, Centurion Vurrius chose to display his stubborn character and block the stream. Despite all his digging under the hill, Crow had yet to run into groundwater; nevertheless, he already had an idea how to solve the problem with the least amount of losses and without treading on anyone’s toes. The only thing left was to earn a gold coin specifically for this purpose. 
 
      
 
    By the way, speaking of earnings: that was the player’s next goal, right after he checked the underground hiding-place behind the tiles to make sure the bricks were still there. He began to set the foraged items onto the market table. It was the usual assortment of goods, ideally suited for the rough sort of folk that convoy men were. 
 
      
 
    This was soon confirmed by the near-simultaneous arrival of two wagon trains to the outpost. Dozens of slow-moving, incredibly heavy carts left deep tracks in the ground as they rolled in. Lowing arduously, draft oxen strained with all their might against the load; horses neighed piteously, while dozens of pack donkeys hung their heads silently. 
 
      
 
    Donkeys... That’s good... Very good... Donkeys were surprisingly tough animals that were easy to feed. Crow simply couldn’t take his eyes off them. He already knew how he was going to spend a substantial portion of his next earnings. 
 
      
 
    Then he had to throw out all untimely thoughts and get to work: the hungry convoy men stormed his market stand, and business had picked up again. Money, food, beer, bundles of firewood, nails, horseshoes, and shapeless lumps of iron were rapidly exchanging hands. Crow was acting quickly, thinking even quicker, grabbing money with the speed of lightning, and answering questions briefly and clearly. As a result, the crowd quickly dissipated, carrying away their purchases. Everybody bought something; nobody was left out. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the poor dwarf dusted himself off, ate a pill out of the little box, and ran to the wooden chests to unload the crystals beaten out of the local mobs. Afterwards, he went off to Algora again. This time his purchases would be far more interesting. Just to spice things up. Routine tasks, which brought income, were good and all; but he needed something for the soul. He needed entertainment. Monotony is an enemy. Sometimes, it needs to be fought ruthlessly. 
 
      
 
    Truth be told, he also wanted to make a bit of mischief. The player just had an interesting and amusing thought. He didn’t come up with the idea; it had already been tested many times and had a proven track record. 
 
      
 
    Tonight will be fun! 
 
      
 
    “Tee-hee!” grinned the dwarf widely, in anticipation of the upcoming events. Then he activated the scroll and was carried away in a flash, flying off to spend his handful of earned pennies. 
 
      
 
    Actually, regarding his earnings, the player wasn’t being entirely honest: it was far more than a couple dozen copper pennies — he had accumulated several solid gold coins. He could now afford to go on a small shopping spree. A portion of the money was already reserved for the most sacred thing: kegs of beer. This delightful, life-giving beverage had completely evaporated after the mass invasion of hungry and parched convoy men. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Crow had returned from the most recent business trip quite quickly. He knew how much to spend, and on what; therefore, he was done in an hour. He realized that he still had a ton of other things to do. Thus, he couldn’t stay to enjoy a touristy walk through the city center of the majestic Algora. Plus, he wasn’t very well received. Strangers looked upon the grimy dwarf with disapproval — he had forgotten to clean himself up, and thus looked like a filthy mess instead of a businessman. Crow was covered head-to-foot in black soil and red clay. The local citizens held their tongues; the players, however, weren’t shy about speaking their mind. They made sure to voice their opinion on the “dirty redneck farmer,” as they called him. 
 
      
 
    Crow stood frowning as he chewed on a life-saving pill. Not that he was upset about the recent insults, which had bounced off him like falling leaves from the hide of a forest bison. He was worried that the medicine wasn’t working as well as it used to; now the drug took much longer to mask the telltale symptoms and couldn’t hold them off for as long. Not good... Not good at all. But he didn’t have money for a cure right now. There was nothing he could do about it at the moment; so why worry? Why ruin a perfectly good day with gloomy thoughts? 
 
      
 
    The barrels of beer were moved to the kitchen, where he had to immediately promise Grubber that today or tomorrow, the cook will have full command of a spacious pantry room for storing food. Curses... Again, he will have to dig not in the main direction, but off to the side. Oh well, it can’t be helped. 
 
      
 
    Lucri became the proud owner of two different trowels and three bags of coral powder. Also, a 400-pound dark gray boulder had magically appeared on the ground beside him. Break it apart however you want. The scroll with the passive enchantment for transport had cost five silver coins. But it was worth it. Lucri was unfazed by the size of the gift. Arming himself with a chisel, the young mason readily stepped up to the huge rock and struck the first blow... 
 
      
 
    Crow unloaded the rest of the purchases. He took the stash of assorted nails and a brand-new hammer, which was intended as a gift, to Woodman. Then he grabbed the jar of grown baby fish and hurried behind the hill, from where came sounds of grunting as his youthful laborers worked. 
 
      
 
    Well, let’s see their progress! The workers had done a pretty good job and dug out an excellent small pond. The layers of loose turf and soil were taken off; below was only dense clay. Stopping the young men, who were getting carried away, Crow ordered: 
 
      
 
    “Have a mug of beer each from Grubber. Tell him I let you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, master!” 
 
      
 
    “You have our gratitude!” 
 
      
 
    Clamoring loudly, the men hurried back to the hill. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the player grabbed a shovel and leveled the pond bottom, stomping down to compact it and throwing in a few stones. Then he placed the jar with baby fish on the bottom. Deftly taking off his clothes, he placed his belongings next to the pond; only a dark blue scroll remained in his hand. He raised his dirty face to the heavens and activated the magic while standing on the bottom of the little dry pond, next to the jar with baby fish. 
 
      
 
    The passive magic did not keep him waiting. It decided not to add any excessive special effects, either, to announce its appearance. It simply created a small, voluminous cloud. A moment later, the cloud grew dense and turned slightly gray; it puffed up and lowered itself down to about fifteen feet above the ground; then it unleashed its contents. A rapid, pleasantly warm rain fell on the dwarf. Raindrops plopped down on his disheveled head, dirty shoulders and back, forming muddy little streams that ran down to his feet. Humming a happy tune under his breath, Crow scrubbed himself viciously, rubbing his hair and scraping his body with his fingernails to get rid of the dirt stains on his skin. 
 
      
 
    The rain continued, falling from a low height with an enviable persistence. Soon the dwarf was splashing around barefoot in a large puddle; three minutes later, the water level reached the depth of an inch and still continued to rise. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, and now the clean dwarf stood ankle-deep in the murky water, wearing nothing but underwear. He sincerely hoped that the dirt in the water did not come solely from his body, but also from the walls of the pond. He couldn’t have been that filthy, dammit! 
 
      
 
    Bending down, the dwarf lifted the jar and tilted it gently onto its side. All the jar’s contents were instantly released into the puddle. The dwarf climbed out onto the clay shore. Shifting from one foot to the other, he stared into the water, whose surface was covered in ripples from the falling raindrops. The rainfall won’t last long. But it’ll go on for a few more minutes. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Crow answered questions from the game system, which was actively trying to guess what the dwarf was trying to achieve by filling the hole with water. 
 
      
 
    Is this a watering hole for livestock? 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    Is this a barrier for a sand spirit? 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    Is this a bait trap for Thirsty Joe? 
 
      
 
    No. Heaven forbid that ugly thing comes here... 
 
      
 
    Is this Mhosi-Tuosi-Loox? 
 
      
 
    No. This wasn’t the traditional “muddy fish soup” belonging to the chuvver race; the soup was made for baby chuvlets, wherein they not only ate, but also learned to catch fish in the murky water. 
 
      
 
    Is this a small pool for swimming? 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    Is this a small pond for creatures? 
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
      
 
    Answer accepted. 
 
      
 
    Phew... The query was an important one. The answer would determine not only the type of structure, but also the speed of water evaporation. 
 
      
 
    Quick, nimble shadows darted under the surface of the water — the baby fish were celebrating the expansion of their living quarters. They would never suspect that someday they will be caught, killed, scaled and gutted, rubbed with a mix of spices, then placed on a searing-hot grill and thoroughly cooked... Just keep on eating and swimming... He must remember to feed them at least three times today. 
 
      
 
    He also needs to find a less expensive source of water. He had options, of course. The cunning dwarf had already come up with some ideas, but he still needed to choose the most optimal one. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf dressed himself in everything that was cheap and clean. He put on a plain white shirt that he had bought on sale; it was basically raw material for craftsmen specializing in embroidery. The trousers were similar. He even put bast shoes on his bare feet! Traditional peasant footwear! He felt his spirits lift. 
 
      
 
    He passed a cheap wooden comb through his tangled hair. Similarly, he slightly tamed his wild beard. 
 
      
 
    This made a dramatic improvement in his formerly dirty and worn-out appearance. While he couldn’t yet be called a landlord, nor would he be mistaken for a nobleman, he still looked quite respectable. The only thing left was to grow a big belly and to tie it up with a belt; then he’ll be indistinguishable from a well-off peasant. 
 
      
 
    Now, he must be careful not to get himself dirty until evening. He will have to go hunting, since one or two more caravans or convoys were bound to come before nightfall. But he will have to eschew any soil-digging or blacksmithing tasks for today. 
 
      
 
    For tonight, he will be hosting a bit of entertainment — some food for the soul — which would require the host to look presentable. Oh, crap! He needed to stock up on firewood! 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t even prepared the place... Perhaps he did wash and dress up too soon. But his soul craved cleanliness... 
 
      
 
    Crow hurried in the direction of the sound of hammering. He needed to request a certain simple construction from Woodman... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By the time twilight had gathered, the player dwarf found himself washing again. He had, indeed, washed himself too soon, as he still had quite a few things left to do afterwards. But everything must come to an end at some point. By the time the dwarf showed up near the fence of his property, he was neatly combed and cleanly dressed again. He grabbed a row of plain, empty wooden mugs — new ones that he had bought today. He poured the first drink and personally carried it to a small, raised, wooden platform that stood at the very edge of Crow’s land. Upon the platform sat an ancient grandpa with a lengthy auburn beard. On his lap lay a lute. On a wide bench beside him, spread out on a clean tablecloth, sat plates filled with food. Here were slices of bread, still warm from the oven; chunks of boiled and roasted meat; a jug of water; and a bowl of the freshest vegetables, chopped and tossed with a dash of oil. Now, a mug of beer joined the assortment at the table. Beside it dropped several coins. 
 
      
 
    The old man nodded in approval. He lifted the mug, took a couple of swigs, and grunted with satisfaction; then he grabbed the lute enthusiastically. The first notes of a happy tune carried through the outpost, a sound that invited anyone who heard it to take a pause from work and rest. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, three small caravans were parked at Gray Peak. And they highly approved of the fun. The convoy men decided to join in, and not without ordering additional dishes of food and alcoholic drinks. The player dwarf had everything necessary on hand. And he was ready to sell, for a reasonable price, a plate of meat and a mug of beer to anyone who wanted it — along with a generously salted chunk of bread. 
 
      
 
    By that time, Crow’s laborers, who were tired after a day’s work, were sitting at a separate table, eating and drinking and listening to music, and feeling at peace with the world. And why shouldn’t they be? Money was jangling in their pockets; food and drink were plentiful. There was even music to please their ears. What more could they want? 
 
      
 
    Especially since there was so much to look forward to. As soon as the wandering minstrel, whom the dwarf had invited, finished his first mug, he was immediately brought a second one. The sleeping hound of the musician woke up — as if he had finally sensed the beer — stretched, yawned, and then began howling, matching the rhythm of the melody with uncanny accuracy. 
 
      
 
    And so the party began... 
 
      
 
    The gathering twilight did not interfere with the merriment, as the dwarf lit up four bright orbs. They were multi-colored, emitted a soft glow, and flickered very, very slowly. Everything was going well. Money poured into Crow’s pockets. At the same time, his energy drained away... 
 
      
 
    The end of the party was marked by paying the minstrel, who had played for four hours straight. With the help of his music, Crow made three times more profit than usual. As a result, the dwarf paid him generously. Afterwards, Crow had a brief conversation with the minstrel, receiving his goodwill and approval. Then he bid him farewell. He made sure the tableware, along with the other things, were carried back to his own territory. He checked up on his workers, making sure they were ok and had gone to bed. After that, he walked behind the hill and flopped down on his belly, right beside the small pond. The sound of splashing reached his ears: the baby fish were demanding to be fed. 
 
      
 
    Crow stretched out his hand over the surface: 
 
      
 
    “Eat,” he mumbled, and dropped a fistful of food into the water. 
 
      
 
    Next moment, he passed out, as his overworked brain needed immediate rest. It was easy to overstretch yourself, when you only have a fraction of a second to find the perfect solution for a current problem, and then fix said problem yourself. Asking his workers for help was pointless — they simply weren’t cut out for the task. Dealing with plates and mugs was outside their scope. 
 
      
 
    “I need more people,” muttered the dwarf as he slipped into sleep. “Or dwarves... or not-dwarves... Zzzzz...” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Harsh lands require harsh walls 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE NEXT FEW DAYS flew by. 
 
      
 
    Or, more accurately, the next few days and nights. Every hour was important. Every single minute was precious and planned out three days in advance. Getting a full night’s sleep was impossible. He had to take short naps whenever possible, nervously flinching at every noise and sleepily muttering “Meat, fresh meat and beer for sale...” 
 
      
 
    Crow greeted the arriving caravans and bade them farewell as they left. It made no difference what time of day or night the heavily laden wagon trains appeared, accompanied by grim soldiers. They were always greeted by the broadly smiling black-haired dwarf, whose hairdo resembled a crow’s nest. The local resident always had something to sell to the hungry and tired guests; he, in turn, was always ready to buy something from them, whether that was nearly useless junk, or excess coal or firewood. Recently, he had begun to buy out entire carts along with their loads, if the cart was beyond repair and couldn’t be fixed by changing a wheel or axle. In these cases, the foully cursing convoy men were ready to part with their non-movable transport for virtually nothing — along with its load, of course. It was a win-win situation: the travelers got rid of the dead weight, while the dwarf acquired all kinds of things at low cost. 
 
      
 
    That’s how he came to own several interesting items, which he hoped to successfully resell, trade, or use himself for his own household needs. 
 
      
 
    The assortment was surprisingly unusual. It would take too long to write a full list, but a few items are worth mentioning. 
 
      
 
    For example: 
 
      
 
    – Five 20-foot cedar logs. Each log was at least five feet in diameter. Each of them emitted the most pleasant evergreen aroma. Woodman had flat out refused to work with this wood. Reverently stroking one of the logs with his callused hand, he noted ruefully: “This is wood fit for kings! Even after working my whole life, my skills are still not worthy of such wood.” That’s why the logs currently lay in a single straight line at the edge of the spacious property. How they were brought there is a story of its own, with a distinctly tragic spin. It’s enough to say that the process of unloading and transporting caused three casualties: one bull and two convoy men. One of them now had a left foot of shoe size 33, no less. Maybe bigger. As for the bull’s fate, it’s better not to think about it... 
 
      
 
    – Anchor. A huge rusted anchor with an attached 65 feet of super-thick anchor chain. Crow got it almost for free, which is why he took it. Although, as it lay beside the cedar logs, the anchor brought to mind an image of a giant raft stranded in the middle of a dry ravine. Yeah, that’s right. A ship in the middle of a desert. In any case, it was scrap metal. If he doesn’t manage to sell it, he can always reforge it. 
 
      
 
    – Twelve barrels of tar. Out of these, ten barrels contained special tar for wheels. And two barrels of aspen tar, top grade, extra-refined — or so it said on the label. If you scoop some out and splash it on any vampire, the effect would be similar to concentrated sulfuric acid. The dwarf immediately found a use for the wheel tar — he simply put it up for sale and converted the scarce item to cash within two days, which completely paid off the initial cost. He dragged two barrels of aspen tar into the former tomb and placed them into a corner opposite of the hiding place with the bricks. Let ‘em stay there. They’ll be useful in case some fanged dark creature decides to pay a visit; then he’ll have something to welcome it with. In the world of Waldyra, by the way, even the smoke from burning aspen tar will repel many kinds of scary monsters. If you add into the fire certain special herbs, then the beasts will stay a mile away. 
 
      
 
    – A 6-foot-tall stone statue. Extremely crudely made, it featured bulging eyes, pouting lips, perky nipples, and a luxurious bellybutton that resembled a twisted turd. The dwarf tried very hard to refuse this particular purchase. However, when the gray-bearded merchant who was selling it slashed the price in half and offered the broken cart for free as a bonus, Crow gave in. And so he got the stone statue. With the help of his workers, he hoisted it on top of a finished corner of the wall, directing its brazen, stony stare at the watchtower, where Vurrius sat. The statue gazed nonstop at the tower with its unblinking eyes of stone, pouting its lips and openly displaying its nipples and bellybutton. The following day, the statue’s head cracked between the eyes — either the offended centurion possessed such a hard gaze, or the statue’s stone was defective. Either way, the nonchalant dwarf bandaged the statue’s injured head with a bit of rope and left it as is. Let the staring games continue. 
 
      
 
    – A hideously ugly gargoyle, made of regular granite. Clearly, it was the handiwork of some lousy beginner craftsman, at best. It was five feet tall. A dozen of these were being transported into some provincial town with the hope of selling them there. Crow gave into temptation and managed to obtain one gargoyle in exchange for seven almost-new cartwheels and three shafts of pine. The gargoyle was placed beside the other statue, giving it full moral support and staring likewise at the tower. 
 
      
 
    – More logs: made of oak, medium thickness, 25 feet long, originally intended as building material for the recently formed town of Gray Coast, situated far to the east of Gray Peak. The dwarf got a whole three dozen logs. The caravan that brought them had gotten attacked by highway robbers, so many carts got burned down; most of the horses and oxen got killed. Thanks to the guards, who had rushed to their aid, the convoy men managed to fight off the robbers, form a smaller convoy from the remaining carts, and keep going. However, some of their load had to be abandoned. And Crow was happy to acquire the remains of destroyed carts, bull and horse meat, horns, logs, as well as over 300 pounds of rye flour, a cart filled with oats, and three barrels of pickled tomatoes. He got it all for next to nothing. In exchange for the merchants’ generosity, Crow made sure to give them ample portions of food and let them drink a whole keg of beer for free. For that, they gifted him an axe and two hunting knives. 
 
      
 
    – White ocean sand... The most dubious of Crow’s acquisitions. Even the dwarf himself fully admitted this fact when facing two tonnes of the purchased sand laying beside the cedar logs and the anchor. This completed the picture of a raft stranded in shallow ocean waters and sitting on an anchor. The player managed to use about 200 pounds of the sand — he slightly deepened the clay bottom of the fish pond and poured the sand into it. Then he added a couple of stones into it at random. Then he threw in a dozen water plants. And voilà! The natural aquarium was finished. Now he can sit down and meditate, while watching the graceful silvery fish slip between rocks and plants that lay on the white sandy bottom. 
 
      
 
    – Sets of china. Assorted. Partially cracked. The proverbial cat in a sack, acquired by the dwarf after an incident that happened right at the outpost: a draft elephant sat on top of one of the loaded carts. The cart turned out to be carrying a shipment of china, which was being transported to the village of Redwood. The sobbing owner of the cart absolutely refused to look under the canvas that covered the pathetically jingling, damaged goods. The saying “bull in a china shop” transformed into “elephant on a china cart,” without losing its original meaning. After demanding and getting his compensation from the owner of the elephant, the merchant happily gave the load to the dwarf, in “as is” condition, and went on his way. The player then spent half the day sorting through the rubble and picking out any plates, pots, platters, or mugs that had been spared from damage. 
 
      
 
    Among other purchases worth mentioning were various cheap weapons, immediately put up for sale by the dwarf and partially sold. Pieces of armor, arrowheads, spearheads, nails and metal corners, as well as crude hammers and chisels: all of these things could now always be found on offer. 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow, he will need to go pay taxes. He will have to talk with Vurrius, which is something they both have been trying to avoid. 
 
      
 
    In the last few days, the dwarf managed to multiply his wealth, reaching a hefty sum. A hundred gold coins were now hidden in the secret alcove, stuffed inside a jar and covered with a cloth. This was his emergency fund. Another two hundred gold coins were constantly in circulation — the dwarf spent them, earned them back, then spent them again, becoming one or two coins richer with every transaction. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t manage to earn more, as he needed to buy things for his own needs, and not only for reselling. For example, Crow took care of buying furniture for his workers, placing dressers and wardrobes in their living quarters. He bought them thick mattresses stuffed with fragrant hay, and country-style pillows with goose down. The bed sheets and pillowcases for them were plain yet durable. He got more blankets than needed: two for each person. They weren’t just any blankets, but thick ones and very warm, intended for the coldest weather. The wardrobes didn’t stay empty — they were filled with winter clothes: plain coats of wolf fur, hats, coarse knit fisherman sweaters, wool socks, and more. All these clothes the dwarf gifted to the workers for free, which won him even more admiration. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf updated his own wardrobe, too. He now looked like a retired sailor and a merchant simultaneously. His fisherman sweater of undyed gray wool was worn under a vest with numerous pockets; his roomy canvas pants were held up with a super-thick leather belt; and short boots were on his feet. Each of these objects was bought with the aim of getting a bonus towards his weight-lifting ability or outward appearance. It might not be much, but still! On Crow’s neck hung a thick chain of red copper and silver — it gave a bonus that increased his life and weight-lifting ability. On his hands were several rings with red and green stones. On his wrists were wide bracelets of steel. On his head was a knitted black cap, whose function was to increase its owner’s intellect by fifteen points, as well as speed up his mana regeneration by 0.5%. 
 
      
 
    Magic had been added to his arsenal. This included the “Minor Healing,” “Clay Skin,” “Eagle Eye,” and “Sticky Vine” enchantments. Additionally, the player acquired spells for work and general usage, aimed more towards creation and everyday tasks. This included magic like “Digger’s Aura,” “Miner’s Spree,” “Stone Drill,” and “Water Pitcher.” Naturally, he subsequently unlocked a few achievements in the corresponding fields of specialty. 
 
      
 
    He used the above-mentioned enchantments regularly, trying to make do with the amount of mana that he had. Even the simple “Water Pitcher” ate up twenty-five points in one go. The player often cast it as he passed by the little fish pond; this caused a ghostly, semi-transparent 1-liter pitcher to appear in mid-air, pour out water into the pond, and disappear. Crow quickly reached the next rank in magic. He could have easily gone to the Mage Guild and raised the level of the enchantment, but then he wouldn’t have enough mana to cast it. The “Large Water Pitcher” would contain ten liters of water and require fifty points of energy. Seems a bit too much. But something needs to be done about it, since having a water supply is crucial. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was still plagued by grave fever. He had switched to different pills, stronger ones, but the disease was catching up to him. Soon he’ll have to resort to radical measures. He didn’t want to keep dying to nullify the symptoms; in the past six days, he had raised five of his levels. Three of those he got during two nighttime walks, by going on a slaughtering spree around the outpost and cutting down everything that breathed. He was cold like a maniac and systematic like a machine. At the same time, he learned to gather stones in the dark. Actually, in the half-dark — he wasn’t trying to hide and had a glowing orb hanging over his head at all times. 
 
      
 
    Twice, Crow ran into agro players. Once during the day, and once at night. In both instances, Crow emerged victorious from the fight. First, he had silently, without saying a single word, entered battle with a “red” half-orc, who was armed with an axe and a dagger — a strange choice of weapons. The half-orc was Level 73. But his fighting style wasn’t the best. After every wide swing of his axe, you could easily drink a cup of tea before the next attack followed. The half-orc was sent to a respawning site; the dwarf plundered him and continued on his way. The second attack happened during the day. This time, Crow was the aggressor. He stepped out of the low-growing pine shrubs and, using his thick club, smacked a fragile-looking human female mage on the back of her head. The girl had been peacefully standing and looking at a map of the surroundings, which was clutched in her hand. She did not notice anything until the last moment; she received a monstrously strong, critical blow that temporarily stunned her. She tried to say something, but Crow, again, without saying a single measly word, simply finished her off and plundered her possessions. He had nothing to say to agros. When they are being killed, they plead for mercy. When they are doing the killing, they don’t show any mercy. 
 
      
 
    In total, the plunder from the enemies’ bodies was pretty good. Just under twenty gold coins, a bit of alchemy for life and mana, and trophies from this location and the ones nearby. He sold whatever he could, and stashed the alchemy away in another hidden-place (it was a different alcove, but made the same way as the first one). 
 
      
 
    With the twenty gold coins collected from the agros, the player bought two small baby snakes and let them loose inside the tomb. He also placed two little bowls of milk there; as for mice, they had already infested the tomb without any help — in Waldyra, this happens as quickly as in the real world. Rodents were sure to appear anywhere there was warmth and food. They were the reason why a fluffy tabby kitten was now living in the workers’ quarters. His name was Nagl. He was their future rat-hunter. Crow got him for free, by picking him up from one of Algora’s dirty little streets, when he was looking for a shop that sold wolf-fur coats at bargain prices. 
 
      
 
    The two baby snakes, whom the dwarf released into the tomb, weren’t just any ordinary garters or ribbon snakes. No. They were churchyard vipers. These lethal, poisonous beasts only recognized their master and no one else. Any stranger who dared to trespass on the forbidden grounds would be attacked. The snakes would serve as security guards: noiseless, unnoticeable, fast, and deadly. For now, the snakes were still tiny and helpless; but they will grow bigger, they definitely will. And if an important guest shows up, Crow will have to point him out separately to the snakes; otherwise, they’ll bite him and send him to the afterlife. 
 
      
 
    All these security measures were necessary, as in the last two days, the outpost had become very busy. There were twice as many players passing through as before. The formerly lifeless locality was becoming a popular meeting point, a crossroads of sorts. Things were happening quickly. With all the rapid changes, Crow felt unprepared. 
 
      
 
    But he did have the sense to acquire two puppies of a formidable guarding breed. Now the yard was filled with joyful puppy barking as the furry fluffballs ran around on the grass and showed lively interest in everything happening around them. Soon they, too, will mature, grow fangs, and turn into fierce protectors. And his private lands will be under their guard. 
 
      
 
    The outpost was becoming too busy too quickly. At the moment, there has been an increase in the number of regular players, passing through on personal business; plus a few stray robbers coming through. But who can say what will happen next? It is quite likely that one day, a break-in thief will come here; and when he does, he will definitely try to get inside the hill. 
 
      
 
    However, snakes and dogs were not enough. Not nearly enough. Not at the current rate, with the situation growing more difficult every day. He needed at least one more guard, this time a two-legged and armed one. 
 
      
 
    This role was filled by a graying war veteran, an archer. Human. About seventy years old. Sinewy, but with a small paunch. His clever green eyes gazed from underneath gray eyebrows; his deeply wrinkled skin was colored by a dark tan. On the whole, the hired guard looked like a weather-beaten, battle-hardened, gnarled tree root. His name was Vefodius. He was a former village guard who had retired. Crow had specifically searched for a former guard. He had still not abandoned the idea of reaching a normal, warm and trusting relationship with the guards of Algora. That is exactly what was going to happen initially, until Centurion Vurrius stood in his way, blocking his efforts the way a large, frost covered boulder that falls across a thin little stream blocks the flow of water. Well, water ain’t gonna flow under a lying rock. But little streams tend to change their course. In the same way, Crow had also begun to look for alternatives. 
 
      
 
    Vefodius, having joined the ranks of Crow’s employees, climbed up to the hilltop. There, he sat on a tree stump, resting a regular-looking bow on his knee. Beside him stood a quiver full of arrows. His sharp eyes lazily studied the surroundings. At times, the guard would stand up and walk around the property, watching the distant horizon. Vefodius’ salary was settled to be three gold coins a week. He took the full payment upfront. Well, Crow decided not to argue and paid in full for three weeks in advance. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the employees worked nonstop, too. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf Lucri dug up the entire perimeter of the property and laid the foundation for one more corner of the future wall, raising it the height of a dwarf’s chest. He dedicated his free time to his favorite flowering geraniums — Crow did not forget about the mason’s passion for gardening and acquired three pots of the plants for him, along with a little bag of the promised seeds. Let him have some fun. A dwarf without his favorite hobby is no dwarf at all. 
 
      
 
    The rest were working on their regular tasks. They finished fixing and deepening the large pond, which still remained as dry as the throat of a hung-over alcoholic in the morning. However, Crow was in no hurry to fill it with water — it can wait. Thankfully, the fish were growing just fine in the smaller pond. Now the guys were set to work on the dining room: yet another chamber in the body of the hill, dug out by Crow in a couple of nights. The dining room was going to be strictly private, only for his inner circle of trusted friends. The first room will continue to be used as living quarters. 
 
      
 
    In the past week, Woodman successfully completed the task set before him: he built from scratch a dozen long dining tables and two dozen wide, sturdy benches. The new furniture had to be placed end-to-end in long rows due to the lack of space. Crow seriously doubted that Vurrius would allow him to buy another parcel of land. Oh, how the dwarf longed for an additional piece of territory! 
 
      
 
    Grubber, after several painful attempts to deal with his increasing responsibilities, gave an ultimatum: he needed a helper. A junior cook. A kitchen boy. Someone to run errands: to fetch things, to tend the fire, to clean pots and pans. The player had to admit it was a reasonable request. And he promised to help with this matter. Now he had to find an assistant cook — one that would agree to live on the outskirts of the world... 
 
      
 
    After long consideration, the dwarf decided to mix up his male-only group of workers by adding a couple of smiling young women — to work in the emerging tavern. The number of caravans was growing day by day; more and more often, they would show up at Gray Peak in twos, and recently threes, which brought more than a hundred hungry men to the outpost. On that day, Crow was forced to run around back and forth like a headless chicken with a rocket up its... well, you get the picture. Something had to change. That’s why, after finishing the dining room, the workers will move on to building a smaller underground room: the future living quarters for their female staff. 
 
      
 
    By the sixth day, Crow made a ground-breaking decision: he hired a hunter named Rodson, who was proficient at handling a small bow and a long hunting spear. The hunter turned out to be both a cheap and an expensive hire, depending from which side you chose to look at it. From now on, Rodson will receive two gold coins a week and take all the partridge feathers, jackal skins, and rabbit pelts. In exchange, however, he will be hunting from dawn till dusk, bringing a continuous supply of fresh meat to the kitchen. Sadly, Rodson did not collect eggs or mushrooms. Also, he did not kill snakes — but that wasn’t important, although it was puzzling. On the plus side, the supply of meat no longer dried up. Additionally, Rodson easily dispatched the accursed nepentheses, and was unafraid of encountering a large pack of five or six jackals. 
 
      
 
    Crow himself remained responsible for bringing rocks, firewood, and logs for building material. He also constantly gathered wild onions, mushrooms, and eggs. He also killed any jackals, partridges, snakes, or nepentheses that crossed his path. Chrys, who soared above him, was also doing a good job, increasing in size and becoming more vicious with every passing day. 
 
      
 
    If Crow were to make a short list of all his current employees, then this is what he’d get: 
 
      
 
    Woodman. Human. Resident master of woodworking. 
 
      
 
    Grubber. Human. Experienced cook, able to quickly prepare a good-tasting, simple meal. 
 
      
 
    Lucri. A dwarf mason. Likes to erect special walls of wild rock and loves to grow garden geraniums. 
 
      
 
    Rodson. Human. Hired hunter. Provides fresh meat for the kitchen in exchange for furs and feathers. 
 
      
 
    Vefodius. Human. War veteran. An archer and a guard, posted on top of the hill to watch over comings and goings. 
 
      
 
    Prochorus. Human. A numbskull... Capable of digging, or not digging. Likes beer. 
 
      
 
    Serg. Half-orc. A double numbskull. Also capable of digging, and not digging. Really likes beer. 
 
      
 
    Trout. Dwarf. Heavy laborer. A little smarter than the rest, and not as much of a numbskull. Any mention of beer sets his heart aflutter. 
 
      
 
    Carpius. Human. Another numbskull... Doesn’t really like to work; but once he starts a task, he will continue until he finishes it. It’s better to not even mention beer in his presence, as this is a favorite subject for Carpius that he can discuss endlessly. 
 
      
 
    And for all of them, Crow provided food, water, shelter, and spare clothes. He knew a plethora of details about each worker: their character, fears, hobbies, and dreams. For each of them, he had a dedicated page in his thick register book, stored in the third hiding-place along with spare ink and writing quills. “Don’t keep all your eggs in one basket!” The dwarf kept to this proverb very strictly. That’s why he placed a handful of assorted coins, including both copper and gold, into each of the three hiding-places. Let them stay there. That’s in addition to the jar with a hundred gold coins. 
 
      
 
    In the small storage room, which had been dug next to the underground kitchen, were stored two dozen ready-to-use torches, two rolls of rope, three bright orbs charged with daylight, a couple of axes, and three shovels. Alongside them were an oil lamp and a jar of fuel. In short, Crow tried to bring home something new every day; to build or fix something; to add another piece of firewood to the stash, or to buy one more smoked ham. 
 
      
 
    The bigger the homestead, the more work it is. And even more grime! The guys had no time to spend cleaning. And Crow couldn’t possibly manage all the dusting and mopping on his own. That’s why he needs to hire not two young women, but three; and the third must be older, so she can be the head of the female staff and of housekeeping in general. 
 
      
 
    The busy dwarf’s most important achievement, however, was going into the tomb every day and working on the slanted underground tunnel, which led somewhere under the stony ravine of Gray Peak. The player deepened the tunnel by over twenty strides, strengthening and securing every foot of the corridor’s walls with logs and thick planks. The floor had been cleared and made firm. He still had not received the fourth rank of “Digger,” but this was to be expected; it wasn’t so easy to make progress now. He still needed to dig and dig, shovel and shovel, to keep swinging his pickaxe and spade as long as possible — and only then, after putting in a ton of effort, will he succeed in achieving the fourth rank. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At the end of the stressful week, his wandering friends had finally returned. To be honest, Crow had missed them quite a lot. He was starting to feel a bit lonely without the lively and always cheerful couple. 
 
      
 
    Mith and Amou, acting in accordance with the laws of heroic epics, showed up early on a clear, bright morning. Striding across the ravine, they had begun waving from far away. The dwarf met them at the border of the outpost, accompanied them back to his property, where he sat them down at the table and immediately placed beer, finely chopped meat, wild onion, boiled eggs, a bowl of honey, and pancakes in front of them. The players stared at the offerings in open-mouthed surprise. Their eyes slowly traveled from the food to the dwarf, who cursed himself inwardly — he had been too quick and casual in serving the table. Acting out of a deeply ingrained habit, he had first taken care of satisfying the travelers’ thirst and hunger. Except that Mith and Amou were unlikely to be dying of thirst or hurting from hunger in their non-existent stomachs. They didn’t live here; they were just frequent visitors to this world. And they weren’t salivating at the sight of the small mountain of boiled eggs or the pancakes drowning in buckwheat honey. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just like...” 
 
      
 
    “Just like in the real world,” piped up Amou. Then she snatched up a pancake, dipped it in honey with the professionalism of a true pancake-critic, and tossed it into her mouth, closing her eyes in pleasure. That must mean she approves... 
 
      
 
    Crow snorted, shrugged his shoulders, and sat down opposite them, preemptively checking his plan for the day and making sure that he can afford to waste a bit of time. In an hour, the old minstrel will come; Crow will need to feed and water him, and arrange plans for musical entertainment in the evening. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you’ve been up to,” he demanded, looking around at his friends. 
 
      
 
    “It was mega-cool!” Mith informed him, showing off a new suit. 
 
      
 
    “Incredible!” added Amou. 
 
      
 
    “Simply amazing!” 
 
      
 
    “Out of this world!” 
 
      
 
    “Full of eye-popping surprises!” 
 
      
 
    “And danger at every turn!” 
 
      
 
    Sounds of strumming carried from across the table. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, have you been rehearsing this?” inquired the dwarf, in turn, grabbing a golden-brown digital pancake. Even he got seduced by Grubber’s cooking. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we’ve been rehearsing,” confessed the cardmaster. “We wanted to impress you, tempt you, seduce you and drag you away with us.” 
 
      
 
    Confidently hitting the strings of her guitar, Amou sang: 
 
      
 
    “The smell of danger there fills the nostrils; the smoke clouds everything you see...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? And what comes next?” prompted Crow eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing... I haven’t written it yet,” sighed the girl, then snatched up a second pancake, followed by a boiled egg. 
 
      
 
    “So, what were you going to tempt me with?” 
 
      
 
    “We need help,” admitted the cardmaster with an open smile. He fished a stack of cards out of his sleeve and attempted to show off by flipping them from one hand to another; however, he suffered total failure, and the cardboard rectangles spilled all over the table. Embarrassed, Mith began to gather them up. 
 
      
 
    “Here, eat another egg.” The dwarf pushed the bowl of boiled eggs towards him. “It’s too early for you to be throwing cards. So, what help do you need? And why me? You’ve already grown quite a bit and equipped yourselves. If the adventure or task is interesting, then finding some friends to help shouldn’t be a problem. Just stand next to a village fountain or shop and call for a while. You’ll get someone to come in no time. You might even gather a whole crowd.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need a crowd. Plus, the task is a bit... weird, to be honest. Remember that long chain of quests? The one we told you about? The one made of sixteen assignments?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I remember. With a beginning like yours, it’s kinda hard to forget. I’m talking about the graveyard.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” conceded Mith. “And we can’t forget you, either — not the way you’ve flown into the church through the stained glass window. The coming of the hero to rescue the gray mass of snot.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you didn’t really look like a gray mass of snot,” noted Crow diplomatically. 
 
      
 
    “No, of course, I didn’t,” agreed the cardmaster. “When I said gray mass of snot, I meant Amou, when she began sniveling.” 
 
      
 
    “Who was sniveling?!” howled Amou indignantly, with her mouth full. “Who? Me?! You’re calling me a gray mass of snot? Want me to hit you over the head with the guitar, you lousy cheater?” 
 
      
 
    “Who’re you calling lousy? You’re calling me a cheater?” 
 
      
 
    “Stop! That’s enough. You’ve paid each other a few compliments; let’s leave it at that,” said the dwarf, breaking up the brewing fight. “So what’s the assignment about? And what number is it in the chain of quests?” 
 
      
 
    “Seventh!” chorused the inseparable pair, and Crow winced at the information. 
 
      
 
    The adventurers’ happy expressions changed to confused looks, which they tested on each other before turning their rehearsed and corrected faces to the slightly dismayed black-haired dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “We received it from the same person who gave us the previous six quests,” explained Amou. “Why are you pulling faces, Uncle Crowchie? Facial spasm?” 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Crowchie,” snorted the dwarf, unable to stop himself. “The things you come up with, I swear...” 
 
      
 
    “We both came up with it,” Mith interrupted jealously. “We went over lots of different versions and settled on a few. Since you’re so utterly mysterious, knowledgeable, experienced to no end, and thrifty on top of that. That’s why we’ve chosen a few names and will be using each of them in turn to call you. For example: Señor Crowcci!” 
 
      
 
    “Mister C!” 
 
      
 
    “Crowlius Ceasar!” 
 
      
 
    “My nickname sounds nothing like that,” objected the player. “You can see that for yourself.” He jabbed his thick finger into the air above his head, where, indeed, hung glowing green letters and numbers. 
 
      
 
    “But you call yourself Crow?” the girl reasonably pointed out. “We aren’t really doing anything different, Monsieur De Crowcheville!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay,” said the dwarf, waving his arms in protest. “That’s enough now. Damn, I’ve been waiting for you, so I could send you to do chores. I’m short of working hands, but I can’t afford to bring in more workers yet. That is, I can’t bring in any more salaried employees. But if I get a chance to hire some workers for free, then that’s a different story!” 
 
      
 
    “Señor Crowcci,” squeaked the bard Amou, her eyes wide and pleading. “First help us, the poor and needy beggars! Afterwards, we’ll come straight back here! And then we’ll work, work, and work some more! I will mercilessly whip Mith to make him put more effort into digging up garden beds! All day long! We’ll be stuck here from morning till midnight! We’ll help you in everything! If the Darkening doesn’t get in our way, we’ll stay even longer!” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” 
 
      
 
    “I fully agree with the previous speaker!” declared Mith decisively. “In everything, except the whipping! Your Elm Street will be swept clean and put in order, Sir Croeger!” 
 
      
 
    “Deal,” agreed Crow, bidding goodbye to the thought of properly greeting the caravans and convoys that would arrive today. “I’ll do whatever I can to help. Are you sure this is the seventh quest in the chain?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup! Why? You didn’t look too happy when we mentioned it...” 
 
      
 
    “The seventh nut is tough to crack — it’s always made of steel,” said Crow sagely. “Remember that. Seventh, thirteenth, twenty-first, twenty-eighth, thirty-fifth, and so on. All the multiples of seven, except the unlucky number thirteen. Remember it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get any of it, Mister C!” 
 
      
 
    “Me, neither!” 
 
      
 
    “Usually, all assignments in a chain of quests are arranged in order of increasing difficulty,” the dwarf began to explain patiently. “Let’s take a classic example: a housewife asks you to get rid of Level 1 gray mice that have infested her barn. That is you first task.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay...” 
 
      
 
    “After you successfully complete it, she’ll give you a reward, and you’ll be able to move onto the second task in the quest chain. This time, the housewife will ask you to go into an old shed in her backyard, where you’ll need to kill some vicious Level 3 gray rats.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! In the Crèche, by the way, there is an assignment involving rats, too!” 
 
      
 
    “And if you follow that quest chain, successfully completing each assignment and moving onto the next one, you’ll soon reach the seventh task. Like now.” 
 
      
 
    “So what?” 
 
      
 
    “Suppose that, for your sixth task, you’ve been asked to finish off an insolent Level 10 rooster, who was killing chicks and crowing for no reason in the middle of the night. Then, for the seventh task, you will be asked to take down a vicious, fully grown boar of Level 20, who has occupied a pigsty and, along with his subordinates, turned it into a pub with rivers of extra-concentrated mud, piles upon piles of fermented grains, and an entire army of mischievous minor monsters as backup. His minions would include roaches, mice, rats, and other inhabitants of the farmyard. In order to reach the boar — the main boss — you’ll first have to fight your way through three ranks of pigs dancing the cancan. Meanwhile, their madly squealing piglets will be running back and forth on the rafters overhead, pelting you from above with slimy pumpkin seeds loaded with rat poison. That would be your seventh quest.” 
 
      
 
    A shocked silence followed these words. The stillness covered the table like a blanket. The staring eyes of Mith and Amou were glazed with a thick layer of astonishment mixed with awe. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not kidding.” Crow gave a slight smile. “What did the description of the sixth assignment say?” 
 
      
 
    “‘Collect a special herb in the amount of a dozen small bunches, put them into four buckets, pour fresh water from a well into the buckets, then get them blessed at any temple belonging to a god of light. Then, within two hours, bring them to the deserted outpost on top of the mountain called Frosted Peak. There, you will find a three-story watchtower. Inside it, place one bucket into each corner of the room on the ground floor. This will protect the tower for six days from the raids of rotting bat zombies, who had chased the guards out of the watchtower. The tower is part of a chain of signal fires; the top third floor contains a stash of firewood and two pitchers of oil. If you accidentally start a fire during your fight with the enemies guarding the tower, then you will automatically fail the assignment and face serious problems with the villagers.’ There were several skeletons, a couple of zombies, a little flock of bats, and a headless black chicken that could lay exploding necro-eggs containing deathly acid. That’s why we didn’t go inside the tower; instead, we sent my card monsters against the enemies. We bought the cards in Algora; we spent almost all our money on them. Among them were an ice lizard and a corpse devourer. They quickly dealt with the enemies. We put the buckets where we needed to, searched all three floors, and found one secret hiding-place. There were also a bow hanging on the wall, two swords, a dagger, old cheese, and a pretty good flask of extremely sour wine. There was also a bit of silver in the hiding place. We took everything and left. That’s what happened...” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a very detailed summary,” remarked Crow with respect. “And what does it say in the description of the seventh quest?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... To be honest, after what you said about the seventh step, I’m starting to have doubts. The request is simple: to check on the village’s lumberjacks, who haven’t floated any logs downstream for the second day in a row. That’s all. Sounds easy enough... But something doesn’t feel right. The description seems a bit too vague.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll definitely find some sort of nasty surprise waiting for you there.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good that we came to you! A grandma from the village told us that to reach the lumberjacks, we’ll have to take a path through the forest, which has carnivorous flying squirrels and black wolves. The squirrels and wolves both live in groups and often cooperate with each other. You wouldn’t be safe even if you climbed up a tree... That’s why we decided to call on someone who is strong and reliable; someone we can trust, and who is like an older brother to us! Señor Crowcci! Save us from death at the teeth of a carnivorous flying squirrel! Help us reach the lumberjacks! Take us through the forest filled with fanged nightmares!” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” sighed the dwarf, getting up and beginning to clear the table. “Do you have crystals to transport you to that village?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! We took care of it! We’re trying to be like you: thrifty and always prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re making me blush. Okay, first, let’s do this: Amou, you stay here, in my yard. Just don’t go under the hill — that’s where my workers live, and they don’t like strangers poking their noses into their private quarters.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it... Wait, UNDER the hill? You’re living like a hobbit now?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost. Stay in the yard. Soon, a large caravan will arrive here. Sell them everything edible, along with the firewood. Do you remember the prices?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I remember. Wait! Are you planning to leave me behind?! I’m not afraid of black wolves!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take you with us. But first, Mith and I will need about an hour and a half to prepare. Maybe a bit longer. Meanwhile, you’ll look after things here. As soon as you get our message, teleport to us. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain Crow, sir! I’ll sell whatever can be sold! I’ll please the ears of resting travelers with my songs! Oh! By the way! If I earn a few coins for my music, can I keep the money?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” 
 
      
 
    “And what are we going to do?” sighed Mith, already sensing the forthcoming expenditures and hard physical labor. 
 
      
 
    “As for us, we’ll be building a war Kon-Tiki.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be building a well-protected and reinforced raft with a sail, as well as oars and poles,” explained Crow. “More detailed instructions can be found in the book of Kon-Tiki by the legendary explorer Thor Heyerdahl.” 
 
      
 
    “But... But we’ll be going into the woods! We’re not going to be sailing in a raft across dry land, are we?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go via the river. Have you forgotten that the lumberjacks float the logs downstream? That means their camp isn’t far from the river.” 
 
      
 
    “But the grandma kept sending us into the forest...” 
 
      
 
    “There’s all kinds of grandmas out there. Maybe this one wanted to feed up her favorite black wolf by sending him a snack in the form of mildly amateurish adventurers. We’ll go by river. And we’ll go fully equipped. Mith, do players visit that village where you got your assignment?” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Just in case. Here, give me a crystal. Amou, make sure you don’t miss the caravan.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “And if you get approached by a very big and very scary guard with a growling voice and the look of a killer, don’t be afraid. Just stand there and smile. It’s only Vurrius, the local nuisance extraordinaire. The giant destroyer of other people’s hopes and dreams. An individual with a mysterious and dark past, who likes to eat fried bards in truffle sauce for breakfast. In short, just smile and don’t take it personally.” 
 
      
 
    “Ohhh...” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s discouraged voice trailed off. On that note, Crow and Mith flew away. The dwarf did not forget to take along an overjoyed Chrys, and instructed his workers to not give the girl bard any trouble. Because, who knows? Men in these parts are harsh, and might even kill a foreign girl — especially if they think she’s a thief. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Upstream of a harsh river... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE VILLAGE WAS BOTH interesting and weird. 
 
      
 
    It was interesting due to its bustling activity. But it was weird due to its location: the landscape around it was far too varied. Jagged cliffs towered nearby — a favorite of digital mountain-climbers. A little further on was a deep, dark forest, separated from the cliffs by hills and sunny meadows. Three rivers flowed through the village: two of them were little streams that could be waded across on foot; the third was a proper-sized river that was suitable for ships — little river boats, obviously, not giant seafaring vessels. There were plenty of river barges: heavily laden vessels moved slowly and pompously across the water; on their flat decks stood real houses with chimneys that sent out smoke. Beside the houses sat the river folk, wearing loose shirts and pants of rough canvas cloth, and looking at the slowly passing shores. 
 
      
 
    The little village was wedged tightly between two of the rivers, bristling with small, sturdy piers on all sides. Upon entering it, Mith and Crow found themselves among a sea of boats. 
 
      
 
    The antsy Mith promptly suggested renting something like a swift canoe and setting out immediately; but the dwarf, walking with a firm and confident step, shot down the idea. He liked meticulousness. In his previous circles, this character trait was prized above all. It was considered more important than intelligence or strength. Thus, he wasn’t going to skip out on any details in his plans. 
 
      
 
    First, Crow looked around, scratched his head, and selected an empty pier at the end of a long row along the river’s shore. He jabbed his finger in the direction of his chosen spot. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be over there.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” nodded the cardmaster. “And I will be...?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be going to the local market to buy some of the provisions on the list.” 
 
      
 
    “What list?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to dictate it to you. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, hold on! Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred pounds of bread, a hundred pounds of jerky — beef or venison — plus a hundred pounds of dried freshwater fish of larger size: pike, zander, carp, etc. Don’t take any minnows. But! If you see these long, hanging garlands of smoked little fish at the market, then buy them without a second glance — we’ll need about five. Don’t forget anything!” 
 
      
 
    “Right... Wait a minute. Señor Crowcci! Are we going on a picnic or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Mith, we’re in the world of Waldyra,” explained Crow in the same patient tone. “Get used to it. Always try to be prepared for any eventuality. And even then, you’ll end up miscalculating. But it’s better to fail at one aspect than at everything at once. Remember the Little Red Cap?” 
 
      
 
    “Please explain,” requested the junior player, clearly wanting to gain new knowledge. “I’m a quick learner.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a fairy tale. A very famous one. A girl was sent to visit her grandmother and to bring her some pies,” the dwarf reminded him. “The girl stuck the red cap on her foolish head, and then skipped off along a narrow path into the deep, dark woods, going all alone by herself. What can you conclude?” 
 
      
 
    “Uhh... About the girl?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a brave girl who loves her grandmother?” 
 
      
 
    “Wrong. She’s a stupid girl with a rather uncaring mother and a highly suspicious grandmother who prefers to live alone in the deep woods.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going too far...” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m being realistic. But let’s not get caught up in details. The point is, she put a couple of pies into her basket and went on her journey. In other words, she went totally unequipped, completely unarmed, no tools, no medication, barely any food, no means of communication, and no transportation except her own two legs. She possesses no information about the local monsters, no map, and is poorly familiar with the locality. Conclusion: she is a sitting duck.” 
 
      
 
    “But she got saved...” 
 
      
 
    “Only thanks to a miracle. And the circumstances around that miracle were suspicious as well: what the hell was a woodcutter doing alone in the middle of a forest? But that’s not the point, Mith. Consider this: right now, you and Amou are just like Little Red Cap. You happily obliged to go into the woods without any preparation. You didn’t even take any pies with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Why should we need food when we have you? Not that we’re planning to eat you or... Damn, I’m already confused. But I got the main message, Sir Crowseh Hawkeye! What else should I buy?” 
 
      
 
    “Forty pints of mead. Fifteen bottles of red wine. And a hundred pounds of apples. That should be enough food. Let’s see what else... Thirty health potions. Ten potions for mana — at least medium-sized, not the small ones. Forty weak antidotes and twenty strong antidotes.” 
 
      
 
    “The shop might not have all these...” 
 
      
 
    “But the players selling in the streets will,” replied Crow. “There are tons of novices here. They all need a boost of alchemy. And where there’s demand, there will be supply. Just yell ‘I’ll buy potions!’ and somebody will reply. You might also run into agros’ proxies who sell plundered equipment and other things. They’re easy to spot: they’ll start asking where you’re planning to go and how many people are in your group. Don’t talk to them at all. Just enter their name into your blacklist and keep going.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. Crowchie, why do we need all this? You’re planning to build a raft, too...” 
 
      
 
    “According to Murphy’s Law, even if the lumberjacks are still alive, they’ll be dying of hunger, thirst, poisoning, or disease. With a dying gasp, they will also inform you that in ten minutes or so, the place will be attacked by monsters, and to leave as quickly as possible. Except they won’t be able to run away, because their legs are too weak or broken — and that applies to all of them without exception. They can’t crawl, either, because their arms are broken. And that’s for all of them, too. So we’ll have to carry them. How many would you be able to take, personally? Can you carry a dozen men on your mighty shoulders? No? Me neither. And yet, we’ll have to save them — or abandon them. Well, I’m sure you understand now. Off you go.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt I’ll be able to carry everything on your list...” 
 
      
 
    “Hire a local delivery guy. Rent a mule. Find someone to help you carry stuff. Ask to borrow a cart. Or find an enchantment to lighten the load. Think of something, Mith. Solve this problem on your own, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yessir! I understand! I’m off!” 
 
      
 
    And the cardmaster really did take off, running as hard as he could, clearly shamed by the dwarf’s last remark. Perfect. Crow did not intend to babysit anyone. His friends needed to understand that in Waldyra, vigilance and self-reliance were prized qualities. 
 
      
 
    As for the dwarf, he went to his selected pier. Beside it sat an ancient grandpa, deep in thought, his eyes half-closed and his hands clasped over his stomach, enjoying the sunshine. Respectfully waking the elder, Crow quickly negotiated a deal with him regarding a two-hour rent of the pier. The dwarf handed money to the old man, asked a couple of questions, and went off... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mith returned in an hour, marching behind an enormous village youth, who was hauling a gigantic overstuffed sack on his back. The cardmaster himself wasn’t empty-handed, either, stooping under a heavy load as he walked. To Mith’s surprise, the waters beside the pier were no longer empty: on the smooth surface of the river floated a dozen full-sized logs, securely fastened together by thick planks and chains. The raft was no less than thirty feet long and twenty feet wide. The resulting platform had enough space to run around and play tag. 
 
      
 
    Two burly men were skillfully hammering in nails, constructing a shelter of thin logs at the far end of the raft. Along the edges of the raft walked Crow, tying down empty and securely lidded barrels. Bouncing on the waves beside the raft were still quite a few logs and wide, thick planks that had barely been touched by a planer. 
 
      
 
    “Holy cow,” gasped Mith. “Unbelievable...” 
 
      
 
    “Unload everything right onto the raft,” ordered Crow, “and then go back to shopping. The next list is nailed to the post over there.” 
 
      
 
    With a nod, Mith indicated to his helper where to put down the bags; then he unloaded his own burden and tore the piece of gray paper off the post. He studied the confident, rangy handwriting: 
 
      
 
    Fifteen good-quality pine resin torches. 
 
      
 
    One 100L barrel of oil fuel. 
 
      
 
    Four orbs charged with daylight. 
 
      
 
    Ten axes (the cheapest ones). 
 
      
 
    Ten shields (the cheapest ones). 
 
      
 
    A Fire Wall enchantment (if available). 
 
      
 
    A Stone Barrier enchantment (if available). 
 
      
 
    Five small, sturdy fishing nets. (Important!) 
 
      
 
    Two large, sturdy fishing nets. (Important!) 
 
      
 
    Two barrels of pine tar (Important!)... 
 
      
 
    The list did not end there; it continued on with at least ten more points. 
 
      
 
    “Oof,” sighed Mith, shaking his head. “Mister C! Mister C!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Lend me some money, eh? I’ll pay you back, honest!” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go.” A small bag of gold soared through the air and landed in Mith’s hands. “You can pay me back later. And write to Amou. If she’s free, then tell her to teleport here and start helping you. I’m almost done here. We’ll be leaving in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good!” 
 
      
 
    “Did you buy the antidotes and the other potions?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup! I got lucky. I didn’t even have to yell. A fighting party of novices was buying stuff from this alchemist player with an extra-large bag. His name was Boldt Lightborne. I put him into my contacts list. He says that he is always happy to supply various potions that are guaranteed to work. Also, he paid me to collect herbs, mushrooms, bark, sap, flowers, and certain special insects. And then he gave me almost a hundred empty bottles for free. So that’s what happened...” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... If he’s still there, this Lightborne, ask him about mini explosive potions. We could use about a dozen of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay! I’m starting to like shopping! Especially if I’m buying grenades, rather than potatoes. I’ll be right back!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mith kept his word and came back in time. This allowed the brave team of newly baked rafters to plop down comfortably on their oversized raft and set out on their journey upstream. Crow sat at the helm, as he was the most experienced one in this matter. 
 
      
 
    Mith settled at the prow, clutching a long harpoon in his hand and vowing to obtain some fresh fish for them as soon as he can. He made the promise with such a serious look on his face, you’d think someone was begging him to catch at least something for them to eat, in order to avoid imminent death from starvation... 
 
      
 
    Amou, the only female on the team, diplomatically occupied the center of the raft. She settled beside a small bonfire which burned inside a large, wide clay pot. With the guitar in her lap, she was playing some kind of happy little tune. 
 
      
 
    In short, they were all sitting around and doing nothing, thus engaging in humankind’s favorite pastime. That’s because they had nothing to do. The not-so-small and definitely not light raft was dragged along like a tiny gosling by a large mother goose named Mighty Tessa, a wide boat that was easily sailing against the flow of the river. Overboard of the Tessa, in addition to Acromith, dangled two barges and one empty sailboat. In exchange for one gold coin, the captain of the large boat agreed to detach the raft several miles up the river. In Crow’s opinion, the favor was well worth the cost. The dwarf had several alternative methods up his sleeve, but he chose to save them for later or even not use them at all. In short, Acromith was sailing up the river, cutting through the foaming waters. A carefree air of calm had settled over its wooden deck. 
 
      
 
    What is the Acromith, you may ask? 
 
      
 
    It was the brainchild of the cardmaster, who had named the finished raft by putting together the names of each of its crew members. The name was neatly and surprisingly beautifully written on the side of the trapeze-shaped raft with the strangely blunt prow. Crow made sure that a thick, three-foot tall wooden wall ran along each side of the raft. Now, they could take shelter behind it from enemy arrows, for example. In the back part of the raft was something like a log cabin, which currently served as a storage place for their purchased supplies. Along the edges of the raft lay oars, poles, and boat hooks. The weapons lay separately: axes, plus three of the simplest and cheapest crossbows with a supply of bolts. Square shields hung off the wooden walls of the raft, five on each side. This wasn’t Crow’s intended purpose for them, but he let them serve as decoration for now. In the center of the deck stood a thick, 15-foot tall mast, with an equally thick spar across it, and a furled sail. The sail itself could be used to create shade from the sun or shelter from the rain — just place two more poles upright and stretch the canvas between them. 
 
      
 
    In other words, one could live happily on the raft for years and grow old in peace. 
 
      
 
    However, Crow saw the floating device as a means to an end. 
 
      
 
    Amou wasn’t bothered by any such thoughts. She was far more interested in playing her guitar and keeping her eye on a sausage that was roasting over the fire. Skewered on a thin branch, the sausage looked like an impossible and unreachable ideal for all sausages and hot dogs in the world. Thick, firm, with two tails playfully sticking out at each end, the sausage gave off a mind-blowing aroma of meat, almost literally saying: “I’m very, very tasty!” In short, Amou had no time to think about the raft. She had to look after the wondrous sausage to make sure it didn’t burn. 
 
      
 
    Mith, on the other hand, literally fell in love with the raft. Though surprised and suspicious at the idea at first, he quickly changed his mind. He had climbed all over the raft, from the prow to the stern, diving underneath it several times. He had checked the strength of every chain and the angle of every hammered-in nail. He had quarreled with both of the men who were making the sides of the raft, accusing them of poor skills, poor taste, poor quality, and poor intent. The craftsmen would have beat him senseless, had not Crow hurried to the scene and rescued the hollering cardmaster from the rough hands of the incredibly offended locals. 
 
      
 
    All in all, Mith had decided that the raft was a new milestone in his digital life. As he sat on the prow with a harpoon in his hand, he kept turning around and glancing up suspiciously at the two birds — a majestic eagle and a tiny nightingale — sitting atop of the mast. Apparently, he suspected that the birdies were seconds away from besmirching the sail with guano... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf stayed out of his way, having wisely judged that this type of excitement was very genuine, and stifling it would be a sin. Let him fuss over the raft. For Crow, personally, employing this kind of floating transport was far from the first, and not even the tenth, time. On many missions of days past, it was only due to these sorts of contraptions that he and his team managed to succeed and stay alive. That’s why he had the foresight to equip the raft for the most basic needs, so that it could function as a small, floating military base. And if they have a base, it means they have somewhere to retreat in case of problems; somewhere to rest, recover, and find secure shelter. That’s exactly how, in Crow’s opinion, every reasonable adventurer should act (despite the phrase “reasonable adventurer” being mildly self-contradictory). 
 
      
 
    Three miles up the river, the channel narrowed slightly, and the shores rose up. Although the changes in landscape seemed insignificant, the effects were immediately noticeable: the current became stronger, and the waves higher. Hissing and frothing, water crashed over the prow of the Acromith, drenching the poor Mith from head to foot and nearly wrenching the harpoon (his fourth one, on last count) from his hands. The cardmaster was covered in foam, soggy bits of wood, weeds, sticks, and other river debris. But the player would not give up. As soon as he spotted a shadow of movement underwater and within reach, he would throw himself forward with an excited yell, thrusting the sharp end of the harpoon into the swelling side of a wave. 
 
      
 
    In the past few hours, Mith managed to achieve quite a lot. 
 
      
 
    He killed an already dead fish that was half-eaten by crawdads. 
 
      
 
    He stuck the harpoon into the heart of a rotten, branching log. The offended log smacked the brave harpoonist over the head with its branches, then floated off downstream with dignity, carrying the harpoon away with it. 
 
      
 
    Mith pierced the depths of the river about a hundred times. Only the water. He didn’t manage to hit anything else, unless you counted a frightened pike that swerved aside as a victim. 
 
      
 
    With a shout, Mith thrust the harpoon into a wave. Out of the water emerged a strong male arm with golden skin stretched between the fingers of its hand; it wrenched the weapon from the hands of the insolent fisherman, then disappeared. This threw the harpoonist into a temporary stupor — one that lasted no longer than five minutes — after which he resumed his previous activity. 
 
      
 
    Long story short, there was no fish. It simply refused to get harpooned. 
 
      
 
    The same fact was stated by a wild-looking creature of some unknown kind, whose snout had emerged out of the water nearby. It had a large gape and bulging, curious eyes. The creature observed the not-too-skilled fisherman for a couple of minutes, before loudly declaring: 
 
      
 
    “No fish. Phrbtphrbtburble-burble! Bubbl-burbl-glub blub-blub pffffft!” 
 
      
 
    Then the creature disappeared underwater, while Crow, stifling a laugh, explained: 
 
      
 
    “That was a chuvver.” 
 
      
 
    “And what did he say?” angrily inquired Mith, jumping to his feet and whipping out his deck of playing cards. “He called me something, didn’t he? Probably something not very nice, right? What did he say?” 
 
      
 
    “He said there’s no fish,” shrugged Crow indifferently. “Something like that. No matter what he said, don’t even think of offending a chuvver!” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “Because if you really want to make your own life difficult in Waldyra in the worst way possible, it would be easier to just approach any local priest and tell them that their god is extremely stupid and ugly. Then you will start getting burned to ashes or beheaded at every turn. Your life will become far from pleasant. But even then, it’s still better to die on your feet and in battle, than from a poisoned spear thrust up your butt while swimming at a beach with a bunch of hot girls. Although it’ll give you a sharp thrill, literally... it’s not worth it... I’m not joking, guys. Chuvvers are kind, peaceful, and sociable creatures. But if you cross them...” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I understand... Are there any creatures or races that you don’t know much about? Hm? You’re like a walking encyclopedia!” 
 
      
 
    “Races that I don’t know much about? Well, that would probably be the Great Ones. They’re also called the Ancients, or the Departed. I know rather little about them. And I would love to know more. That would be hard, though. Every library has a book on the subject, but they all repeat the same information.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I know what to get you as a gift!” smiled Amou, taking a bundle wrapped in waxed paper out of her bag. “A book about the Great Ones!” 
 
      
 
    “That would be an excellent gift,” conceded Crow, deciding not to mention that newbies were unlikely to find out anything new about the most mysterious race in the world of Waldyra. Even the strongest of players break their teeth daily in their fruitless attempts to crack this mystery... 
 
      
 
    “Let’s eat,” suggested Amou. “I have some fresh fish here, wrapped in a bundle. Straight from the river!” 
 
      
 
    “You traitor!” Mith cried indignantly. “You don’t believe in me!” 
 
      
 
    “I do! I really do. It’s just that we’ve been sailing for a long time, and Crow said we only need to go several miles up the river. At this rate, we’ll arrive and won’t have time to eat on the raft! We’ll miss out on such a unique experience! Personally, I’ve never been a raft-sailor or a raft-dweller!” 
 
      
 
    “Raft-dweller,” snorted Mith, throwing the harpoon aside. “Fine, I’ll treat you to some freshly caught fish on the way back. Just don’t whine and don’t cry when I bury you up to your neck in fish!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try not to cry,” Crow assured the upset harpoonist. “You’ll get lucky someday, too. You’ll find your Moby Dick. As for how far we still need to sail... Judging by the map and the distance, we have gone past our destination about five minutes ago.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” The adventurous duo jumped up. “How did that happen?! Then we need to go back!” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” the dwarf stopped them. “In about ten minutes, we’ll get detached from the Mighty Tessa anyway. That golden coin will only get us so far. That’s when we’ll go downstream with the current. We’ll go right near the shore, almost touching it. We’ll hide behind the shields on the sides of the raft. And then we’ll look carefully into the bushes, the ditches, the grass. Maybe we’ll see something interesting...” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” 
 
      
 
    “Like a tail or paw of a monster. Or a horn. Or a part of its hide. Or enemy weapons. Or something else. If we manage to identify our enemy, then our next plan of action will become clear on the spot. And that, in turn, gives us more room to maneuver. We need a skilled ranger here. However, I didn’t see a suitable candidate in the village. That’s why we’ll have to use our own eyes, noses, and ears to the fullest — if we don’t see something, at least we’ll smell or hear it.” 
 
      
 
    “You just keep surprising us... Command understood! Meanwhile, let’s fry some fish; we still have time!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They had time to eat some amazingly smelling fried fish. They got one zander each. Not bad. 
 
      
 
    And then it was time to start their advance. There was no fighting yet, which made Crow happy, as he was perfectly aware of their team’s lack of coordination. It was one thing to destroy slow-moving zombies in a city full of ashes from an underground fire. Going against a serious enemy with a mismatched team was quite another. That’s why the dwarf was glad to have a chance to look around. 
 
      
 
    They stopped rowing about 400 yards away from their intended point for disembarking. They stopped talking at about 500 yards away. And for the last three miles, they had been trying to stare through the dense vegetation lining the shore, looking for the slightest hint of the danger that might be waiting for them ahead. So far, they hadn’t managed to see anything — and that was frustrating. Very frustrating. 
 
      
 
    Floating nearly silently right next to the shore, the large raft slowly entered into the deep shadows cast by vegetation that formed something like a giant tunnel over the water. Here, at the edge of the water and in the shallows, grew trees with thick trunks that could surpass anyone with their sheer number of branches and roots. Particularly impressive were their lush crowns of thousands upon thousands of small, elongated leaves; they formed a full arc over the water, the ends of their branches dipping back under the surface. 
 
      
 
    Crow steered Acromith into the center of the arc. The team plunged into the cool shade. Over their heads, the woven branches were studded with hundreds of bird nests; they could hear the chirping of parent birds and the hungry peeping of chicks. Wings flapped; fine plant debris rained down; fat green caterpillars plopped onto the raft; giant, dignified ladybugs slowly crawled across leaves and branches; thoughtful spiders dangled on silk threads, swinging back and forth. In the murky water, large fish flashed their silvery scales, their thick-lipped mouths occasionally emerging to greedily gulp some air and small insects. The raft had only gone under the trees growing along the shore; however, it felt as though they had entered a completely different world. 
 
      
 
    Amou kept looking around, impressed; she was murmuring something barely audible, and gave a high-pitched little scream every time a caterpillar landed on her leg or shoulder. Mith stared, entranced, into the water, greedily eying the fat fish; his hand subconsciously reached for the harpoon again. 
 
      
 
    As for Crow, he was gazing towards the sunny shore ahead; the sunlit space began right behind the wall of closely growing trunks. He could clearly see the grassy green meadow rising uphill. Behind it, even higher up, began rows of tall stumps that bared their fangs of broken wood at the sky like perpetually grinning dead men. The lumberjacks had done a good job. 
 
      
 
    A short distance away, the dwarf spotted several giant piles of rotting sticks and leaves — these were the unwanted branches the lumberjacks had simply chopped off and dragged to the side, out of their way. The logs themselves had been rolled down into the river — as evidenced by the huge, wide gap in the tunnel of trees, which had been equally mercilessly cut in the living green wall about 200 yards ahead. The logs must have been passed through the gap and pushed further out towards the center of the river, where the current was stronger. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, Crow could see something like a summer camp: benches made of rough wooden planks, three wide and sturdy tables, a cold hearth surrounded by smooth river stones with traces of a fire. All of this was located under the canopy of a lone, untouched tree with a lush crown. The tree was left alive by the lumberjacks on the condition that it must protect them from the scorching rays of the sun. 
 
      
 
    Give the gift of shade, or die... Sounds morbidly poetic... 
 
      
 
    But where were these cruel masters of their craft? 
 
      
 
    Where were the lumberjacks? 
 
      
 
    They were nowhere to be seen... 
 
      
 
    “Hit the brakes,” ordered Crow quietly, once the raft reached a row of particularly thick, old trees, whose bark was completely obscured by layers of moss and lichen. 
 
      
 
    Three poles were thrust deeply into the murky river bottom; they bent slightly with a crunch, shuddered, and seemed to come close to their breaking point. But the dwarf was already tying a strong rope to a thick, sturdy branch. Mith hurried over and busied himself with securing the other end. Soon, the massive Acromith was swaying in the shallows, securely hidden by vegetation and invisible from either the river or the shore. Everything was exactly as it should be: they were in shade, while the enemy was out in the sun. 
 
      
 
    As for the next step, Crow took things slowly. He wasn’t being cowardly; on the contrary, he was taking time to think and react. The caution was warranted, as he had not managed to gather any real useful information about their opponent. 
 
      
 
    He studied the surroundings. The battle field turned out to be difficult indeed: the tall wooden stumps, which stood in tight rows, reached three feet in height or sometimes more. Tons of vegetation grew everywhere, which could be concealing anything or anyone under its cover. Here and there, jungle vines hung overhead like intentionally placed traps. Beyond the meadow stretched a deep wood that had not yet been touched by sharp axes and jagged saws. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go first,” Crow quietly informed his teammates. “I’ll just take a short stroll along the shore. You keep all your sharp eyes on me. Keep your hands on the moorings. If anything goes wrong, cut the ropes, push off with the poles, exit through the gap, and then move immediately into the current. Don’t hesitate to do this, because the raft is super heavy, and you’re far from strong. So the raft will take a long time to gather speed. The side-current near the shore is your only hope.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “Forget about me — I’ll have time to reach the raft and jump onto it. In any case, it’s better to lose one person than the whole team. I’ll put it this way: if we manage to finish the quest on our first try, then we’ll count ourselves incredibly lucky. But maybe, after we charge in, we’ll get punched in the face; so we’ll quietly pick up bits of our teeth, return to the village, and begin to gather a real fighting force — unless, of course, we fail the quest on the spot. Prepare yourselves for the worst outcome. Meanwhile, I’ll go scout out the area.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    “Break a leg!” 
 
      
 
    With these words, the brave and desperate dwarf stepped onto the gently sloping shore, which was overgrown with dense, springy brush and grasses. He took a step and froze... 
 
      
 
    Silence. 
 
      
 
    What was going on? 
 
      
 
    The dwarf grimaced in frustration, starting to feel angry at the seemingly unflappable enemy. Where was the sound of a vicious growl? Where was the evil whisper from the dark? Where was the foul breath in his face? Where was the huge ominous shadow towering over the daring hero? He saw nothing of the sort. The neatly logged forest stayed silent. 
 
      
 
    It was a very sharp contrast, a very sudden change: to go from the coastline filled with birdsong to the utterly silent riverbank. He wished at least a scruffy chipmunk would run by, or something... 
 
      
 
    “If anything happens, we’ve got your back,” Amou encouraged him in a quiet little voice. The girl was moved by the mystic silence and the feeling of foreboding. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf did not respond. Having frozen in a laughable pose, he resembled a praying mantis with half-chopped off arms. His head swiveled from side to side like it was on hinges; his eyes carefully searched the surroundings; the tip of his foot tested the ground in front and beside him; one hand clutched a potion with a weak acid of amber color behind his back, while the other hand gripped the handle of a heavy, powerful hammer. All possible courses of action were centered on one thing: to discover the enemy and be ready to defend. Attacking was out of the question for now. 
 
      
 
    After a minute, Crow took a small step forward, then another step, never dropping his guard. The silence seemed to laugh at all of his maneuvers. 
 
      
 
    Soon the player reached the summer camp of the lumberjacks, which was located under the lone tree. He immediately realized that he had arrived at the scene of some terrible tragedy reminiscent of old, cheap horror films. 
 
      
 
    On the ground were deep furrows made by the fingers of a grasping hand; here and there were shreds of clothing, shoes, and clumps of hair. Several axes lay scattered here, too; two of them had broken handles, and one had a broken blade. 
 
      
 
    Kneeling with his face close to the ground, the player thoroughly examined every square inch of the camp. Impressed by his persistence and methodical approach, Waldyra presented the stubborn dwarf with a hint: the silently cursing Crow snatched up a tiny piece of something indistinguishable from the ground — something that was crumbling apart, like a mass of burnt sand or scorched wood shavings. 
 
      
 
    “Curse that rotten piece of... wood,” breathed Crow angrily. He hastily collected all sacks, boxes, axes, and whatever else he could find. Then he waved over his adventurous team, who had been patiently waiting on the raft. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up? Where do I attack? Whom do I kill?” whispered Mith fervently as he ran up. It only took him a couple of seconds to reach the dwarf. He crossed the distance using a strange method that could only be described as “the brisk walk of a drunken Indian who had stepped on a hedgehog.” Mith had clearly tried to imitate the dwarf, but failed miserably. Crow decided not to criticize; instead, he handed the cardmaster a heavy sack filled with the lumberjacks’ belongings. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
      
 
    “Loot! Take it to the raft! Quickly!” hissed the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    It only took three trips back and forth to move the lumberjacks’ possessions to the raft and stow them away in the cabin-like structure. 
 
      
 
    “This is stealing, isn’t it?” asked Amou quietly. “We’ve put a stain on our reputation...” 
 
      
 
    “Such stains are easily washed off with some good wine, taken orally. One bottle for each, and it’s all water under the bridge,” muttered Crow, looking into the cabin again to make sure all the trophies were safely hidden. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need any lousy axes or copper pennies from the lumberjacks,” shrugged Mith. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need them — but I do!” snapped Crow. “As for the lumberjacks, they won’t be needing anything anymore. If anyone out of their entire brigade survived, it would be a miracle; and even then, they won’t be alive for long.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “They got dragged off by a Devourer Stump,” answered Crow shortly, dumping bottles of acid and poison out of his bag and onto the deck. “Amou, give me the fire potions. How many of them do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “We bought seven of them from the alchemist named Lightborne,” replied the girl. “According to him, he had ten in total; but he would never part with the three most powerful ones, not for any money. He always carries those three potions with him, wherever he goes. I didn’t even ask him about it — he told me himself, for some reason.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like the guy got burned by something at some point,” snorted Crow. “It happens. Afterwards, you try to be prepared for any more encounters like that. Fine, I get three potions, and you get two each. Mith, we need a card monster with a connection to fire. It has to use fire in some way. It can shoot fire, throw fire, spit fire, or blast it out the other end — it doesn’t matter. Do you have anything like that?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” said Mith, crestfallen. 
 
      
 
    “Not good. Then reshuffle your cards and try to find a monster with blades. One that can cut well. Specifically cut, not pierce.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Amou, you’re responsible for the musical accompaniment. Play something sweet and innocent.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... Something like ‘You are my sunshine, my only sunshine, you make me happy when skies are gray...’?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I meant! I meant, something that keeps darkness and evil at bay; something that makes them weaker. The Devourer Stump is a dark spirit. It is a stump that has come alive, a fragment of an ancient tree that had been cut down by people. If we’re lucky, it’ll just have very long, tentacle-like roots. If not, that’s bad news. That would mean the Devourer Stump is one of those that had learned to move around somehow. I remember this happening only once. Back when Aggrus Smoldrag, a stump from a giant holy elvish oak, was reborn into a dark beast of wood. It swam down the holy waters of the Hinna River, using its roots as oars and poles. It also used its roots to kill elves, demolish houses, break trees, and sow chaos and death in peaceful elvish villages. It was trying to reach the ancient temple of Nature, in order to destroy the altar...” 
 
      
 
    “Oooh! That’s horrible! Did you try to stop it back then?” pressed Amou, her eyes blazing with intense interest. 
 
      
 
    “No,” smiled Crow. “It’s just a story. It illustrates the fact that Devourer Stumps can move around.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that story, too!” suddenly interjected Mith. “From the old gaming chronicles of Waldyra. Actually, it’s because of you that I started reading about the past. I bought a lot of books on the subject! Hm... It was a Great Tree, almost a deity. Aggrusiriudaris Lightleaf it was called, if I remember correctly. It grew on an island very high upstream on the Hinna River, which flowed through the entire ancient forest. The tree was guarded day and night by elite elvish warriors, best of the best. But one night, they got attacked by players. The guard got wiped out and the tree cut down. Interestingly, this was all accomplished within a couple of hours, despite the tree being about fifty feet in diameter. To this day, nobody knows who these super-skilled players were, or how they managed it. As for the Devourer Aggrus Smoldrag, he ultimately managed to reach the temple. On the way, he was protected from fire mages by the same mysterious players. Aggrus reached the temple and desecrated it, destroying the ancient living walls of 5000-year-old magical blackthorn bushes. He broke the altar, wrecking everything in sight. That incident marked the disappearance of some very important elvish holy relics... So, yeah... Crow, be honest, were you there? Were you one of those ‘mysterious ones’?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a blacksmith, who lives at the outpost of Gray Peak,” smiled the dwarf. “And I like reading books, just like you. Sadly, I don’t have enough money for them right now. Will you lend me some books, Mith? I’ll return them as soon as I’m done.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, no problem! Anything for you. Well, what’s next? Are we going into the forest?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, let’s go,” nodded the dwarf. “I don’t think we’ll need to go far. As soon as the system says we’ve found out the fate of the lumberjacks, we’ll retreat immediately! And keep those fire potions handy...” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Harsh logging... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    YOU CAN’T MAKE AN OMELET without breaking a few eggs. 
 
      
 
    Likewise, you can’t chop a tree without chipping some wood. 
 
      
 
    You’ll also end up breaking off bits of bark, branches, seedlings, and whatever else happens to grow in the area. 
 
      
 
    The trio of the most courageous adventurers marched across the carpet composed of the remains of trees that were unfortunate enough to get in the way of a lumberjack’s axe. The woodcutters sure took their work seriously... 
 
      
 
    They had cut a square-shaped chunk of a size no less than 3-4 hectares out of the majestic forest. They must’ve worked really hard, felling dozens of trees a day and dragging the logs to the river, before repeating the endless cycle. 
 
      
 
    Amou gasped in pity, lingered near every trampled little flower, shook her head at the sight of a broken sapling with emerald needles, and sniffed every time she noticed yet another bird nest lying destroyed on the ground. Mith held back from saying anything; but even he eventually began to sympathize with the “green” agenda, especially when his eyes landed on yet another brutal scene left behind by the lumberjacks. At that point, Mith would grumble reproachfully: 
 
      
 
    “They could’ve spared this poor little baby, those monsters.” He nodded at a tiny, thin oak that had been cut down with one mighty swing, and that now would never become a majestic full-sized tree. 
 
      
 
    Crow kept his composure. He was hardly touched by the sight of the logged area. In his time, he had burned down and turned into ashes far more than a couple of hectares of virgin forest. Instead, he preferred to stay vigilant, looking around on all sides, rather than fixing his attention on the maimed nature. As expected, he was the first to spot danger. With a sharp growl, he stopped his friends. 
 
      
 
    “There!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s thick finger pointed at the space between two tall, fresh stumps, the place where untouched grass covered the ground like a carpet that begged to be stepped on. 
 
      
 
    “What’s there?” inquired Mith in a whisper, holding a playing card, which contained an imprisoned monster, at the ready. 
 
      
 
    “Do you see a bump on the ground? A long, thin one?” 
 
      
 
    “So? There are plenty of bumps like that around here.” 
 
      
 
    “That bump is special,” said Crow grimly. “Let’s scald it with a little fire... Here goes!” 
 
      
 
    A glass bottle flashed through the air, the bubbling alchemical mixture sloshing against its sides. 
 
      
 
    There was a tinkle of breaking glass. An angry red flower of flames grew out of the ground. It waved its petals menacingly, scorching the earth and sending out acrid smoke. 
 
      
 
    One second passed... Two seconds... 
 
      
 
    Crack! 
 
      
 
    A long, thin vine whipped through the air — a lengthy, knotted root with blackened bark was thrashing aboveground like a real tentacle. From the root came smoke and sparks — the lump of dead wood hiding underground got burnt pretty severely. Alchemical flame was often much more preferable to the magical sort — though it burns slower, it takes a bigger chunk out of the opponent. 
 
      
 
    From somewhere far away — too far away! — came a furious roar, filled with pain and anger. About 200 yards away from them, several pine trees swayed and a fallen log groaned. Two hundred yards! Two hundred! 
 
      
 
    Amou and Mith stood calmly beside the dwarf, turning their heads excitedly to watch the thrashing of the long and ugly root as it retreated out of sight. 
 
      
 
    Crow, on the other hand, stood dumbfounded in a state very close to shock. 
 
      
 
    Two hundred yards! 
 
      
 
    The tentacle was two hundred yards long! 
 
      
 
    No, of course, this world has seen longer “grabbers,” “squeezers,” and “swatters” employed as part of the arsenal of an evil beast that thirsted for adventurers’ blood. But such things would be encountered in a completely different type of locality, with a totally different level of danger and a corresponding level of monsters. In those places, the players themselves were different: they’d boast three-digit levels, wear the most powerful gear, and attack in highly coordinated teams that understood each other without words. Over there, the monsters with extra-long grippers were challenged by real pros. That’s why the fights were fair and square. But not here! 
 
      
 
    This was supposed to be novice territory. For players below the hundredth level. At that level, monsters cut the players some slack: they attack from a fairly close distance and aren’t particularly smart; they don’t bite anyone too hard, or poison them too strongly, or scare them too much; they don’t burn anyone to ashes, but only cook them to a degree of medium-doneness. 
 
      
 
    And yet, here was a Devourer Stump — which shouldn’t be here at all! — that possessed 200-yard-long tentacle roots! Now it was clear how he had managed to snatch the lumberjacks. But it wasn’t clear how to get close to him. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa!” breathed out Mith. “You got him good! That was awesome!” 
 
      
 
    “Help me put out the fire!’ squeaked Amou, beating back the tongues of the growing flames with a green branch. 
 
      
 
    “This forest isn’t real,” the dwarf had to remind her. “Let it burn. Mith, throw some sticks and branches on the fire. Or anything else that burns.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are we starting a forest fire? Do you think we’ll be able to lure that damn thing into the flames?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We won’t be able to. Our enemy is not an idiot.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why?” 
 
      
 
    “The crackling of flame. The smoke. The smell. The heat,” listed off Crow, throwing an armful of damp sticks into the fire. “Trees are afraid of fire. Very afraid. And now, the Devourer Stump won’t be able to focus on his hunt for us. Every once in a while, he will turn his attention to the fire to see where it is, whether it has been extinguished, and whether it’s coming too near. Plus, nobody said we couldn’t set an Indian trap. And I’m really counting on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Indian trap?” asked the girl in surprise, wiping soot off her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. An Indian trap. If you happen to be faced with a seriously tough monster and doubt your own chances of victory, then start a fire and throw in some soggy leaves to send a thick column of smoke into the skies. You’ll get curious players running to you to see what’s happening — what if it’s something interesting? And so, they end up in the monster’s clutches. And while the monster is chewing up the squealing adventurer, who is kicking and screaming “Where is the b*tch that started this fire?” we’ll sneak up on the enemy from behind and defeat it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not nice!” said Amou, outraged. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! Not nice!” panted Mith, throwing a whole pile of chopped up jungle vines into the flames. “Amou, toss those wet maple leaves into the fire! They say their scent attracts dumb wizards and paladins!” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s a bad thing to do!” 
 
      
 
    “Bad for them, but good for us,” disagreed Crow. “It’s totally within our rights to light a fire and fry up some very tasty acorns and toadstools. How is it our fault if someone decides to join our little party?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re supposed to be proud men! Brave, honest men!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, we’re honest! That’s why we’ll add some damp pine needles — they’ll dye the smoke a grayish color, which, in the language of Indians, means ‘Don’t come here!’“ 
 
      
 
    “Mith, you’re lying! Lying!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll hide over there,” said the dwarf, pointing at a huge chunk of rock sticking out of the ground. The rock’s bluish tinge openly hinted at the presence of ore. But they didn’t need ore; they needed a place to hide. 
 
      
 
    Although, in days past, Crow would have definitely marked this obvious streak of ore on the map. Info like this was always useful; he could sell it, for instance. Hmm... Thinking it over for a second, Crow changed his mind and labeled the chunk of rock on a cheap new map. Later, he will chat with ore-mining players, who were obsessed with hunting for these kinds of rocks. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me!” 
 
      
 
    The trio of players tip-toed after each other, moving away from the fire that was burning full-force now and sending up plenty of smoke. As he went, the dwarf kept glancing at the untouched forest visible nearby, where the Devourer with overly long feelers was hiding behind the trees. In the sea of tree trunks, there were only three places wide enough for the carnivorous stump to fit through. But this wouldn’t present a problem for its roots. That’s why the dwarf was in no hurry to go there. Instead, they’ll wait for a bit; maybe some curious little creature will get drawn to the smoky flame... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first visitors came forty minutes after the trio had lit the flames of the death trap. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, it wasn’t a lone traveler, nor a duo, nor even a trio of adventurers; it was a whole group of about a dozen players. Even Crow himself did not expect the trap to yield such good results. It would’ve been perfect if the guests turned out to be the red-colored, nasty agros — murderers of peaceful workers and passersby — but that would have been too much of a coincidence. This did not happen. Instead, the group was a peaceful team of foragers with green nicknames. They were quite young in the game, all of them being around the hundredth level. 
 
      
 
    Powerful half-orcs and dwarves, elves and humans marched in a tight group, each one careful to stay in formation. Six warriors had formed something like a protective square, inside of which walked four brainiacs of various specializations. Each of the team members had a heavy sack on his shoulders. Each one had a pet. In addition, three heavily laden donkeys trotted along with the group down the forest trail. None of them belonged to a clan. However, even from a distance and without binoculars, it was obvious that this was far from their first trip into the wilderness. They had already been on similar outings. 
 
      
 
    They were definitely foragers. Crow could have sworn that the group didn’t just gather one particular, special thing, but scooped up everything they came across, firmly knowing what can be sold and for what price. Mushrooms, monster “guts,” berries, fruits, pinecones, herbs, juices, rocks, crystals: all of this and more would be gathered along the way. The team would come out of some large, bustling village and walk in a big circle around the area; then, five or six hours later, they would come back to it. And there, they would sell everything to the local craftsmen, or players who knew how to make the right moves in business. 
 
      
 
    As he watched the dozen confident novices boldly forging their way in the world of Waldyra, Crow felt the powerful pull of nostalgia. A very, very long time ago, at the dawn of Waldyra, he was once a novice, too, who didn’t know anything and had no skills. And Crow remembered himself standing at a crossroads of a busy highway, unsuccessfully trying to find teammates to help him kill monsters. Things weren’t going well. Hours went by. The novice had nearly given up and was about to risk going on his own. Just then, he was stopped by an awfully domineering and taunting voice. He looked up to see a rider proudly sitting atop of a glum village ox that was hitched to a large wooden cart. In the cart sat five more people; each of them would later play a big part in the life of the novice, who was now known as Crow. But a special role was reserved for their leader and chief: the taunting rider with a jutting lower jaw, a proudly thrown-out chest, and an arrogant voice that seemed to be asking for a fight. 
 
      
 
    The rider then said the following: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, pleb! Wipe the snot from your ugly face and start doing my bidding!” 
 
      
 
    The only thing that had stopped Crow from getting into a fight on the spot was his desperation — he really wanted to begin some new adventure, to start killing monsters. That’s why the green novice did not drag the taunting, insolent rider off the back of the ox; instead, he wiped his not-so-ugly face and decided to listen to what they had to offer... And soon, the company of six new acquaintances became like a second family to him. Although, the head of the family was such an insolent arse, he often wanted to punch him in the face... Such a long time ago, that was... 
 
      
 
    “Crow!” 
 
      
 
    “Crowchie!” 
 
      
 
    “Wha — ?” The dwarf came out of his reverie. 
 
      
 
    “They’re approaching the forest!” the girl informed him. “They’ll get torn to shreds now, right? And it’s all our fault...” 
 
      
 
    “No, don’t say that,” the player comforted her. “It’s always the fault of Providence. We are only its secret witnesses...” 
 
      
 
    “So we aren’t going to warn them?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We will observe from our hiding place...” 
 
      
 
    “It’s gonna snatch someone,” murmured Mith. “They’re coming to the spot where the long root buried itself. I’m betting one silver coin that it’ll drag off that blonde in a red jacket first.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’ll take that bald, brown-haired guy,” hissed the dwarf, and then added hastily: “Well, if you judge by the color of his beard...” 
 
      
 
    The Devourer decided to choose his victim on his own. 
 
      
 
    The tentacle whipped through the air and seized a red-haired beauty, who began to scream; it smacked her against the ground and dragged her off into the dark woods to the sounds of shocked yells from her companions... 
 
      
 
    A heartrending sight... 
 
      
 
    Amou rolled around on the ground, beating her head against a small stump and moaning through clenched teeth: 
 
      
 
    “It’s my fault! All my fault! We are bad people!” 
 
      
 
    “We are normal people,” Mith reassured her without tearing his eyes away from the unfolding tragic scene. “We are simply waiting for the right moment. Crowchie, when are we gonna pull on heroic tights, throw on capes and rush over to help? Not that I like tight clothes below the belt, but they’re about to get shredded to bits...” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t get shredded,” said the dwarf confidently, watching as the red-haired girl desperately struggled for her life and freedom in this colorful digital world. “These guys aren’t just any random players. They may not be too skilled, but they’re brave and won’t abandon their teammates. At the same time, they know the difference between bravery and stupidity. So they’ll either fight and get their comrade back, or they’ll sacrifice one of their team while the rest get away. Business is above all else, guys. In other words, the contents of those bags take priority.” 
 
      
 
    “What a lousy way to set priorities...” 
 
      
 
    “O-ho!” cried Amou. “Nice hit!” 
 
      
 
    Indeed... One of the four brainiacs stretched out both hands in front of him, palms facing outwards; stones began to hammer the edge of the forest, exploding like bombshells. It was a good spell... Debris flew everywhere: bits of leaves, along with chunks of bark. Around a dozen small trees began to keel over. The grass looked as if it was being cut by an invisible scythe. The racket shook up the whole forest. The guy was pummeling the woods like he had a six-barrel machine gun and was roleplaying Arnold Schwarzenegger’s character from the old cult movie Predator. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the redhead got rid of her heavy backpack, bent over backwards and thrust two hefty daggers into the wooden tentacle. The daggers looked unusual, even when viewed from a dozen steps away. She managed to deal such serious damage to the moving root that it spasmed and let her go, jerking to the side like a whip. The girl fell to the ground. Without wasting a single moment of freedom, she drank two tiny bottles of elixir, one after another, which she had pulled out of the pockets on her belt. Then she took a very interesting fighting stance, with two daggers held at the ready. In that moment, the normally confident and calm dwarf Crow was paralyzed. 
 
      
 
    Literally. 
 
      
 
    Crow froze, turning into a cold unmoving stone with two wildly bulging eyes that expressed only one feeling: indescribable astonishment. 
 
      
 
    His thick-fingered hands had grasped a broken oak sapling and were squeezing it so hard, it was leaking sap. You could say that the dwarf had grabbed the little tree and wrung it the way people squeeze water out of a dish rag. 
 
      
 
    “Eugh...eugh...” Strange sounds issued from the player’s throat. 
 
      
 
    “Crowchie! Crowchie, are you okay?” Mith called anxiously, trying to wrench the tattered little oak tree from the dwarf’s hands. “What’s wrong? Acorn allergy?! Oak intolerance, right?!” 
 
      
 
    Amou, on the other hand, had already understood what was going on. The bard rose a few inches off the ground to stare at the other girl, the red-haired valkyrie with a dagger in each hand. The redhead brandished the weapons, easily beating back a lashing blow from the hidden Devourer’s root; she dodged a sneaky blow from behind by a second root, rolled to the side, then called out loudly and clearly: 
 
      
 
    “Take my bag and go! Quickly!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” barked in response at least half of her companions. Braking sharply, they halted their attack on the fearsome enemy. The order was carried out so quickly and without questioning, it became immediately clear that the redhead was their real leader, the undisputed commander of their squad. Moreover, she was so strict and experienced that her orders weren’t discussed, but obeyed on the spot. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf, who was lying in hiding, had begun to twitch; his shock had not lessened one bit, but instead seemed to be progressing into total stupor. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve no idea what the hell is going on!” Mith confessed out loud as he began to get up. 
 
      
 
    In that instant, Crow came to his senses. The dwarf’s heavy hand grasped the scruff of the cardmaster’s jacket, pulling him back down. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going together. Follow me!” hissed the dwarf, leading by example and crawling down from the rock. 
 
      
 
    The other two followed him, descending from the rocky hiding place and circling around the boulder. About forty steps away, the squad of foragers galloped past them, leaving behind their redheaded female commander. 
 
      
 
    Judging by the sounds of cruel battle, the girl was still alive and putting up a very good fight against the impudent enemy. This allowed the three adventurers to follow their agreed-upon plan, and gave them a chance to relatively safely go behind the wall of trees and approach the Devourer. They had already deduced the location of the monster’s lair. More precisely, it was Crow who spotted it by studying the behavior of tiny forest wrens, foxes, and wolves, all of whom avoided a certain area of the forest. That’s where the adventurers directed their fearful steps... 
 
      
 
    “What are those strange daggers she has, Mister Crow?” asked Amou in innocent tones, looking around for danger and protecting her precious guitar from whipping branches. 
 
      
 
    “Seaxes,” answered the dwarf shortly. He gently parted the rotten, blackened branches of a shrub to let his companions through. 
 
      
 
    “Seaxes?” 
 
      
 
    “More specifically, scramaseaxes. They’re heavy German daggers, which could be called short swords,” explained the dwarf, with no intention to conceal his knowledge of the subject. This would have been dumb after his recent reaction, a scene that could have been titled “I was shocked to the point of a heart attack.” 
 
      
 
    “Their blows are powerful. They can break through a warrior’s armor. They can support the weight of their bearer, which allows him to use them to climb up the walls of an enemy’s castle, a mountain, or a cliff; or to climb down into the underground. With the right skills, they can be hurled at an opponent. Their blades are often poisoned; the handle is heavy enough to be used to stun an ox. The blades are thick — sometimes up to an inch in thickness. In short, it’s a nearly indestructible weapon. It can be used to parry blows from a mace, if you have enough strength to withstand the force of the hit. So, if you run into a red agro with a couple of these daggers, it’s best to run away immediately using teleportation. Don’t even try to fight them.” 
 
      
 
    “That girl’s nickname is green.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is,” agreed Crow. 
 
      
 
    “She’s not an agro.” 
 
      
 
    “No, she’s not.” 
 
      
 
    “A forager, more likely. A very brave one. And very red-headed, too. And when you saw her, your jaw dropped, bit off a chunk of rock, and closed again; you chewed the rock, swallowed it, and then muttered something strange that sounded like ‘but she is in a coma...’“ 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” confirmed Mith as well. “You also whispered ‘it can’t be,’ and ‘irreversible coma,’ and something else I couldn’t hear. Crowchie, who is this woman? If this is one of your acquaintances, then perhaps we should go back and help? Since we’re friends, we are willing to fail a quest for your sake, although it’ll be a shame.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we can fail it!” squeaked Amou in agreement. “We definitely can! We love failing quests, actually!” 
 
      
 
    “Since you’ve taken on a quest, you must finish it!” growled the dwarf in a surprisingly severe tone, but softened almost immediately. “Thank you. Don’t tell anyone what you saw, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, we won’t. We’re on your side, Crowchie! Listen, let’s go help her!” 
 
      
 
    “The Devourer won’t kill her,” snorted the dwarf. “She never had any problems in battle. Her weakness is paying attention.” 
 
      
 
    “She has a pretty nickname! Lorelenna the Awakened.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” agreed Crow. “She has a pretty... name...” 
 
      
 
    “Name?” repeated Amou. “Hmm... Name, you say... Hmm... Crowchie, is that your name or your gaming nickname?” 
 
      
 
    “What an odd question... Okay, from now on, we’re gonna be quiet and watch our step. Look out for danger on all sides. Glance up from time to time — the stump could have sent its tentacle roots through the upper branches of trees. So keep an eye out.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay... So, Crow, are you acquainted with Lorelenna the Awakened? Hm? Don’t deny it! You’ve already given yourself away when you had frozen in shock.” 
 
      
 
    “Possibly,” replied the dwarf hesitatingly. “I may have known a similar girl in the past.” 
 
      
 
    “Was she your friend?” 
 
      
 
    “Even more than a friend... Okay, that’s enough! We’re changing the subject. Let’s focus on thinking about evil man-eating stumps.” Clearing his throat, Crow raised his voice to a strict, commandeering growl. “Focus on the task ahead! And not on the murky past of a poor dwarf, who is swamped with things that need doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really?!” came an extremely angry girl’s voice. “Swamped, is he?!” 
 
      
 
    “Crap...” breathed Crow, turning around to meet the furious gaze of the red-haired girl named Lorelenna. 
 
      
 
    “And who would you be?” inquired the girl fearlessly, her gloved hands on her curvy hips. “Despite being so busy, you still managed to find time to set up an Indian trap!” 
 
      
 
    “The smoke was gray,” mumbled Mith. “That means ‘Don’t come here.’ We were warning others of danger!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly how it was! There’s no smoke without a fire! Don’t you know the saying? So keep going and leave us alone, miss. Can’t you see we’re busy?” 
 
      
 
    “Why you little — !” The girl made a lunge towards the chatty cardmaster, but found her path suddenly blocked by the stout figure of the black-haired dwarf, who stood frowning up at her while holding a sizeable forging hammer in full view. 
 
      
 
    “Is a minor argument worth changing color?” growled Crow. “Yes, we’ve created the smoke; and yes, we’ve lit the fire; but the decision to come here or not was entirely up to you. Or up to your leader. Correct? So let’s just continue with our lives, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Crow Eater,” read out Lorelenna thoughtfully. “You owe me! I’m willing to accept payment in gold or precious stones. Furs will do, too. Let’s settle on thirty gold coins as moral damages for your lowly little trick.” 
 
      
 
    “We ain’t giving you shit!” declared the cardmaster from behind the dwarf’s back. 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” said Amou sharply. “We don’t have any money right now. But we’ll definitely pay you back! We’re good people, honestly! We’ll earn some money and give it to you! We’ll compensate you!” 
 
      
 
    “No, we won’t,” snapped Crow. “Kind Lorelenna was simply joking. She is already flying away into the bright blue skies, through the crowns of birch trees.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you saying?!” snarled the red-haired valkyrie, then gave a short scream and flew away... 
 
      
 
    Literally. 
 
      
 
    The carnivorous stump’s root, which the dwarf had spotted earlier, had snuck along the ground, slithering across the fallen leaves like some terrifying snake. It grabbed the girl by the leg and yanked her upwards. A heavy dagger dropped from the skies, sinking hilt-deep into the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” came the cursing from above. The female warrior had grabbed a thick branch, trying to stay there despite the wild thrashing of the living root. 
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s keep going,” sighed Crow. 
 
      
 
    “We must help her!” cried Amou indignantly. “She is a good person! And we tricked her! Twice now!” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t tricked!” yelled an enraged voice from above. 
 
      
 
    “See?” perked up Mith. “She wasn’t tricked. She chose to come here herself! Let’s keep going!” 
 
      
 
    “We need to help her!” The pitch and intensity of Amou’s cry resembled an ultrasound attack, which caused both men to wince and shake their heads. 
 
      
 
    The redhead clenched her teeth and kept stubbornly silent, refusing to ask for help but also unable to do anything — both her hands were required to hold onto the crackling and shaking tree branch. She wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long. 
 
      
 
    With a brief curse, the dwarf wrenched the heavy dagger out of the ground, leapt up to a tree, and, in several powerful swings, pulled himself up to the tree top. Exchanging glances with the seething mad valkyrie, he climbed a little higher and made a jump, straddling the writhing snake-like tentacle. As he flew through the air in mid-jump, he managed to land a mighty blow with the dagger. The combined strength of the dwarf and the sharpness of the saex’s blade proved devastatingly destructive: the tentacle was almost chopped off. One more hit finished the job. Crow dropped back down from a height of fifty feet, completely unfazed, landing on bent legs and managing to stay on his feet, while leaving a fairly large imprint in the soft ground. Raising an arm, Crow caught Lorelenna as she fell down after him; he lowered her to the ground, gallantly handed back her dagger, brushed bits of wood off her shoulders, then turned around and gave a short order to his companions: 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s go now!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” agreed Mith, nodding. 
 
      
 
    “Ye... yeah,” replied Amou, rather stunned by the maneuvers she had just witnessed and, all in all, quite pleased with the fact that the redheaded beauty got saved from the evil clutches of the Devourer. Speaking of monsters: from behind the trees came the raging roar of the moving stump that had been steeped in darkness. The chunk of wood thirsted for blood. The sound allowed the team to determine its location even more precisely. 
 
      
 
    Crow skipped ahead, weaving easily between trees, although he kept clumsily brushing his broad shoulders against trunks and shrubs. After all, he was no tracker. Moving silently and unnoticeably was not within his abilities. He was a dwarf. Although, there had been certain incidents in the history of Waldyra connected to unusually quiet and agile dwarves... 
 
      
 
    His friends ran behind him. Somewhere on their fortieth stride, Mithril muttered in surprise: 
 
      
 
    “Crow, she won’t leave us alone. How greedy for gold can she be...” 
 
      
 
    Crow looked back over his shoulder and swore. Behind them ran the redheaded Lorelenna, her face showing open curiosity and a certain thoughtfulness. 
 
      
 
    “Go with your friends!” 
 
      
 
    “It was a temporary gig,” she called back. “We had a contract for a couple of days. Are you going to look for the Devourer Stump? But why? A quest? What kind? Can you earn something from it? Do you need a teammate?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” snapped Crow. 
 
      
 
    “No!” quietly growled Mith. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” squeaked Amou happily. “We would be glad to have you!” 
 
      
 
    “Female solidarity is like boiled venom of a rattlesnake, isn’t it, my friend?” Mith asked Crow, having caught up with him as they passed through thickets of hazel. 
 
      
 
    “Not the greatest metaphor, but, yes, you have a point,” sighed Crow dramatically, and then added quietly: “She is awfully curious. Like a burr with the claws of a panther and the teeth of a piranha. We won’t get rid of her so easily. So we’re going to take her with us, share whatever we get, if anything, get back to the city together, then part ways. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” nodded Mith. Then he slowed down and fell back a little. Adding a commandeering tone to his voice, he shouted: “Hey, Lorelenna! We’re taking you with us! But your nickname is too long! So we’re shortening it to ‘Pain in the Butt,’ just to be clear!” 
 
      
 
    “Shorten your nickname to ‘Dirty Trickster’! And don’t get on my nerves, or I’ll make confetti out of you and your cards, you lousy cheat!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a cheat!” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not a cheat!” said Amou, coming to her friend’s defense. “It’s everyone else who keeps tricking him!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not getting tricked by absolutely everyone I meet!” said Mith, offended. 
 
      
 
    “Lori,” grunted Crow, without turning around. “We’ll call you Lori.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” snorted the redhead, easily accepting the nickname with a smile. No surprises there. Crow knew perfectly well that her previous character’s name, although different, also used to be shortened to the same thing: “Lori.” So it was just like in the good old days. He, on the other hand, had preferred to choose a different name for himself after being reborn... 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to do everything as I say,” continued the wise, experienced dwarf. “So we won’t run into any problems...” 
 
      
 
    “Fine by me!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” 
 
      
 
    The four adventurers plunged into the deep pine forest, where dark shadows concealed the threatening silhouettes of unknown monsters. 
 
      
 
    “I like not running into any problems,” murmured Amou anxiously, taking the guitar off her shoulder. “I really, really like not running into problems...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later... 
 
      
 
    “Crow! You said there won’t be any problems!” hollered Amou, running as fast as she could, as she tried to keep up with the dwarf, who was burdened by two lifeless-looking bodies. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, what gives?!” yelled Lori, who was carrying yet another body. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit! Holy shit! Holy shit!” spluttered a two-legged cocoon of spiderwebs as it ran. Through the dense wrappings, Mith’s body could barely be seen. “Holy shit!” 
 
      
 
    “What d’you expect me to do?” snarled Crow in anger and confusion. “Who could’ve foreseen this?! Go left! Left! It’s gonna strike!” 
 
      
 
    The whole team of four swerved left. 
 
      
 
    The spot they had vacated moments ago was struck simultaneously by two thick, heavy, black roots. The roots were covered with spiky branches that glinted with green slime — spider venom. A deep, nightmarish shadow fell on the green meadow; then came a furious roar. 
 
      
 
    A giant twisted stump was slowly flying over the tree tops. It was equipped with a horrible set of jaws, a pair of burning eyes, and a dozen variously sized tentacle-like roots. From the stump in the sky stretched at least several hundred of the thinnest spider silk threads, which were 100 yards long or maybe even longer. It gave the stump the appearance of having semi-transparent gray hair that waved above it and reached up into the clouds. It was a surreal sight, one that caused cold sweating and uncontrollable shaking. And that’s without mentioning the translucent and incredibly poisonous spiders, big and small, that scurried over the entire stump. The spiders constantly added new threads to the “wig” of the Devourer; each of the threads contained numerous tiny bubbles filled with air or some other gas. 
 
      
 
    “Freaking symbiosis! I HATE IT!” roared Crow, balancing two unconscious lumberjacks on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “I’m reaching my limit! I’m gonna run out of breath!” yelled Lori, who was carrying a burden far too heavy for her. 
 
      
 
    “Stay strong! We must reach the river and the Acromith!” 
 
      
 
    “Reach the what?” 
 
      
 
    “The Acromith! It’s our battle raft!” hollered Mith, tangled and struggling against the spiderwebs. “Shit! Shit! Shit! How did this happen?!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want any more adventures like this! I’d rather take up knitting!” wheezed Amou. “Ooof!” 
 
      
 
    “Stay strong, everyone! And don’t forget to zigzag! Zigzag! Everyone to the right! Go right!” 
 
      
 
    Veering right in unison, the four brave players evaded another hit from the spiky, living mace with poisoned branches. They ran down the grassy hill, weaving between tree stumps like balls in a pinball machine. The adventurers slid down the bank to the river and dived under the cover of trees growing along the shoreline. They finished by jumping on the Acromith, which was peacefully swaying on the light waves. The out-of-breath warriors flopped down on the rough, warm logs of the deck. Another angry, evil roar of the flying Devourer Stump reached their ears — the predator had lost sight of its prey. Although it couldn’t see them, it had not abandoned its pursuit. A fresh roar informed them that the terrifying beast was approaching. 
 
      
 
    Jumping up, Crow started running around, doing several things at once: he pushed the motionless lumberjacks under the protective sides of the raft and covered them with the remaining shields; he used a knife to chop through two ropes that tied the raft to the bank; he pushed aside Mith, who was fumbling with the knot, away from the third rope, snarling angrily: 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time for that!” 
 
      
 
    With one mighty swing, Crow sliced through the last rope. 
 
      
 
    Jumping onto the shore, the dwarf dug his heels into the clay edge of the bank. He pushed the raft, straining so hard that his twisted facial expression began to look like the snout of a ferocious monster. With a deep sigh, the super-heavy Acromith moved away from the shore, directing its blunt prow towards the sunlit gap in the plant wall of the tunnel. Then Lori came to her senses, jumping up and seizing a pole. She pushed one end against the bank and leaned her weight on the other end, adding her strength to that of the dwarf. Realizing what’s going on, Mith and Amou rushed over to help. With several energetic pokes and thrusts, the raft gathered speed and splashed across the water towards the exit. 
 
      
 
    Wham! 
 
      
 
    The damaged tunnel groaned, shaking mightily. The walls of vegetation bowed inwards, crackled, and squirted sharp-smelling sap. Pearly swirls of tree “blood” floated across the water. The Devourer Stump had reached them... 
 
      
 
    “Mama mia!” yelped Mith, covering his head from the raining debris. 
 
      
 
    Bits of sticks, green boughs, small monsters, bird eggs, feathers, fluff, and flower pollen: it all came crashing down on the raft, covering it like a monstrous blanket. Amou gave a frightened yell — she didn’t have much health left, and several large branches had seriously grazed her. 
 
      
 
    Dashing towards the girl, the dwarf covered her with a shield, dragged her along for a couple of steps, and threw her into the hut. He would have liked to move the lumberjacks there, too, but there was no time. The dwarf rushed back to the side of the raft and grabbed a boathook. He gave the raft another mighty push, making it accelerate. 
 
      
 
    Wham! 
 
      
 
    The shadows were rent by a flash of sunlight. The sudden brightness was blinding. A part of the tunnel roof simply disappeared. The adventurers caught a glimpse of two thick, spiky tentacles throw aside the tangle of ancient branches. Then three disgusting translucent spiders fell down on top of the deck, arriving with the skill of paratroopers and immediately beginning to spit strong threads of silk in every direction. Within two seconds, they had the Acromith firmly tied to the shore and the walls of the woven arc tunnel, halting the raft. 
 
      
 
    Howling with fury, Crow kicked one of the beasts overboard. Once in the water, the spider began to twitch, losing its feistiness and acquiring loads of problems in the form of hungry fishes, who were extremely happy for the sudden gift from above. Well, what could you expect? Whether it’s a spider or another animal, it’s all just food. So what if it doesn’t fit in their mouths? They’ll eat it piece by piece! A couple of pikes and a long-whiskered catfish rushed up; a few moments later, the fish populace enjoyed a hearty meal of spider meat. 
 
      
 
    Lori ran back and forth, cutting spiderwebs with the heavy saexes and trying to get the raft moving again. Mith helped her as best as he could. The guy was really trying hard, despite the obvious fact that the events were unfolding too quickly for the young cardmaster. He simply failed to keep up with the proceedings and began to mentally stall. It was the same as switching a novice player of tetris from the easiest mode to hard mode; even the little tetris bricks would then seem like horrible brutes. And here, the brutes were quite real: howling, insatiable, huge like a dragon, capable of flight, and possessing overly long tentacles. 
 
      
 
    Wham! 
 
      
 
    The hole in the woven roof of vegetation grew wider. The sunlight streaming through the opening was momentarily blocked. Into the gap gazed the Devourer himself: a huge, mutilated stump with two ugly holes for eyes, from which radiated utter madness, scarlet gloom, and the promise of imminent death. 
 
      
 
    “I feel like I’m gonna piss myself!” confessed Mith, trying to tear his hand away from one of the raft’s logs — the cardmaster got tied down by the remaining spiderling on deck, who had not yet been thrown in the water like its brethren. Crow helped the disgusting arachnid discover the beauty of swimming, sending it away with a kick. The spiderling went skipping across the water, flipping over seven times, before letting out a disgusting screech in farewell and finally drowning. Only a single twitching leg was left on the raft; it scraped against the deck and hammered out a rhythm, as if tapping out an urgent message in Morse code: “SOS! Help us! We’ve all been defeated! Daddy! Where are you?!” 
 
      
 
    And Daddy came. A horrible blow by a bunch of roots destroyed the remaining part of the tunnel, breaking not only the roof, but also the walls; the next hit landed forcefully on the water, missing the Acromith’s stern by inches. A 15-foot fountain of spray shot up; the resultant wave gently rocked the massive raft and pushed it forward. The crew, who was fighting for the survival of their ship, only welcomed such acceleration and helped it as much as they could with thrusts of poles. 
 
      
 
    Push! Push! Push! 
 
      
 
    The Acromith brushed against a tree crown submerged in water, knocked off several dry branches, snapped off a few thick boughs, and burst free onto the wide open river! 
 
      
 
    The combined cry of four joyous voices did not express a tenth of the happiness that overwhelmed the adventurers on the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Keep pushing! Keep pushing!” Crow hurried them, trying hard to keep his voice steady. “Lori! To the helm! Go straight towards the main current! Over by that bunch of fat barges floating downstream!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Captain! I need speed for the maneuver!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get it,” promised the dwarf, while the others supported him as best as they could. Mith gave a strangled cry of “Yeeeah!” while the bard Amou squeaked something unintelligible, trying to drag one of the lumberjacks into the shelter on the deck. 
 
      
 
    The few tense seconds it took for the Acromith to cross the last five yards seemed like eternity to its crew. At last, the raft went through the gap and entered the main current, which caught them like a child happily grabbing a new toy. 
 
      
 
    Overjoyed, Mith yelled “Yesssss!” In that instant, a horrific blow landed on the raft, pushing it several feet underwater. Everything around them got drenched. Several more spiders landed onto the deck; a dozen ropes binding the raft tore with a loud snap. The entire contraption creaked and bucked like a bronco, throwing the cardmaster overboard. Miraculously, he managed to grab onto a rope net that was thrown over empty barrels, which, in turn, were secured to the logs of the raft. Half of the barrels had been turned to useless, broken hulls with jagged edges. 
 
      
 
    The mast was undamaged. Therefore, Crow, deciding that Mith can drag his own wet butt out of the water, began to raise the sail. Meanwhile, he tasked Amou with dragging the senseless bodies of the locals into the hut on the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Pour some antidotes down their throats!” he shouted to her. “Two medium ones for each! Wait two or three minutes, then repeat the dosage. During the pause, give each of them three, or maybe even four, healing potions, and clean the spiderwebs off their bodies. By the way, did you finish the quest?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” croaked Mith, shivering like mad. “We finished it. The system made fun of us by saying something like: ‘Well, now you know what happened to the lumberjacks. Did you wet yourselves?’“ 
 
      
 
    “Well, not exactly what it said — but yes! We have completed the quest! And now we have the additional option of transporting the surviving lumberjacks back to their home village alive. Do you think we’ll manage it?” 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
      
 
    Wham! 
 
      
 
    The Acromith got a kick in the belly. The blow came from below, from the river bottom, and was directed straight upwards. Crow had been very lucky to notice a long, dark shadow stretching from the shore to them. 
 
      
 
    The raft withstood the blow. Even this time, it held together. But that came at the price of even more binding ropes turning to shreds. The logs had begun to move around loosely; now, their remaining hope was the thick, crude iron chain that held the main frame of the raft together. 
 
      
 
    The shock sent the red-haired Lori flying away from the stern, to land on the roof of the shelter. Flat on her face. On her belly, in the pose of a stunned starfish. Literally stunned — the girl was temporarily immobilized, which did not stop her from letting out a stream of swear words so strong, that one of the strings on Amou’s guitar burst and one of the unconscious lumberjacks gasped and moaned, calling on the name of some deity named Issa the Clean... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf grimly watched as the huge black mass that was the ugly stump slowly rose into the clear blue sky. A whole forest of pure white spiderwebs rose up with it. There it was, its weakness... 
 
      
 
    “Some kind of slashing spell would be handy right now,” sighed the dwarf. “Lori, you wouldn’t have some sort of magic that slices across horizontally? Like String of Doom? Or Storm of Blades?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” grumbled Lori, who had come to her senses. “I’m poor and have just barely begun to find my feet. Where would I get that kind of money?” 
 
      
 
    “Then we need to row as hard as we can!” said Crow even more grimly. He was perfectly aware that the heavy raft would not be able to beat the speed of the flying stump. Not even with a sail. Hmm... 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
      
 
    Jumping forward, Lori met the blow from the root with her two crossed daggers; she didn’t quite block it, of course, but only skillfully parried it to the side. The impact threw her backwards. The enemy blow, on the other hand, glanced and landed on the water, rather than the long-suffering Acromith. 
 
      
 
    “Mith!” called the dwarf. “Light the torches! Amou, help him! Light two torches for each of you, and start waving them. Stumps fear fire, so that should slow it down a bit. Keep waving to those accursed barges! Damn, I hope they notice us! Lady Luck, smile upon us at least once; give us, poor beggars, a chance!” 
 
      
 
    Crow’s plea must truly have been so earnest, that it didn’t go unanswered; even if fortune did not smile upon them, at least it spat in their direction. The slow, fat barges that were moving downstream did not stay indifferent to the tragic scene unfolding before their eyes. Sailors scurried across their decks; the sound of alarm bells rang out; several armored guards suddenly emerged, with an archer among them. Moreover, it was an archer with brains, because he immediately began to shoot the right kind of arrows: burning ones. 
 
      
 
    The raft was sailing at a sharp angle, directly towards the barges and away from the shore and the Devourer. Burning arrows whistled overhead, leaving a smoking trail. A part of the fiery gifts struck the monster’s ugly face and singed the stinking, rotten bark. The other arrows got caught in its mane of “hair” made of spider silk; thankfully, there were so many threads that it was impossible to miss. Immediately, the threads began to snap and tear, as spiderwebs are quite flammable, unless, of course, they are spun by the extremely rare and rather intelligent volcanic arachnids. 
 
      
 
    Two dozen arrows later, the Devourer lost altitude, began to smoke, and roared so loudly that the echo carried for leagues up and down the river. The tentacles instantly changed their target. They reached not for the tiny raft, but for the giant barges, seeking to punish the stinging offender. 
 
      
 
    Wham... 
 
      
 
    Two hundred yards! 
 
      
 
    A two-hundred-yard long tentacle! 
 
      
 
    It slammed into the deck of one of the barges, demolishing its structures and breaking wooden boards; but then its luck ran out. The tentacle of the vegetative kraken was swarmed by humans, dwarves, and elves with sharpened axes; and the stump got to experience pain from their blades yet again. A minute later, the root was chopped and shortened by at least thirty feet. A wild, enraged roar informed them that the monster did not like the improvements done to his body. 
 
      
 
    Crow replaced Lori at the helm; he kept one eye on the battle, as he tried to steer the Acromith away as quickly as possible before they got caught in the crossfire. With his other eye, he watched Mith and Amou fuss over the moaning lumberjacks, trying to save their lives. 
 
      
 
    Then the dwarf’s eyes traveled further left, towards the hut, beside which Lori sat cross-legged and gazed at him very, very thoughtfully. Crap... 
 
      
 
    The current that had caught the raft dragged it over to one of the barges. With wind in their sails, the Acromith began to overtake the ship. From the barge’s deck, a guard with a halberd on his shoulder called down to them in a gruff voice: 
 
      
 
    “What happened?! Where did this spawn of Evil come from?!” 
 
      
 
    “Out of the woods back there,” Crow pointed to the barely visible gap in vegetation on the coastline behind them. “The vile thing had attacked peaceful lumberjacks, devouring some of them and immobilizing the rest. We managed to save three of them. Now we’re trying to transport them to a healer in the village.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done a great deed! It’s good that you’ve lured the evil creature out into the open, before it had the chance to cause tragedy in the deep woods, and before it could devour innocent travelers and merchants. A very great deed! You have the guards’ deepest gratitude! When you get to the village, visit the nearest watchtower!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your help! And yes, we’ll definitely visit!” yelled back Crow. “Be careful with the beast! It conspires with vile, poisonous spiders! They may be small, but they’re lethal! They spit out spider silk and, in two breaths, can bind you up from head to foot!” 
 
      
 
    “I thank you for the warning! Steer your raft to the other side of our barge, so we can shield you from the enemy! He won’t get past us! Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you! Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck!” chorused the rest of the raft’s crew. 
 
      
 
    The raft was slowly gathering speed; a steady wind blew into its sail. With a couple of skilled swings of oars, the mighty Acromith began to shift towards the opposite shore. The horrible beast remained behind. Having sunk even lower, it hovered right over the water surface. The Devourer was fighting two barges at once, knocking aside the flaming arrows and trying to sweep the sailors and guards off the deck. The crew, in turn, skillfully evaded the attacks and slashed at the roots with axes, swords, halberds, and anything else they could find. Occasionally, the creature of darkness would get lucky, and, with a cry, a few dallying sailors would fall into the water. Ropes would be thrown down to them, while the other fighters drew the beast’s attention to themselves, not letting it finish off the wounded sailors who were struggling to stay afloat. 
 
      
 
    “How are our wounded?” 
 
      
 
    “Still alive!” 
 
      
 
    “If they can stay alive for a few more hours, then that’s all we need. Mith, go check the remaining ropes binding the raft together. Having the logs drift apart is the last thing we need right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, Sir Croeger! I’ll do it right away! You’ve saved our sorry hides yet again, Sir! You’ve snatched us from the monster’s jaws, Sir! We won’t forget it!” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t forget it!” squeaked Amou in agreement and awe. “We’ll never forget it, Crowcci! But what a nightmare it was! And it all began so quickly...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Crow, turning his thoughts back to the moment when they entered the deep woods. “It all happened so suddenly...” 
 
      
 
    It happened as suddenly as an instant flash of lightning from a gray and barely noticeable storm cloud. 
 
      
 
    Boom. 
 
      
 
    A bolt of electricity. 
 
      
 
    And this isn’t an exaggeration. 
 
      
 
    The cardmaster, who was walking amongst them, simply vanished. Evaporated on the spot. At least, that’s what it looked like at first. Crow just barely glimpsed the tip of Mith’s head sinking into the ground. Then came Mith’s surprised, muffled yell from below. Something incredibly strong and fast had dragged him underground — it turned out that there were deep tunnels and ditches dug in the earth, concealed by fallen leaves. Mith got grabbed by the ankle and pulled into one of these ditches as effortlessly as a person pulls an overripe apple off a branch. 
 
      
 
    Crow chased after him, but it was hopeless; his short dwarvish legs weren’t going to win any races. Not unless he attached a jet pack to himself. 
 
      
 
    Instead, Lori came to the rescue. Fearless and decisive, she darted after the victim. It was far easier for her, with her extra-long athletic legs that allowed her to cover several strides in one jump. She was not impeded by the bothersome roots and branches, since she wasn’t a dwarf — all midgets experienced a handicap when walking through forested areas. It was a cruel and merciless racial penalty. To the same extent, elves suffered underground. Every race had its own home turf; only humans felt equally at home everywhere and nowhere at once. 
 
      
 
    The redheaded warrior dove headfirst into a large pile of rotten leaves, vanishing inside it. Then came the sounds of slashing, shouts, followed by the strangled cries of Mithril. When Lori emerged again, she was hauling something that resembled the cocoon of a caterpillar that had decided to turn into a butterfly — except the cocoon had legs sticking out of it. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had they managed to free Mith than Amou screamed, and the four brave adventurers found themselves playing tag with a new deadly danger: nearly two dozen translucent disgusting spiders came crawling out of nowhere and tried to have a nice little feast. The team managed to get away with minimal losses, although getting poisonously stung a few times was unavoidable. They saved themselves by using the health potions and antidotes they had brought along. 
 
      
 
    During the insane game of tag with the spiders, they stumbled upon “human popsicles” lying in the dirt. These turned out to be the unfortunate lumberjacks who hadn’t been eaten yet. At that moment, the game system mercifully informed them that they have now found out the horrifying truth behind the lumberjacks’ disappearance. The fun game of tag with death turned into an equally fun chase with the same opponent. This time, the game was joined by the main enemy. The malicious undead stump broke through the dense vegetation, collecting spiders as it went. Once they landed on the stump, the spiders began spinning fine threads with gas bubbles trapped inside. The monstrosity began to rise up slowly, helping itself with its ugly, tentacle-like roots. 
 
      
 
    In short, it was horrifying. 
 
      
 
    But they managed to get away. The heaviest blow was received by the fat barges with well-armed crews. Meanwhile, the four adventurers hastily retreated downstream in the battered, but still reliable, Acromith. The amount of money and effort that Crow had invested into the giant river raft had paid off, after all. 
 
      
 
    The accursed seventh task in the quest chain was successfully completed. Well, almost completed. They still had to reach the village. But they were almost there. Their ugly pursuer got distracted, and the river current was fast and steady. 
 
      
 
    And Lori kept looking and looking at Crow, thoughtfully polishing the daggers with thick blades to a shine. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf tried to blend in with the logs of the raft and prayed for their journey to be over quickly. The rest of the time, he kept quiet or gave one-word answers, weighing every word and fearing sudden trick questions. But Lori continued to stare at him in silence. 
 
      
 
    Crap... 
 
      
 
    When the raft bumped heavily against the pier, the alarmed village guards jumped on deck and began questioning the tired warrior foreigners. As Mith rhapsodized about their adventures, Crow walked up to him and whispered in his ear: “I gotta go. Urgent call.” And then, without waiting for a reply, he set off at a brisk jog towards one of the village’s shops. At the same time, Crow took along all the unused food supplies from their journey, carrying almost everything on his shoulders. At the village shop, he bought a small keg of beer. He forcefully shoved everything into his bag before using a transport crystal and flying back to the windswept grim outpost of Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    Only once he got home did the player sigh in relief. He plopped down on the ground, ignoring a bunch of hopeful men with expectant expressions who had approached the semi-finished wall. The guys turned out to be convoy men. They quickly drew attention to themselves with loud fake coughs and deep-voiced exclamations. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” croaked the exhausted dwarf, looking up at the men. 
 
      
 
    “Everything!” happily declared one of the men. “We’d like some beer, meat, eggs, bread, and anything else you’ve got! As for the beer, we can take a triple portion!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, we’ll take it!” clamored the others in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “We can take even more — no such thing as too much beer!” 
 
      
 
    “Just a moment,” whispered Crow hoarsely. He got to his feet with difficulty and marched towards the market stand. “Just give me a moment, please.” 
 
      
 
    He may have been tired, but things still needed doing. He couldn’t afford to slack, especially since the newly arrived convoy turned out to be one of those that had already been here before. The locals have memorized the important fact that they could find delicious food and drink here. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day flew by without incident. Not that there was much left of the day. Just a few hours... 
 
      
 
    After conversing with his workers, Crow sat down on a bench and placed a mug of beer onto a freshly carved table. The special mug was the very same one he got from the beer brewery. He bit off a chunk of dried fish, gulped down some beer, let out a long sigh, and watched the sun slowly set behind the mountain peak. 
 
      
 
    He managed not to screw up today. That was lucky. Seems like he still has it in him. His skills are as good as ever. But today’s encounter... Holy moly... 
 
      
 
    Why was she in Waldyra? 
 
      
 
    Actually, that’s a stupid question. Where else could she go? 
 
      
 
    Crow remembered her: her pitiful figure, lying on a specialized hospital bed too large for her, stuffed full of medical equipment. He remembered the hissing of the apparatus that supported the fading life of the girl. He could see her face, barely visible beneath thin cloth... He could see her body, only partially covered below the waist. She couldn’t be covered entirely — too many burns. Too much damage. Too much unbearable, scorching pain for a petite girl of 5’1” who weighs next to nothing... Her coma was truly a merciful gift, as Crow knew how cruel the pain from burns was; how it tortures your hallucinating mind that just can’t shut it out. They all got a taste of that pain. It’s because someone tried to kill them together, at a moment when they were all happy, drunk, and carefree, as they celebrated yet another victory... 
 
      
 
    Giving his head a shake, the black-haired player let out another grievous sigh; he tilted his mug, taking several large gulps of beer. And as he lowered the mug, the dwarf spotted something that made him choke. 
 
      
 
    A couple of steps away from the border of his property appeared... the Acromith... 
 
      
 
    The massive raft stood with its sail raised and a little flag fluttering from its mast. The crew happily sat on its deck, dangling their legs over the sides of the raft. Except that the raft wasn’t going anywhere — it was standing on dry ground. Yep, that’s right. A raft stood in the center of a rocky ravine (although, to be fair, there was a little pond ten steps away). 
 
      
 
    On the deck proudly sat, grinning, Amou and Mith... and Lori. 
 
      
 
    Oh crap... 
 
      
 
    “Before you ask what the hell it’s doing here, I’ll tell you myself,” said the brave captain Mith, jumping up. “We couldn’t just leave it! But we don’t have anywhere to keep it... And you have tons of space!” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell would I do with a raft in a desert?” barked Crow, not taking his eyes off Lori. 
 
      
 
    Amou shrugged. Mith scratched his head. The redheaded amazon, however, got up and, placing her hands on the handles of the heavy daggers, said amusedly: 
 
      
 
    “Who knows? It’ll be a monument! Or a gravemarker — if you are who I think you are.” 
 
      
 
    A gust of wind stirred up a cloud of dust; a ruffled partridge scurried past; a jackal howled mockingly somewhere in the distance. Crow stayed silent, slowly sipping his beer... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    What is a feathered alarm clock supposed to do? Harsh guests in harsh lands 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE RAFT HAD TO BE DRAGGED onto the dwarf’s property. The ill-tempered Vurrius would never allow such an ugly thing to remain on neutral territory. The Acromith stood with its sail raised, proudly showing off its battle scars. 
 
      
 
    The raft immediately drew a couple of onlookers, who began to make guesses about the potential purpose of a flotation device in the middle of dry land. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the yard stood the puzzled guards who were on break. They, too, speculated about the mystery. Every once in a while, they would glance up nervously at the cloudless sky — was it going to rain soon? Could it be that the local citizen Crow knew something was coming? Perhaps he was preparing for the worst... 
 
      
 
    Then they would exchange worried looks again: was the raft made of cedar wood? Did a brass alarm bell hang nearby? 
 
      
 
    Could a rainstorm really be coming? One that would last for forty days or so? And the strange dwarf Crow, having grown a silver beard, will start calling all birds and beasts to the raft... 
 
      
 
    Well, at least that’s how Crow joked to himself as he watched the curious people and imagined their thoughts. 
 
      
 
    But it’s unlikely they considered him to be the wise Noah. 
 
      
 
    They probably thought he was a total moron, who had decided to sail amongst trees, rocks, and sand. 
 
      
 
    However, the onlookers didn’t stare at the glum dwarf for long. The eyes of the players and the guards slowly traveled to the red-haired valkyrie with two daggers. She was sitting outside the perimeter of the property, right beside the unfinished stone wall, which was currently about two feet high in that spot. 
 
      
 
    On top of this section of the wall, Lori laid her daggers, using them to hold down the ends of a large cotton kerchief, spreading it out like a tablecloth. On top of the kerchief, she set down some simple country-style food: a roasted chicken, five ripe tomatoes, one sweet onion, half a loaf of bread, a little dish of salt, and one extremely hot red pepper. A little off to the side stood a clay pitcher filled with kvas — a traditional drink made of fermented rye bread. Lori had skillfully prepared to have a meal in the digital world. She stuffed another kerchief behind the collar of her flowery patterned shirt. Then, the redhead flexed her shoulders, decisively grasped one leg of the totally innocent chicken, and tore out the drumstick with a juicy crunch. She poked it into the dish of salt, tore off a strip of meat with her teeth, bit into a juicy tomato, and closed her eyes in bliss, chewing everything thoroughly. 
 
      
 
    The gloomy dwarf became even gloomier. He drained the remaining beer out of the keg into his mug, sipped it unhappily, then looked up at the sky with hope: has it started to rain and hail yet? It would chase away the uninvited guest, probably. 
 
      
 
    Lori broke the onion in half, peeled off its outer layers, and began to chow down again, remembering to tear off another hunk of meat from the chicken thigh. 
 
      
 
    Crow drank his beer, now looking down at his feet: perhaps a mighty earthquake will happen? And the earth will open up and swallow the cruel devourer of completely innocent chickens, which had long been entered into every cookbook of every nation in the world, as the world’s stores of chicken are running low... 
 
      
 
    The redhead held her breath, shut her eyes tightly, and bit off a quarter of the hot pepper. She began to huff and puff, turning red as a field poppy, and hastily bit into the chicken, followed by a tomato and a chunk of fluffy country bread. 
 
      
 
    Crow gave an involuntary gulp and turned his miserable, pleading eyes to the guards standing nearby. Maybe they will chase away the brazen murderer of tomatoes? The guards hurriedly turned away and began to loudly discuss problems with the harvest of jumping mandarins in the far-away Pygvelea. There are problems, you see, with the mandarins — the new variety is too jumpy, making it impossible for the farmers to wrangle with them. Crow sighed heavily and fell into total despair. In several loud gulps, he finished his beer and set his mug aside. 
 
      
 
    Lori was taking her time to enjoy the cool kvas from the clay pitcher. 
 
      
 
    Crow looked around desperately — anyone? The guards had quietly dispersed, walking away towards the tower. The cowardly players trotted off after them, shouting something about needing to go hunting. The fish had hidden in the depths of the pond. The eagle Chrys stuck his head under his wing. Grubber dived under the hill, dragging his brother along with him. The rest of the workers hurried after them. Soon, there was nobody left in the yard — nobody, except for a large snail that was slooowly crawling away, muttering something to itself. The dwarf had the impression that the snail was saying “I’d better stay out of this,” or maybe “You are so screwed, Crow...” 
 
      
 
    With a crunch, Lori tore off the second chicken leg. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” inquired the female warrior, pointing the drumstick at the dwarf. “Are you going to stay silent until I finish eating the roasted rooster? By the way, his owner butchered him, because the birdie refused to crow...” 
 
      
 
    If Crow possessed a special kind of holy vision and looked up at the sky again, he would have seen something curious: about a hundred feet above him, an angel was rolling about, clutching his sides and dying of laughter. He kicked out his golden-sandaled feet, banged his blinking halo on a cloud, and stuffed both fists into his mouth. The grim locality must have never seen such sincere and irrepressible angelic mirth before. 
 
      
 
    The damned cheat and his musician friend managed to get away, leaving the poor dwarf with a half-broken raft and a rather angry woman, who was slowly devouring a roasted rooster. 
 
      
 
    “Madam, could you please remove the chicken from the fence?” said Crow in a tragic voice. “It’s going to leave grease stains.” 
 
      
 
    “This is a rooster. No better place for a rooster than on top of a fence,” replied the stubborn redhead, clearly happy that Crow had broken his silence. 
 
      
 
    “Hm... Madam, maybe you want to buy something?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I’d buy a club. Along with a dozen nails, a shovel, a large white bedsheet, and two wilted daisies.” 
 
      
 
    “You never change,” sighed the dwarf, exasperated. “All you want is to bury someone and place a couple of daisies on top. Wrapping a nail-studded corpse in a sheet and throwing it into a grave has long gone out of style. At least spend some money on a coffin. An oak one.” 
 
      
 
    “You wish.” 
 
      
 
    The redhead proudly threw back her head. In her eyes danced sparks of both joy and anger, which had fused together. 
 
      
 
    “I knew it! I realized it as soon as your new friends told me a ton of interesting things about you. Like your words, slip-ups, battle tactics, and that feeble indecisiveness of a traumatized hamster that is so familiar to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Oi! No insults, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, how else would you describe your obsession with lengthy preparations? Just look at the raft! That’s not a raft-- it’s an armored cruiser complete with weapons and a sickbay. Damn... It sure made me wonder...” 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Baby,” said Crow, looking directly at the girl from underneath his heavy eyebrows. “Long time, no see. I’m glad you’ve woken up. The doctors said the outlook wasn’t promising...” 
 
      
 
    “I wanna hug you.” The redhead angrily wiped her left eye with the back of her hand. “Let me in.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but no. This is my private property, you see.” 
 
      
 
    “C’mon, just once? I’ll hug you a bit, maybe even give you a little kiss. On the cheek.” 
 
      
 
    “Well... As long as it’s only once and only on the cheek.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. Can I?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to think about it. Give me three days. Actually, no... I’ll need about a week.” 
 
      
 
    The redhead gave a sniffle, got up silently, and leaped over the fence, immediately landing into Crow’s waiting arms. They both froze in a tight embrace. Just an embrace, while holding completely still. And so they stood, motionless, for about five minutes. Then, wiping her tears, Lori mumbled: 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Zap. We’ve been done in, huh? Absolutely and entirely done in.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not entirely,” whispered Crow, tenderly stroking the girl’s hair. “Not entirely. We’re still alive and will soon grow back sharp fangs and long claws.” 
 
      
 
    “It hurt so much when I woke up. So much. And you weren’t there!” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Baby. Forgive me. I was told that you had almost no chance. Just waiting around would have driven me insane. That’s why I decided to act. But I’m so glad you’ve woken up. Are you in pain right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Not right now.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s great to hear. Waldyra heals. Can I have some kvas and roast chicken?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Give me a club and a dozen nails...” 
 
      
 
    The angel hovering over the embracing couple smiled faintly as he gradually faded into the sky. The smile might have been one of satisfaction, as if he had personally helped bring about the reunion. With a quiet ringing sound, the angel disappeared. As he did so, two bright little sparks fell into the small pond; they sank, settling on a leaf of an underwater plant and turning out to be two tiny golden eggs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the dead of night, the tomb was silent... 
 
      
 
    Well, almost silent. Quiet rustling came from a thick blanket spread on top of the stone floor. 
 
      
 
    The coarseness of the men’s blanket was softened quite a bit by two large, fluffy pillows lying side-by-side, as well as a thin sheet and a country-style patchwork quilt. Nearby stood a copper candleholder with three crackling wax candles. Two empty bottles of wine were lying in a corner. 
 
      
 
    With her arm around Crow, Lori was clicking her tongue in thought. The clicks came out sharp and loud. Crow did not interfere, knowing perfectly well that the redheaded amazon was currently pondering their situation. Also, she was angry — if she wasn’t, she wouldn’t be clicking her tongue so fast. 
 
      
 
    About three minutes later, the girl finally finished her meditative clicking and grumbled: 
 
      
 
    “Well, we have a chance. A tiny one.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s still a chance.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s tiny.” 
 
      
 
    “But it exists. And that’s all we need.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that I’m here, the chances are better, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah. Your presence just adds to the headache. When are you leaving? At dawn?” 
 
      
 
    “What if I really do leave?” threatened the girl. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” nodded the dwarf calmly, pressing his chin into Lori’s shoulder. “Leave. Go hunting. At six A.M. Wake me up once you get back.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, ha...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m serious. Unless, of course, you want to be part of our plan.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll join you!” said the girl at once. Then she pulled the quilt over her bare shoulder. “Is it always so drafty in here? By the way, I can clearly see two hiding-places in the wall.” 
 
      
 
    “Already got your skills?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. I’m an admirer of Lara Croft, after all. So I try my best to be like her. Remember how exactly I discovered a hidden trap underfoot that contained the Black Echo and saved everyone’s life?” 
 
      
 
    “I could never forget it — since you keep reminding me.” 
 
      
 
    “Or how I saw a tiny lever hidden in the tangles of grape vines — a lever that opened the secret door to the magical storeroom of the shah Gaz Al’Lebiri? Remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “As you should! So what’s in your hiding-places? Building materials?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. Bricks. And a little money. So, you’re joining us, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m joining you. Our saintly leader hasn’t lost his touch, has he? Hasn’t drowned in his own arrogance yet?” 
 
      
 
    “He hasn’t. He took his relocation to Waldyra surprisingly well. He made jokes, celebrated like a kid, and rubbed his greedy little hands together. Although I did see occasional anger in his eyes. He doesn’t like it when someone takes something from him. Especially if it happens to be his legs — ” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t,” Lori interrupted him, a shudder passing through her entire body. “Don’t say it.” 
 
      
 
    “Pain doesn’t exist here,” whispered the dwarf. “So, are you going hunting in the morning? Also, I want you to take over all matters related to selling. In short, I’m happy to entrust you with hunting and selling; that leaves digging and construction to me. I’ll send Chrys over to help you. He loves to hunt jackals. He beats the stuffing out of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Stuffing? Out of jackals?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” snorted Crow. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, it’s a deal! I’ll bring you so much meat and other stuff, you won’t know what to do with it, or where to put it.” 
 
      
 
    “Pfft! You don’t know what you’re saying. The men from the convoys and caravans that visit here are absolute gluttons.” 
 
      
 
    “But listen, Zap! Aren’t your plans a little too ambitious? Okay, I understand if it’s our dear leader. That would be right up his alley. His recklessness knows no limit; his ego is the size of Planet Earth. But what about you? Have you evaluated the possibilities? Estimated the scale of the plan?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not in a hurry,” smiled Crow. “Our main weapon is knowledge. Nobody knows about this spot. Even though it’s only a few hours away from Algora. The second spot is on the other side of the world. It’s a nice tropical island that is being torn apart by civil war. That’s where the real challenge is. But that’s not our problem. He will have to deal with it himself. But he can only begin after we send up a rainbow. We’ll do it first, immediately followed by him. But first, he will have to establish himself on that island somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I remember about the rainbow... Thank god, we didn’t sell that info back then. Even though we could have gotten quite a bit of money for it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve never had a problem with money.” 
 
      
 
    “Until now.” 
 
      
 
    “Until now,” agreed the dwarf. “Well, medical treatment costs money. Okay, okay, I won’t bring it up again. Listen, you do know that us walking right into each other cannot have been a coincidence, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No such thing as a coincidence,” agreed the girl sleepily, already beginning to fall into the abyss of dreams. “Someone brought us together. In one way or another. And gave us a chance to recognize each other. Good night, Zap!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” murmured the dwarf, turning to gaze up at the stone ceiling, over which was a thick layer of earth, and overtop of that began the night sky. “We were brought together. I can already guess who has that kind of power in his hands right now, with enough to do the trick. Someone’s getting too big for his angelic britches, huh? Good night, Lori! And good night to you, too, you angelic bastard.” 
 
      
 
    Having spoken his mind, Crow shut his eyes and went quiet. 
 
      
 
    Over the dwarf’s hill, lying right on top of thin air, was one of the Immortals. With his arms folded behind his head, the angel rested on his back as he admired the millions of digital stars. The angel was likewise falling asleep, slowly and surely; but before dozing off, he murmured with pride: 
 
      
 
    “I ain’t getting too big for anything. And who are you calling a bastard, you bastard? Good night, Zap. Sweet dreams, Lori.” 
 
      
 
    With a quiet, crystal clear ringing sound, the figure of the sleeping angel began to ascend into the heavens and soon dissolved completely in the night skies. The guard standing on watch gave his head a shake, rubbed his eyes, and stared into the darkness again. 
 
      
 
    The outpost of Gray Peak was peacefully asleep... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nothing could have prepared the wildlife in the surrounding area for the apocalypse that early morning. 
 
      
 
    The fleet-footed Lori left the warm bed at the crack of dawn. Crow did not feel her leave. He did, however, see the results: the entire market stand, plus two more tables, were buried under piles of meat. Crow had given the girl full access to his property since the day before. And she didn’t wait to use it, having rearranged all the sales items to suit her own tastes. Later, he should introduce her properly to all of his workers. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, however... Crow really disliked falling behind on work. That’s why, after a brief snack, he returned to the underground room, and carefully folded up and removed the bed; then he grabbed a spade and decisively thrust it into the ground. This time, there were no distractions. He didn’t need to keep running outside to stare at the distant horizon; nor did he need to pry information out of the guards regarding the arrival of the next caravan. Now he could devote himself completely to the work at hand. This was exactly what he had been needing all these weeks. The dwarf made excellent use of the current advantage: in the next three hours, he got more work done than in the past several days combined. He would have done more, but he needed to do something about the huge pile of excavated soil. Thus, Crow began to move it all outside. But this time, he did not carry it outside the boundary of the outpost. Instead, the player dropped it right at the foot of the hill; then he compacted it with his feet, poured more soil on top, and compacted it yet again, adding gravel as he did so. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf had decided to expand his hill. He was no Bilbo Baggins, of course; they weren’t even related. Nonetheless, Crow was just as capable of turning his hill into a home. And now, with Lori at his side, the dwarf’s soul was singing with happiness. He was ready to move mountains, slay dragons, uproot ancient trees, or stuff some wayward genie back into a lamp. 
 
      
 
    After checking on his workers and making sure they were busy, not ailing, and not hungover, he told each of them about the girl and about her being not just some stranger, but a very important person. The workers showed total understanding, and asked for more beer. Crow promised each of them half a keg of beer, plus a dinner feast, if they all work really hard today. The workers showed even more understanding, and began to work so hard that their hammers and shovels creaked and moaned for mercy. Even the stone mason shed a few quiet tears over the amount of work that had been assigned to him. Well, what do you expect? Half-kegs of beer need to be earned! 
 
      
 
    Speaking of construction, the wall was growing quickly. All four corners had already been completed; the trench had been dug. The materials, however, were running low. Stones didn’t appear out of thin air by themselves. Nevertheless, Crow did not run out into the fields to search for rocks. He reassured the mason dwarf and returned underground. The reason was his recent discovery in the process of digging. When he had dug down fifteen feet, he came across a pile of rubble, regular bricks, natural stones, and roughly hewn blocks. In other words, he hit the jackpot. The dwarf had reached the peak of an underground mountain. Now, he had a huge clean-up job ahead of him, as he could not entrust the secret of his discovery to unknown players or any of the locals. If the info leaks out, it’s all over. 
 
      
 
    In the next two hours, Crow dragged outside five dozen rocky boulders, a countless number of smaller stones, and about twenty large stone blocks. The latter the player dragged off to the side, towards the hill, where he arranged them in rows and covered them lightly with soil. He was trying to avoid drawing attention to them. Since the wall hadn’t been built yet, everything in the yard was clearly visible to passersby. 
 
      
 
    Why the secrecy? 
 
      
 
    Well... 
 
      
 
    The blocks were old — ancient, actually — and had traces of carvings here and there. If this kind of material gets incorporated into a wall, then many people will simply not notice them. Other people, however, such as the more observant players, will definitely take interest and ask: where did you get this building material? Where did you dig it up? What is Crow supposed to answer then? 
 
      
 
    That’s why the blocks and shards of regular bricks will be used for the walls of the new underground rooms, whose rough outline Crow had drawn right on the ground. There would be a storeroom, another storeroom, a third storeroom, plus a small room akin to a lodge — not everyone likes sleeping underground! The gray-haired veteran Vefodius, a former village guard hired by the dwarf, had experienced sleeping underground before, of course. However, he had made it perfectly clear that he prefers being on the surface, and that sleeping belowground should be reserved for the dead. And so, Crow promised to build him some semblance of a lodge that would only be half-below the ground. The veteran was left satisfied by the answer. Meanwhile, the player was left to fulfill the promise. 
 
      
 
    Among other buried things, the dwarf found three colorful bricks — the special ones — and hid them away in his secret alcove. It was the same alcove that was so easily discovered by Lori. 
 
      
 
    Crow met up with the redheaded amazon again quite soon. The girl had bravely met a wave of insanely hungry convoy men, quickly handed out the food supplies to them, accepted the money, and dusted off the now-empty sales table. However, they had no time to talk until lunch, when the workers, their master, and the new female resident had sat down at a pair of tables, which were placed end-to-end. Together, they dug into a hearty stew. Conversation flowed easily, full of jokes and nonstop laughter. The beer mugs stood empty, but the dwarf hadn’t forgotten his promise and kept nodding to reassure the workers that the precious alcoholic nectar will be brought by evening. It’ll be fresher than fresh. That meant he would work for another three or four hours, and then he would have to go to Algora and buy some food supplies. Thankfully, he had managed to earn enough money today. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Night was falling slowly but surely, coming with the confidence of a fully fledged master. It must be time to head to Algora, in order to generously spend the hard-earned money. The money must be spent only on the most important and most needed things. At least, that’s what Crow thought, having grown used to making all decisions with the diligence and stinginess of a true peasant. 
 
      
 
    But Lori had a totally different opinion. That’s why, as Crow prepared to leave, the workers stood smiling not only at him, but also at the red-haired girl behind his shoulder. The girl towered over her companion, being more than a foot taller but not nearly as broad shouldered. The dwarf looked like a half-buried boulder; the girl looked like a thin blade of grass swaying in the wind: thin, fragile, fickle, and with a stubborn character. 
 
      
 
    They must celebrate their reunion! Not in a guy manner — with one bottle and two bags of chips — but as dictated by the canon of true romance. That is, a restaurant with live music, a beautiful dress on her, not-too-ugly-or-torn clothes on him, an incredible hairdo for her, hastily brushed teeth for him, a skilled waiter, a table in full view, a thick menu with numerous dishes, a wine menu that is a mile long, topped off by frequent and jealous glances from neighboring tables at the redheaded beauty. In other words, a total nightmare in the opinion of the dwarf, who had no intention of shaving his beard. Nevertheless, he had no way to refuse a romantic dinner. Besides, Crow himself really wouldn’t have minded spending a bit of quality time with Lori. 
 
      
 
    Just not in a restaurant! 
 
      
 
    That’s why they settled on a small, lively town that was located at the intersection of a dozen merchant routes that led in every direction. The town had plenty of shops, reasonable prices, a wide selection of goods, and top-tier service. There was also a sufficient number of pharmacies, smithies, and restaurants. 
 
      
 
    With a light flash, the happily smiling couple dissolved into the air, being magically carried away to the far south. They reappeared on a narrow street paved with light blue stone. 
 
      
 
    The town was called Nougrell. The first thing noticeable about the town was its striking narrowness. The houses were squeezed together side-by-side, looking like stone candles or upright pencil cases. The streets were no more than four or five strides wide; only a small carriage would manage to fit through, and only with extreme difficulty. There were no wooden buildings, only stone ones. The houses were made of every kind of stone imaginable: blue, red, purple, yellow, green, rainbow, and other colors and combinations. 
 
      
 
    There were no painted homes in Nougrell! 
 
      
 
    All the colors were due to the natural hues of the stones. Such were the town’s laws: the homes had to be built out of rock, decorated only with rocks, and couldn’t be painted. The roofs were made of good ol’ clay, and the clay had to be white! Wooden fences were destroyed mercilessly; stone hedges, on the other hand, were encouraged, especially if they were covered with green moss or a mass of wild vines. If Crow remembered correctly, the town even awarded an annual prize to the owner of the most classical-looking fence. Also, each house was required to have a weather vane of polished red copper on its roof. 
 
      
 
    The parks resembled numerous oases in a sea of stone. As for trees, preference was given to century-old oaks and ancient pines. Every park had a cozy restaurant, where, for a small sum, you could buy some proper food and drink. But that’s only if the customer was looking for normal, regular food, such as a piece of cooked steak or a trio of thick sausages, with a side of boiled potatoes covered with melted butter; a third of an apple pie with a top crust of baked cheese; plus a cup of strongly brewed tea or a mug of wondrous, fresh beer. 
 
      
 
    From Crow’s point of view: it’s an excellent choice of menu! 
 
      
 
    From Lori’s point of view: it’s unrefined grub for the unwashed masses. 
 
      
 
    In Crow’s opinion: it’s food in its original, intended form, which is also tasty and filling! 
 
      
 
    In Lori’s opinion: is this edible? 
 
      
 
    But the final decision lay with the dwarf, so the clearly displeased amazon had to yield. She also agreed not to wear an overly fancy dress, settling for a simple cotton one, which had pretty embroidery along the hem. Crow marched along in clean, roomy pants and a shirt. On his feet were short boots. And that was all. 
 
      
 
    Having quickly gotten their bearings, the pair of visitors to Nougrell walked off towards the far edge of the town. On their way, they stopped by various shops, stores, and other establishments. 
 
      
 
    First of all, Crow paid a quick visit to a pharmacy, as he couldn’t get the thought of the dormant disease out of his head. Without a box of the super-expensive pills, he wouldn’t last. Damn curse of grave diggers! To the dwarf’s surprise, Lori also purchased a fair amount of various medicines. He decided not to ask. He knew that she would stubbornly refuse to answer, until she decides to tell him herself. 
 
      
 
    As they were leaving the pharmacy, the dwarf heard a ding! from the game’s interface: it was a message from the cardmaster Mith. The message was short: 
 
      
 
    “Hi! How is everything going, dear Señor Crowcci?” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s instant reply was even shorter: 
 
      
 
    “Die!” 
 
      
 
    He got no more messages after that — Mith and Amou seemingly understood that Crow was angry enough to kill them for spilling his secrets. That’s why the cunning pair of adventurers decided to wait a little longer, and then repeat their attempt to restore relations with the ill-tempered midget. Crow, on the other hand, swore to himself that if he ever agrees to help them in the future, then he will make those blabbermouths and cheats work very hard for it! 
 
      
 
    Their next stop was a branch of the Able and Gabre brewery, where the beer was magically delivered straight from Algora. Here, however, the price was four times higher. They had no choice. They bought four kegs of beer, then paid for them to be delivered to the closest site of mass teleportation, where they planned to go at the very end of their trip. 
 
      
 
    After leaving the establishment, they walked down the middle of the street, listening with interest into the conversations of the players who hurried past them. Neither Crow, nor Lori were surprised by the fact that they were going against the flow of the crowd, composed of both players and locals. Why should they be surprised? The explanation lay in the animated poster that hung on a wall and fluttered in the gusts of wind. Pictured on the poster was a warrior clad in steel that banged his fist on his shield and loudly announced to the whole street that the Stone Trio fighting tournament was about to begin. 
 
      
 
    Anyone could participate. All they needed was to pay two gold coins to register, and not be late for the start. The tournament was fought in teams. It was one of the most popular types, where each team had three members. 
 
      
 
    Why was the “fighting trio” version so popular? It was because of all the possibilities when choosing the best combination of members for the team. Should it be tank-mage-archer? Archer-archer-archer? Tank-warrior-warrior? Tank-tank-mage? Tank-healer-archer? Or tank-mage-healer? This was just a fraction of all the possible combinations. A minuscule percentage of them. And the listed examples consisted of the most general and pure classes. There was plenty of room for strategizing. Players would spend hours watching, calculating, theorizing, and thinking over all possible situations. 
 
      
 
    It was worth the effort — the town of Nougrell offered a very hefty monetary prize for the winners of the tournament. Money was given to those teams who finished in the top ten; those in lower placings received some pretty good participation awards. In addition to these prizes, the organizers of the tournament also gave the first fifty teams gift certificates for a month of free food at any of the town’s restaurants. This was one of the reasons that the town of Nougrell was always so lively. 
 
      
 
    In addition to all of that, the tournament would be closely watched by the clans of Waldyra, who are always looking for fresh talent. There is no doubt that many of the participants will be offered to join one of these clans. 
 
      
 
    In short, the tournament was interesting for the participants, as well as for the spectators and any interested parties. It was even more interesting for the town’s government, with its greedy politicians and businessmen who loved to make money. 
 
      
 
    But Crow and Lori were walking in the opposite direction, away from Rugandoll, a tall and majestic tournament arena with dark gray walls and numerous carvings that showcased epic battles. Usually, it was impossible to find an empty seat in a restaurant. Now, however, it couldn’t have been easier — all the players and many locals had gone to watch the bloody fights. Today was the quarterfinal. 
 
      
 
    As they strolled down the street, Crow stopped several times to make purchases, then waited for Lori to finish her shopping. Before continuing on their way, he would make a request to have the purchased goods delivered to the place of mass teleportation. Twice, Crow noticed thieves and house-robbers sneaking across rooftops and slipping over walls. Naturally, they couldn’t have chosen a better time to go stealing. Many of the homes presently stood empty. Go in and take whatever you please. Although, many of the homes have secure magical protection against break-ins, which can rapidly turn any thief into a smoldering pile of coals or a puddle of slime on the floor. By the way, Lori spotted the thieves six separate times. Not surprising. This suited both her class and her rank. Dwarves, by contrast, do not like to look into the distance. Why stare at the horizon, when everything you need is right in front of your nose? 
 
      
 
    Their chosen spot was right next to an ancient watchtower. The thickness of its walls was mind-boggling; the window slits were remarkably narrow; the pointy roof ended in a surprisingly sharp spike; and the glowing weather vane spinning on top brought on philosophical thoughts regarding the fragility of life. The tables were square and made of stone; ditto for the stools. The tabletops were covered with cloths; the stools were topped with puffy cushions that made you want to immediately sit down on them and not get off them for as long as possible. That’s exactly what the dwarf did, plopping himself down on a stool and resting his elbows on the table. Ah, what bliss... Perhaps he should buy some furniture like this for his own home. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna have soup in a bread bowl, and a goulash with dumplings,” declared the dwarf right away. Then he stared at the night sky, thoughtfully chewing his lip, and added: “And beer!” 
 
      
 
    “No surprises there,” grumbled Lori, sitting down beside him. “Should I order?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. I’ll start off with the soup, too. Then I want lots of greasy roasted pork, covered with spiced sour apple sauce. And beer!” 
 
      
 
    “No surprises there, either,” muttered the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “By the way,” noted Lori, gesturing over a waiter from the neighboring table, behind which snoozed an overly chubby man who hadn’t managed to finish the whole roasted pig in front of him. “A while ago, I got an awkward little message from Mith and Amou. They say you are thirsting for their blood... Did I upset you so much by coming?” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t,” answered the dwarf, gently placing a hand on her knee. “But those blabbermouths and their huge goddamn raft on my property? That pisses me off! But tomorrow morning, I’ll call them to — ” 
 
      
 
    “To account?” 
 
      
 
    “To work! I’ll make them haul logs and stones!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll make him haul logs and stones,” Lori corrected the dwarf. She pointed out several items in the menu to the waiter. “She will be helping me. Let the hogs dig, toil, and sweat; the noble lionesses have their own things to do. Lion things.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take two beers,” grunted Crow. “Maybe even three...” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! I’m not surprised. Even back there, you could easily down at least five mugs. Here, you can drink as much as you want, you hairy midget. And I need to give you a haircut.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t let you!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see about that. As for the bard girl, don’t touch her! I’m serious. I’m going to try molding her into a reliable teammate of the supporting class. One that provides musical support. However, it’s better for her to choose a different pet. Nightingales are great in every regard, except for their fragility. You look at the birdie wrong, and it dies. Speaking of birds...” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare touch Chrys!” interrupted the dwarf hastily. “And I don’t need a speech about fighting effectiveness! And no, I don’t plan to ditch him and get a stone worm, a mole, or a rock-eater instead! No, no, and no! Keep your hands off my bird!” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” said Lori thoughtfully. She leaned back slightly, looking at the dwarf through her half-lowered eyelashes. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf, in turn, looked at her, and not without enjoyment — the girl had decided to transfer her real appearance into Waldyra, albeit with a few small changes regarding her height. Her height, by the way, was slightly above average: 5’9”. She had a thin waist; a graceful, and maybe only slightly too long neck; a high-set bosom; a cute heart-shaped face; long red hair; and eyes that were a clear, shocking blue. Besides height, there were other differences from her real self, of course; but they were insignificant. Like elvish ears, for instance. 
 
      
 
    Yes, Lorelenna was an elvish female in the prime of her elvish years. And she looked stunning — there was no doubt about it. The girl kept drawing glances from the handful of locals and players who had ignored the start of the tournament. Lori did not use any kind of special design template; she simply managed to transfer over a bit of her real-life boldness and charm. This made her stand out in a way that even the best-designed beauties couldn’t compete with. Nobody was in a hurry to make acquaintance with her, however. The main reason was the presence of a grim, black-haired dwarf. His level wasn’t too high, nor did he have any particularly dangerous weapons in view. Yet, somehow, his presence seemed to command respect, and the mere sight of his broad back caused every enamored guy to seriously think twice. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t let you kill my eagle!” repeated the dwarf. “He was my first friend! When I transitioned to live here, he kept me company. I climbed up a mountain cliff to get him! I almost fell off, too. Then I hand-fed him... I’m not giving him up!” 
 
      
 
    “You climbed up a cliff, so what? Big deal!” snorted Lori dismissively. “Before this, you could get to the top of a cliff like that in several jumps!” 
 
      
 
    “Before this, maybe. But back then, I was one of the Magnificent Seven,” smiled the dwarf quietly. “That’s why I could do a lot of things that I cannot do now.” 
 
      
 
    “The Seven doesn’t exist anymore,” said Lori sadly, grabbing a cold mug of beer. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t,” agreed Crow, raising his own tankard. “Cheers.” 
 
      
 
    They each drank half a mug and set them back down on the table. For a few moments, they said nothing. Then Lori broke the silence. 
 
      
 
    “There aren’t many left of us, huh. Only — ” 
 
      
 
    “Four,” the dwarf finished her sentence. “You, me, and him, the blueblood. And one more, who acquired angelic wings and ascended into the digital heavens.” 
 
      
 
    “Lex turned into a Demon,” snorted Lori derisively. “Remember what he kept saying during the fighting at the Blood Reefs? Hiding in a puddle, he’d look up at the Immortals in the sky and say ‘The real strength is in their hands,’ and ‘They have the real power.’ It seems like he got his wish.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” smiled Crow. “He became an angel with god-like powers. It’s good that you’ve brought up the Blood Reef — I just remembered one of our old friends. The Sleepless Clan has an interest in our outpost. Or, it did. I haven’t seen any of their warriors there for quite a while now. They even had some spies stationed. I didn’t see them, but I sure felt them.” 
 
      
 
    “And her?” inquired Lori with thoughtful interest. “Was she there? The Black Baddie?” 
 
      
 
    “The Black Barracuda? Yeah, she came. She even spoke with me. Personally. I had a minor altercation with a Sleepless recruit, and she came over to fix the situation.” 
 
      
 
    “In person? Because of a minor squabble at a barely known outpost? That’s ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” nodded the dwarf. “For an important person like her, it’s unusual.” 
 
      
 
    “Does she know?” 
 
      
 
    “About our goal? No. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be there anymore. I waited on purpose to start digging, as I still sensed strangers nearby. Now they’re all gone and it’s quiet. Very suddenly quiet, right after the violent snowstorm. I had a chance to think it over recently and decided it was all connected to the centurion Vurrius. It all comes back to him. He is at the center of all this mess.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve no idea. That’s why I wanted to ask you: find out as much as possible about Vurrius. I have no time to do it; I’m too busy with everyday tasks. Soon, you’ll get sucked into the endless cycle of household work, too. I’m not kidding — you will. That’s why, while you’re still free, please try to find out about Vurrius. All the dirty details. Everything from his birth until now.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” nodded the girl. “Now I’m intrigued myself. I love secrets! Listen, Zap...” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think BB might have recognized you? You know, your previous self from the Seven?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah,” snorted Crow. “And let’s keep it that way! Although she certainly sensed something and got suspicious. Tried to trap me in my own words.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! If only she knew... Back then, at the Blood Reefs, you managed to kill her four times. We also took down plenty of other Sleepless warriors. She can’t have missed the fact that we were hired mercenaries, since we let everybody through to the center of the reef, except the Sleepless. And she realized that we were under paid contract to take their heads.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” sighed Crow grimly. “She’ll never forget something like that. The Sleepless dumped tons of money into preparations to seize the unique spell of the Ancients. If not for us, then the Black Baroness would have become the Great Navigator by now. Of course, I’m not sure she isn’t already. But still...” 
 
      
 
    “We sure ruined their epic party,” Lori laughed. “And I didn’t even get the chance to cross daggers with the great BB. I was too busy chasing and trying to kill a certain very nimble thief, who turned out to be surprisingly tough and skilled at using an extremely powerful spiked chain. He almost did me in. But I got him in the end... Ha... We have a lot to reminisce about.” 
 
      
 
    “But we shouldn’t live in the past,” observed the dwarf. “So, will you find out about Vurrius?” 
 
      
 
    “You want me to dig around in someone else’s past? I’d love to. I’ll get to it first thing in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about sneaking inside the watchtower! You’re nowhere near that level yet! And you don’t have enough skills!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need a clumsy dwarf’s advice!” retorted Lori. “Oh, look! Here comes our soup in bread bowls! We’ll visit a magic shop after dinner. I need to buy a dozen spells. Hey, Zap... Maybe you’ll get a baby warthog after all? Instead of Chrys. I mean, who needs wings these days?” 
 
      
 
    “I’M. NOT. DITCHING. CHRYS!” 
 
      
 
    “Geez, you’re stubborn... Well, Amou won’t be able to get out of it, for sure. I’ll turn her birdie into dog food. And Mithril will have to say goodbye to his cute pooch, too. And we’ll get a real guard dog!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re evil. And I already have dogs! Two of them! Soon, they’ll grow up and start ripping out the throats of thieves!” 
 
      
 
    “Evil, yes, I am,” agreed Lori. “And you can’t have too many dogs. As soon as the perimeter wall is finished, we should get five or six more puppies. And hire an animal trainer, one of the locals. After that, we’ll call an animal wizard and a traveling master zookeeper. We must not skimp on security. I think I’ll have another beer!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t doubt that you will.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, maybe the Baroness is the one who became the Great Navi? What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Totally possible,” agreed the dwarf, rubbing his callused hands together. “Ever since our old friend and mercenary Miku Tail managed to grab the plaque and disappear via teleport as he was pursued by that damned Easy Wind of the Sleepless, we haven’t heard anything from poor Miku. He disappeared from our radar and never surfaced again. I have a suspicion that Easy Wind caught up to Miku and killed him, and then took the spell. Afterwards, BB could have hidden the plaque in the most secure vault in their hellish citadel of Barad Gadur. Then she began to gather resources for building a giant fleet. And when the time came, she learned the spell and set in motion this insane arms race. The shipyards of the Ancients are churning out one ship after another. Soon, all fleets will set out from the continent... I’m not alone in thinking that the spell fell into the hands of one of Waldyra’s clans — seems like that’s what most people think. And that’s why ALL major clans have begun preparing to build a fleet. If they’re not stockpiling logs and canvas for ships, then they’re stuffing their treasuries with diamonds and gold. That’s fine by me. Everyone will sail away, and we’ll be left on our own.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be left free to carry out our little plans,” squinted Lori dreamily. “I hope you’re right. It’s better to be the first frog in a quiet swamp, than the last tadpole in a boiling cauldron. Enjoy your meal, Zap.” 
 
      
 
    “And you, too,” replied Crow. “You, too, Baby. Enjoy your meal.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Walls are a man’s best friend in harsh lands. Kill first! Ask questions later! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DWARVES ARE HARDWORKING people. 
 
      
 
    A tenacious race. So tenacious that, if they want, they can turn a rock into dust with just one glance. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf Lucri was no exception. 
 
      
 
    While his employer wandered across the vast expanses of Waldyra, sailed in rafts, battled evil tree stumps, saved lumberjacks, got reacquainted with his old female friend, spent days and nights with her, and also enjoyed special cuisine, the dwarf Lucri worked steadily, only occasionally taking breaks to sleep. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf Lucri was working as hard as he could on the first fence he would ever build. It was going to be so tall and impregnable, it could easily be called a castle wall. 
 
      
 
    In the very early hours of the morning, Crow crawled out from under the hill, regretfully leaving the bed in which Lori was still fast asleep. His sleepy eyes were met with an incredible sight: all four of the wall’s corners were finished, as well as the wall between two of them at the shortest end of the yard. That is, the side closest to the watchtower was now completely shielded by a stone wall. The wall was sturdy, tall, and thick. It looked harsh and impregnable; its entire appearance seemed to say “Get lost!” At the corner of the wall, the gargoyle and the stone statue with a bandaged head gazed at the watchtower with mild disdain. 
 
      
 
    Off to the side, next to a wide and deep trench, the young mason Lucri was digging around in a pile of massive stones. 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing the noise of heavy footsteps, Lucri looked up and saw Crow, who silently handed him a mug brimming with beer. Well, why not? The sun hasn’t come up properly yet. It was still dark. It could be considered a continuation of the night. And drinking beer at night isn’t the same as drinking it in the morning — all rituals have been observed; no rules have been broken. Crow simply wanted to show his deep appreciation for the mason’s work. What better way to cheer up a dwarf than with a mug of glorious beer? In addition to the beer, he also brought six fat, cold sausages laid across a chunk of rye bread. (The sausages had been brought back from Nougrell the night before.) Lucri openly accepted the gift with gratitude. Without leaving his workspace, he began to eat greedily. In between chewing and gulping, he would sometimes pause to complain about his unfortunate fate: 
 
      
 
    “There’s almost no good stone left, master!” Munch, munch, munch... 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get you more stone soon,” promised Crow. “Just eat, and don’t worry about it.” 
 
      
 
    “The rest of the materials are almost gone, too.” Munch, munch, munch... 
 
      
 
    “We bought everything yesterday. Here, have some more food. Don’t forget the beer, too. Here’s another mug for you.” 
 
      
 
    “My chisel is about to break! The shovel is all worn out, too.” Munch, munch, munch... 
 
      
 
    “We’ve bought more tools, as well. I’ll bring them to you. Don’t you worry about that. Most importantly, take care of your own health.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m plenty healthy! Master, will there be more work after this? Once I’m done the wall?” 
 
      
 
    “There is a lot of work here,” Crow assured his hardworking employee. “Don’t forget to rest! Okay, I’ll go get your tools and building materials. And then, I’ll go look for more stone.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Master! Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “Here is another mug of beer for you!” 
 
      
 
    On the way to his personal dungeons, Crow typed a quick message addressed to Mithril: 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t forgiven you, but I want you to come. I need workers. If you show up with a tonne of rocks, I might have some mercy on you.” 
 
      
 
    There had been no reply yet; Mith and Amou weren’t in the game. They must be sleeping in their own little beds in the real world — or lying embraced in one little bed... In any case, it was none of his business. Right now, Crow needed working hands. More specifically, one pair of working hands. Even though Lori seemed to be mostly joking, it was downright obvious that the bard had caught the stern eye of a mighty lioness. That is, Lori had some sort of plan. And Crow wasn’t about to get in her way. To satisfy his thirst for revenge, Mith alone will be enough: Crow will cuss him out once, then forgive him. 
 
      
 
    But that “once” will take the form of a long, grueling workday as a common slave with no rights, who has been forced to work on the construction of a Dark Citadel in the desolate jungle of Rabu An Maartos. He might not be able to provide Mith with a buzzing cloud of tiny biting insects, but he certainly won’t have any problems supplying blows with bamboo sticks and angry shouts. He’ll just replace bamboo with pine. 
 
      
 
    Smiling at his evil thoughts, Crow grunted with satisfaction. He popped two pills to relieve his fever, thought for a moment, then swallowed a third. The disease was progressing. That’s why he can’t sit around doing nothing. The disease served as a better driving force than any bamboo stick ever could. 
 
      
 
    Snatching up a brand-new shovel and pickaxe, the dwarf looked around to make sure there were no hungry convoy men in the vicinity, and then descended under the hill. In the dark corridor, he could hear the frequent long yawns of the waking workers. Soon, the yard will come alive again and continue to improve itself further. 
 
      
 
    The cooking was left to their full-time chef Grubber. 
 
      
 
    Today, his brother Woodman will be tasked with creating five large chests and five smaller ones. Their possessions were growing in number, yet there was nowhere to store them. 
 
      
 
    The other workers were sent as a tight group beyond the boundary of the outpost. Fetching logs and stones was their main goal. They needed to fetch as much building material as possible. 
 
      
 
    The hunter Rodson will leave quietly after them. Before lunchtime, he had to supply the kitchen with a certain amount of meat. 
 
      
 
    Lucri was busy constructing the wall. 
 
      
 
    The old guard will take his post at the top of the hill. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Lori will set out on a mission to gather intelligence. She will try to find out more about Centurion Vurrius. 
 
      
 
    On his way past the storerooms, the dwarf grabbed a large pitcher of fresh milk for the two young snakes, who were growing quickly. They were no longer babies, but near-adults who only recognized their master. With a rustling sound, they slithered across the stone tomb, their beady eyes glinting in the dark. 
 
      
 
    The snakes procured most of their own food: they snatched up insects, as well as mischievous mice and rats that happened to drop in. Milk, however, was a real treat for them, as evidenced by their prolonged, furious hissing every time it was brought. Just like now. The snakes were already waiting on the threshold, wrapping themselves around their masters legs and hissing impatiently. As soon as the contents of the pitcher flowed into the food bowl, the young snakes immediately lowered their flat heads to the milk and began to drink... Oh, reptiles... And they needed to be fed specifically by him, since the dwarf did not wish to let anybody else into the room. Nobody else, except the redheaded female warrior. Thus, the dwarf had to bring over the milk himself every day. As for the puppies, they were being raised and socialized by the workers, although the growing dogs preferred the company of the old veteran guard and spent entire days with him at the top of the hill. Sometimes, the hilltop was also visited by the striped tomcat Nagl — even though he was still very young, he had already started hunting mice. 
 
      
 
    Lori was still snoring away... 
 
      
 
    Crow really didn’t want to wake her up. That’s why, after scratching his beard thoughtfully, he tiptoed across the room to one of the hiding-places. Reaching into the tiny vault, he scraped out several coins, pulled out a magic transportation scroll, and crept just as quietly back outside. Uttering one single word, he disappeared in the magical flash of light. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Algora greeted him with tender sunshine and warm drizzling rain. The fine drops drummed against the pavement and the roofs of houses, hammered on doors, and knocked on windows. The little streams of warm, dirty rainwater merged into raging torrents that flowed into the numerous storm drains, falling into the sewers in crashing waterfalls. The water carried away dirt and various garbage — anything ranging from fallen leaves to broken objects. Sometimes, it would grab along living creatures, too. A clay bowl drifted past Crow, spinning in the dirty water. It had a passenger on board: a tiny lizard with a black-and-yellow striped body and a bright red head. It was an exceedingly poisonous beastie. In one bite, it could kill a player whose health was lower than 500 points. Suddenly, the bowl tilted sharply and crashed into a storm grate, shattering to bits. The lizard tumbled into the sewers with the silent dispassion of a true killer. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, the player walked on, quickly merging into the crowds of passersby, who hurried in different directions while shielding themselves from the rain with multicolored umbrellas and raincoats. Soon, many mushrooms and medicinal plants will appear — the game’s system had alerted him to the fact with a message. 
 
      
 
    Mushrooms were good. Unfortunately, Crow’s destination was the Mage Guild of Algora. It was a shame to waste an entire scroll on non-urgent business like this, but Crow liked progress. Really liked it. He had several spells that were ready to be leveled up. He also realized that with Lori’s arrival, everything will speed up exponentially. Their comings and goings will become full of surprises and take on an aura of danger, potentially with a whiff of freshly spilled blood. Lori is a natural-born killer, just like that black-and-yellow striped lizard. 
 
      
 
    She likes quiet, peaceful days and sleeping in for as long as possible. However, she doesn’t like it when her daggers rust from neglect. That’s why the dwarf assigned her to the task of finding out the centurion’s secrets. She’ll crawl out of her skin, doing everything possible and even the impossible. And that’s why Crow wanted to be maximally prepared for any unpleasant surprises. That’s why he will also stop by the Warrior Guild. And he’ll also visit a cheap Animal Shop. And then, he’ll hurry home... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Mage Guild met the dwarf with indifference. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, okay. Here comes some black-haired midget. 
 
      
 
    So what? 
 
      
 
    Plenty of people like that hang around here. Countless numbers of them. He hasn’t done anything special to stand out from the crowd. Actually, he hasn’t done anything at all. And thus, nobody was going to roll out the red carpet for him; nobody was going to shower him with rose petals; and nobody was going to blast the trumpets as he entered the guild. 
 
      
 
    Which was perfect. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf quietly made his way to the place he needed, chose the required door, popped in, parted with a set sum of money, popped out, and went through the next door... Rinse and repeat. Such an efficient course of action betrayed his extensive experience — he didn’t even look at the signs, correctly choosing the shortest path to his goal every time. However, due to the size of the ever-present crowd hanging about, the amount of yelling, and the number of shouted questions adding to the din, hiding wasn’t particularly necessary. 
 
      
 
    Everything went quickly and smoothly. Fifteen minutes later, the dwarf left the majestic building and crossed the courtyard. He was about to exit, when he suddenly jumped backwards and off to the side, at the same time grabbing a stock-still girl player by the shoulder and dragging her along. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?!” squeaked the young enchantress with an amazingly thick and long golden braid that hung down her back. She had a pretty nickname: Loxie Goldencurls. 
 
      
 
    “That... That is something evil,” answered the dwarf, slowly backing away. “Follow after me quietly. He has no interest in us. But it’s better not to anger him, so don’t even think about hit — ” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s cautionary advice was drowned out by the roar of a fireball that careened towards the gate. 
 
      
 
    The spell had been cast by a slender wizard elf with a shapeless mat of chestnut hair and a thin, long beard. The fireball exploded loudly, splattering across the walls, the gate, and the pavement, the latter of which immediately began to smoke. But the spell missed its target. The scary beast easily avoided the flash of fire by leaping up into the air. With a crash, it landed back onto the pavement, sending out sparks and shedding something that looked like swirling shreds of darkness. 
 
      
 
    “What in the world is that?” repeated Loxie Goldencurls. 
 
      
 
    “I think that might have been a horse, at some point,” breathed Crow, diving behind a shrub. “And now, I don’t even know what that is... Maybe a strong killing curse. Or the steed of a Horseman of the Apocalypse. Or maybe a normal horse that has been wrapped in the shroud of a powerful dark spell...” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf was unsurprisingly stumped by the question. 
 
      
 
    The thing that stood at the gate, noisily sniffing the stones of the pavement, hardly resembled anything in particular. Its four legs ended in heavy, spiked hooves. Its body was definitely horse-like, but it was so densely wrapped in a powerful blanket of swirling gloom, that it was hard to tell. As for the head... It definitely possessed two burning, evil eyes, as well as long, huge jaws that were studded with hundreds of fangs, and a snake-like forked tongue. There was no rider — thank god! Occasionally, an evil rasp issued from the beast’s throat — something that sounded like strangled neighing. Over its head glowed a dangerously red inscription: “Pom the Forsaken.” Its level was 240. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh! 
 
      
 
    Another fireball, sent by the same idiot, hit the beast square in the face. The fireball burst. The beast leapt forward, right through the flames, covering the distance between itself and the mage in one leap, and hitting him square in the chest with its spiked hooves. The idiot mage died instantly, leaving behind a silvery cloud of mist that settled on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Through the wide-open gates rushed in a dozen guards with spears and shields held at the ready. Out of the doors of the guild came running several mages in multicolored robes. They all began to advance on the mysterious monster that was standing still in the middle of the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    “The beast is cursed! Cursed!” yelled one of the mages warningly. “Full of incredible strength! Be careful, good guards!” 
 
      
 
    In that instant, the dark creature made an extraordinary jump, leaping over the fence and landing on the other side. Frightened yells and screams came from the street: 
 
      
 
    “Guards! Guards! Guards!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re coming!” shouted the captain of the patrolling squad. 
 
      
 
    The protectors of the city hurried outside, followed by the mages. As they ran, the wizards avoided stepping on the shreds of dark mist that swirled over the pavement. One of them kept summoning a stream of silver light, saturated with golden sparks, and bringing it down on the leftover bits of darkness, which made the gloom shrivel up and disappear. 
 
      
 
    A couple of seconds later, everything was quiet again. 
 
      
 
    “Bye!” Crow bid his neighbor farewell and walked away. What a crazy thing to happen in Algora... 
 
      
 
    “Bye! And thank you!” came the girl’s voice from behind him. The dwarf waved his hand in farewell. His next destination was the Warrior Guild. 
 
      
 
    For the first half of the way, he lazily mulled over what he had just seen. Though the monster was horrifying, he had certainly witnessed worse ones in his former days. Sometimes, he even had to create more terrifying monsters himself. 
 
      
 
    The horsey named Pom the Forsaken belonged to the latter category — he was made. Perhaps not from scratch, nor from an embryo; but he was still artificially made. To create such a beast, you would need a regular, peaceful animal that has a particular dislike for a certain individual, either a player or a local. Then the creature must be placed within the bowels of a certain type of artifact, which must be cranked up to full power. Or you could achieve the same thing with the help of vile enchantments that would fill the horse with evil, dark magic. This would warp the animal’s true nature, turning it into a horrible monster that thirsts for blood. Whose blood? The blood of the person in whom the animal had previously shown an unhealthy interest. 
 
      
 
    Let’s say, you kicked a baby elephant. And elephants have good memories. Excellent memories, in fact. But the baby elephant cannot do anything to you — you’re too big, and he’s too small and caged. But then, someone kindly decides to help and pours some dark power into the baby elephant’s trunk. Soon, the elephant’s cage shatters to bits, and the zoo becomes host to something so nightmarish, all snakes will enter early molt from stress, and the lions and jaguars will tremble like scared little kittens. 
 
      
 
    In this case, the clue to the mystery hovered directly over the head of the mutant horse. “Forsaken.” Crow was about 70% sure that someone, at some point, had abandoned a regular horse. The owner had walked off, leaving the poor horse all alone. For a day. Or two. Or three. Maybe a week. Or even longer... Then the lonely and hurt horsey was visited by someone cunning, who possessed powerful dark magic... A while later, the horse got turned into a demonic beast, which began to search high and low for the one who wronged it. And it’ll find him. It definitely will. Sooner or later, they’ll meet face to face... 
 
      
 
    However, creating such a beast is a lot of headache. Each one is an original work that takes lots of time and money to make. Someone had to have a serious grudge against the “forsaker” of Pom. And their grudge was thoroughly toxic and evil... 
 
      
 
    Oh, well. Who cares? Let whoever abandoned the horse face the consequences. As for the rest of us, it’s not our problem. We have enough trouble on our own plates, with no time or money to spare. 
 
      
 
    During his quiet visit to the Mage Guild of Algora, Crow put every second and every copper coin to good use. 
 
      
 
    First of all, he took advantage of a sneaky and little-known loophole by visiting a certain tiny room on the first floor, where sat an ancient graying archivist. He was a bald and deaf grandpa with poor eyesight and weird habits. Nevertheless, he was cheerful and kind. He loved sauerkraut and homemade pickles. And that’s exactly what Crow brought him. This made the old guy very happy. As thanks for the gift, he wrote a note for Crow and told him to show it to every mage. Immediately, the cost to increase the level of a spell would fall by two-thirds. The generous discount was for one-time usage, lasted only an hour, and only for four spells. To receive the most benefit, it would have been better to wait until he had to level up very expensive spells. But Crow wasn’t a mage. He didn’t need to learn spells of the Ancients. And he could really use a discount. 
 
      
 
    In the end, he leveled up four spells. 
 
      
 
    “Pitcher of Water” became “Large Pitcher of Water.” 
 
      
 
    “Digger’s Aura” didn’t change in name, but did move up to the next rank. 
 
      
 
    “Miner’s Spree” also climbed up to the second rank. 
 
      
 
    “Stone Drill” became “Bronze Drill.” 
 
      
 
    He had other spells, too, but they didn’t get improved. Still, the trip turned out to be more than worthwhile. Now, he will be able to dig soil even more efficiently. Starting today, he will begin mastering a newly acquired spell that he got almost for free. All he had to do was win one game of thimblerig against a young apprentice wizard. Winning honestly was impossible. That was because the young trickster used teleportation magic. However, every time, he would teleport the marble to the same place: under the edge of the mat on which he sat. So all Crow had to do was pull back the edge of the mat, and voilà! The dwarf received a spell called “Miner’s Cry,” which penetrated 30 feet into the earth and showed if there were empty pockets of air or underground streams ahead. This magic will come in handy... He’ll shout underground until he loses his voice. 
 
      
 
    While thinking of this and that, the hardworking dwarf had reached the Warrior Guild. Truth be told, he showed up there with practically empty pockets. But there was a little trick that allowed a player to learn two skills absolutely free, as long as they were their very first fighting skills. In the world of Waldyra, knowledge and connections decided many things. He had no connections left. But he still had the knowledge. 
 
      
 
    Upon entering the park studded with plant-covered statues of warriors, Crow snorted under his breath. He had learned about this loophole from their saintly leader, who looked down upon using such plebeian workarounds. Their leader, in turn, had found out about the trick from an old acquaintance, whom he often mentioned with a note of reverence in his voice. This meant a lot, since few people could expect any respect from the blueblood. This malicious, obnoxious individual looked down on everyone like a giraffe that had climbed to the top of Mount Everest — that is, down his nose and from a very great height. In short, as far as Crow understood at the time, that old aquaintance should be respected, as he was connected to the very roots of Waldyra, and was one of those who tested the possibilities of this world and its inhabitants. It seems that he was one of those legendary individuals who had scattered black and white beads across dry land, swamps, seas, mountains, and ravines. The tiny and mysteriously glinting marbles were the source of those beings that not just the locals, but even the players, called Gods. So there was something for which to respect that mysterious person — the one who loved to spend time at pyrotechnic shows. Crow only saw him once; however, he knew what that psychopath, who liked to draw out words in a weird way, was capable of... 
 
      
 
    With a force of will, Crow broke out of his reverie and entered the mighty building of the Warrior Guild. Lightly stroking the thick wall, he smiled quietly. He liked this place. Back in his day, he used to accept every new fighting skill with great joy... 
 
      
 
    The loophole worked 100%. 
 
      
 
    Crow received two initial skills related to the use of bludgeoning weapons. They were “Spinning Head” and “Ramming Blow.” Both skills often worked in tandem, and even more often by themselves. The achievement “Bludgeoner” was also a welcome addition. Nevertheless, compared to Lori, he still looked like a green noob — the amazon always strove to gain as many professional skills as possible. Moreover, she always tried to get them in the earliest stages of the game. Crow considered such an approach to be overly zealous, borderline maniacal. He preferred to be sufficiently proficient in his chosen class, without going overboard. He always relied more on his own intellect, cunning, and attention to detail, than on the bonuses handed out by the game system. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With the aid of good ol’ teleportation, the dwarf returned to his homeland. He had spent very little time on his trip to the city. But in this short while, some things have already changed: Lori had climbed out onto the surface, still sleepy and slightly grouchy. A large piece of fruitcake instantly changed her attitude for the better. Crow had specially bought the treat, in order to appeal to the amazon’s better nature. As soon as she swallowed the last piece of the cake, Crow immediately asked her for a favor: 
 
      
 
    “Lend me a mana ring, eh?” he said, giving her a wide and warm smile. 
 
      
 
    “Hell, no,” answered Lori with an equally wide and warm smile. “What am I supposed to do without mana?” 
 
      
 
    “I raised the rank of my spells. But their mana requirements are now so high, I can’t use them,” said Crow sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have raised them.” 
 
      
 
    “How else will I progress?” 
 
      
 
    “Alright... But why do you need a ring now? Maybe I’ll give it to you after I come back from hunting? I can lend it for a short while.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d prefer it now,” said the player even more glumly. “I still have lots of digging to do. It’s tough without magic. Plus, we’re not used to digging without shining rings on our fingers.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, take it. But only one. Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    Lori pulled a rather massive ring of dull metal off her thumb. Inserted into the ring was an equally dull, bluish stone covered with cracks, which looked far from ornamental. Such a piece of jewelery hardly qualified as an adornment for the wearer’s finger. In this case, however, it was the bonus that counted: +37 mana. As soon as the dwarf put the ring on his finger, his level of mana started to crawl upwards and his energy began to increase. Now he’ll be able to use the spells. That would seriously speed up his digging work — the magic turned him into a huffing and puffing, tireless, earth-digging machine. His spells will begin to grow towards the next level again. 
 
      
 
    Giving the generous Lori a peck on her nose, Crow was touched to the point of also giving her a new flask filled with fruit kompot. The sweet drink in the flask had been his reward for helping some strangers load a couple of barrels and sacks onto a cart back in Algora. 
 
      
 
    And with that, his interaction with Lori was over. She was fully awake now, sitting cross-legged and sipping the kompot. She had fallen into deep thought, her eyes glued to the watchtower, also known as the General Headquarters of Centurion Vurrius. The girl had not forgotten her assigned mission. The dwarf knew perfectly well that, in a situation like this, he must not stand there, breathing down her neck, as that would interfere with her thought process. That’s why he quietly departed and went under the hill. On his way, he sent another message to the brave duo, Mith and Amou. 
 
      
 
    He still hadn’t gotten a reply from them. Nevertheless, the message screen did not stay empty; with a ringing sound, a new message appeared from Abominable Annie. The dwarf did not pause, although he was surprised. He remembered her: the red-haired, laughing young woman, who preferred to travel on the back of a white wolf with evil, red eyes. He also remembered her companion back then: the player named Gray Claw, a rather miserly guy, but sufficiently normal and sane otherwise. After their last conversation, the dwarf became richer by one teleportation scroll and fifty gold coins. At that time, he was also promised another meeting soon. And here was the letter... From Annie of the Incredible Cupcakes Clan: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Mr. Everyday Psychic! If you’re still at Gray Peak, then tell me about the current situation there, plz. I’m not asking you to do it for nothing, of course. Your next gift will be sent ASAP, and it won’t be any worse than the previous ones. It might even be better. I especially want to know about gray orcs, the Sleepless, and the behavior of the guards.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a shovel out of the storeroom, Crow fired off a response: 
 
      
 
    “Hi. All is quiet here. Recently, there was an incident involving hurricane winds and a blizzard. Along with the poor weather came some sort of powerful and terrifying monster, which was stopped with difficulty by the guards and the reinforcements from the Sleepless Clan. Though they stopped it, I don’t think they killed it. So it’s quite possible that the blizzard will return. There is nothing going on right now. The Sleepless have left. Caravans come and go as usual. The number of delivery convoys keeps growing every day. The centurion and his squad of guards haven’t been replaced. Their schedule has been disrupted. I have additional information about certain unusual fighters from the Sleepless squad that battled the snow beast. If the gift that you’re sending turns out to be generous...” 
 
      
 
    Finishing his reply, Crow sent the message and energetically jogged down the earthy slope into the slanted mineshaft. Thanks to his bundle of skills and natural abilities, he could easily discern the strong and the weak spots in the narrow tunnel. Here was a place that needed a thicker beam for support. And over there, a spot needed two crisscrossing logs put in; otherwise, the passage will cave in. This was despite the fact that he had recently reinforced it. But time is as merciless in Waldyra as it is in the real world — it cannot be stopped, only slowed down. 
 
      
 
    The corridor dug by the dwarf was an excellent example of quality work. The walls were smooth and even; the floor was level and compacted; not a handful of excess soil or rubble was to be found — the player cleaned out everything without a trace. He was preparing for a very important occasion: going beyond the boundary of the outpost. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel went down at a steep angle. In two places, there were barrels half-buried in the dirt. Regular wax candles flickered on top of their lids, giving weak light that was sufficient to gage direction and distance. In the barrels themselves, Crow kept a small stash of food, water, and various trinkets from the pile of archaeological junk that he had found while digging. He simply hadn’t brought it all up to the surface yet. There was almost 40 pounds of metal alone. He will have something to reforge into ingots. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the tunnel, lying atop of a jackal hide, was a huge and dark glass sphere — the light orb that came from a shattered golem. The energy stored in the magic lamp was almost gone. However, considering the natural bonuses of the dwarvish race, even a lamp set to the lowest brightness still gave plenty enough light for Crow to comfortably work underground. Later on, he can purchase a new lamp or charge up this one. 
 
      
 
    Rubbing his hands together, the player tightly gripped the handle of the shovel and got to work. He thrust the blade of the tool, as it creaked and crunched, into the compacted soil, throwing clumps of dirt and uprooted stones behind him. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, on the surface, right over the dwarf’s head, the merchant trade thrived. Everyone was fulfilling their roles perfectly, to avoid disrupting the smoothly working mechanism of buying and selling. 
 
      
 
    Lori paused her thoughts and got back to selling, putting coppers and the occasional silver coin into the pocket of the apron she had sown herself yesterday. The rest of the workers brought her kegs of beer, bunches of firewood, and plates filled with freshly cooked food. Grubber skillfully flipped pancakes, while his brother fitted a lid to a wooden chest; the hunter hurried to the kitchens, bringing two bundles of raw meat. Behind him trudged the other workers, burdened with stones and logs, while the mason happily rubbed his hands together in anticipation, watching them approach. Things were getting busy and not about to slow down — a new little cloud of dust appeared on the horizon, heralding the arrival of their next guests. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf did not slow down, either, despite having worked for an hour straight without breaks. He was strengthened by the magic of his improved spells: the enchanted bronze drill busted through layers of earth in the toughest places. 
 
      
 
    And then, with yet another thrust, the shovel sank entirely into the earth, literally disappearing into the wall, which made the dwarf fall in after it. First, he rammed into the soil with his shoulder; then he broke through the barrier up to his waist, sinking in after the shovel. Acting on reflex, he jumped backwards and pulled the shovel towards himself. At the same time, the wall of earth began to crumble in bigger and bigger pieces. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel wasn’t caving in, however. Behind the wall of soil appeared old, musty stone. It was smooth and covered in peeling plaster that revealed old stone masonry. A wall. In the ground was hidden a real wall, which curved slightly as it went. At its top were two window slits for archers and crossbowmen. At the bottom was an archway with the remains of a rotted door, which dangled from one rusted hinge. Into this door the dwarf had thrust the shovel. And then, the rotted wood got smashed in by the dwarf’s head and shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The player himself jumped backwards in time. The shovel, however, he managed to pull out only partially — someone had latched onto the other end and was dragging it toward himself. This mysterious someone was located inside the tower; his deep grunting hinted at an ill temper. 
 
      
 
    What tower? 
 
      
 
    The one Crow was standing in front of! There was a real watchtower located underground. It was a building for the purposes of fighting and defending. Crow seriously doubted that this was planned: to build a tower far below ground level, and then bury it. No. Long ago, the tower must have been aboveground, in the same rocky ravine where the current outpost of Gray Peak now stood. Then, as a result of some cataclysm or ill-intended act, the tower sank underground. And it wasn’t empty when it fell... 
 
      
 
    The wildly jerking shovel in his hand was proof of that. The dwarf had a hard time holding onto the precious tool. Despite digging his heels into the ground, he was slowly being pulled toward the door, behind which was swirling dust and darkness... 
 
      
 
    Crow managed to send a short and panicky message: 
 
      
 
    “!” 
 
      
 
    This should be sufficient. It was their old agreed-upon signal that meant the sender needed immediate help. It becomes obvious right away that the sender has no time or opportunity to describe the problem in blood-chilling detail. 
 
      
 
    Letting go of the shovel, the dwarf bolted away from the wall. Finding himself next to the light orb, he turned it up to full power. In the sudden bright light, he saw a shriveled hand holding onto the shovel. Calling such an appendage a hand was somewhat generous, though. The arm was thin as a whip and covered with chunks of skin that stuck to yellowing bones. 
 
      
 
    “An undead,” hissed the dwarf angrily. “Am I cursed, or what? I keep having to deal with undead things!” 
 
      
 
    “Zap!” Lori’s voice echoed down the corridor. “What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “I found an undead!” yelled back Crow, arming himself with the good ol’ hammer and pouring the Bronze Drill enchantment into the palm of his left hand. The spell was intended for industrial uses, such as digging through hard soil; but, if used correctly, it could also serve as a fighting weapon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here!” announced the redhead, coming to a screeching halt behind the dwarf’s right shoulder. The girl looked stunning: standing in a fighting stance was a truly Russian woman wearing a traditional long dress and an apron; her hair was woven into a long braid, and her head was covered by a lovely kerchief. And in her hands were two daggers with overly thick blades. A wife like that will have no trouble keeping her husband in line... 
 
      
 
    “Foooood! I waaant foood!” The moaning, evil voice echoed from the buried watchtower. “I want foood!” 
 
      
 
    “One pancake for three coppers!” answered Crow. “Coffee for five!” 
 
      
 
    “And beer for ten coppers!” added Lori. “Would you like it to go?” 
 
      
 
    “Beeer? No! I’ll eat youuu!” snarled the creature. 
 
      
 
    Something whistled through the air. The dwarf and the girl dodged to the side, letting the flying shovel pass between them. The dwarf managed to hit it on the handle. This knocked the thrown object off course, making it miss the intended target: the magic light orb. 
 
      
 
    “It can reason,” observed Lori grimly, walking aside in a cat-like manner. “Not good.” 
 
      
 
    “Not good,” agreed Crow. 
 
      
 
    Their current enemy could be easily counted among intelligent beings, due to the fact that it could actually think. It evaluated the situation and reacted not only to the opponent’s actions, but also to his words. It was the same as fighting a regular local, whose speech and actions were controlled by an average artificial intellect, and not by a simple battle matrix that was intended for common mobs like wild rabbits, forest wolves, and gray barn rats. 
 
      
 
    But the intelligent evil beings had more that just a brain that allowed them to launch better and stronger attacks. They had more than cunning and skills to use various weapons and magic. They also had weaknesses. This included character flaws. 
 
      
 
    The pair of fighters had clearly heard the irritability in the voice of the zombie-like thing hiding in the darkness. This gave them a hint. Crow and Lori exchanged looks, then lowered their weapons and took another few steps away from the tower. As they went, the dwarf pushed the lighting orb in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “How are the sales going?” he asked casually. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve earned enough to buy myself a new jacket!” Lori answered proudly. 
 
      
 
    “What about a new jacket for me?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a man and should earn your own money.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, thanks for that, darling.” 
 
      
 
    “For what? My mean words?” 
 
      
 
    “For calling me a man.” 
 
      
 
    “I waaant foood!” interrupted a furiously hissing voice. 
 
      
 
    Out of the doorway came flying the remains of the door that was torn off its hinges, soaring straight at the two adventurers. They lightly stepped aside, and the strange projectile didn’t cause them even the slightest harm. 
 
      
 
    “I want foood!” howled the undead thing, sending a whole bunch of various objects soaring through the air. The creature was throwing everything within its reach! 
 
      
 
    A rusty halberd nearly sliced off the lock of black hair on the top of the dwarf’s head, while an unloaded crossbow almost shattered his skull. A flower pot with dead, black soil flew at him; he hit it aside with the hammer, causing the pot to smash into a thousand pieces. Lori avoided the hurled remains of a wooden bench, jumped over a flying sword, and moved out of the way of a knight’s helmet as it soared past. They continued the strange dance, easily avoiding collisions with deadly objects, while calmly chatting about unrelated topics: 
 
      
 
    “How long until the next caravan comes?” 
 
      
 
    “Not long! Two caravans will be arriving in less than an hour. They’ll come at the exact same time. And one of the caravans is smoking.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, smoking?” asked the dwarf in surprise, as he ducked down to avoid a head-on collision with a spiky rusted club of the famous devilish “Morning Star” model. 
 
      
 
    “There is smoke coming from the carts,” explained the girl, avoiding being hit by a massive stone block weighing almost a hundred pounds. “Someone set them on fire. The convoy men barely managed to put out the fire, then headed to the nearest safe spot. That’s what I think happened. Anyway, I need you aboveground, Zap. Watch out, here comes Buddha.” 
 
      
 
    “What a masterpiece,” said Crow admiringly. He decisively put himself in the path of a small flying statue, thrown at him by the unknown enemy. It wasn’t Buddha, of course — just some little stone deity with five eyes and six arms. Crow caught the statue, but was thrown off balance and somersaulted with it across the ground, coming to a halt at the pile of dug-up earth. Well, what else could he do? It would have been a shame if the statue broke! 
 
      
 
    Lori laughed heartily, leaping over some unknown object that resembled a storage chest as it flew at her. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill youuu!” 
 
      
 
    “It seems he has run out of things to throw,” said the amazon thoughtfully. She looked warily towards the gaping doorway that led into the sunken watchtower. 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe, he’s just waiting for the right moment,” disagreed Crow. He was perfectly aware of his girlfriend’s reckless nature. “In any case, I’m not going in there without a light. But the orb won’t fit into the doorway. And even if it does, that ugly thing will smash it right away. Run and get the torches, okay? I’ll stay here and watch the bastard.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be quick!” nodded the redhead without arguing. 
 
      
 
    “And bring back a couple of scoops of the aspen tar!” yelled Crow to her, remembering in time about the precious substance he had been saving. 
 
      
 
    “I sold it all!” came the answer from far up the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf swore briefly and muttered, “All while chasing profits...” 
 
      
 
    It was obvious who was the faster runner: the long-legged amazon or the short-legged dwarf. They had no other sources of light besides the orb, since they weren’t participating in a battle raid, but just walking around their own territory. He had a few candles on hand, of course; however, the undead could simply gobble them up without blinking an eye. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill youuu! I’ll eat youuu!” 
 
      
 
    The undead spat out the double threat with a note of desperation and disappointment — the potential menu had been reduced by exactly one half, due to Lori’s departure. Despite this, the ugly thing did not wish to leave its hidey-hole. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you show me your face, beautiful?” begged Crow in desperation. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll eat youuu!” Out of the doorway came flying a stone vessel of a fairly large size. 
 
      
 
    The hefty projectile flew so slowly that even a pregnant snail would have been able to avoid it. That’s why Crow decided not to dodge it. Taking advantage of the projectile’s extremely slow traveling speed, the dwarf bounced up to the vessel, grabbed it, whipped around, and... threw it right back. The crooked amphora barely missed the doorframe and hit something with a loud crunch — it sounded like a large rock smashing into a pile of kindling wood. 
 
      
 
    “Graaaaah!” came a roar in reply, sounding so filled with hatred that it could be felt physically. In the doorway appeared a hideous face, which might have once belonged to a human, from which some scoundrel had torn off half the skin and flesh, then dried it all up with a hair dryer and put it out on display. 
 
      
 
    The red label, along with several digits, hung over the nightmarish head. Level 99. 
 
      
 
    Glacius the Corpse-Eater. 
 
      
 
    Huh. 
 
      
 
    What the dwarf saw was enough for him to make a decision. With a wild cry, he jumped forwards, twisting around so that he would fly into the enemy feet-first. The plan was 100% effective: Crow’s leap was so powerful, he flew into the tower practically hugging the undead and punching him the whole way. Fine dust and small fragments of bone flew from Glacius in all directions. The player landed about fifteen hits, but received far less in return from the opponent. Still, the damned undead managed to bite him on the forearm. 
 
      
 
    “Taaasty!” he crooned hoarsely. “Dwarf meeeat!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn you!” 
 
      
 
    The undead was thrown back by the force of Crow’s kick. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf got to his feet and bolted outside, into the light, and away from the dark tower. The trick worked. The roughed-up dwarf found himself in his old position, while Glacius the Corpse-Eater returned to his own spot and grimly stared at his attacker with a slightly deformed face. The dwarf, on the other hand, was looking himself over carefully. He was scared by the possibility of catching yet another fancy disease. Having grave fever was plenty enough for him. He already had to rely on pills every single day. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh! 
 
      
 
    Out of the doorway came flying the same stone dish again! 
 
      
 
    And again, Crow snatched it out of mid-air, twisted around and sent it flying back! 
 
      
 
    Ba-bam! 
 
      
 
    Glacius was thrown back into the depths of the tower. He let out such a piteous moan that anyone within earshot would have felt like showing some sympathy. Thus, Crow hurried to express his deepest condolences — with the help of his extremely heavy hammer. This time, though, he didn’t go deep inside the tower — he simply stepped forward, reaching out and hitting the enemy’s spine. Then he stepped back, resuming his previous position. 
 
      
 
    What he had done earlier was a dumb and reckless move. He should have known better. It was all Lori’s fault — she was known to have this effect on the typically level-headed and serious dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “The gift will be quite substantial, if the info is worth it! I promise!” 
 
      
 
    The brief message from Abominable Annie proved how seriously she took any information regarding the comings and goings at Gray Peak. Damn... What rotten luck. Why did those two players drag themselves to these backwoods? 
 
      
 
    “I’ll eat youuu!” 
 
      
 
    Out of the door came flying the familiar projectile... 
 
      
 
    As Crow automatically tossed the ugly dish back, he heard an angry female voice behind him: 
 
      
 
    “Just what are you two doing here while I’m gone?” 
 
      
 
    “Darling, he started it,” the dwarf assured the girl. “I was just digging some underground turnips, minding my own business, when suddenly — boom! And then — bam!” 
 
      
 
    “Not funny! Here! Catch!” 
 
      
 
    The request to catch was not addressed to Crow, but to the undead. He was offered a simple rope, which he clamped onto like some crazed hermit crab. At the same time, the pair of adventurers pulled the rope towards themselves. They pulled it so skillfully and synchronously, that their combined strength sent the accursed undead flying out of the tower like a cork out of a champagne bottle. 
 
      
 
    Still holding onto the rope, the dried-up skeleton fell flat on his face on a pile of dirt. He gave a strangled howl and began to rise. The hammer-wielding dwarf bounced up to him and began to generously shower the undead with blows to its head and the base of its neck. Lori kept out of the way of her overzealous companion, instead turning her attention to the legs of the creature. With the help of her daggers, she began to tickle the soles of its feet. The girl tickled so strongly and skillfully that Glacius the Corpse-Eater began to howl loudly, thrash around, shake, and grimace. However, his facial expressions hardly resembled fits of laughter. Although he was being tickled, he was clearly not amused. Meanwhile, the hammer beat him on the head like a hellish metronome and wouldn’t let him get up. After about the tenth blow, the effect “Spinning Head” finally worked. It affected Glacius for a second, then disappeared; undead creatures were generally hard to stun. Concussions didn’t pose a major threat to them. 
 
      
 
    Whack! 
 
      
 
    Twisting around unexpectedly, Glacius attacked Lori. She managed to mostly avoid the blow, but still got grazed and thrown back against the soft wall of the narrow corridor. Large chunks of soil rained down from the ceiling; one of the thin beams supporting the wall snapped. 
 
      
 
    The undead removed his head from under another blow from the hammer. It got up on its hands and knees, looking uncannily like a half-squashed cockroach. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill youuu! I’ll eat youuu!” Along with the words, a greenish stream of foul-smelling gas issued out of its mouth. It quickly began to fill the narrow space. Since there was no wind underground, the corridor would soon turn into a death chamber. 
 
      
 
    That must be Glacius the Corpse-Eater’s special ability. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll eat youuu!” promised the creature, dodging another attack and swiping at the dwarf with its hand, which had suddenly grown curved 15-inch black nails. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, crap!” hollered Crow, watching Glacius getting up and continuing to belch the greenish stinky fog. “Eat this! And this!” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf changed his stance and delivered two quick hits like a golfer, swinging in a wide horizontal arc. The second blow was successful, causing the “Battering Ram” effect. With a crunch, the head of the hammer sank into the face of the undead, making the enemy jump up and fly backwards about five feet, landing right near the door to the tower. Keeping its balance, the beast snatched a large rock from the ground and hurled it at Lori. The girl dodged it, flattening herself against the wall; then she bolted down the corridor, moving away from the deadly embrace of the greenish cloud that was filling the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    “Zap! That’s not just any poison!” came her voice from a safe distance away. A dagger user had no business being in a place where their rather fragile health would be exposed to the effects of poison. 
 
      
 
    “It’s methane!” called back Crow. He was also moving back up the tunnel, as he anxiously observed the effects of poison on his own body. The poisoning turned out to be serious: his health was rapidly declining, while regeneration was not keeping up. “Go get the first aid kit, Baby! What sort of undead is this...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m on it! Zap, don’t forget about the accumulation effect! You know what I mean!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    The amazon, as she dashed away, was reminding the dwarf about a certain fact: if the undead continues to belch poisonous fog, it will soon fill up the corridor to the brim, in the same way as air fills a balloon. If you strike a match right now, you would cause a raging fire storm inside the tunnel — for about three seconds. If you ignite it in about five minutes, you’ll set off an explosion. It seemed like that was the undead’s ultimate goal. The smelly green mist continued to issue out of the dark doorway of the sunken tower. Occasionally, Crow could see the overlong black nails grasping the doorframe. 
 
      
 
    “I want foood!” 
 
      
 
    In that instant, Crow realized that the undead’s moaning and complaining somehow irritated him. It wasn’t the threats. It wasn’t the ear-splitting screams, nor the disgusting grunts. No. That wasn’t why. And yet, for some reason, Glacius the Corpse-Eater was genuinely annoying. You got the urge to snap at him, order him to shut up, and tell him off. You wanted to do something — anything — to make the goddamn whiner shut up and disappear, to stop him being such an eye- and earsore. 
 
      
 
    Crow considered himself to be a fairly patient, even-tempered person. And Glacius really got on his nerves: his appearance, his rotten and incredibly saggy lower lip, his hoarse voice, and his existence in general. 
 
      
 
    There must be a reason for all of this. It must be intentional. 
 
      
 
    Glacius the Corpse-Eater was created in such a way that his entire being was subconsciously irritating. The more time you spent with him, the more you hated him. Something must be hidden here. 
 
      
 
    Wrapping the lower part of his face with a ripped shirt, the dwarf held his breath and jumped forwards. The hammer whistled through the air and landed right on target: the claws grasping the doorframe. Fragments of nails dropped to the ground. In response, Glacius’ cry nearly caused the tunnel to cave in. 
 
      
 
    Smash! 
 
      
 
    Crow was knocked to the ground and dragged a short way. The massive bench that smashed into the player weighed over 200 pounds. The stinking undead’s secret weapon... 
 
      
 
    “Zap!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming!” croaked Crow, rolling over to avoid a rock flying right at his forehead. 
 
      
 
    Jumping to his feet, he dashed towards the sound of Lori’s voice. The green fog in the corridor had grown so thick that even the eyesight granted by the dwarvish race was shamefully quitting on him. 
 
      
 
    “Light them up!” barked Crow, having barely reached the amazon. “And toss them immediately! If we wait any longer, the explosion will be so huge that everything will cave to hell. And the guards will be very surprised to see a deep sinkhole suddenly appear on their territory.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. You get dressed.” 
 
      
 
    Lori did not just bring over the torches and the first aid kit. She also had the bright idea to grab the dwarf’s armor, pants, boots, shield, and other gear. She also hastily cast a simple warrior’s aura on the dwarf, which slowed the effects of tiredness. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Crow to equip himself. Nor did it take long for him to gulp down two antidotes and one health potion. Then Crow stuffed two full bottles in his mouth: one with a health potion, and another with an antidote. His speech instantly became unintelligible; however, he didn’t need to sing or recite poems here. 
 
      
 
    “Mmmpf?” asked Lori’s muffled voice. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm-hmm!” responded Crow, giving the thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    As a torch flew spinning down the corridor, the pair of them dropped facedown on the ground and covered their heads. 
 
      
 
    No, it wasn’t an explosion. The special skill of Glacius the Corpse-Eater had not yet turned the disgusting quantity of fog into a terrifying, quality explosive. But the resultant fire was HUGE. The roaring column of flames resembled a rocket’s exhaust. A raging firestorm filled the corridor. Their hair and clothes crackled as heat washed over their faces. Their life level took a hit. Lori was almost unaffected; the dwarf had used his own body to shield hers. As for Crow, he singed his loins, and his cloak got turned into ragged garbage. 
 
      
 
    Getting up, the dwarf covered himself with the shield and charged forwards, not letting the monster repeat the trick. Behind him ran the redhead, sheltered by her companion’s broad, powerful back. 
 
      
 
    The player was met with a barrage of flying little pieces of litter — all that remained for the monster to hurl. They either glanced off the shield or crumbled into dust that got blown away. Glacius was throwing things with both hands, and very quickly at that. The dwarf had the impression that he was under the fire of a machine gun loaded with various junk. 
 
      
 
    Upon reaching the tower, Crow decided not to slow down. 
 
      
 
    Why hit the brakes for no reason? He didn’t feel like wearing out the soles of his shoes. 
 
      
 
    And so, he rammed inside the tower, bulldozing the undead standing in his way. The evil monster deftly tripped him, sending them both tumbling inside. The amazon leaped in after her friend. Using both daggers, she hit one spot: the back of Glacius’ head. Then she slashed at his neck, dragged the powerful blades across his ribs, and tried to cut through his spine; Lori was searching for the most vulnerable spots, dealing a ton of damage along the way. Crow did not stand still, dealing blows with his fists, elbows, knees, and forehead. The undead roared and struggled, trying to get up; but who would let him? Again came the stink of his greenish breath. Several times, the enemy’s black claws grazed both adventurers. They were serious hits that, along with the poisoning, put their lives at risk. The first to clench her jaws was Lori. There was a quiet sound of breaking glass. The two bottles in her mouth shattered. This immediately wounded her tongue and lips, robbing the girl of the ability to speak for a couple of minutes. Her health also took a small hit. However, the contents of the bottles had already slipped down her throat and begun their healing action: regeneration of life and neutralization of poison. 
 
      
 
    Thirty seconds later, Crow did the same trick. There was a quiet tinkling of broken glass, and the contents of the bottles were consumed as intended. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, Glacius died. He vanished in a puff of dark gray dust, leaving behind several objects. Lori and Crow slumped on top of each other and stood motionless in relief — the undead turned out to be unusually tough. It’s good that he lived alone in his underground burrow. Had his wife been there... 
 
      
 
    A short while later, the heroes regained the gift of speech. Having settled down comfortably beside the dwarf, Lori was the first to break the silence: 
 
      
 
    “As I was selling meat porridge to three players, I heard some funny news from them.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “One of the players has sued the world of Waldyra. He demands compensation for heavy moral damage.” 
 
      
 
    “For what, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! It’s hilarious. He was in a fighting squad that attacked one of the Dark Lords living on the fifth floor of the tower of Malicious Majesty, which stands at the east end of the Ashen Winds wasteland. The Lord wiped out his group. Only the player remained. At that moment, the Dark Lord steps on the player’s throat and, squeezing out the last of his life, says in sincerely sad tones: ‘You are so laughably pathetic...’ This made the player experience a huge psychological shock before his death, and now he has PTSD. That’s what happened, according to him. So he filed a lawsuit.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll lose,” stated the dwarf confidently. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he will,” agreed the girl, getting up. “I gotta go. I’ve got work waiting for me. Are you gonna crawl out of the underworld for lunch?” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” nodded Crow. “I’m going to sort through the junk here, search the tower, and collect the trophies. Then I’ll come out.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent! Don’t forget to bring along the stone bench — we don’t have enough seating spaces. As for the pots and the stone amphora, I’ll get them myself.” 
 
      
 
    Well, if she needs the bench, he’ll bring the bench. But it sounded so grandiose: “We don’t have enough seating.” 
 
      
 
    To any owner of a decent food establishment, these words are like heavenly music. Crow’s spirits soared. 
 
      
 
    Leaning against the damp wall, the dwarf rested, while looking at the dim light of the nearly spent magical lamp. Another day, another surprise. Where did the pleasant and predictable routine go? Where were the regular days filled with mundane tasks, when you knew exactly what awaited tomorrow, the day after, and next week? Where did these days go? 
 
      
 
    What a mess... 
 
      
 
    But he needs to strive for order, despite the primeval chaos surrounding him. 
 
      
 
    That’s why Crow tried to briefly sort through the mess of things he still had to do. For starters, he replied to Abominable Annie with the full description of the Sleepless squad, which had attacked the unknown mighty beast that brought on the snowstorm. He attached the screenshot he had so casually made back then. The quality of the picture wasn’t the best, but you could still make out a lot of things. 
 
      
 
    In sum, Crow created a short but detailed report about the events that happened during the blizzard. He hit the “send” button. Then he got up. Having taken off the singed gear, he was now left wearing regular clothes again. He got a surprising amount of experience points for killing Glacius the Corpse-Eater. A very, very large amount. Three times more than the amount usually given for destroying undead whose level was under 100. 
 
      
 
    Among the things left from the vanquished enemy were several long black claws. This was a pretty expensive ingredient for powerful dark potions and rituals. Necromancers, spiritists, shamans, and other similar classes would definitely be willing to spend a lot on money on an object like that. However, if you get caught carrying such things by the guard, you will certainly regret it. Although the possession of these claws is not enough to get you thrown into jail, you’ll certainly get an earful. But if the guards search your pockets and find a shrunken eyeball like one of these... 
 
      
 
    Carefully picking up the eye from the ground, Crow placed it into a clay bowl that he found nearby. He got really lucky; he will make sure to sell this eye. He even knows of a good place to do so — he was only there recently. Nevertheless, it would be bad if he got caught doing it. Especially if he got caught by Centurion Vurrius... 
 
      
 
    Also, he found several pieces of dirty cloth on the ground, along with a portion of rusted chainmail and boots with ripped soles. All these were left by Glacius. In total, the tower held a countless number of objects. Crow was not afraid of work, so he got down to business, thoroughly searching and digging through the soil, starting from the furthest corner. Discovered objects rained down on him in abundance. Instead of food and drink, however, it was a cornucopia of various junk. But the dwarf wasn’t complaining. 
 
      
 
    And the money! 
 
      
 
    Within only a few minutes, he found over five dozen coppers, about ten silvers, and one gold coin! 
 
      
 
    There were many fragments of gear, plus many bottles, empty and full, that had miraculously survived in the dirt or in alcoves within the tower’s walls. 
 
      
 
    He even found two magic scrolls! These contained spells for medium-rank healing and a simple fireball, respectively. And more coins... The amount of coppers was unusual — the count was already over two hundred! And more here, too... The copper coins lay in piles, mixed in with the dirt. Why is there so much damned copper here? 
 
      
 
    And what’s this? 
 
      
 
    From under chunks of rotten wood and clay shards, Crow fished out a plaque of red copper that was covered in dark gloop. Etched in beautiful font across the thin plaque were the simple words “Lesser gatekeeping tower of the Holy Scarlet Ruadilius.” 
 
      
 
    Scarlet Ruadilius was a god. He was a guardian deity that protected the human race from dark creatures in the ancient days. Many people know about this from the old legends of the world of Waldyra. According to the same legend, Ruadilius was cast down over three hundred years ago and sent to Tantariall. 
 
      
 
    Pocketing the plaque, the player continued to search every inch of the room, throwing handfuls of damp earth outside as he went. He ended up taking an hour to completely check out the tower and fill his rucksack with loot. He quickly moved all the plunder to his and Lori’s private room, which had formerly been a tomb. The tomb, by the way, was the last official room under the hill. Nobody besides the two of them knew of the tunnel beyond that led deep underground. And Crow wanted to keep it that way. For now, the tomb was guarded by themselves and the two snakes. But in the nearest future, the protection will be substantially increased. That is exactly what the dwarf thought about as he unloaded the plunder into one of the stone sarcophagi, from which he had mercilessly ripped off the lid. He will have to sort it later; but most of it was rusted junk that was only suitable for reforging. 
 
      
 
    The money he had found was jingling in Crow’s pockets. Since that was the case, the player made plans to go to Algora again. There was so much he still needed to buy! A few trivial objects rolled around in his rucksack — they also needed to be sold. The dwarf quickly changed into clean clothes, smoothed his hair, and then stole a teleportation scroll from Lori. He did not use it, however. Instead, he headed to the surface and outside into the sunlight. He needed to appear aboveground at least once in a while. His workers needed to see their master more than once a day. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, the player’s nose sensed the most delicious aroma of fresh, crusty bread wafting through the air. A loaf of bread would go well with roast meat. Lunch! He must not skip lunch! 
 
      
 
    With these thoughts, the dwarf brightly marched outside, dragging the stone bench behind him... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Ancient secrets 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT IS ALWAYS NICE when your conversation partner is on the same page as you. 
 
      
 
    Right now, the situation could not have been any better. 
 
      
 
    Crow, appearing cool and calm on the outside, was simply melting with pleasure, listening to the hoarse, stammering voice of his conversation partner, who looked like a VERY suspicious individual. 
 
      
 
    Thin and short, his appearance was entirely hidden by a black cloak, with a hood so large that it could have contained two heads instead of just one. The lower part of his face was covered by a black scarf; his eyes were obscured by round, dwarf-made sunglasses. The frame was made of gold, the lenses of black crystal. Crow knew these types of glasses; they had many properties. Speaking to the dwarf was a player; however, he conducted himself so authentically that he could have easily been mistaken for a real villain from the Middle Ages. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a very desirable thing you have for sale; I don’t deny it. It won’t sit around and will get used right away,” nodded the shady person, his back leaning against a garbage bin overflowing with rotting trash. “You’ve ripped some really nice nails from someone. Where did you get them? And who was so generous to share their rotten manicure with you?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story,” smiled the dwarf. “So, are you gonna buy them or not? I’ve already named the price. You have a sample in your hands. Another couple of nails and one eye are hidden in a safe spot nearby.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I say no? I’m taking everything. Is the hidden spot far away? I don’t like walking around in the daytime; I prefer the colors of the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen gold coins. For everything.” The dwarf’s smile grew wider. “You give the money to me. Then I tell you the place where I’ve hidden the nails. You have five seconds to pay me. Otherwise, the deal is off. Five.” 
 
      
 
    “Take it easy, buddy! Don’t get so worked up, now. Just tell me — ” 
 
      
 
    “Three.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get these nails? From which undead? The ones that inhabit the Bloody Dyke? But those ones — ” 
 
      
 
    “One.” 
 
      
 
    “Here!” 
 
      
 
    Crow stretched out his palm and received two stacks of gold coins tightly bound with black ribbons. The dwarf silently overturned his hand, letting the coins drop to the ground. Suddenly, without warning, he stomped on the money. When he removed his foot, reddish dust was the only thing left on the dirty pavement. 
 
      
 
    “Bye,” nodded the dwarf as he headed off. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! Hold on, buddy. Don’t leave so quickly. My mistake for thinking you were born yesterday. Here, take the money!” 
 
      
 
    This time, the money was real. The dwarf received the payment without saying a word and hid the money in his pocket. Then he took a step towards the exit from the backstreet. 
 
      
 
    “If you try to run off, I’ll make you regret it,” warned the guy wrapped in the dark cloak. 
 
      
 
    “Look in the garbage bin behind you,” smirked the dwarf. “Under the clay plate. If I get more stuff like this to sell, should I try to find you?” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely, my friend. Definitely. Just send word to the Two-Eyed Cyclops tavern. Let them know you’re looking for Sunny Mosse.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    Without turning his back, Crow exited onto the bright, sunlit main street. He walked on, keeping a short distance away from a trio of heavily armed guards. The guard is always watching! Algora is under powerful protection! 
 
      
 
    He had closed the dark deal. It’s not that zombie body parts are extremely serious contraband. Nonetheless, the guards, who worship the gods of the Light, do not like these kinds of goods being sold. Moreover, you cannot make any “good” elixirs from nails and eyes of dark creatures. 
 
      
 
    Having walked half a block, Crow stopped by a dingy shop that sold spells, where he acquired several teleportation scrolls. Right afterwards, he used one of them to go straight back home. He had already done some of the shopping. In about an hour, a large convoy will set out towards the outpost; one of the carts will be laden with goods bought by the thrifty dwarf. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tumbling out of the teleportation flash, Crow saw Lori smiling and waving to him as she vanished in teleport. He came back, and she went away. In the girl’s smile was enough mysteriousness that the dwarf immediately understood: she had unearthed something about the centurion Vurrius. She must be off to confirm the details. 
 
      
 
    It was too early to celebrate, but the dwarf couldn’t help feeling gleeful — he found the topic deeply interesting and was about to gain some insider info. To him, the centurion was like a thorn in the you-know-what. 
 
      
 
    All his workers were taking a siesta. It was hot and humid at the outpost. Under the kitchen’s canopy stood the cook, wiping his sweaty face with a towel. The door into the watchtower stood wide open — the hot, stuffy weather was obviously not to Vurrius’ liking. The rest of the guards were either resting, or keeping watch. Some of the horses were missing — seems like five of the guards had gone off to patrol the area. 
 
      
 
    It was calm and quiet on Crow’s lands. Everyone was gone except the dwarf mason, who continued to work on the wall. It was useless to try to stop him. Alright, this seems to be the perfect moment. Quickly nipping under the hill and unloading his bag, the player returned to the surface and immediately directed his impatient footsteps away from the outpost. It’s true that dwarves are slow runners. But they can still run! That’s why Crow did not have any difficulty covering the distance of 500 yards to a certain little valley between two hills — a spot he had picked out long ago. There, in the shade, lay several jackals. At the sight of the dwarf, however, they bolted. Between two rocks swayed a rock nepenthesis, pretending to be a crooked rose. Crow squashed the “rose” with his hammer, and trampled on it, too, for good measure. Pulling the remains of the dead nepenthesis out of the rocky crevice, he stuck a simple wooden stake in there instead. 
 
      
 
    Done. 
 
      
 
    Now he could run back home — and that is exactly what Crow did. On the way, he picked up a few large stones, bringing them back as a gift to the overjoyed mason. Slightly out of breath, he returned to his home of underground tunnels. Checking over the tower that had sunken in long-forgotten times, he made sure that Glacius the Corpse-Eater did not resurrect. Though the monster wasn’t particularly unique, he had his own story that was partially recorded in a thick register found by the dwarf. He planned to save the book for some bedtime reading. 
 
      
 
    Having checked over everything, he brought even more soil to the enormous pile in the tunnel. On top of it, he tossed a second stake — the brother twin of the first one. He clapped his hands three times, and... the pile of earth glimmered and vanished tracelessly into thin air. Where did it go? Well, it was already lying in that little valley where he had left the first stake. Only the rocks were left in the corridor. He needed to bring them to the surface and give them to Lucri, who was always experiencing shortages of building materials. 
 
      
 
    “Well, why not use magic?” muttered Crow in slight embarrassment. “I can’t keep hauling everything on my back! It’ll drive me insane!” 
 
      
 
    Having spoken his mind, he flexed his neck. armed himself with a shovel, activated two spells, and entered the tower to continue digging. There was plenty of time until nightfall, so he could work to his heart’s content. Today will be dedicated entirely to digging; tomorrow will have to be split evenly between digging and forging. 
 
      
 
    Digging and forging; forging and digging. Both were necessary; both were important. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At the end of the day, when deep, soft twilight began to settle on the rocky ravine and the air was split by the yelping cries of the jackals, Crow resurfaced. The day had not been spent in vain. He had completely cleared the space inside the small buried tower and scrubbed its walls clean of dirt. He selected a spot across from the entrance and began digging right inside the tower. Thankfully, its floor was composed entirely of rough pavement stones. Obviously, this was no royal hall, so it didn’t need hardwood flooring; for the guards, cobblestones would have been enough. 
 
      
 
    Crow bored a tunnel that descended under the ancient tower at a sharp angle. This turned out to be a hard task, making it necessary to dig thirteen feet down. The rest of the time was spent on cleaning up the entirety of his underground network — the world of Waldyra was trying hard to return itself to its original state. Earth kept sliding down the walls; the floors cracked and became uneven; support beams cracked; rocks fell from the ceiling. All of this had to be continually cleared and fixed. Nevertheless, it only made the dwarf happy. If the world fights against your efforts, it means that it considers you a worthy opponent. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the workday, the player used another spell of ultra-close transport to send a pile of earth far away, which required him to make another trip to the rocky ravine to find a suitable spot. Mass teleportation spells became more expensive the further you wanted to move things. 
 
      
 
    In Crow’s case, the distance was only a few hundred yards, while the two purchased scrolls only moved heavy loads fifty yards or so. The dwarf used this type of magic as a one-time solution to move a huge pile of stones right into his yard. When Crow resurfaced, he saw a dirt-spattered Lucri dancing joyfully around the messy pile of rocks, happily throwing his hands up to the skies in gratitude, as he was given quite a lot of material. No kidding. The pile contained enough stones for an entire day’s worth of work. The mason will have something to do the next morning; although he isn’t resting even today, as evidenced by a large section of new wall. When Lucri saw his employer, his face changed: in addition to happiness, there appeared to be a certain thoughtfulness in his expression. The player immediately understood that something was up. Beckoning to the worker, he asked: 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “My craftsmanship skills have grown,” answered Lucri, both happy and sad at the same time. “I need to visit a mason guild.” 
 
      
 
    “The Freemasons?” asked Crow innocently, then gave a short laugh, seeing the confusion on his worker’s face. “I’m joking. So what’s stopping you? Let me guess: you don’t have the money?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have the money,” sighed the lad heavily. “That is the problem.” 
 
      
 
    “How much do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Far too much, master. I would need eight gold coins just to cover the tuition. Then there are the travel costs — although I’d be happy to go on foot!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s see...” 
 
      
 
    Crow pondered the problem for no longer than a couple of seconds. He plunged his hand into one of his bottomless pockets and fished out a handful of gold coins, plus two scrolls. 
 
      
 
    “Here, take these twelve gold coins. And two teleportation scrolls. Tomorrow morning, use magical means to travel to the city of Algora. Spend eight gold coins on tuition costs. For two gold coins, buy a suitable tool; it might not look fancy, but it should be sturdy and have a comfortable grip. And spend the remaining two coins on yourself and your appearance: hair, beard, clothes, etc. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I understand! Thank you, master!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mention it,” said Crow offhandedly. “It’s for my benefit, too.” 
 
      
 
    
     Congratulations! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill in relations with the young mason dwarf Lucri. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “And now, go and wash up for dinner,” ordered Crow. “Work is done for today. And tell the others: time to rest! My orders. And have Grubber open a small keg of dark lager.” 
 
      
 
    “Yessir!” Lucri jumped up and literally disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, dwarves love beer. 
 
      
 
    Soon, from behind the main hill, many voices could be heard chattering happily: 
 
      
 
    “What a charitable guy!” 
 
      
 
    “How generous!” 
 
      
 
    “Gods bless our master!” 
 
      
 
    Feeling abashed, Crow stomped off towards the market stand, where a major battle was concluding. A sole brave female warrior was facing off against a roaring crowd. The redhead managed to beat back the onslaught with the help of eggs, meat, pancakes, and beer. Having been defeated, the convoy men slowly dispersed, carrying simple, yet fresh and nutritious food. 
 
      
 
    “Are you tired, Baby?” inquired the dwarf, hugging the girl. 
 
      
 
    “Nope!” Lori smiled joyfully. “It’s hard work, of course, but I like it! However, tomorrow, I want bloody battles, moaning enemies at my feet, and pleas for mercy!” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... What if I smear myself with strawberry jam and roll around moaning at your feet for a bit? Would that work instead?” 
 
      
 
    “No! Zap, guess what?” 
 
      
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
      
 
    “While you spent the whole day digging like a dirty mole, I was fluttering around the world like a very pretty butterfly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve always liked your comparisons... Wait! Did you succeed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup! I have a long story to tell about my extra-professional intelligence mission — and about Centurion Vurrius!” 
 
      
 
    “Extra-professional,” repeated the dwarf with a smirk. “Wait... Hold on... Is this a story about Centurion Vurrius? Let’s hear it!” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s my reward?” 
 
      
 
    “Baby!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay. I bought two bottles of wine. Your job is to prepare a nice, comfy spot for the two of us at the top of the hill. Meanwhile, I’ll try to steal a large chunk of roast meat and a skillet of fried potatoes from the kitchen. Then I’ll go straight to you and tell you everything over dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal! I’m off to make preparations!” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m off to steal!” 
 
      
 
    And so, they parted. Crow bolted uphill, while Lori headed towards the kitchen with the most wicked intentions. Both parties managed to accomplish their respective tasks. When Lori ascended to the top of the hill, holding a large wooden tray with a steaming skillet and two bottles, she was met with an idyllic scene: several blankets and pillows were artfully spread on the ground, with Crow relaxing on top of them. The player’s face showed obvious satisfaction with how productively the day had been spent. He expected no less from the night. And Lori did not disappoint him, immediately noticing the stubborn dirt on his face and in his hair. With a forceful gesture, she pointed to the pond, where the grown minnows were splashing around. He had no choice but to get up, grab a scroll with warm rain, and go take a shower in nature... The dwarf returned ten minutes later, fresh and clean, and immediately reached for the tray of food. 
 
      
 
    For the main course, they had steak and potatoes, paired with wine. Served for dessert was a particularly interesting story. So interesting, in fact, that it’s impossible to describe. Though it wasn’t particularly thrilling, it was interesting for the persons involved. Especially those persons who are so fed up with Centurion Vurrius, the very sight of him makes them sick. 
 
      
 
    While the brave dwarf spent all his time digging into the depths of Waldyra, setting new Guinness records in stubbornness and hard work, Lori was busy sniffing out info. Her keen nose had already caught the scent of upcoming adventures, and this pushed her to act. 
 
      
 
    For starters, the amazon scouted out Gray Peak, taking brief strolls during breaks from selling, hunting, and helping out the dwarf. Long story short, every time Lori went out somewhere or returned from hunting, she would always remember to smile at any guard she met, and sometimes even ask if they could help a fragile woman carry this or that log home. The guards did NOT refuse to lend a hand. Twirling their mustaches, straightening their cloaks and the brooches on their armor, and smiling broadly, the manly men assured the shy-looking, red-haired lass that the object wasn’t heavy for them at all. Then they would sling the burden over their shoulder and march off towards Crow’s land plot. On the way, naturally, they would make small talk. Just polite chat about unimportant topics. Completely unimportant. 
 
      
 
    How long have you been serving, O brave and noble guard? 
 
      
 
    Ah, that’s forty years you’ve been shouldering the weight of government duty! 
 
      
 
    Where have you served before now? Where else did you protect common folk against dark dangers, exterminating evil beasts? 
 
      
 
    You’ve been everywhere? I see. The job of a guard is not an easy one! Not easy at all! But it’s so very, very important! 
 
      
 
    How long have you been serving under the brave and noble Centurion Vurrius? 
 
      
 
    What’s that you say? I can’t hear what you’re mumbling, O kind guard. But that’s alright. 
 
      
 
    What about before you came to Gray Peak? Where did you make ladies swoon with your upright posture and regal look? 
 
      
 
    Where d’you say? In the uplands of the river Viper Spring? Hm... And what about before that? 
 
      
 
    Where? In the lowlands of Frosty Abyss? Oh, wow... You really have traveled the whole world! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    All in all, thanks to charming smiles and sideways glances, the amazon managed to find out a few facts — it wasn’t a lot, but it was something! And thus, fluttering from one guard to the next, she gathered evidence bit by bit, being careful to remember all names of geographic locations. She didn’t fail to memorize names and nicknames of senior veteran guards — those who, according to their own words, have been serving under the centurion for a long time. To the gathered information she added data: when and where the guards had been. 
 
      
 
    Then, after lunch, she grabbed a couple of spell scrolls and a large part of their collective savings (this part made the dwarf choke on his drink), and set out to Algora, which was famous for its cartographer guilds and societies. 
 
      
 
    There, over a cup of coffee with cream, she began to connect the guards to specific locations with the help of a magic mirror. There were about twenty location names in total. Twenty! And that wasn’t all. Usually, tens and hundreds of Waldyra’s guards travel back and forth between three — sometimes up to five — outposts. They might spend one week at Gray Peak; next week, they’ll be at an outpost beside the Bloody Dyke; then, they’ll move to the gates of Algora; and then, they’ll have a week off at home. Afterwards, the cycle repeats, and the guards arrive at Gray Peak again. 
 
      
 
    The unit under the leadership of Centurion Vurrius NEVER returned to the places where they had been on duty. 
 
      
 
    Not even once! 
 
      
 
    Having traced Vurrius’ path on a map of Waldyra and marked it with a pencil, Lori wound up with a long and winding dotted line that snaked through the most far-flung places in the middle of nowhere. Vurrius’ soldiers served in such backwoods, it was difficult to put into words! Compared to these places, even the shabbiest of villages could proudly call itself a capital city. 
 
      
 
    Presumably, players never visited those spots. And even if they did, it would be purely by accident. Like if they accidentally said “Viper Spring” instead of “Spring Viper.” To their shock, they would be suddenly transported to a meadow overgrown with weeds and surrounded by wild gooseberry bushes, where a couple dozen grim guards stood on duty. 
 
      
 
    That’s why the assignment of Vurrius to Gray Peak was an anomaly in itself — this brigade of guards had never been so close to the capital, so near the great City of Algora. The only explanation was the possible invasion of gray orcs and other vile creatures, controlled by the dark goddess Guorra — it’s what everyone kept harping on about in every corner of Waldyra. That’s why the important outpost was strengthened by the guards under the centurion. Thankfully, his men were drilled and trained to be as tough and unflappable as titanium toy soldiers dipped in molten tin. Each one was loyal, cool and collected; there were no cowards or amateurs in their ranks. They all knew their job inside and out. They would never dishonor the king, nor disgrace their commander. As for the skeletons in their closet... Well, who doesn’t have those? Everyone hides a secret, a little sin, or some other unusual thing about them. 
 
      
 
    The centurion Vurrius had a secret of humongous proportions. 
 
      
 
    With the regularity of a hellish metronome, he and his guards would leave an outpost, taking the horrible weather with them, and bring it to the next place. 
 
      
 
    Centurion Vurrius was pursued by Death herself, who was wrapped up in a freezing, snowy shroud. 
 
      
 
    The blizzard would happen every time! Every. Single. Time! Vurrius’ location on a map could be easily traced by the presence of the howling snowstorms. 
 
      
 
    “That’s crazy,” said Crow, shaking his head in disbelief. “I suspected something like this. Just on a smaller scale. That means the centurion has been running around Waldyra while playing tag with death for the past several months. And that’s if you consider the present time, and discount any legends.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” replied Lori. “Approximately for a year, or maybe a bit more, according to my estimates. And there’s no legend, Zap. Everything had happened in recent times. I didn’t even need to dig much. I just had to get a couple of pointers, find a lead that was a little longer, and then gently pull on it. Do you remember when it was so hot that the door to the watchtower was opened wide?” 
 
      
 
    “So what? That happens a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you been inside the tower?” 
 
      
 
    “I have. Both before Vurrius came, and during his reign. At first, it had a normal office for the decurion. And now, it houses a full arsenal, along with a traveling pharmacy for every need. Like I said: so what, Baby?” 
 
      
 
    “Not the weapons and drugs — that’s not where you should’ve been looking! I meant the centurion’s parade cloak that hangs on the wall! It’s a pretty piece of cloth with silver embroidery around the edges and golden laces near the collar. A cloak like that is worn during special occasions and celebrations, as you already know. The cloak is made of quality material, by the way; I think it’s pure wool. Very thick, tightly woven, and light gray in color. The cloak is far from new. Beside it hangs a raincoat, for traveling and camping. But it’s made of the same type of wool, just slightly darker. This second cloak is torn and patched all over. The cloak of a real veteran. Sturdy, but heavily battered.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve no idea what you’re getting at,” confessed the dwarf, watching the triumphant amazon with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “First clue: it’s winter clothing. I immediately thought of freezing cold weather and piercing winds. I began to list places in Waldyra that have such lousy climate.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a clue,” said Crow dismissively. “Many locations in Waldyra have a winter season. That includes very cold, snowy and windy months. An endless number of places would fit that category. Sometimes, even Algora gets snow and freezing temperatures! Have you forgotten about Algora’s winter festivals?” 
 
      
 
    “True,” agreed Lori. “But on the centurion’s parade cloak I saw a whopping four medals. But I only partially glimpsed them from afar. That’s why I had to get closer, turn over the cloak slightly, study it up close, and make a screenshot.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you manage to get so close? And turn over the cloak?” This time, Crow was looking at the girl with admiration. “And he allowed you to do it? How?” 
 
      
 
    “Easy,” grinned Lori. “Since I’m so delicate and cute! I borrowed the largest and dirtiest stone from our mason. I hauled it over to the tower. Then I lifted it, made a couple of missteps, tripped, yelped, and swayed; the stone’s weight dragged me forwards; with a pitiful squeal, I ran right into the doorway of the tower... and dropped the stone on the table in front of the centurion. Dirt and dust flew everywhere, while I ran back and forth like a wounded bird, flailing my arms helplessly, wailing apologies, stuttering excuses, crying a river, and generally making a scene. At first, the centurion turned white, then red, and then purple. He grabbed the stone with one hand, and me by the scruff with his other hand, and carried the two unauthorized objects out of the tower. And so I told him: ‘The dwarf Crow made me carry the rock!’ And he replied grimly: ‘I’m not even surprised.’ And then he went back inside the tower, slammed the door shut and put a bar across it. That’s what happened...” 
 
      
 
    “You lied about me!” cried the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” said Lori, surprised. “You really did force me to work here! And I haven’t heard anything about a salary yet! You only offer beer to the men here. As for the wine, I buy that myself, plus I share it with you! The potatoes and meat I’ve had to steal from the kitchen! Only for you to take the lion’s share, again! I sleep in a damp tomb at the foot of a coffin — on the floor! And I don’t have a proper wardrobe to store my clothes. Nor do I have a dresser. I buy my own clothes. I buy my own weapons, too. And I do most of the hunting! And selling! Meanwhile, you go strolling through the capital!” 
 
      
 
    “Erm...” The dwarf seemed lost for words. 
 
      
 
    “Anyways, going back to the cloak and medals. While I was thrashing around in the tower, I had the chance to grab and turn the cloak. I looked at the medals — there turned out to be way more than four of them. Way, way more! Enough to fill a trophy room! And I bet the medals were enchanted to give various bonuses. But that’s not the point. I’m not very knowledgeable about different awards. But some of them I recognized: three orders for demonstrating courage in battle, about fifteen badges for wounds, and many more medals of distinction that I’m totally unfamiliar with. That’s why I logged onto a gaming forum, found the appropriate topic, and attached a slightly cropped screenshot to my message. Then, with the joyful naiveté of a true blonde, I asked the boys if they knew what the little thingies in the picture meant. After only a minute, I got a whole four replies saying basically the same thing. They had the full list of medals, along with explanations for each one. I was also offered to join some sort of secret society, but I ran from it — from the forum topic, I mean. In short, Zap, many of the medals are standard. However, three of them turned out to be simply extraordinary. And all the gurus from the forum instantly wanted to know: which hero had not just one or two, but all three of these medals hanging in a row on his chest? Can you guess what these three special awards were?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” said Crow, accepting the rules of the game and deciding not to press Lori for a quick report. She was enjoying every second, puffing herself up proudly like a tiny sparrow that had survived a brutal Siberian winter, so he let her enjoy her moment in the spotlight. 
 
      
 
    “These scary-looking medals have pretty funny names. ‘For the Northern Campaign,’ ‘For the Second Northern Campaign,’ and ‘For the Third Northern Campaign.’ At first glance, they’re nothing special. They look like snowflakes made of silver, with a fine dusting of rubies on the left side. Like a heavily bloodstained snowflake. They were given out to every lucky guy who managed to survive that mess. Do you know what makes them so special?” 
 
      
 
    “That the centurion has all three of them,” answered the dwarf. “There has been no Fourth Northern Campaign yet, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Seems like it’ll happen soon, though. But not yet.” 
 
      
 
    Crow nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    Apart from locals, players were also awarded these kinds of medals for participating in a war campaign. It was typically a five or six day affair, an exciting fight with plenty of large- and small-scale battles. The forces of good vs. the forces of evil. The power of warmth vs. the power of cold. 
 
      
 
    Playing the role of the main villains were murklings. They were ice creatures that dreamed of turning the entire world of Waldyra into an ice rink with snowy hills and statues made of warm-blooded beings frozen alive. Any players joining their ranks were eligible to contend for awards from the Dark side. 
 
      
 
    In the role of the good were all those who were against such an outcome of events. The bulk of them was composed of resident farmers — grim, dumpy humans and half-orcs — who tilled the cold and infertile soils that were found in the wastelands of Kohgvald. They were joined by a handful of regulars, as well as fighting units of guards who were on duty in those regions. Any players that decided to join the side of the Light were also there. 
 
      
 
    Each of these encounters produced mass slaughter. Everything got turned to dust! The locals went down in droves. Players got killed off likewise. What fun! Excitement overload! Getting out alive from one of these campaigns was an achievement that bordered on being a miracle. Participating in all three Northern Campaigns and surviving... Either Centurion Vurrius had saddled Luck itself, or Luck happened to be a close relative of his; or he was an incredibly skilled warrior. 
 
      
 
    “Most importantly, he stayed in those places for a very long time,” noted Crow, cottoning on quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! Perhaps, he was even born in those parts. That was the last place where Vurrius served for quite a long time. And then, something happened, and he became a traveling guard that wanders through remote places and brings along snowstorms. Zap, I’m going to visit the wastelands of Kohgvald tomorrow!” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be able to teleport there directly,” the dwarf reminded her. 
 
      
 
    “I know. It can’t be helped. First, I’ll teleport, and then I’ll buy the return crystals there. We have the means and the opportunity. I’ll leave at five in the morning. I’ll try to finish the job in six hours or so. You’ll have to take over my share of work for the first half of the day. You’ll be running around like a hamster on a spiked wheel. Can you manage it?” 
 
      
 
    “For the sake of info, I’m willing to run around for the whole day,” the dwarf assured his girlfriend. 
 
      
 
    “That’s settled, then,” nodded Lori with satisfaction. “At the same time, I’ll try to find out whether I can snag a certain fun skill for my class — maybe even for free. How is the digging going?” 
 
      
 
    “I have completely cleared the tunnel and strengthened the walls. I also took all junk out of the tower. I’m going to hug you for a bit, then I’ll send you off to sleep, while I go sort the underground trophies.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you in such a hurry?” 
 
      
 
    “My intuition is tingling,” explained the player grimly. “It’s gnawing on my virtual bones and absolutely won’t leave me alone. We need to finish sorting, reinforcing, and digging as soon as possible, while simultaneously becoming stronger as warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “Vurrius?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. It’s Vurrius. Damn Vurrius,” sighed the dwarf, shaking his head and becoming even more grim. “I hope I’m being paranoid. Maybe it’s the jitters from the excitement of finding more bricks. But you said so yourself: he brings the snowstorm wherever he goes.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah. So what?” 
 
      
 
    “So, after the snowstorm, the centurion gathers his soldiers and leaves for the next place. It’s like he runs away. But what is he running from? He is already serving in the most far-flung places in Waldyra. An idealistic guy, with a real warrior’s backbone. Why would he be running from a blizzard? He had long gotten used to poor weather like this, ever since his battles with murklings. But the centurion still keeps running away. That means there is something to be afraid of.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then, he can get the hell out of here!” declared the amazon feistily, punching the air with her fists. “And we’ll give him the boot up his frozen butt!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the problem. They don’t seem to be packing. Replacement shifts of guards are not arriving. Vurrius’ soldiers are continuing with their duty here, patrolling, keeping watch, protecting players, mowing down nepentheses, and decimating the orcs’ scouting units.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” 
 
      
 
    “Their extended stay is probably due to the gray orcs. An artificial intellect has clear and simple logic: don’t friggin’ start packing and relocating when there’s an invasion on the horizon! Snowstorm? Let it freeze the orcs to death. At the moment, it can only serve to benefit the guards. Victims among civilians? There are no civilians — only one plot of land has been sold. In any case, the most important thing is to warn them. Tell them to run and save themselves. And if the civilians don’t go anywhere, then it becomes their own problem. The guards’ job was to warn them. That’s one of the reasons that I’m feeling such a strong sense of foreboding.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a second reason?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. The Sleepless.” 
 
      
 
    “What do they have to do with this?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing so far,” said Crow, shrugging. “Tomorrow morning, try to find out whether Vurrius has even been approached by kind and helpful foreigners ready to assist him in resolving the unknown problem. It might have been the Sleepless, or some other clan. But the main point is whether they approached him or not. And participated in the fight during a snowstorm. This time, everything went well and the blizzard ended suddenly; the sunshine returned, and the grass turned green again. But, personally, I think the beast escaped.” 
 
      
 
    “Beast?” 
 
      
 
    “For lack of a better word. I think they didn’t manage to bring down the nasty creature that was responsible for it. I’m really interested to know how many fights like this happened before.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m even more intrigued now. Alright! I’ll find out!” 
 
      
 
    On that note, their business talk ended. They transitioned to chatting about personal topics and, in part, about the weather. As they say: work hard, play hard! And it was time for the latter. The moment had come when they could forget their troubles and dedicate their free time to each other. 
 
      
 
    Crow came down from the hill after about an hour. He left Lori on the hilltop, snoozing comfortably, having tenderly wrapped her in a blanket. She needed to get a good sleep before tomorrow; the next morning promised to be full of travels and talks with unknown representatives of all kinds of races. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf descended into the tomb and began to carefully sort the trophies. Before then, he remembered to pour some milk to the perpetually hungry guardian snakes. On the way to the tomb, he called down Chrys, taking him along to the underground tunnels. The poor pet suffered from boredom and looked down reproachfully from the top of the perch at his scurrying owner. But what choice did Crow have? How can he manage to be everywhere at once? Nohow. The troublesome pair of Amou and Mith did not appear today, either. Seems like they’re having some kind of trouble in the real world; or maybe they simply decided to take a break. 
 
      
 
    Let’s see. What’s this thing? Looks like a squashed copper pitcher with formerly intricate carvings. Yup, that’s what it is. Good for reforging. Off it goes into a pile with other bits of copper... 
 
      
 
    And what is this? A thick and dusty old book, stabbed through with a rusted dagger. How melodramatic. The book was so bad that someone wanted to kill it? 
 
      
 
    Grasping the handle of the dagger, Crow hesitated, preparing himself. What if the book comes alive, opens its jaws, and starts ripping the dwarf to pieces? 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, he pulled. The weapon came out with difficulty from the thick of the pages. Nothing happened. That’s a good sign. The dagger was sent to the reforging pile. As for the book... What’s inside the book? Formulas or recipes, perhaps? 
 
      
 
    Opening the book to the first page, Crow looked closely at the handwritten lines. The handwriting was very good. Clearing his throat, he read out loud: 
 
      
 
    “The personal diary of Aphocles Lomo, junior scribe of the military chancellery, assigned to a minor unit of the guard. 
 
      
 
    Sixth day of the week. Month of the Golden Phoenix. 
 
      
 
    Glory to Scarlet Ruadilius! We have successfully taken up our post. Now, it seems, we will be spending our time here until morning. Everything is fine, except that Glacius the Stinker, that fat and perpetually hungry fool with a bottomless stomach, got assigned to our unit. His breath is so foul, it is capable of killing a dragon! And if he eats too much bean soup, then expect real trouble! Tonight, I will sleep on the roof of the tower. I do not wish to suffocate from toxic fumes! 
 
      
 
    Before nightfall, we have felt several light shocks. Nothing bad happened, but it’s still worrisome. It’s like the earth itself is angry today. Has something upset the underground gods? We must pray earnestly to the merciful protector Ruadilius. May he shield us with his hand from pain and trouble! I am especially worried for those who live in unsteady huts with walls of mud-covered straw. We have nothing to fear, as the tower’s foundation is so firm, and its walls so thick, that it will not crumble even during the strongest earthquake...” 
 
      
 
    Slamming the book shut, Crow threw it back inside the coffin. Someday, he’ll read it. Someday. Right now, he has more important things to do. 
 
      
 
    And what’s this? Oh! It’s a completely flattened spoon! It looks funny. And here is a soup bowl, turned into a perfectly flat disk. Both of them can go into the reforging pile. He will have lots to do in the smithy tomorrow... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Forging iron, digging soil. Forging the future, digging up the past. In harsh lands, there is no other way... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MORNING BEGAN with shoveling. 
 
      
 
    The breakfast began at... There was no breakfast. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to call the morning early, too — more like, extra-early and dark. Crow slept for only two hours. When he got up, he discovered that he was hugging not Lori’s waist, but a scrunched-up pillow. The girl had disappeared, having gone to search for leads that might help them uncover the centurion’s secrets. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf’s task today was both simpler and more difficult than usual. More precisely, he had a whole damned host of things that needed doing. They could be divided into very simple tasks and regular ones, respectively. The tasks themselves were not the problem; it was the lack of time. 
 
      
 
    At night, a large caravan had arrived, carrying rare wood. Nobody greeted them, as everyone was asleep. Right now, the convoy men were snoring loudly and clearly weren’t interested in buying anything, This allowed the dwarf to continue to dig, which is exactly what he did. He worked under the light of five smoking candles, which he had placed inside the hollow tower that had sank underground in some long-forgotten past. The dwarf had run out of the enchanted sticks and scrolls for transporting loads, so he stuffed the excess soil into his rucksack and basket. As soon as they were fully loaded, he carried them outside, ran as far as he could away from the outpost, and dumped them out. On his way outside, he would bring up rocks for building the wall. As he returned from the wilderness beyond the outpost, he would kill a couple of sleepy partridges and grab half a dozen of their eggs. Everyone will be hungry once they wake up... 
 
      
 
    In short, the first two hours of the day were spent on routine, monotonous work. But the dwarf wasn’t complaining. He dug down another thirteen feet, making a wide, sloping tunnel that led under the tower’s wall. He lengthened the corridor by two strides, mercilessly hacking at the layers of earth and wrenching out stones. Near the end of the digging session, fortune finally gave Crow a small smile — the dwarf came across a stone tile. He removed it and discovered a small space — something like a tiny cupboard — behind it. It was empty and uninhabited. Excellent! Crow did not crave new fights with dark creatures, although he perfectly understood that such clashes were inevitable. 
 
      
 
    Why were they inevitable? 
 
      
 
    It was because of this spot, the reference to which they had first discovered a long time ago. Usually, they would sell this kind of information for real-world money or exceedingly cool virtual things. Sometimes, they would host dark auctions, where buyers paid in virtual gold and gems, but the going prices would be outrageous. They earned so much, that in the real world, their life was a party every day. It was a bright streak of fortune, gilded with gold, that stretched into infinity. 
 
      
 
    They were professionals. 
 
      
 
    No, rather, it was Waldyra that made them into professionals. 
 
      
 
    In the magical world, they had occupied a very tight niche. In fact, they had occupied it so firmly that they had more work than they could handle. Help some players, interfere and stop others; deceive some players, and open the eyes of others. Sneak into the king’s bedroom and slip a “present” under his pillow. Creep into the bedroom next door and steal a beautiful princess... Or burst into a stronghold in the middle of the night to snatch a kidnapped beauty from the jaws of the criminal elite. Steal the most important asset of a church of the Light, or rob a powerful dark lich of his personal coffin. 
 
      
 
    They could do anything and everything. They were paid a lot of money. Their clients weren’t stingy and did not even try to haggle. If some nincompoop tried to lower the price, they simply ended the conversation. The following day, the same fool would come back to offer them twice as much money. 
 
      
 
    That’s why they did not cling to potentially important information that could bring them serious profits. They liked action. Building and digging wasn’t part of their job. Of course, they would sometimes dig, but only for the sake of building an extremely narrow tunnel that led to the place they needed. 
 
      
 
    This time, though, they held onto the information. 
 
      
 
    Why? Who knows. Crow couldn’t remember exactly — he didn’t give a damn. When they were discussing this question, he was busy trying to snatch the last cluster of emerald grapes from Lori. Eating these grapes gave a permanent +3 to your strength. Before this, they had both eaten one cluster each. It was part of the payment for destroying a squad of elite desert warriors, who possessed strange magic powers and looked like unbelievably advanced ninjas. They succeeded in the mission and received in reward a large sum of money, three full sets of decent warrior gear, and ten clusters of magical grapes. These grapes grew on the side of a certain famous mountain, which was located to the southeast of Waldyra’s Venice — a nickname for the half-flooded city built by the Ancients. 
 
      
 
    And so, as he was trying to steal the last cluster of grapes from Lori, he only shrugged when asked for his opinion on what to do with the accidentally found information that concerned the long-forgotten rocky ravine to the south of Algora. Back then, he said something like “Who cares?” and everyone agreed with him. Nobody really cared. The real reason was that nobody wanted to put in the effort to find out the real worth of the information to price it accordingly. It was always tedious and required a lot of time. They already had enough money — in both worlds. That’s why they had simply forgotten about the rocky ravine. Well, most of them did, anyway. Their crowned leader, on the other hand, didn’t forget anything — his voluminous skull with a tall forehead had enough space to contain many things. So when destiny handed them a second puzzle, he was the first one to put it all together. The result he got was so unexpected and important that... he tossed the information onto the back burner again. Because, once again, he would have needed a lot of time to re-evaluate the true cost of it. They had enough money and nobody wanted to bother. 
 
      
 
    Then suddenly, they lost everything. Some things they’ve lost forever — including people, too. They lost so many things that they had sunk into silent despair. For a long time, they sat in dumbfounded shock. The rainbow streak of happiness turned out to be far from infinite and was cut short too unexpectedly. It was the start of an evil nightmare, full of apathy alternating with confusion. It lasted until he was contacted by their leader. The leader was brought into Crow’s hospital ward. He was entirely wrapped by plastic tubes full of medication. He lay under a canopy of fine gauze. His scary smile was visible from behind the screen of cloth. That’s when he suggested the only way out of the situation that suited them both: go back to Waldyra. Begin everything anew. Start a new rise to power. In secret. Without anyone’s help. Without the old contacts. 
 
      
 
    And Crow agreed. He saw a tiny, bright spark of hope light up his future again. So he agreed. 
 
      
 
    He came here with nothing and began to dig deep into the ground. Then he was joined by Baby — the best and most joyous thing that had happened to him so far. He still could not believe his luck. He would often catch himself grinning from ear to ear as he lay hugging Baby in the dark, and not being able to wipe the stupid smile off his face. 
 
      
 
    As for the information about this place... 
 
      
 
    It turned out to be quite interesting. 
 
      
 
    Under the thick layer of rocky soil was hidden a small and rather unique settlement. In the real world, this kind of place would be called an urban village. It had no private farmsteads, no simple loghouses. Everything was built of brick and stone. Grim two- and three-story houses stood lined up, one behind the other, in a strict and almost army-like order. The narrow streets were squeezed in-between tall buildings and, in those times, when everything was alright, were rarely touched by sunlight. Residential and commercial buildings stood in a perfect square around the village’s main construction: a gargantuan structure composed of multi-colored bricks and huge multi-colored tiles that were decorated with runes. Considering the size of the structure, very few bricks were included in the walls — no more than a thousand. Everything else was built from giant tiles, which were skillfully hewn and polished to a shine. 
 
      
 
    How the structure looked before it was destroyed is not certain. However, anecdotal evidence strongly suggests that there would be no problems with its restoration, as the magic will put every little brick in its proper place. The main problem, though, isn’t the bricks, but the lack thereof. 
 
      
 
    Here, on this spot, where the outpost of Gray Peak is presently located, a monstrously powerful cataclysm had occurred in the past. The earthquake consisted of several shocks so strong that each of them deserved its own name. First Strike! Second Crusher! Third Destroyer! Bloody Fourth! You could come up with many names. But there was nobody to name them, since everyone died. 
 
      
 
    The first shock split the earth, and everything came crashing belowground. 
 
      
 
    The second hit covered the sunken village with a blanket of earth. 
 
      
 
    The third hit firmed the soil on top and smoothed out the cerement of earth and stone. 
 
      
 
    The fourth... There was no need for a fourth. The last shock completely destroyed the roads leading to the village. Then it mixed the broken bricks and cobblestones with other rubble. Thanks to the fourth shock, a narrow stone mountain peak burst out from below the surface of the ground. This rocky peak would later serve as the namesake for the region. 
 
      
 
    The recently inhabited area turned into a barren wasteland. Once the dust settled, the animals came. The first were the vipers, who sunned themselves on the rocks warmed by the sun. When plants started sprouting from seeds blown in by the wind, the partridges arrived. Then the jackals appeared. Sometime later, a spring began to flow from between the rocks. In it splashed the first minnows, which hatched from fish eggs brought on birds’ feet. 
 
      
 
    And that was it. No more evidence was left of the former existence of a very unique settlement with a curious stone structure that stood in the village square. 
 
      
 
    The only thing that baffled the passing travelers was the presence of strange bricks, here and there, that lay strewn on the ground like garbage. It would be fine if they were only found on the ground. However, people discovered these bricks in the strangest of places: on the bottom of lakes and rivers, in streams, on mountainsides, on the roads and roadsides, in the branches of trees, and on the roofs of houses. One person fished a brick out of his own soup bowl! Although his wife swore up and down that she did not slip a red brick into the soup with dumplings, she got a well-deserved earful from her husband. The kids got a walloping from the head of the family, too — just in case. What if the brats had decided to pull a prank on their father? 
 
      
 
    The bricks were strange particularly due to their color. Red, blue, yellow, green, white as snow, black as night... But a brick is a brick. Soon, the found objects were being put to use: to plug a hole in the stone fence, to fix a brick chimney, to stick under a porch, or to strengthen a hearth. Then the bricks became rarer and rarer. Soon, everyone forgot about them. Even if one was occasionally found, it would be instantly used for something and not spared any more thought. 
 
      
 
    Why did nobody even notice the disappearance of an entire village? The answer was rather murky and unclear. How can you find out, if nobody remembers anything? And if they don’t remember, that means it didn’t happen. As for the fact that the old maps show the village? Well, that’s a mistake that needs to be corrected. So people erased it from maps, removed it from books, and built new roads. Everything fell back into place. Everything went back to normal... 
 
      
 
    Clambering outside, Crow threw a heavy stone block on the ground and wiped his forehead. 
 
      
 
    He’ll take a break from digging. It’s time to go back to a long-neglected task. Fishing out a couple of pickles from a wide-mouthed clay jar, the player walked to the smithy. He had cleared the area beforehand, so the only thing left to do was to build up a good fire in the hearth. He carefully arranged the firewood; underneath, he placed a burning coal from the kitchens; around the edges, he placed the remains of brown coal. Let the fire kindle. Meanwhile, Crow dragged over a whole bunch of rusted junk, which was destined to be turned into neat metallic ingots that very day, and dropped it beside the anvil. 
 
      
 
    Then the dwarf ran to fetch a brand-spanking new large chest, placing it a little off to the side. After a bit of thought, he brought over a second one. Woodman will have to construct a couple more chests for common use. These ones, however, he will start using right away. The first will be used to store the cooled ingots, while the second one will hold the finished products: horseshoes, nails, and more. 
 
      
 
    The crackling flames gathered strength; the digital firewood began to turn into burning coals; a thin, smelly smoke slowly stretched into the brightening morning sky. Ah, it feels so good! And here comes old Grubber, climbing out into the morning light and greeting his master. Although his voice was gruff, Crow could hear a strong note of respect in it. In the eyes of his workers, Crow was becoming more and more respectable. He managed to show them that their well-being was his top priority — he will not be stingy when it comes to their housing, comfort, or food. He will even consistently reward them with beer every day. Where else could you find a master like that? 
 
      
 
    Soon, Grubber will bring the dwarvish master a hot cup of morning coffee. The player could not help himself — he had bought a little wooden box of high-quality, expensive coffee beans. He had hoped to enjoy the drink of the gods on his own, but Lori had other ideas. That’s why the coffee was already nearly gone. But while he still had some, Crow gestured to his cook to make coffee for three, including Grubber himself and his brother Woodman. 
 
      
 
    The flames began to roar and spit sparks angrily — not enough fuel! Crow added a couple of thick, dry logs. Those should last a long time. Now let it heat up. 
 
      
 
    When the cook brought over the cup of coffee, the dwarf had already fixed up the hearth with a dozen of hefty stones, raising its walls higher. His heart sang with happiness — he could now begin to reforge. Dusting off the smithing tongs, the player used them to grasp half a rusted corselet. He decisively thrust it deep into the blazing coals. The flames are roaring! The sparks are flying! The smoke is rising! The coffee is strong and sweet! 
 
      
 
    The poor-quality old iron heated up quickly. He immediately pulled it out and laid it across the anvil. He brought down the heavy forging hammer, squashing the red-hot metal. Bam! Bam! Bam! The sounds of hammering echoed across the outpost again. If anyone was still sleeping, they were bound to immediately wake up. 
 
      
 
    He lowered a hot ingot into a bucket of water, which hissed and sent up a column of steam. At the same time, the dwarf was already pulling the next piece of iron out of the fire... 
 
      
 
    The work was mechanical and repetitive, much like digging, so Crow’s thoughts wandered back to what was concealed beneath his feet. It was an ancient magical mechanism. The mechanism was very, very complicated and a total mystery. It melded together mechanics and magic. But it wasn’t a modern replica. It was the so-called “inheritance of the Ancient Ones.” It had belonged to the mysterious race that had vanished long ago without a trace. The cataclysm happened around the same time as the Ancients’ disappearance. Immediately, the first thought that comes to mind is that the earthquake was used to cover up the Ancients’ tracks. When you leave someplace forever, you often destroy your own possessions — so that they don’t fall into anyone else’s hands. But this was just one theory. There were loads of other possibilities. 
 
      
 
    The only thing certain is that the cataclysm that destroyed the village was not a coincidence. It wasn’t a natural disaster. It was a well-aimed, direct hit that didn’t just destroy an ancient mechanism, but wiped it off the face of the earth, along with the village of almost a thousand residents. It buried everything under hundreds of tonnes of soil and smoothed over the surface like a gigantic steamroller. Then everything was nice and calm again... 
 
      
 
    Their crowned leader told them that there were four of these cataclysms — and all four happened on the same day. 
 
      
 
    The first one hit the area presently known as Gray Peak. And it became a giant, rocky wasteland with a sharp mountain peak that stretched solemnly into the grim sky. 
 
      
 
    The second cataclysm happened on the ocean floor, turning an underwater city into a second Pompeii. The catastrophic eruption of an underwater volcano flooded the small underwater valley with streams of hot lava. This time also, there were four shocks. The first threw the sleeping city up to the surface of the water and dropped it back down. The second shock followed immediately. The houses that were sinking back to the ocean floor did not land on a firm, rocky bottom; instead, they were greedily swallowed by a lake of lava — along with their inhabitants. The third hit covered the lake with a neighboring crag the size of Mount Makalu. The fourth shock exploded the volcano, forcing the flows of lava to cover both the crag and the lake with an impenetrable blanket of rapidly solidifying molten rock. The boiling oceanic water and the howling steam served as a heated-up iron to perfectly level the area on the ocean bottom, turning it into a regular-looking and deserted part of the ocean. 
 
      
 
    The third cataclysm struck a small island located in the tropics to the far south of Alcaroum. It was part of an archipelago of almost a hundred similar islands. Half of them were inhabited; half were not. There used to be even more islands, before nature threw a fit and sharply decreased their number. Tsunami. From the west. And another tsunami. From the east. The two gigantic waves hit nearly simultaneously from two opposite sides of the world. It was like a child happily clapping his hands over the island. Clap! And the city was gone. No more fruit trees and flowers! Just a rocky soup everywhere... That was the first shock, which counted as two hits — two deadly slaps. The third hit was in the form of a monstrous geyser that spouted right in the center of the island. A jet of boiling water threw the remains of the city up into the air. Boiling rain pummeled everything. Those who had miraculously survived were impressed by the show unfolding before them. Yelling, they ran back and forth across the island, from which there was no escape — all wharfs had been on the east and west side. The wharfs were the first to be destroyed, along with ships and boats. The fourth and last shock created another tsunami. Just a small one. However, it was made entirely of mud and stones. This was an oceanic mudflow, a roaring wave that covered the ravaged island and wrapped it in a thick layer of rocks and ocean floor sediment. When everything was calm again, the island resembled a lifeless crag sticking out of muddy water. 
 
      
 
    The fourth cataclysm struck a lowland peninsula situated in the northern part of the world. During high tide, the peninsula was always completely flooded with water — that is how low it sat below sea level. During low tide, dry ground would appear again. For this reason, houses were built on tall stilts. Between the stilts, nets were stretched. The high tide would bring giant sea sturgeon, which would become the catch of the fishermen that lived in the houses on stilts. But the relevant part was the settlement on the very edge of the peninsula, situated on top of a towering cliff and thus never flooded by water. It was hard to get at — the mighty crag was sturdy, and the houses were made of the same material, which easily withstood howling northern winds and blizzards. That’s why the cataclysm slammed into the peninsula as hard as possible — the incoming tide brought along a black iceberg weighing several thousand tonnes. In one hit, it wiped out not just the city with the ancient mechanism, but also razed the whole cliff to the ground. The second blow toppled the black iceberg on top of the rubble, which was all that remained of the city. The falling iceberg served as an excellent hydraulic press, pushing the broken buildings deep into the ground. The third blow... The third blow never came. A wave of mud, filled to the brim with massive chunks of ice, had started to rise but didn’t make it to the shore. It came down and rolled out into a harmless puddle. Something went wrong, so the fourth cataclysm was only partially successful. The plan to bury the destroyed city in a grave of ice and mud failed. 
 
      
 
    That is exactly why the location of the fourth cataclysm was the first to be discovered by players and locals. That is where the multicolored bricks were found for the first time. Then the ruins of the city were uncovered from the frozen mud, along with the foundation of the heavily damaged magical mechanism of the Ancients... 
 
      
 
    At present, the situation is as follows: out of the four mechanisms, two have been discovered. 
 
      
 
    One is located up north, on the peninsula. 
 
      
 
    The second one is underwater, under a layer of hardened volcanic lava. 
 
      
 
    The third and fourth haven’t been found. 
 
      
 
    From a global perspective, the following point emerges: the mechanisms only work together, not separately. One of them, by default, is in the hands of ichtyanders, since it’s at the bottom of the ocean. It would be hard to reach for terrestrial beings. The second mechanism, by default, belongs to terrestrial races — the one that is situated at Gray Peak. Ichtyanders would have a hard time swimming among dry rocks. The last two — the one on the northern peninsula and the one on the tropical island — are located in areas that could be controlled by ichtyanders or terrestrial beings. Thus, the game offered players a strategic challenge: Here are four key areas of influence. If you want to dictate your own terms, then you will have to take control of as many of those points as possible. Or half of them, at least. Or even just one... 
 
      
 
    Let’s suppose that you somehow manage to take control of one of the four points. Then what? Well, nothing. The machine won’t work. It doesn’t even exist, really. It’s just ruins. A pile of multicolored bricks and gigantic blocks. A wildly contrasting combination of tiny and giant pieces. For reparations, you can only use the original material, which is impossible to copy or reproduce yourself. That means that now, you must search the world for multicolored little bricks and huge blocks of polished stone. 
 
      
 
    Plus, you must still find out the original purpose of the machine. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it’s a giant press for juicing purple grapefruits. 
 
      
 
    Why not? Who knows what these mythical Ancients, or, as they’re also called, the Greats, had on their mind? Maybe they were mildly retarded and practiced simultaneous drinking of grapefruit juice as a society... It is stupid to expect something special — even if you do manage to find the ruins, dig them up, restore the mechanism, and figure out how to restart it. The end result is still unknown. 
 
      
 
    As for the juicer — that was a joke, of course. The version you are most likely to hear — a favorite of all newly minted military leaders of clans — is that the mechanism is a four-part magical cannon of an incredibly huge caliber. With one shot, it would be able to shatter to bits any fortress or clan citadel, or wipe a city off the face of the earth. In short, it may be an extremely powerful weapon. 
 
      
 
    And the player clan (the locals weren’t even a factor at this point) that gets their little hands on such a mega-cannon will be able to immediately start dictating their terms to the world. 
 
      
 
    But the theory didn’t work out. Information was scant, except for the clear statement written black on white: It’s not a weapon, so don’t even dream about it, fools. 
 
      
 
    Out of the pieces of new information, out of the drops of evidence that were obtained through blood, sweat, and tears, out of rumors separated from empty chatter, players managed to find out that simultaneously turning on the four mechanisms will open a door that leads somewhere. In a word: a portal. 
 
      
 
    The most interesting thing was what came next. From somewhere came a very persistent rumor regarding the “Golden City” and the “Emerald City.” The names are general and strongly hinting that on the other side of the portal, the lucky travelers will encounter a lost city of the Ancients, maybe even a capital of the extinct race. The Golden City was Paititi — the mythical city of the Incas, where you can find thousands of gold ingots, baskets of diamonds and rubies, and statues of gods made of precious metal. The Emerald City refers to the tale of The Wizard of Oz. It’s a magical city decorated inside and out with emeralds, steeped in magic, and so bright that if you don’t wear glasses, you’re sure to go blind. A road leads to each of the two cities. In the first case, the road is secret; in the second case, made of brick. 
 
      
 
    Both rumors were utter nonsense. It’s possible, of course, that somewhere in Waldyra, in its unexplored depths, there exists a lost city stuffed full of treasure. On the new continent, for instance, where everyone will soon head. But the four ancient stone mechanisms have absolutely no relevance to it. Thanks to the information discovered long ago, Crow was certain that all of the players’ talk about the Golden and Emerald cities was definitely just rumors and nothing more. 
 
      
 
    Players make mistakes. 
 
      
 
    And they sure like to come up with crazy theories! 
 
      
 
    There is no road made of multicolored bricks that leads to treasure — that’s a load of crap. 
 
      
 
    No, turning on the mechanisms won’t drain Lake Naikal and won’t raise an ancient city that had been sunk on purpose. That’s a load of crap, too. 
 
      
 
    No, the mechanisms won’t start sending signals that would call back the departed Ancients to Waldyra. That’s an even bigger load of crap... 
 
      
 
    The smithing hearth began to cool down. Setting his thoughts aside, the dwarf hurried to add a fresh portion of coal to the fire. This time, he used anthracite. Now was the perfect moment to use it, because he was reforging good, strong iron. He will get many ingots. Once he is finished, he can start forging things for the household. Woodman, for instance, will be extremely happy to get a hundred new nails — they may turn out slightly crooked, but they’ll be strong. 
 
      
 
    Still, he couldn’t help wondering: who managed to stick that nonsense about golden and emerald cities into the players’ heads? It must have taken effort... It seems like all clans in Waldyra believed this fairytale. All the players with deep pockets rushed to buy the multicolored bricks and stash them in especially secure vaults. It’s like an investment for the future. They hope to participate in the future trip. How surprised and angry will they be to learn that the legendary treasures exist only in their own imaginations! 
 
      
 
    At present, the strange multicolored bricks are treated like some kind of precious company stocks, which will never devalue. In addition to costing insane amounts of gold, the bricks are also considered to be part of a key to the magic door. And that’s true — until all four mechanisms are restored, there will be no magic happening. And without the original bricks, fixing the ancient machines will be impossible. However, once the ancient stone gears start spinning... 
 
      
 
    But where is Lori? Never mind. It’s too early to start worrying about it. 
 
      
 
    In a couple of hours, it will be noon. From the start, Crow was very skeptical about Lori’s statement that she’ll be done in six hours. That’s unlikely. Long-forgotten secrets and legends can be compared to a splinter that has lodged deeply inside your finger and has been stuck there for several days. And when it finally gets inflamed and infected, you notice and try to pull it out — but the splinter is stuck too deeply. It hurts, it squirts out gross stuff, and the healed-over wound doesn’t want to open up again. More and more, you want to give up on the task and say “To hell with it — it’ll come out by itself someday.” Same thing with secrets. Everyone stands in your path. That’s why Lori will probably be late. In the meantime, he needed something to do, to avoid burning up from curiosity. 
 
      
 
    It was like someone up above heard the dwarf’s wish. On the horizon appeared three large clouds of dust, traveling swiftly in the direction of the outpost. The door of the watchtower slammed. The grim centurion had rushed outside. With the help of three swear words and a neutral conjunction, he quickly assembled a small patrolling squad. With another particularly strong word, the guards spurred their horses towards the mountain peak sticking out against the horizon. 
 
      
 
    Jackals flew up into the air... They hadn’t grown wings, of course. They were helped by the guards and their long spears. The squealing scavengers rapidly dropped back down to the ground. Some of them died; some lived. Those who survived got trampled into dust by the horses. 
 
      
 
    Thinking quickly, the dwarf stuck several of the bigger scraps of iron into the flames; then he bolted in the wake of the guards, taking along his hefty hammer. No, he wasn’t running to help them. They were much better fighters than he was. He was running after the guards for the same reason as scavenger fish accompany a shark: the shark protects them from other predators, and tasty crumbs often fall from its table. To be honest, Crow had stopped fearing jackals a looong time ago. The days when he had to run as hard as he could from One Ear, the jackal pack leader, were almost lost to memory. However, gray orcs and large groups of rock nepentheses made the player nervous. As they passed by, the guards had cleared the way from all predators and enemies. Partridges and rabbits, on the other hand, remained untouched. That’s all the dwarf needed. He was running to collect delicious food. Overhead flew a happily screeching Chrys. To the bird’s joy, he was immediately pointed to a prey animal — a fat partridge trying to hide in the wilted grass. 
 
      
 
    In just ten minutes, Crow stuffed his bag quarter-full with meat and eggs, bunches of wild onion, and a fair amount of firewood, placing a large boulder on top. He turned around to go home. In that instant came such a loud screech from the skies, that Crow whipped around and stared at his eagle. 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    Chrys was fine. He was soaring high above his master. 
 
      
 
    But what was that, near the peak? 
 
      
 
    A large bird was falling through the air, tumbling out of the skies; several overlong, thick arrows stuck out of its feathery chest... 
 
      
 
    Chrys’ mother crashed to the ground behind a row of small, rolling hills. She fell soundlessly, without making a single sound. She fell, never to rise again. 
 
      
 
    Several flaming arrows streaked upwards to the faraway tip of the peak. A whopping five of them. Four hit the rockface and glanced off harmlessly. The fifth one hit its target squarely: the nest from which Crow had once taken the small, doe-eyed eagle chick. 
 
      
 
    Seconds later, a large flower of flames bloomed on the top of the peak — the nest had caught fire. The dwarf thought he heard one last, very weak eagle cry coming from the fire. But it was unlikely — the distance was too great. He had simply imagined it. However, Chrys, who was soaring over the dwarf’s head, suddenly let out a loud, plaintive cry... A lament for his relatives? Of course not, that’s impossible; Crow seemed to have forgotten it’s just a game... 
 
      
 
    Biting his lip and growing suddenly serious, the dwarf kept his eyes on the blazing fire on top of the rocky peak. A dark column of smoke was rising into the bright blue skies — a sign of trouble. For the longest time, Crow had known perfectly well that gray orcs hate eagles. They hate them with passion, mercilessly destroying the proud birds any chance they get. In the mountains inhabited by the gray-skinned warriors, there is not a single eagle’s nest; no eagle screeches are heard from the skies, either. 
 
      
 
    The gray orcs were near. Very near. 
 
      
 
    From the side of the outpost came alarmed shouts. A much larger squad of heavily armed guards rushed past the dwarf as he stood by, their horses racing towards the smoke. Following them with a troubled gaze, the dwarf grabbed the trunk of a pine felled by wind and began to drag it home with difficulty. 
 
      
 
    Trouble... New trouble was knocking on their door. 
 
      
 
    When Crow crossed into the territory of the outpost, he was met by a broad-shouldered veteran guard. 
 
      
 
    “Citizen Crow!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “On behalf of the guard, I advise you to leave these lands and head to the City of Algora. It is dangerous to stay here.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the warning, O kind guard,” nodded the player. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart. But my home is here. I won’t leave. I won’t run. I’ll meet the enemies with a weapon in my hands.” 
 
      
 
    Respect flashed briefly in the guard’s eyes. His face, raked by a dozen rough scars, twitched in an understanding smirk. 
 
      
 
    “That is your choice, citizen Crow.” 
 
      
 
    “Gray orcs?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But not many. Several dozen.” 
 
      
 
    “We can handle it,” smirked back Crow, purposefully adding the word “we.” 
 
      
 
    “Handle three dozen orcs? Yes, we can. But that’s not all. They’ve also stirred up the gihls. Those damned midgets! We’ve been putting up with their shenanigans for too long! And now, our disregard is coming back to haunt us! Over two hundred gihls are marching with the gray orcs. They’re well-armed, by their standards, and accompanied by the vile ricefins. Also among them we spotted three rock harpies, the vile servants of Guorra herself.” 
 
      
 
    “The goddess...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. She had to get involved, too. But our little-known outpost is unlikely to attract her personal attention, citizen Crow.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, thank heavens for that. Guorra is terrible in her wrath and incredibly powerful. Again, I thank you very much, O kind guard, for the news about the enemies.” 
 
      
 
    “Since you’re staying, you will run into them. Therefore, I must warn you. Keep your birdie safe. Harpies love eagle meat. And the orcs absolutely hate proud birds.” 
 
      
 
    “I will keep him safe. When should we expect guests?” 
 
      
 
    “By night.” The guard’s face was impassive. “They like to attack in the dark. Citizen Crow, in the event that someone ends up on the territory of the outpost, someone who cannot fight against the enemy... If they are led here by ill fortune... Can they take shelter on your territory? Although the stone walls around your property are not yet completed, it is easier to guard gaps in the wall than to defend yourself in an open field.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they can take shelter behind my walls,” replied the dwarf immediately. “Or they can even hide underground. I will start making preparations for the upcoming battle right away. Can we count on reinforcements?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But not anytime soon. The advance troops of the gray orcs are already besieging many settlements. The help of the guards and the army is needed everywhere. Had there been a large village or a small town here — ” 
 
      
 
    “But it is only a small shortstop,” said the dwarf, smiling understandingly, “with a few dozen guards and a handful of residents. I understand, kind guard. Reinforcements won’t be coming. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “My thanks to you, as well. Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Same to you.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf burst through the entrance gate like a short-legged meteor. He took action immediately. He had three hours to complete something that he planned to finish in a day. He dumped the loot in a pile on the ground, shaking out the remaining contents of the rucksack. He threw a new portion of rusted metal into the flames. He snatched the heated metal junk out of the fire and threw it onto the anvil. Now the blacksmithing hammer was beating faster and louder. The dwarf paid no attention to fatigue. The hammering no longer sounded like a wake-up call, but like a grim and foreboding alarm bell that signaled impending danger... 
 
      
 
    Bam! Bam! Bam! 
 
      
 
    Echo from the heavy blows carried far across the ravine, glancing off the mountain peak, on top of which smoldered the remains of the eagle nest. 
 
      
 
    The feeling of alarm infected not only the player, but also the locals — Crow’s workers had mysteriously sensed the looming danger. Not that Crow was trying to conceal anything. Human safety was his top priority. As well as the safety of dwarves. And half-orcs. All of his labor crew, in short. He simply had not yet had a chance to tell them. He was too busy with forging. But somehow, an hour after he found out, the others found out as well. None of the workers had tried to escape or convince their master to beat a retreat. Everyone continued to work as usual, glancing up often to stare at the smoking peak of the rocky crag. The dwarf continued in silence; it was too early to make any statements. 
 
      
 
    Still, he managed to do a few more things besides turning scrap metal into hefty gray ingots. He wrote a message to Lori, briefly describing the current situation and outlining his speculations regarding the nearest future. The girl’s answer came back forty minutes later. This was clear evidence that the redheaded amazon was extremely busy. But still, the answer came: 
 
      
 
    “Got it! I’ll use all my money to stock up on magic scrolls and exploding potions! I’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    Crow couldn’t have asked for more. It’s strange, though... What was she so busy doing that she wasn’t even distracted by a problem as serious as the advancing armies of gray orcs? And the gihls, too... The midgets with their nasty insects must not be discounted. In large numbers, they can do a lot of damage. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour after Lori’s reply, the dwarf Lucri returned to the outpost in a flash of magic light. He got tossed out about 200 yards away from Gray Peak’s boundary. He walked unhurriedly to the property, along the way admiring the wall he had built himself. He sure had something of which to be proud. Crow himself was soaring high on cloud nine; had the wall been completely finished, he would have probably flown high enough to touch the stars. 
 
      
 
    It was with Lucri’s return that the player decided to hold a general meeting. He didn’t use any kind of alarm bell. Instead, he simply took a full keg of dark beer and placed it with a thunk! on the table. Then he lightly tapped a beer mug against the top of the keg. His personal crew of workers appeared in the blink of an eye, all of them holding mugs and looking at him with eager anticipation. Pouring out the alcoholic beverage for each of them, Crow made a brief speech. He made the workers aware of the alarming forecast, shared his personal thoughts on the parentage of gray orcs and on all the ancestors of gihls, up to and including the seventh generation. He also included his opinion on the gihls’ origins: that they were born by way of mixing sulfurous mud and liquid manure from the upset stomachs of goats. 
 
      
 
    The workers supported the honest opinions of their master with roars of approval; some of them added that the sulfurous mud also got mixed with contemptuous spit of mentally ill mountain giants. Thinking for a moment, Crow agreed with the suggestion, and poured everyone another round. They clinked their mugs. Grunting with pleasure, they slowly drained them. After this, Crow personally gave each of them some very valuable instructions. Half an hour after the start of the discussion, every worker knew exactly what to do until the moment when the alarm gets sounded. After the signal, everyone must descend under the hill and sit there, without attempting any kind of heroics. That was all they had to do. 
 
      
 
    Lucri started working like mad, having sworn to close two of the four gaps in the wall before darkness falls. Crow believed him. At the same time, he congratulated the mason regarding his career advancement — Lucri had raised his craftsmanship level and was glowing with pride. The rest of the workers had abandoned their former tasks and began fetching as many large and small stones as possible, in addition to logs and firewood. With the help of the materials on hand, the dwarf intended to barricade the spots where there was no secure wall. The gathered stones could also be used as projectiles — as long as you had the required monstrous strength. And he had it. 
 
      
 
    At this moment, his long-missing friends returned. 
 
      
 
    Mith and Amou materialized at the gate, happily yelling in unison: 
 
      
 
    “We’re baaack!” 
 
      
 
    Startled, Crow nearly smacked their foolish heads with his forging hammer, having mistaken the appearance of his friends for the start of the invasion. He stopped himself at the very last moment; the shiny tip of the hammer froze within an inch of the nose of the cardmaster, whose face was twisted in fear. 
 
      
 
    “Right!” barked the dwarf. “So you’ve come! Finally!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” concurred Amou, having noticed the dwarf’s sudden switch to army-commander tones. 
 
      
 
    “Atten-TION!” barked Crow even louder. “Eyes up! Shoulders straight! Now listen to me carefully!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, aye, captain! Just don’t hit us with the hammer!” 
 
      
 
    “Today is the day we all die! We will die with honor, with weapons in our hands, drenched with the blood of enemies and with their ripped-out inner organs clenched tightly between our teeth!” 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit, what an introduction!” said Mith, impressed, with an enthusiastic smile. 
 
      
 
    “Ripped out? In our teeth?!” 
 
      
 
    “We will put up a brave fight against the approaching darkness! We will give our enemies a taste of real justice! In the name of Light, we will bring down our heavy fists upon the accursed fiends, pounding them into the cold, hard ground, and thus burying them alive! We do not fear death! The only thing we are afraid of is bringing down less than twenty-six gihls and one gray orc before we die!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeeeah! ...Wait. Why that exact number?” 
 
      
 
    “Orcs? Gihls?” 
 
      
 
    “Just an estimate,” conceded Crow, forgetting about his role of commander for a moment. “I’m counting on the noble guards to take care of the rest. Ahem... We will show great fighting spirit! Bravery! The courage of heroes! We will block the thrusts of enemy spears with our chests, to protect from harm the precious possessions of the dwarf Crow! And for the sake of this noble goal... I ask you to give me all of your savings, magical scrolls, collections of herbs, and bottles of alchemical potions!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeeeah! ...Wait. Did you say possessions? And our savings?” 
 
      
 
    Crow snorted and nodded, confirming. But then he added: 
 
      
 
    “I will later repay you everything down to the last penny, and reimburse your possessions down to the last thread and drop. I swear by the wisdom tooth of Centurion Vurrius.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s for you, we don’t mind, Señor Crowcci,” said Mith, unconcerned. “Just tell us what to do!” 
 
      
 
    “How are things between you and Lori?” asked Amou brightly, her eyes shining. “Everything is going well, right? Absolutely perfect, right?” 
 
      
 
    “This is the wrong time and place for that question, Sergeant!” said the dwarf, frowning. “And so, I repeat: soon, hordes of enemies will come to this outpost. We need to defend against their attack! Retreat is not an option! Are you with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” responded Mith instantly. “Absolutely!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” nodded Amou enthusiastically. “Mith can give you all my money and scrolls. He has full access. I’ll go share some gossip with Lori — about our future battle tactics, of course — not about what you’re thinking. Where is she? I’m craving some gossip!” 
 
      
 
    “She is in a grim, faraway land of snow,” answered the dwarf. “Mith! Go quickly grab all your money and scrolls. And bring them here. Meanwhile, I’ll draw up a shopping list for you. One more thing, guys. The attack will most likely happen at sundown, or even after midnight. So you’ll be spending a lot of time here.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” said Mith dismissively. “We’ve had plenty of rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you send Lori into exile?” 
 
      
 
    “Write to her and ask,” replied Crow to the girl. “She went on an important mission to a distant, snowy country. I want her to come back as soon as possible, too. Mith, dig out all of your best cards — everything down to the last ace and wildcard.” 
 
      
 
    “Oho! For the sake of such an event... For the massacre, for the mighty extermination... I’m off to fetch my favorite deck! And money!” 
 
      
 
    Mith disappeared in the flash of teleport. Amou looked questioningly at the dwarf. She made several grasping motions with her hand, as if to say: aren’t you gonna give me work to do, too? Crow always had work that needed doing, so he pointed at a transport convoy of over three dozen heavy carts that had just crossed into the outpost. 
 
      
 
    “It’s unlikely that the guards will let them stay here for long,” noted Crow. “But they can’t forbid the horses and bulls from getting a drink and having a brief rest. We have about thirty to forty minutes. In this time, we must harass the convoy men into buying as much produce as possible for triple, or even quadruple, the regular price. These are war times. That’s why our loaf of bread will cost as much as a wedding cake! As you’re selling, don’t forget to warn each of them about the coming trouble — and it doesn’t matter if they’ve already been warned. Oh! I almost forgot! This is very important!” 
 
      
 
    “What is?” 
 
      
 
    “When the great battle begins, don’t even think of using magic of mass destruction! Do not, under any circumstances, strike the enemy host with a fighting magic scroll containing a spell that summons a meteor, for example. Or icy hail, or a rain of stones, or acid fog, or anything like that. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. Or maybe not. Anyway, we won’t use it.” 
 
      
 
    “Warn Mith, too, in case I forget.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. But why can’t we use it?” 
 
      
 
    “The guards,” replied Crow simply. “It’s their favorite hobby: to end up alone among enemy ranks at the very moment when you’ve already spoken the spell of mass destruction. So don’t even think about using that kind of magic. If needed, I’ll make that call myself. Only use targeted attacks on enemy ranks. No indiscriminate hitting with a nuclear club or an atomic tomahawk. In addition to the guards, there will probably be some kind of hero from the locals — someone that spent the last hundred years lazing around on the couch, then suddenly decided to go out in the field to crush some enemies... And then — bam! — you drop a meteorite on the battlefield... Also, there will be players. Someone from our kindred will definitely show up here to try to distinguish themselves, in order to earn a medal or honor. In addition, they might be trying to raise their reputation with the guards, or just fighting for the sake of good in general. Imagine what will happen if you nuke them. You’ll never get them off your back after that. And what if they belong to a clan? Do you need those kinds of enemies? Anyways, like I said, don’t use it! And tell that to Mith, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I got it. Don’t touch the heroes of the locals. Same thing goes for foreigner players. What about enemy players? Will there be any?” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely, there will be,” said Crow grimly. “Kill them on the spot. Those players who have joined forces with the dark side will have some sort of distinguishing feature. A ribbon, a flashing scarlet ball of light over their head, a gray halo around their body, a horned helmet, a black cloak, orange boots, and so on. But they’ll definitely have a way to tell them apart, to prevent their allies from nuking them. Take those players out as soon as you see them. But don’t take any risks, and don’t jump into the fray — remember, you’re a musician. Okay, the convoy is here! Off you go! Hustle them into buying some partridge eggs. I want you to sell everything before Mith comes back. We need funds!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    The funds appeared very quickly. Incredibly quickly. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had the convoy entered the territory of the outpost than an agitated guard ran up to it and gave its leader a rapid and succinct rundown of the impending doom. The guard hurried away, leaving the convoy leader dumbstruck by the bad news. The leader was not left alone, however. In the next moment, he was assailed by a young foreigner girl, who began chattering right away. The verbal barrage overwhelmed the gray-haired, aging half-orc. In her speech, the advertisement for fresh eggs and meat got mixed in with the prediction of the end of the world. The invitation to stay awhile and have a bite to eat fit in poorly with the suggestion to leave the place as quickly as possible. The happy news of wonderful dark beer available for sale contrasted sharply with the mention that they were about to be eviscerated by the swords of gray orcs. 
 
      
 
    What’s a man to do? How should he react? 
 
      
 
    The graying half-orc turned out to be wise. First of all, he bought a whole keg of beer, without haggling on the price, thus showing a giant middle finger to his colleagues, who were still standing there with confused brains and parched throats. The draft livestock was herded to the watering hole, while their drivers stormed the market stand. They mercilessly swept away its defenses of porridge-filled bowls, pancakes and honey, and cheap yet strong coffee. They demolished battalions of fried meat, as well as freshly baked flatbread — everything got devoured in the blink of an eye. A brief twenty minutes after arriving at the outpost, the convoy was already moving again, choosing a route that would get them as fast and far away as possible from the brewing conflict. Sitting in the driver’s seat of the front cart, the graying half-orc scooped beer out of the keg. Raising his cup, he wordlessly toasted the warriors who stayed behind to fight. 
 
      
 
    Before the first guests had the chance to walk more than half a mile, the border of the outpost was crossed by a pack camel of a spectacular bright red coloration. It had a massive horn in the shape of a two-pronged fork, and two dangerously flashing yellow eyes with vertical cat-like pupils. It was an expensive and widely known breed, which was noted for its average speed, average fighting ability, and average weight-lifting capacity. These characteristics alone made the breed perfect. But the dwarf had no time to fully appreciate the rare pack animal. He only took a glance, admiring its natural bone armor and the two huge saddlebags of striped silk that were hanging from its sides. The goods in the bags were something light yet bulky. Possibly, they were Eastern spices... Not that it mattered to him in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    Amou rushed up to the camels, which scared them and made them attempt to defend themselves against her with a triple spitball. The bard got lucky. She managed to evade two strikes of enemy spit; the third hit was received by a guard, who had heavily marched up to the travelers and was about to speak words of warning when a squelchy, wet blob landed on his head. The girl took advantage of the guard’s momentary silence to chatter away, warning the men and urging them all to buy the remaining beer and meat as quickly as possible, since two dust clouds were coming up behind them, concealing the next hungry crowd. After hearing her words, the caravan’s men grew pale and began to sweat anxiously. They bought out the remaining food, and dragged off the camels and the exceedingly fat oxen to the watering hole. 
 
      
 
    As the caravan snaked away in a long, nervous line, Crow dragged inside two large, fat-bellied clay jugs in wicker wrapping. They contained some sort of really cheap and strong wine. This swill was lovingly described by a caravan merchant with a long, lush mustache as “mind-numbing tenderness of a flowering oasis.” Crow couldn’t have asked for more. Especially since he managed to buy it relatively cheaply, although in different times, the dwarf would have seriously reconsidered the necessity of such an expensive purchase. But today he was certain: it will sell out! As soon as the travelers were informed about the imminent invasion of gray orcs, they had been instantly overcome with unbearable thirst — along with nervous twitching. There was no better cure for thirst and nerves than a mug of slightly diluted strong wine. Or beer. But the latter won’t be diluted! Alcohol doesn’t ruin people’s lives! What ruins people’s lives is being hit on the head with an orc blade... 
 
      
 
    And so the hours slowly went by. Everyone was working as hard as they could. Crow’s laborers dragged inside one log after another, one stone after another... Two gaps in the wall had been securely blocked by ugly barricades. The third gap had vanished, to be replaced by solid and orderly layers of rocks. The fourth gap was slowly disappearing as the mason Lucri labored without breaks, while constantly helping himself to more beer. The hired hunter kept bringing back more fresh meat. On his trips, he managed to kill three nepentheses and chase off three midgets in ragged, dusty cloaks. The gihls were near... Very near. They were slowly gathering here. That was despite nightfall still being a long way away... Crow had begun to think that he had really miscalculated when he decided that the enemy won’t attack in broad daylight. 
 
      
 
    Mith had run off to buy supplies. The cardmaster was given such a long shopping list that he ended up in a state of mild shock, from which he recovered only after seeing Crow’s tightly clenched, heavy fist. 
 
      
 
    Lori was still nowhere to be seen. Where is that female spy?! Crow did not send her any more messages. He perfectly understood that she wasn’t lazing about. The fact that she had been gone for so long despite the seriousness of the current situation meant she had a very good reason to be absent. But that didn’t make things any easier. He didn’t have enough helping hands. At least the guards kept a close eye on the surroundings, so he didn’t have to worry about surprise attacks. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf had only seen Vurrius once — the centurion had momentarily surfaced from the tower, gave several orders, then hid inside again. Vurrius was wearing full armor and looked like a miniature, self-propelled fortress. A very vicious fortress. One that spits fire and fury. One careless swipe from said fortress will be enough to leave you with permanent brain damage. 
 
      
 
    But where is Lori? Crow’s nerves were on edge. Long-forgotten secrets aren’t the priority right now. He had to worry about the nearest future, which didn’t look overly bright or promising... Actually, no — it did look promising. It promised to be full of pain and disappointment, as well as broken dreams and crushed plans. He really wanted to avoid that! 
 
      
 
    Several extremely tense hours later, the outpost was completely deserted. All the caravans and convoys had left. The low-level players had scattered — there weren’t many of them, only three singles and four small groups. Very few players visited this location. But even they were chased off by the guards, who swooped around the place like grim ravens prophesying doom. There was no personal room here. There was nowhere to hide your belongings. There was a respawning site nearby, but if you imagine how many times you’ll get killed off by the gray orcs... How many levels would you have to lose? 
 
      
 
    And for the sake of what? 
 
      
 
    Nobody is promising anything in return! 
 
      
 
    The guards aren’t asking you to stay and help. The centurion is willing to kill you with his own two hands, just to get you out of his way. You’re trying to help them out of the goodness of your heart, but in return, you’re openly told to take a hike. You are surprised by the response, but pull yourself together to approach the guards again. Pointing to your fighting companions, you say loudly and clearly: “We are here to help!” And the guards, surprised and angry, reply: “You’re still here? Get lost already!” After such appreciative words, all the players went away without further ado. Why lose your gear and levels for nothing? You’ll die, and nobody will even thank you. Who needs that? 
 
      
 
    Gray Peak stood empty. Outside the territory circled two small units of guards — one closer, and the other one further away. They were most likely to be watchmen on horseback, rather than frontline defense forces. Crow clearly remembered the battle tactics of regular guards, and knew that the job of the two units consisted of timely warning their comrades of the start of the attack. Then they must empty their quivers on the heads of the enemies, whack them with several scrolls of fighting magic, and quickly retreat to seek protection... 
 
      
 
    But that’s the problem! 
 
      
 
    There is no protection! 
 
      
 
    Crow was ready to tear his hair out. 
 
      
 
    There is no protection at the outpost! Nowhere to take cover! 
 
      
 
    That is, unless you count the canopy roofs, which are rather flimsy from a military standpoint; plus the mighty watchtower itself and Crow’s hill, which is surrounded by a wall. Can these buildings be considered defense strongholds, capable of withstanding the onslaught of a large number of foes? No! They can’t! 
 
      
 
    Still, the dwarf wasn’t completely discouraged. He knew that, in addition to regular defense walls, there also exist magical ones. The centurion seemed experienced. He won’t let his men throw their lives away. That means, he must have some sort of ace up his sleeve. Or, at least, a sufficiently strong card. 
 
      
 
    The flash of cargo teleport announced Gray Mithril’s return. Behind his back was a mountain of boxes and bales. The majority of them displayed bright-red warning labels: “Right side up only! Do not bump! Contains glass!” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent! Absolutely perfect!” cried the dwarf, brightening up and throwing aside his shovel. He hurried towards Mith. “Good work! You made it in time!” 
 
      
 
    “I did it as fast as I could,” sighed the guy tiredly. He sat down heavily on top of a box. “I didn’t think I’d be able to run so many miles without stopping. What do we do now?” 
 
      
 
    “The plan is lying on the table over there. Amou is sitting at that table, eating buckwheat porridge. Help her with the porridge and familiarize yourself with the plan.” 
 
      
 
    “The plan to capitulate?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare say that! I meant, our plan of defense! It shows lots of little red squares. Memorize their locations, so that you don’t accidentally step on them later. Meanwhile, I’ll handle things here.” 
 
      
 
    “Need any help?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’ll do it myself. You don’t have enough experience for this,” replied Crow, hoisting one of the boxes onto his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Within an hour, Crow managed to open all the boxes, empty their contents, and carefully place various objects into holes he had dug earlier. The entire yard now looked like a lunar landscape in miniature. All Crow’s work. Having barely finished his blacksmithing tasks, he had begun to dig holes here and there, being careful to avoid placing them in an ordered pattern. He dug all kinds of holes: wide ones, narrow ones, ones beside the wall and at the foot of the hill. All of them were uniformly shallow. Every hole was now held a small item: a chubby glass bottle filled with acid green liquid; a small jewelery box made of bone; something that resembled a steel hedgehog curled tightly into a ball; a regular ball of yarn; an odd-looking, bloated sort of pitcher; and a sheet of paper punctured with many holes and bearing many multicolored stamps. There were a lot of objects, all of them different. Little rocks, pieces of glassware, empty seashells, bundles of beads, wooden stakes, plus many other seemingly random things... 
 
      
 
    Crow was working tirelessly to turn his own yard into a minefield. The mines were mechanical, magical, or hybrid type; there were also live traps. Literally live. Then he filled every hole with dirt again, smoothing the surface. After covering the last hole, Crow took a small piece of paper in his hands and read aloud several strange words. This caused several glowing runes to flash across the mined sites, fading instantly. From now on, anyone who walked across the yard must exercise A LOT of caution. Otherwise, they will regret their carelessness very, very much... 
 
      
 
    This was exactly why the dwarf took a tall post and nailed a sign to it that said: “Do not enter! No exceptions!” Just in case. What if someone suddenly decides to pay him a visit? 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci! Look!” Mith was pointing his porridge-smeared spoon in the direction of the mountain peak. 
 
      
 
    Turning around, the player let out his breath with a hiss. Storm clouds. A whole mass of huge black clouds was slowly moving towards them. 
 
      
 
    “A powerful storm front is heading our way,” announced Amou breathlessly, “carrying a chance of precipitation in the form of belligerent gray orcs.” 
 
      
 
    “Half an hour,” said Crow. “The storm clouds will be here in half an hour. And the gray orcs with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should put some mines behind the wall?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not our territory,” said Crow, shaking his head. “We can’t. And the centurion won’t let us turn government property into a minefield. The furthest edge of our boundary isn’t the walls. Our furthest edge is the hill. Remember a fun game called King of the Hill?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do,” muttered Mith. “I played it once as a kid. I lost two milk teeth and soaked my t-shirt with blood from my nose. And my friend broke his arm in two places. Let’s play Lords of the Dungeons instead!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll play that one later,” promised the dwarf, nodding at the two remaining unopened large boxes. “Wanna help me? There isn’t much time left.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure! Let’s go. Let’s put a bomb under your bed. I’d love to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I like helpful people.” The dwarf sighed. “Amou, finish your porridge and keep an eye on the storm clouds. And on the skies in general. Look out for harpies. The guards mentioned them.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Very. They’re cunning, nasty flying beasts that serve the goddess Guorra. They can snatch you and carry you up high, and then drop you. They’ll accompany you as you fall, tearing at you with their claws and nastily giggling all the while.” 
 
      
 
    “Scary...” 
 
      
 
    “But the worst thing is their dance — ” 
 
      
 
    “Their dance?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a special group skill. But for that, you would need a truly large number of rock harpies. Anyways, if anything happens, just yell. Meanwhile, I’ll go hide a grenade in Lori’s pillow. She’ll be so happy... Amou, in three minutes, take all remaining chunks of raw meat, spread them out on the table, and generously sprinkle them with the red powder. Then scatter them around the yard. But don’t throw them outside the walls! Only inside. Alright, off we go...” 
 
      
 
    “Roger that! I love adding spices!” 
 
      
 
    No sooner had Crow and Mith disappeared underground than they heard three short blasts of a battle horn. The sound had come from the watchtower. 
 
      
 
    “That was three toots,” Mith pointed out unnecessarily. He looked questioningly at his companion, who was huffing and puffing under the weight of a box. 
 
      
 
    “One of the guard units has entered battle,” explained the dwarf, lowering the box with a grunt. “It’s starting already... And we seem to be right on time. Well, Mith, buddy? Are you ready for a fight with no rules?” 
 
      
 
    “I can hardly wait,” replied the cardmaster. Crow heard the quiet sound of rustling paper as Mith shuffled his thick deck of cards. “A fight with no rules? No! This is my first great battle! And I really look forward to it, Crowcci. Thank you so much for inviting us!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Tragedy of times past as a backdrop for upcoming tragedy. Enemy at the gate! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MITH SAT ON THE EDGE of a large hole, dangling his legs happily. He was reading aloud a book, which was brought and given to him by Crow in order to keep the mischievous cardmaster occupied. It kept Mith sitting in one spot, out of Crow’s way, and prevented him from trying to explore the underground tunnels. Crow didn’t want Mith sticking his nose into the tomb. Not that he would find anything of interest there — the dwarf had concealed the passageway to the buried tower with heavy tiles. It was the first thing he did. If he must hide refugees underground at some point, he won’t be able to keep an eye on them all. But Crow did not want to risk anyone finding the secret tunnel. Nor did he want to be forced to lie to his friend. If Mith accidentally finds the passageway, he will immediately ask “What’s there?” And Crow didn’t want to lie, nor did he want to rudely reply “None of your business.” That wouldn’t do. Therefore, let him sit and read out loud, and occasionally hand Crow tools. 
 
      
 
    As he read, Mith’s voice was full of passion and anguish. It echoed dramatically across the underground corridor: 
 
      
 
    “Third day of the second week. Month of the Golden Phoenix. 
 
      
 
    Today, the last wax candle has burned down. The decurion ordered, in advance, to split an oaken chair into kindling wood, so we weren’t left without light. We will not have to endure pitch darkness. 
 
      
 
    Glory to Ruadilius! Glory! It is only thanks to his blessing that the tower did not crumble apart and did not bury us under its ruins. Yes, we have sunken into the depths of the earth; we have been buried by cold, hard earth and heavy stones. But we are alive! There may be only six of us left alive, and we may be covered in wounds and bruises, but we are alive! We are grieving our deceased comrades, but we ourselves are alive! Although, the guard Doricius is slowly dying, and there is nothing we can do to help. We moisten his lips with water and whisper words of comfort to him. 
 
      
 
    We take turns working on digging a tunnel under the tower’s wall. Due to injuries, the work is progressing very slowly. As for me, my left hand is broken, and my back hurts so badly that I cannot stand up straight — during the first and most terrible earthquake shock, I was thrown against the wall of the tower, while my hand was snapped by a flying bench. But I do not complain. I keep digging. We have already dug down twelve feet, and we are confident that we will soon escape our terrible predicament. 
 
      
 
    Cursed Glacius the Stinker! That fat vermin cries and cries! Stinks and stinks! He does not want to work! He complains about feeling weak! About being thirsty! His huge belly wobbles and makes vile rumbling sounds — as if it were not a part of him! His belly is like a gluttonous beast that has a mind of its own! Both of the decurion’s legs got broken. He can only crawl. Lying on the ground, he snarls indistinct curses at Glacius, ordering the latter to shut up and get to work. The goddamned Glacius obeys, but meanwhile, he can’t take his greedy eyes off the far corner, where we keep the pitiful remains of our provisions laid out on a wide board... And sometimes, Glacius looks into the other corner, where, covered by a thin layer of earth, lie our deceased comrades... 
 
      
 
    We must keep working! We must make it outside! Oh, how I long to see the sun! I, Aphocles Lomo, junior scribe, ask you, O Ruadilius, in earnest prayer: Save us from cruel death! Let our eyes see daylight again! I trust in you and your great power! Save and protect us!” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa...” Mith breathed out in shock, snapping the book shut. “What a read! Holy cow! It’s so creepy!” 
 
      
 
    “Pass me that little black box.” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go. Where did you get this book?” 
 
      
 
    “It just happened to fall into my hands,” smiled the dwarf. He was covered in dirt. “Pass the shovel.” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go. Wanna hear the rest of the story? Damn, Amou will be so upset when she finds out I’ve been reading scary stuff like this without her. She loves getting scared together with me!” 
 
      
 
    “Now give me those six copper stakes tied with black wire.” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go. Oh man, I can’t help myself. I’m gonna keep reading!” 
 
      
 
    As Mith opened his mouth, two short, roaring blasts of horn echoed from above, interrupting him. 
 
      
 
    “The second unit has entered battle,” said the dwarf. “The first unit has either fallen, or retreated to the outpost.” 
 
      
 
    “First, there were three blasts; now two. When there is only one...” 
 
      
 
    “A single, long blast. That means the enemy is at the gate,” responded the dwarf out of the hole, hammering the stakes into the ground. “We’ll hear it soon. Okay, it’s all ready. Now help me bury the mines.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I have the book?” 
 
      
 
    “No way! What am I supposed to read?” 
 
      
 
    “Then let me borrow it!” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. After the battle.” 
 
      
 
    “Cool. We’ll wipe everyone out, then relax with a bit of reading...” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go back up,” grunted Crow, pushing Mith ahead. “It’s time to look the enemy in his ugly, fanged face.” 
 
      
 
    “And whack it with a shovel!” added the cardmaster, full of fighting spirit. “Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    They walked away from the tomb, heading towards the dimmed sunlight outside. They heard Amou’s alarmed cry: 
 
      
 
    “The black stormclouds are right above us! And there is something flying inside them! Something alive and winged!” 
 
      
 
    “Here come the harpies!” shouted Mith, hastily putting on a steel helmet with a long, sharp point at the top. 
 
      
 
    By this moment, the dwarf was already outside, having transitioned from the underworld kingdom of darkness to the kingdom of cloudy twilight. He froze beside the entrance, staring closely at the skies. Something terrible was happening in the heavens. The black stormclouds were almost brushing against the ground with their fat, moisture-filled bellies. They were easily within a stone’s throw — the dark fog swirled at the height of a three-story building whose ceilings weren’t particularly high. 
 
      
 
    “Yikes!” yelped Amou, jumping backwards under a canopy shelter. 
 
      
 
    “Yikes!” yelped Mith, crawling back into the tunnel like some helmeted beetle. 
 
      
 
    “Yikes,” grumbled the dwarf, standing fast and gripping the handle of his faithful hammer. 
 
      
 
    In the clouds overhead, something was moving. Something alive and vile. It wasn’t the harpies. The friends clearly saw long, spiky legs poke through the clouds; they also glimpsed a part of an impossibly bloated black belly of some kind of insect. Then they saw a small part of flattened wings. The wings were partially obscured by the black fog and so huge that it was impossible to view their full span without turning your head. One slow flap of wings, and the stormcloud parted respectfully, once again revealing the ugly legs and bloated belly. Flap... and among the clouds appeared a segmented head with a pair of lengthy antennae — so long, in fact, that their ends almost touched the ground. The ends of the antennae looked like terrifying spiked clubs the size of a bulldozer, while the spikes were long enough to pierce through a horse. Between them hissed and flashed purple bolts of lightning — they traveled down the antennae from the body of the butterfly itself, which kept being struck by horrible lightning coming from the black stormclouds. They heard an otherworldly, vibrating roar that made their blood freeze in their veins. It appeared that they had a gigantic, dull yellow butterfly slowly revolving above their heads, whose powerful body was constantly washed over by horrific bolts of electricity. 
 
      
 
    Over at the top of the watchtower, the guards stood still like statues, frozen in shock. Centurion Vurrius, who had rushed outside, looked no better — the veteran’s stunned gaze traveled slowly over the inconceivably large body of the incredibly dangerous enemy. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna crap my pants,” confessed Mith in a trembling voice, in which notes of genuine horror and wild excitement could be heard simultaneously. “This is... This is...” 
 
      
 
    “Druughoan the Destroyer. A monster cultivated in one of the temples of Guorra. Only a few of these cuties are born every year. No more. Death’s-head hawkmoth.” Crow’s voice sounded high-pitched and strained. “How could the guards miss it? They saw the tiny gihls, but they didn’t see THIS THING coming?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the size of a...” 
 
      
 
    “Of a sixteen-story house laid flat on its side,” finished the dwarf glumly, turning his head to look at the frightening antennae as they hit the ground with an electric bolt 300 yards away from the outpost. “Yup...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m back!” announced the redheaded girl joyfully, appearing in a flash of teleport right at the top of the hill. “Did you miss me? And... Oh my god! Is that...?” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Baby,” shouted the dwarf over yet another otherworldly howl of the giant hawkmoth. “You wouldn’t happen to have Nyaan-Chan on you, perchance? We could really use a bazooka here...” 
 
      
 
    “He can’t be coming for us! No way!” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. But if he isn’t currently directed at a specific target...” The ruffled dwarf scratched his bearded chin thoughtfully. “If he has nothing to do currently, and he just hovers in the clouds and vaporizes people and animals into atoms for food...” 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” said Amou, confused. 
 
      
 
    “Look!” said Mith, pointing. “Watch what he does!” 
 
      
 
    Crash! 
 
      
 
    The monstrous purple flash was so bright that it was hard to see an entire pack of jackals, composed of over twenty members, as it turned into strangely glittering dust that was sucked up into the spiky clubs on the ends of the antennae, which were scraping the ground. Again came the wild, vibrating cry of disappointment from the gargantuan hawkmoth. 
 
      
 
    “He usually devours by the hundred.” Crow’s voice had gone up in pitch again. “He hovers in the sky over legions of enemies and turns them into fine dust.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s turning around!” yelled Mith. “That ugly thing is turning around!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” confirmed Lori. “It seems like he’s here on vacation. Zap, what are we gonna do? Should we hide underground?” 
 
      
 
    A long and alarming blast of the horn from the watchtower forced everyone to look around. One of the guards shot a flaming arrow; they all fixed their gaze on it, watching it soar in a long, wide arc. The flaming arrow hit the ground about fifteen feet away from the tall, broad-shouldered figure of a gray orc, who was holding a long axe with curved handles in each muscular hand. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nooo...” groaned Crow. “You can’t hide underground from these guys.” 
 
      
 
    “Tendere tsugoanmurarte!” roared the gray orc, opening his fanged gape so wide that he could have easily swallowed an average-sized pineapple. “Darrronnne!” 
 
      
 
    “Grraaah!” roared back the countless ranks of cloaked midgets who were standing behind him. Their battle cry was unsynchronized but decisive and loud. 
 
      
 
    “Guorrrraruhkha! Guorrrraruhkha! Guorrrraruhkha! “ The gray orc raised his axes above his head and crossed them. 
 
      
 
    “Blood for Guorra,” translated Lori in a casual voice. 
 
      
 
    “Agahaaaan!” 
 
      
 
    “Attack,” translated Crow this time, watching the enemy commander point his axes at the target. 
 
      
 
    With a wild roar, the gihls sprung into action. They rushed at the tiny outpost, which stood in the middle of the rocky wasteland. Like a black oceanic wave bristling with weapons, the army was moving in from the ravine. The live tsunami threatened to overwhelm the handful of brave individuals who had refused to run away. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we could try negotiations?” suggested Mith quietly. Crow shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “ There will be no negotiations. Amou, check on the workers. All of them should be underground. Mith, it’s time to shuffle your cards. Lori... On the table over there are two staffs loaded with stone buckshots. Grab one for me, too. Chrys!” 
 
      
 
    The eagle dropped like a rock from his perch, spreading his wings at the last moment to land precisely on his owner’s left shoulder, his cruel talons grasping at the dwarf’s armor. 
 
      
 
    “There will be no negotiations,” repeated Crow, his narrowed eyes watching the enemies, who were within forty yards now. 
 
      
 
    “When do we fire?” Amou’s trembling voice was full of jumbled emotions. The fragile girl was literally shaking as she gripped a staff loaded with needles of mountain crystal. Her eyes were wide in fear. 
 
      
 
    “Only after the guards,” said the dwarf, repeating what he had already outlined in his hastily written plans. “Only after them! If we strike first...” 
 
      
 
    “Then we’ll draw the enemy’s attention to ourselves?” guessed Mith. He took his position beside Amou on the slope of the hill; now they could fire over the wall. 
 
      
 
    “No,” said Lori, shaking her head. “If we strike first, we take on the responsibility for the start of the attack on the outpost. Any skirmishes before this don’t count. Fights in the middle of an empty field or a muddy swamp are one thing; attacks on a fortification are quite another. Fights in the field are just a squabble. Attacks on a fortification are the start of war. We won’t be the ones to throw the first stone.” 
 
      
 
    “But they will attack anyway!” 
 
      
 
    “What if it’s a friendly marathon that’s just passing by? Maybe their group will split, run around the sides of the outpost, and keep going? What if it’s an annual sporting event of the gihls, conducted under the supervision of the gray orcs, who are the judges? And we end up starting a bloody conflict...” 
 
      
 
    “If they do that — run around the sides of the outpost without touching us — I’ll take this staff and fire it three times into my mouth!” stated Mith firmly. “And when I resurrect, I’ll put on a miniskirt over my diaper, paint my nipples gold, and start working for you as a hunter!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need a hunter like that,” protested Crow. “Although, on second thought...” 
 
      
 
    “Daraaoooon!” As the midgets ran full tilt, the powerful roar of the gray orc made the army of gihls flinch and... part down the middle, beginning the maneuver about fifteen steps away from the outpost. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, god! Oh, god!” cried Mith in a surprisingly high-pitched tone, dropping his staff and beginning to rip out his hair. “Oh, god! God! Oh, god!” 
 
      
 
    The territory of the outpost had become a kind of reef among a sea of gihls. First, they had half-surrounded the outpost; now they have fully encircled it, carrying out a strategical maneuver with unexpected speed and smoothness. It was as if they weren’t a bunch of squealing gihls, but a real, regular army of perfectly drilled soldiers. 
 
      
 
    “So far, they have only circled around us. They still haven’t touched us,” announced Lori as she fought to keep herself from laughing. “I haven’t seen this kind of mess in a long time...” 
 
      
 
    “No! No!” “ howled Mith at the stormy skies as he clutched his face, fingers digging into his cheeks. “No! Why? Why?!” 
 
      
 
    “Grrrraaaa!” ordered the gray orc, calling up a storm. 
 
      
 
    Rain poured suddenly from the skies. The curtains of water sharply reduced visibility and made Crow fall into confusion. Why hasn’t anyone yet fired an arrow thrower or a regular bow at the gray orc? Nobody has even tried to bring down the leader, who was standing fairly close by. Oh, nevermind — around the powerful figure of the orc was a glimmering mist, meaning he was definitely protected from arrows. Then why not hit him with magic? And why haven’t the hordes of gihls been hit with magic of mass destruction before they came so close? 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     You are presently located in a combat zone. 
 
       
 
     Red Alert! 
 
       
 
     The outpost of Gray Peak is under attack! 
 
       
 
     Protect the outpost at all costs! 
 
       
 
     Current summary of events: 
 
       
 
     Rock harpies in the sky! 
 
       
 
     Gray orcs are advancing! 
 
       
 
     Gihls are advancing! 
 
       
 
   
 
    So far, everything was going as expected. Although, for Mith and Amou, messages like this were clearly a novelty, judging by how the two of them were looking around in amazement. The guards, on the other hand, were all looking in one direction. 
 
      
 
    “Go on!” Centurion Vurius gave a short and clear order as he stood firmly in the center of the outpost, not far from Crow’s land. 
 
      
 
    Next instant, a blinding yellowish-white light streaked around the perimeter of the outpost, traveling right on the boundary line. Flash! 
 
      
 
    Swelling up, the ground exploded, sending a ring of soil flying ten feet up into the air. A circular wall emerged out of the ground, glowing reddish brown; it flashed scarlet and stopped moving. Streams of incredibly hot air whooshed upwards; the rush of heat hit the adventurers’ faces like a blast from a furnace. The rumbling stopped, leaving behind a ten-foot-tall thick wall of semi-transparent material, through which the players could see the blurry silhouettes of gihls frantically rushing to and fro. They could hear the midgets’ piercing shrieks as many of them died from the fierce bite of the destructive heat, while others suffered cruel burns. 
 
      
 
    “Go on, my boys!” growled the centurion again. 
 
      
 
    Another streak of light flashed in the distance, about 30 feet behind the first narrow ring. Again came the roar of overheated air, blasting the heat of a smelting furnace into the skies. From the side of the hill, the players saw a second wall encircling them. Now, the outpost was enclosed by two powerful walls. Between these walls, the majority of the gihl army had been trapped — no less than a couple hundred soldiers. About a hundred gihls ended up beyond the two walls. About five of the midgets ended up at the outpost — it seems they had jumped forwards, and the first wall formed behind their backs. But these gihls didn’t live long — each of them was hit by an arrow. The midgets died silently, simply dropping as piles of rags to the ground, which had cracked from the heat. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” ordered Centurion Vurrius in a bored tone. 
 
      
 
    Throwing a scarlet cape patterned with gold runes over his shoulders, the cook tossed a heavy book up into the air. At the same time, he tore apart a piece of parchment covered in writing; then he uttered a few words. The parchment and the book shattered into pieces as though they were made of glass. The pouring rain instantly turned into a thick-falling hail, except that it wasn’t little balls of ice that pummeled the ground, but very long and thin icy needles. The hail only fell over the space between the two walls; an icy, howling death came down on the heads of the trapped gihls. The cries of the unfortunate midgets reached up to the heavens and must have been heard by all who happened to be within ten miles of the outpost of Gray Peak. 
 
      
 
    “They haven’t touched us,” observed Lori. 
 
      
 
    “We touched them,” snorted Crow. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mith drop to his knees. 
 
      
 
    A lone, human cry joined the howling chorus of the dying gihls: 
 
      
 
    “Nooooooo!” 
 
      
 
    “Those walls,” yelled Lori into the dwarf’s ear. “That’s magic from the northern lands. Magic volcanic glass!” 
 
      
 
    “Never heard of it,” grunted the dwarf, surprised. He studied the semi-transparent wall with interest. It looked like a dusty aquarium. Inside of the bowl, the “fish” darted around, jumped up and down, somersaulted, yelled, shouted, and banged their fists on the glass, before dropping dead to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “The Northern Reach!” Lori informed the grateful listeners, as she and her companions enjoyed the sight of dying gihls. “There is nothing in that part of the world except permafrost, and tons of geysers and volcanoes! And on the ground, you can find tall waves of solidified volcanic glass! That is the exact phenomenon we are witnessing here: volcanic glass that has become our protection from the fury of vile gihls! And now, I’m going to tell you which of the gods of the Light had taught the northern aboriginals a certain extremely interesting magic craft! The thing is, the people living in the Northern Reach would often die at the paws of terrible man-eating polar bears, which were the size of a postal truck. At the same time, natural disasters that happened in that region would be so horrible that surviving was nearly impossible. And so, one lovely, frosty day — ” 
 
      
 
    “Waaaaah!” hollered a gihl as he soared over the wall, having been thrown over by his kinsmen. 
 
      
 
    “Begone!” commanded Vurrius furiously, punting the gihl with his boot, so that the midget flew back over the wall like a football. The “football” burst in mid-air — the centurion’s kick was so powerful that the midget died almost instantly. 
 
      
 
    “Waaah!” wailed five gihls at once, who had won the survival lottery and managed to climb out of the huge trap that had been subjected to the rain of needles. Out of the frying pan and into the fire — the guards ran up to the enemies as they landed, and began to energetically chop them into salad. They were doing an excellent job, too. 
 
      
 
    “And so, one lovely, frosty day, when the typically cruel nature decided to suddenly smile upon the frozen-to-the-bone inhabitants, something amazing happened! Something absolutely incredible! Five hunters, wrapped in polar bear skins and covered in frost, took their meager offerings to one of — ” 
 
      
 
    “Waaaaah!” A dozen gihls soared over the wall. Apparently, they had realized this was the only way to save themselves. 
 
      
 
    Ka-ba-BAM! 
 
      
 
    A part of the volcanic wall shattered, breaking into large shards. Midgets poured through the formed gap, covering themselves with shields stuck full of needles. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t tell a story like this!” said Lori, upset. 
 
      
 
    “You can tell us later,” shouted back Crow. “Staffs at the ready! If one of these little devils comes close, shoot him!” 
 
      
 
    Ka-boom! 
 
      
 
    An area right next to the wall and boundary of the outpost exploded in a black cloud. Out of the deep hole formed in the ground poked out a whole forest of thin, disgusting appendages. The ricefins have joined the party. They had dug a secret tunnel below the surface. That’s why they weren’t seen at the very start of the fight. 
 
      
 
    The only thought that worried Crow, however, was that the insects’ digging might clash with his own archaeological endeavors. What if, while tunneling under the ravine, the ugly things dig up a few dozen multicolored bricks and scatter them everywhere? Crap! 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” barked Crow, aiming his staff loaded with buckshots at the incoming gihls and ricefins, who were rushing straight towards the gap in the stone wall around his property. Apparently, the gihls decided that their enemy’s center of command was located on the hill, and not in the tower. It was a logical conclusion, since an army leader always tries to stand at the highest point. Just not in this case! 
 
      
 
    Four magical fighting staffs discharged simultaneously. Needles of mountain crystal and stone buckshots pummeled the front ranks of giant insects and howling midgets. Many were thrown backwards and rolled head-over-heels across the ground. With loud cracking, the ricefin’s chitin shattered; bits of legs flew everywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    The next round of shots mowed down half of the enemies. The quick succession of messages informing them of the gained experience was met with joy. But even more pleasant was the sight of the backs of the fleeing gihls. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” commanded the dwarf, seeing the guards leap up to the opponents and engage them in direct combat. Swords flashed; axes swung up and down; battle cries mixed in with shouts of pain and chittering of infuriated insects. 
 
      
 
    The last few survivors were quickly destroyed. Centurion Vurrius looked on, without even the slightest intention of showing gratitude to the foreigners. More likely, he was irritated by their unwanted help. But he couldn’t say anything, since the gihls had clearly attacked Crow’s lands, and the dwarf had every right to defend his own property. 
 
      
 
    From behind came warning cries and another sound of shattering volcanic glass. This forced the players to rush to the top of the hill, from where they saw a huge breach in the magically created wall. The newly formed hole was at least twenty feet wide. The howling enemies surged through the gap. Among them, two monstrously oversized figures stood out — two gray orcs, swinging axes and swords, with a weapon in each hand. How did they end up here? They weren’t seen before. The answer was obvious: the two orcs had been hiding among the gihls. What kind of crooked pose did they have to take to achieve this? Or were they dragged flat along the ground? Either way, it was worth the surprise effect. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” yelled Crow, seeing a horde of enemies rushing at them. “Fire at will!” 
 
      
 
    Rumbling, crackling, hissing, and quiet clicking followed the command. None of it sounded like the fearsome blasts of firearms. However, judging by the results, the magic staffs worked just as well as machine guns. 
 
      
 
    The midgets in the front lines simply died. They died as they ran. And only then did their rags and weapons fall to the ground. The whistling crystal needles whipped the foes mercilessly. The stone buckshots drummed the rhythm of death on the opponents’ bodies, causing the gihls to yell shrilly in fear. Every midget had his favorite pair of protective goggles. It was a lovely sight to see the lenses of the goggles shatter into tiny bits when hit directly by a needle or a rock projectile. 
 
      
 
    This time, the guards did not come over — they were busy fighting on the other side of the hill. The gihls kept pouring through the breaches in the glass wall. From the hilltop, the players could easily see more and more midgets getting tossed over the second wall. The ugly insects weren’t far behind, either; they hastily crawled up the tunnels to reach the place of battle. 
 
      
 
    The staffs began to fire non-synchronously. Amou was the first to drop the emptied artifact — and, to be honest, most of the shots she had taken had completely missed their target. Nevertheless, she had felled quite a few gihls. Each of the players could judge the success of his teammates by the messages about gained experience — they had formed a fighting group with Crow as their leader, so they could see their shared stats. Lori was the next one to run out of ammo. Mith was the third to empty out his cartridges. The dwarf fired fewer shots, but with more accuracy than the rest. In this task — using a staff--he had an indisputable advantage, since he had always loved battle staffs and had often used them previously. 
 
      
 
    Whipping out a new staff from the backpack, Amou smote the howling foes with a bolt of chain lightning. She let out a quiet “oops,” hastily shoved the staff back into the bag, and took out another. She had gotten the staffs mixed up, that fool — the lightning doesn’t care whom it strikes! She could have hit the guards, if they had been near. Thankfully, Amou corrected herself in time, so it was fine. But not before the gihls had a taste of her mistake — seven of them performed a marvelous dance under the influence of electricity from the skies. It resembled the national Irish dance. Or maybe the Swan Lake. After that, they fell down and died, letting themselves be consumed entirely by the art. Acrid smoke rose up from the piles of rags... 
 
      
 
    “Mith! Quickly!” shouted Crow. 
 
      
 
    Yelling back something indistinct, the cardmaster raised up his staff and sent red-hot stones flying with a whoosh at the midgets. The amount of smoke doubled instantly. The gihls began to die several times faster. So much faster that Crow held back from firing his staff, as did Lori. Their opponents had already been seriously damaged by the rain of icy needles; and the survivors that busted through the breach in the wall were quickly dying from generous second helpings. 
 
      
 
    “Behind you!” 
 
      
 
    Spinning around, Crow saw the ground upheaved by an explosion — all within a few steps of his own wall. The explosion was strong enough to send a clump of three insects flying into the air. They soared in a steep arc over the wall and landed right into the dwarf’s yard. Then came a loud pop of another magical explosion, as the heavy weight of the insects smashed a thin-walled bottle of exploding fire potion hidden beneath a shallow layer of soil. Burning pieces of insects shot up into the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Cooool!” bellowed Mith, then suddenly pointed his staff upwards and shot a round of hot rocks straight into the sky. 
 
      
 
    Looking up, the dwarf swore angrily. He pointed his own weapon upwards and shot several stones in the same direction, giving the silently falling winged shadow a taste of the lethal weapon. 
 
      
 
    A harpy. 
 
      
 
    Damned harpy. 
 
      
 
    She survived the attacks and finally started screaming furiously, flying upwards again into the black, cloudy sky. Another three rounds of shots were sent after her. 
 
      
 
    “Lori, you take care of the skies!” barked Crow, ripping a globe-shaped bottle off his belt; the globe appeared to be filled with a bubbling red flame. “Chrys! No!” 
 
      
 
    Very unwillingly, the eagle sitting on the dwarf’s shoulder folded his wings again. But his eyes remained fixed on the sky, staring at it with the cold fury of a predator. 
 
      
 
    “Roger that!” 
 
      
 
    The glass sphere thrown by the dwarf disappeared inside a large, messy tunnel opening in the ground. A hellish flame broke out inside the hole. Mad rattling and screeching informed the dwarf that his gift had reached its intended recipient. A ricefin crawled out of the hole, its body engulfed in flames, and thrashed on the ground, trying to shake off the all-consuming fire. 
 
      
 
    Another ball of liquid fire got thrown in the direction of a small breach in the glass wall; it blew up among the enemy masses, where there were no tall figures of fighting guards. The flash of fire carried away no less than a dozen gihl lives. A column of black smoke went up into the sky, blending perfectly with the black stormcloud above. 
 
      
 
    For the first time during the battle, arrows came whistling from the top of the watchtower. It was obvious why the guards had been reluctant to shoot until now — their supplies of arrows were limited. The resort to arrows was a bad sign. It meant that the gihls were beginning to gain the upper hand. 
 
      
 
    At this moment, Centurion Vurrius joined in the fighting. First, he bellowed two short orders. Two huge, round boulders dropped from the skies into the space between the glass walls. The boulders did not just land on someone and crush them. No. They began to roll down the narrow track formed by the space between the walls, turning everything in their path into a thin pancake or liquid jam. The boulders rolled towards each other. And when they finally collided, it was right beside the widest breach and the largest gathering of enemies. The boulders exploded, showering everything around them with such huge pieces of shrapnel, their size defied all description. One of the gihls was killed by a flying chunk of rock as big as himself. It covered him entirely, hiding his remains from view — just like a ready-made tombstone; all that was left was to read a brief epitaph and carve a few words into the rock. 
 
      
 
    The boulder pieces flew far. One of them hit the dwarf as he sidestepped to the left, knocking him off his feet and taking a third of his health. No, the dwarf hadn’t been out of his mind. He had played the role of a tank and used himself as a shield to protect Mith, since the cardmaster wouldn’t have been able to survive that kind of blow. 
 
      
 
    Back to Vurrius... After giving the order, he entered the battle directly. The dwarf had long admired the thickness of the centurion’s massive arms wrapped in bulging muscles. And now, Crow got to witness their monstrous strength with his own eyes. The gihls... No, not the midgets themselves, but their pitiful trophies. From armor and clothes, to weapons and weird objects — all of this junk suddenly learned to fly and soared joyfully into the skies! In reality, the centurion, armed with a two-handed hammer, plunged deep into the gihls’ ranks and began to mow them down. His blows were so powerful that, within moments, he had cleared a good-sized area around him. Some of the midgets got thrown backwards, knocking their comrades off their feet. Some of them flew upwards, while only their things fell back down. Some of them got pounded right into the cold, hard ground. The centurion would smite the enemies with one sweep of his arm, like some overpowered superhero taken right off the pages of a comic book. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the two round boulders, the archers, and the centurion, the players could finally turn around and focus on only one side of the outpost. The staffs fired away in unison. With a huge rusty scythe in hand, digital Death skipped happily across Gray Peak, laughing and carrying away people in droves. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere far away, a fiery glow appeared briefly — the work of the mysterious cook in the scarlet cape, it seems. His magic covered quite a large crowd of foes; from that direction came a many-voiced and rapidly silenced cry. Arrows whistled over the heads of the players, finding their targets without fail and striking down the gihls. 
 
      
 
    With a roar, a gray orc jumped forwards, covering himself with a large shield. However, he only managed to take a few steps before his shield shattered into pieces from well-aimed shots by Mith and Crow. Without protection, the orc was stuck full of the guards’ arrows. He tumbled silently to the ground and turned into dust. 
 
      
 
    With a warning cry, Lori sent several hot presents into the sky; an ear-splitting shriek of an injured harpy followed. The archers inside the watchtower raised their bows and let go of the bowstrings in unison. And again. And again. The harpy, pierced through by numerous arrows, tumbled out of the black fog, falling on top of the stone wall with a heartrending scream. She was still twitching when the dwarf, without a second’s thought, put the ugly thing out of her misery. The team received so many experience points that Lori clicked her tongue in satisfaction and Mith yelled in jubilation. Amou was left unmoved — she was busy trying to shoot down a particularly agile gihl. Apparently, the midget had mastered the basics of acrobatics or capoeira; he was amazingly good at avoiding attacks... Crow had to toss a fireball at him. The tiny figure made one last fiery backflip before settling down in a smoldering pile on the ground. Peace be upon your ashes. The artist had gone in style... 
 
      
 
    “They’re running away!” yelled Mith, his trembling hand pointing at the rapidly thinning ranks of gihls. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Lori shook her head. “They are just falling back. Their surprise attack did not go as planned. The Blitzkrieg failed.” 
 
      
 
    “Shoot them in the back!” growled Crow. “The fewer of them get away, the fewer will come back! Fire!” 
 
      
 
    The four brave adventurers raised their staffs; again, the air was rent by magic shots and evilly hissing needles. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, everything grew quiet. 
 
      
 
    A cloud of dust hovered over the scene. Everywhere were smoking craters. The ground itself seemed to be covered in sores, in addition to a layer of soot and ashes. Everywhere lay scattered objects left behind by gihls and orcs. The ubiquitous garbage created the appearance of a landfill. Many of the clothes caught fire, burning in piles here and there. The swirling black stormclouds seemed to sink even lower, causing an urge to duck. Long cracks ran along the magical walls; one part of the inner wall came down with a crash. The protective magic had almost run out. Soon, the only thing left of the walls will be ring-shaped piles of crushed volcanic glass. 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     The battle is over! 
 
       
 
     Red Alert has been canceled! 
 
       
 
     The outpost of Gray Peak has been successfully defended! 
 
       
 
     Glory to the heroes and protectors! It’s time to take a break and rest. 
 
       
 
     Current summary of events: 
 
       
 
     Rock harpies have retreated! 
 
       
 
     Gray orcs have retreated! 
 
       
 
     Gihls have retreated! 
 
       
 
   
 
    Most irritating of all was the constantly repeating word “retreated.” Retreat doesn’t mean defeat; it means the enemy has not been destroyed. That means they’ll be back soon. 
 
      
 
    Lori ran down to the stone wall, somewhere behind which lay the remains of the harpy. Those beasts carry quite a few interesting objects with them. They are like magpies, who tend to pick up everything shiny. Everything except mirrors... 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” said Crow with a long sigh. He sat down, tired, on the slope of the hill. 
 
      
 
    Amou and Mith plopped down beside him. 
 
      
 
    “They will be back, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They will definitely be back,” nodded the dwarf. “Gihls are cowards. Gray orcs, on the other hand, are always ready to fight to the death. Right now, they’ll be busy giving a pep talk to the cowardly midgets, as well as demonstratively executing a few of them. Then they’ll let them rest awhile and lick their own wounds, and sleep for a few hours. And then, maybe they’ll have them drink a special brew of mushrooms, which bestows fearlessness. They’ll feed them some badly roasted steak of human or elf meat. They might even offer steak made of dwarf meat. They’ll let them have as much beer or wine as they want. If it’s beer, then it’ll be overfermented and disgusting--the kind that brings on madness and destroys both fear and reason. Then they’ll follow it up with human meat for dessert.” 
 
      
 
    “Eww!” 
 
      
 
    “Orcs are darkness,” shrugged the dwarf. Amou looked nauseous. “They are darkness with a capital D. They worship the Dark, too — the goddess of war Guorra. And she is a fierce fighter. She hates losing. That’s why our enemies will certainly return. And this time, there will be far more of them. They’ll have more weapons, too. And also... Did you notice what they were lacking last time?” 
 
      
 
    “Brai — I mean, skills?” 
 
      
 
    “No. It’s magic. Where was their magic? Only regular troops were sent against us. Which means that now, they will call up their smarter brethren, those who possess magic. Most likely, they’ll summon their fighting shamans. That’s when the real fun will begin.” 
 
      
 
    “Shamans?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Them precisely.” 
 
      
 
    “What about that giant hawkmoth? Will he come back, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Druughoan the Destroyer? God forbid! If that beast comes back...” The dwarf looked around, searching the skies with his gaze, but saw nothing besides the grim black clouds. “If he comes back, it’ll be real trouble. Of the lethal kind. I don’t even want to think about it...” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t mention it, then. Are we taking a break for now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “What are we gonna do?” 
 
      
 
    “First of all, let’s gather the trophies. The ones that the guards won’t mind giving up. That’s why I’m gonna go have a chat with the centurion.” Crow stood up and marched downhill. “Watch your step! Remember the mines at our doorstep!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” 
 
      
 
    “When I get back, we’ll have a mug of beer each!” 
 
      
 
    “Now you’re talking!” perked up Mith, jumping to his feet. “Amou! Get our brand-name mugs ready!” 
 
      
 
    “Brand-name mugs?” Crow raised an eyebrow, looking back over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “We bought them to match yours,” grinned Mith slyly. “Because, why not? We felt a little envious! Let’s go; I’ll help you in your talks with the centurion — I’ll stand there with dignity and smile modestly from behind your back.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” sighed Crow. He directed his steps towards the massive figure of the centurion, who was poking something on the ground with the toe of his boot. That “something” was coughing and trying to push his foot away. It was a barely alive gihl. 
 
      
 
    On the way, the players passed Lori, who was enthusiastically digging in the dirt. The amazon had found the remains of the harpy and was sorting through the trophies left behind. Crow immediately spotted a couple dozen gold coins in her hands. Excellent. They need to buy more staffs. They must strengthen their arsenal. 
 
      
 
    Because the orcs will be back. 
 
      
 
    Those bastards always come back... 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The centurion likes to crush things — in every sense of the word — because in harsh lands, there is no other way. 
 
      
 
    A trip into Vurrius’ past. Preparations... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CROW AND MITH WALKED UP to Vurrius as he placed his steel-toed boot on the chest of the remaining gihl and thundered: 
 
      
 
    “Speak!” 
 
      
 
    “Gwaaah,” spoke the gihl, thrashed his crooked little legs, and... croaked. 
 
      
 
    “They never want to talk, for some reason,” sighed the huge warrior. He strode towards the next gihl, who was lying nearby and watching his comrade’s fate in horror. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you ev — ” bawled the midget. “Gack!” 
 
      
 
    On his chest landed a huge, heavy foot. 
 
      
 
    “Speak!” barked the centurion. 
 
      
 
    “Gwaaa...” said the second midget, before following his comrade to the afterlife — a paradise for squished gihls — to enjoy nectar from squashed cups. 
 
      
 
    “They never want to talk,” repeated the centurion, scratching his head in disappointment. 
 
      
 
    “If he comes up to us right now and says ‘Speak,’ I’m gonna be hauling ass,” whispered Mith in awe. 
 
      
 
    “Citizen Crow!” 
 
      
 
    The centurion’s gaze was grim and furious, as usual, and brought to mind a double vent of a dormant volcano covered with a thin layer of snow. Hiding behind the dwarf, Mith tried hard not to draw attention to himself. However, his height made the attempt look strange — not unlike a basketball player trying to hide behind a wide, low cabinet. 
 
      
 
    “Today was not an easy day,” remarked Crow, letting Vurrius know that he can hear him perfectly well, and that he won’t lie down for him, nor let him put a boot on his chest. Although, had the centurion been in a mind to do it, Crow wouldn’t have been able to stop him. He was simply no match for Vurrius in terms of brute strength. 
 
      
 
    “Today was a regular day, and it is far from over,” responded the centurion. “You and your foreigner friends have helped defend the outpost entrusted to us. Not much, of course, but you still helped. Even though nobody asked you to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “We are always ready to help, without needing to be asked!” interjected Mith. 
 
      
 
    “He wasn’t thanking us,” said Crow. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t thanking you,” said the centurion nearly simultaneously, uttering a phrase with one and the same meaning. 
 
      
 
    “Ah...” said Mith, diving behind the dwarf once more. 
 
      
 
    “But we did receive your help,” acknowledged the centurion reluctantly, “even if it was unasked for.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t help,” answered the dwarf. “I was protecting my home. I wasn’t protecting you.” 
 
      
 
    “An honest statement.” 
 
      
 
    “No point in lying,” shrugged the dwarf. “The objects left behind by those we killed are our trophies. We want to take them.” 
 
      
 
    “Greed,” grimaced the centurion. 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s fairness,” disagreed the dwarf. “Those trophies are ours by right, Centurion! I’m not a vulture, who comes after a battle to scavenge for free. Nor am I a thief, who tries to steal what doesn’t belong to him. I want to take what’s rightfully mine.” 
 
      
 
    Vurrius was silent for a moment. His stern eyes studied the dwarf, who was tiny by comparison to him. Then he said heavily: 
 
      
 
    “True. You felled those who had pushed through the inner wall circle and stepped onto the territory of the outpost itself. But we felled them also, and in large numbers. That’s why I suggest we do the following: my soldiers will collect all the trophies from the territory of the outpost and gather them in one place. Then we’ll divide them equally. Our half of the trophies will be later sent to the royal storerooms for sorting and deciding what to do with them — although it’s obviously destined to be reforged and recast; it’s all rusted junk. What you do with your half is none of my business.” 
 
      
 
    “Half is too much,” said the player, shaking his head. “I don’t need any handouts, Centurion. I just want to take what is mine. My friends and I have killed no more than a quarter of the total number of enemies who got through to the outpost. Even then, the opponents were already seriously injured by the rain of needles, so killing them was easy. We won’t take half. We will only take a fifteenth part of the whole. It is rightfully ours.” 
 
      
 
    “Let it be as you say,” growled Vurrius, and he marched off, apparently considering the matter settled. His face was turned upwards and towards the north — the place where the flutter of the monstrous wings of the gigantic hawkmoth had last been seen. The huge beast had dived into the stormclouds, and now, nobody knew where exactly it was going to resurface. Perhaps, it will suddenly appear right overtop of Gray Peak... 
 
      
 
    “That was damn generous of you!” whispered Mith as he hurried along in Crow’s wake. 
 
      
 
    “In cases like this, it’s better to take less,” explained the dwarf. “It doesn’t take much to ruin one’s reputation and get labeled as stupid and greedy. Later on, you’ll go nuts trying to wash off the stains from your past. No kind of bleach will help you.” He paused and then said, “I’ve taken up your whole gaming time today. I’m sorry, buddy.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no!” The young guy shook his head energetically. “Not at all! Thanks for calling us over! Today, Amou and I have lived through something incredible... and it’s only the beginning! They’ll be back, right? The enemies?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. They will be back...” 
 
      
 
    “So, what should Amou and I do?” 
 
      
 
    “I want you to go with the guards and take our rightful one-fifteenth of the total trophies. Then go to Algora and sell all the junk in the first pawn shop you can find. Use the money from the sale to replenish our stock of supplies. If any money is left over, purchase some scrolls containing a forest of poisonous thorns, plus a few scrolls with an acid bog. Lori should have some gold coins from the harpy — don’t forget to take those as well. Spend them all on magic scrolls. Get as many spells as you can for making thickets of poisonous thorns. They’re almost ideal for our situation.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright! Consider it done!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. In the meantime, Lori and I will start preparing for the next enemy attack, as it will happen at night this time. And that’s scary.” 
 
      
 
    Mith gave a somewhat dramatic gulp, then smiled and ran off towards the girl bard, who was chatting with Lori. Amou listened patiently to her companion’s confusing yet emphatic speech. She nodded, taking the guitar off her shoulders and handing it to Lori. Then she ran off after Mith, towards the guards who had already begun to gather the trophies into one humongous pile. 
 
      
 
    The amounts, of course, weren’t nearly as great as Crow had grown used to seeing in his former life. Nevertheless, it was quite an impressive sight for newbies to witness. The pile had reached double the height of an average human, and continued to grow. Many enemy soldiers had fallen here, leaving behind all sorts of things. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf remembered his last war campaign, into which his team was lured by the promise of a large golden carrot, and involuntarily grimaced. Back then, the plunder left lying on the battlefield after the great bloody fight was gathered into three huge mounds. Each of the mounds reached the height of a five-story house. Their width was even greater than their height. Armor and various weapons, ammunition, alchemy, clothes, shoes, personal belongings from backpacks... You could put on rock climbing gear and storm the mountains of trophies. That was exactly what several players did, in order to hoist a giant, fancy flag of their clan on top of each mound. Most of the plunder went to the major part of the fighting force — three of Waldyra’s most powerful clans that had banded together and taken part in the mass slaughter. Many had later said that the alliance of the three clans decided the victory. When three queens are on one side of the chessboard, it’s foolish to hope to defeat them. When this fact came to light, dozens of players had instantly deserted before the battle even began. But that’s a whole other story. The next day, every marketplace in Waldyra had sharply lowered their prices for weapons and ammunition. Even regular potions for life and mana had crashed in price. Well, the huge piles of looted junk had to be offloaded somewhere... 
 
      
 
    “Zap!” called an angry voice from above. Crow jumped and hastily looked around at the hill. 
 
      
 
    An irate Lori stood there, her hands on her hips, looking daggers at the dwarf from above. 
 
      
 
    “This is the fifth time I’ve called you!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. I got lost on a trip down memory lane. Been thinking about the good ole days.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t waste your time on the past,” snorted the girl. “The best is yet to come!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see,” said the dwarf skeptically. “Why were you calling me?” 
 
      
 
    “While our kids are gone shopping — ” 
 
      
 
    “Our kids?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what else would you call them? Compared to us, they’re newborn babies, while we are old, graying mammoths.” 
 
      
 
    “Mammoths have died out, Baby. We haven’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever. They’re still our little kids, whether you like it or not! What do you consider them, anyway? Disposable material?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going too far. I don’t consider them anything at all,” smiled the dwarf. “They are my friends. So, why did you call me?” 
 
      
 
    “As I was saying: while the kids are gone” — Lori had always been stubborn and wasn’t about to give up on her views so easily — ”while the kids are gone, we can talk about snowstorms and Centurion Vurrius. The crazy stuff I found out — it’s mind-blowing! And we considered ourselves to be the coldblooded and pragmatic ones!” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute,” said the dwarf, raising his hand to interrupt her. “Put on a kettle to make some tea, Baby, while I go fetch our workers from below the ground. We have a few hours, so we need to continue working on strengthening our defenses and furnishing the underground rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget about the mines.” 
 
      
 
    “Okey-dokey...” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Crow was walking uphill, carrying a heavy stone bench on his shoulders. He set it down at the top of the hill. They sat down side-by-side, staring at the grim black stormcloud that floated extremely low over their heads. It seemed like if you stretched out your hand, you could touch the black, swirling mass. The raincloud had sunk so low in only an hour... 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been to every place imaginable,” Lori began dramatically, with an exhausted sigh. “I’ve been to all fourteen places where Vurrius and his guards had formerly been posted. This is what I’ve learned: every time they came, natural disasters involving snow happened there. They would bring howling snowstorms and blizzards, with a vicious hail pummeling from above and snowdrifts reaching a depth of ten to fifteen feet. Then would come a moment when the weather peaked — the situation would reach a fatally dangerous level, and it would seem like the world has come to an end. And then — bam! Everything stops! The sun comes out; the snow melts instantly; the grass turns green again, and little white sheep frolic happily in the pasture.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay... And?” 
 
      
 
    “Just listen! I decided to start from the very beginning. With the help of rumors and gossip from the locals, I found out where the centurion had served. It may not have been his first post, but it was certainly his third or fourth one, located way out in the boonies. So that’s where I went. The place turned out to be something like a very small mountain village on the slope of a rocky mountain with two peaks, which was more than half-way covered in snow. There, I found the right way to approach a few grannies, who were sitting under a large, ancient shrub of rock juniper. I discovered that when the centurion had first appeared there, he was, of course, grim, even angry, and was always grumbling; however, he didn’t seem to particularly mind the common folk. He was fairly welcoming to the foreigners — those players who visited the village and the military outpost. 
 
      
 
    “Then came such severe weather, the kind of which the locals had never seen before, despite the fact that they lived in a mountain village with lots of regular snowfall. The cold made the walls of the houses crack! Trees and bushes crumbled into frozen shards with one light tap of an axe! The small village got surrounded by a slowly rotating white wall, from which came a freezing draft that killed vast amounts of small animals and birds on contact. Then came... something... Something so monstrous, it caused your already barely beating heart to freeze in fear. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone was getting ready for the worst. Soon, the village was going to be buried in snow. The roofs of homes were going to cave in. Everyone was going to perish under a suffocating mass of snow — if they didn’t freeze to death first, that is. 
 
      
 
    “However, when the villagers had already resigned themselves to a terrible fate, the blizzard suddenly stopped! All at once! It was like an incredibly powerful magician had snapped his fingers, stopping the awful weather through sheer force of will! But whom should they thank? None of the local villagers know. Many people later said that they had heard sounds of a vicious battle, coming from the outpost called Icy Chasm located on the outskirts of the village. Perhaps the guards had vanquished someone? But whom? Swords are useless against ice and snow! A spear won’t pierce a snowstorm, and an arrow won’t kill it! It mystified the locals for a long time. Eventually, everyone forgot about it. And only a newly arrived red-haired woman managed to stir up the old-timers’ memories. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to Centurion Vurrius after that? He hastily departed for his next place of duty. It was a little further east. And, it seems that he grew very bitter after that snowstorm. It’s like he became a different person. From a grumpy but kind-hearted warrior, he had turned into someone who was always mean and angry.” 
 
      
 
    Pausing, Lori sipped on her tea and chewed on a piece of fried steak that she had generously rubbed with juice from a crushed hot pepper (Where did she get it?). Crow managed to snag some of the tear-inducing spice for himself. Taking a deep breath, she continued: 
 
      
 
    “At the next outpost, the exact same thing happened. The soldiers peacefully arrive and carry on with their duties; then the stormclouds suddenly gather; it becomes cold; everything seems lost and totally hopeless; and then come the sounds of battle, the yells of the warriors, the clash of weapons... And the weather is nice and sunny again. I got to talking with one lady, who swore to me that she personally saw little streams of dark smoke coming out of Vurrius’ eyes and mouth! She saw him twist in pain and yell, clutching at his chest! An hour after it happened, the village and the outpost got hit with a snowy hurricane!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s some news!” remarked Crow, tensing on the edge of his seat. “Black streams of smoke? Did you ask whether she saw any other colors?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a curse,” Lori stated casually. “Centurion Vurrius is cursed. I asked the lady about the shades of the smoke and many other things. He is definitely cursed. The curse follows approximately the same cycle every time. I think he tries to suppress it by taking some kind of special alchemical drugs.” 
 
      
 
    “No doubt about it,” nodded the dwarf. “He has a whole pharmacy in the watchtower. He tries to arm himself with whatever he can, in order to fight the condition. But... Listen, that’s not how you fight a curse! Even if the centurion’s curse does give birth to some sort of evil creature, it cannot be beaten with sword or fire! The centurion needs to be dragged into a church of the Light, dumped upon an altar, and cleansed with the help of all sorts of rituals, like singing, dancing, prayer, and banging of heads against the wall. Something like that. Maybe the curse is so strong that the priests failed to remove it?” 
 
      
 
    “Vurrius is hiding it.” Lori was grinning widely. “Don’t you see it yet? His deployment to the middle of nowhere. His lowered rank. Vurrius is a goddamned hero! He has gone through several military campaigns, destroying hundreds of enemies, and surviving where others do not! He has a huge collection of medals, awards, and other symbols of distinction. He should be greeting parades while seated upon a white stallion! He should be sitting next to kings at royal feasts! He should be writing memoirs of a war hero! And commanding entire regiments! And yet... What is he doing right now? Serving in the boondocks? Commanding a couple dozen soldiers? This isn’t a demotion, Zap. He is running away. As soon as the Third Northern Campaign was over, the centurion immediately disappeared, according to the dates on my calendar. He ran off to a place where there are hardly any inhabitants!” 
 
      
 
    “Let me think... So the renowned warrior does everything in his power to hide his condition from his fellow soldiers. He prefers running away as far as possible, to avoid anybody finding out — well, anybody except his closest guards who serve under him. They are loyal to the centurion in a way that only dogs can be. But why? There is nothing shameful in being afflicted by a dark illness. The curse can be broken!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about that...” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. But you said that he is always helped in his fight with the snowy monster. Helped by players. Correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Every time!” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s NOT the way to break a curse! You can’t kill a nightmare of the soul with a knife! A psychiatrist doesn’t try to fix his patient’s insanity by digging it out with an axe, does he? He uses a proper treatment!” 
 
      
 
    “What about lobotomy?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s different! Curses aren’t cured with fighting! In this case, you need special cleansing rituals. Which ones, specifically? The answer depends on the strength of the curse, as well as who and why it was cast.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you telling this to me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m repeating it for my own benefit.” 
 
      
 
    “Zap, listen! Nobody helps the centurion except his own men!” Lori was looking at the dwarf with wide, shining eyes; her lips were twisted in a slight smile. “I’ve traveled to lots of places! And talked to lots of people! Yes, he gets help. But not from the players! They — that is to say, the clans — use the centurion! They use him like a cow that produces a bucket of fresh milk for them once a month!” 
 
      
 
    “The centurion, an obedient milking cow? I doubt it. And what, I beg your pardon, can you milk him for?” 
 
      
 
    “The blizzard!” Lori declared triumphantly. Crow froze, staring at her. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the redhead continued: 
 
      
 
    “Blizzard! Snowstorm! Hurricane! Hail! All these are cataclysms of insane power! Do you remember me telling our kids Mith and Amou about the people of the Northern Reach and the burdens of their everyday life, including the constant poor weather?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I remember. We’ve been there, Baby.” 
 
      
 
    “So we have,” she agreed. “We fought. We stole. But I’m talking about a legend and a particular art. Do you remember the legend about several Northern inhabitants who came to the frozen temple of a Northern deity and began to cry and pray, telling about the suffering they face every day... And the deity heard their prayers! And it gifted them... what? Remember? Everything happened just like in a fairytale.” 
 
      
 
    “The Northern god gave them the magical ability to trap bad weather in a special magic net, and then lock it away inside a magic chest,” said the dwarf slowly. “Shit! I’m such an idiot! I’ve seen that damn net! I’ve seen it with my own two eyes how it lay in the dirt after it was used! Crap!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! Bad weather can be caught inside a net and locked into a box! And then, when the need arises, the captured storm can be released! You can use it against animals, against your enemies, or against another type of weather! Just release it in the right direction, and that’s where the hurricane, typhoon, hail, blizzard, tropical rainstorm, or tornado will go! Your opponent will be bulldozed to the ground! That’s why players are crowding around Vurrius — the clans have made the cursed centurion into a donor of snowstorms! They aren’t helping him! They milk him, time after time! And then they carry away the precious little box with the cruel snowy blizzard locked inside it! Every time, it’s a different clan, according to what I’ve heard. Last time, it was — ” 
 
      
 
    “The Sleepless,” finished the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “And before that, it was the Gray Ghosts. Three turns before that, it was the Architects. And another five turns before that, it was the Dragons of Chaos. And those are just the names I found out. The centurion, it seems, realized that he is being used. He literally hates players now. But what can he do? How can he refuse them? The curse is merciless. And he cannot single-handedly restrain the monster that comes from within himself!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m so stupid!” Crow clutched his head and groaned. “Damn! I knew about this! I did! It’s just that I didn’t put two and two together! That squad of the Sleepless slowed down and weakened the monster. Then they covered the snowstorm with special magic, chased it inside the enchanted net, and then into a box. After that, apparently, the monster — ” 
 
      
 
    “Vanished,” finished the girl. “The blizzard is not a part of it. But the monster can’t be without it. More specifically, it can’t be without the conditions the blizzard creates: darkness, cold, lots of snow. Maybe the monster is a giant snowman?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe...” 
 
      
 
    “The monster disappears for a while. The centurion soon moves to another place in the middle of nowhere. The curse comes alive again. Again come the good players. And seal the blizzard inside a jar for themselves. It’s an endless cycle. They chase him across green pastures as if he were an evil-tempered prize bull. He moos and shakes his horns in anger... but he obeys!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn him!” the dwarf burst out in anger. 
 
      
 
    “As for the participating clans, they are most likely selected by lottery,” concluded Lori. “Those who pull the precious little ticket out of a hat — they are the ones who get to go and establish temporary relations with the centurion. So, now that we know Centurion Vurrius is the donor of snowstorms, what are we gonna do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing whatsoever! Once this whole mess is over and the orcs retreat, Vurrius will go somewhere else. And a normal decurion will get assigned here — someone who is much easier to deal with!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s highly unlikely,” sighed Lori. “Actually, Zap, the thing is...” 
 
      
 
    “Baby.” The poor dwarf physically cringed from an ill feeling of foreboding; the toes on his feet nearly punctured the soles of his boots, digging into the ground. “I beg you! Don’t say anything more!” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t! Please! I don’t need any ‘actually’ or ‘the thing is’! Just let the centurion courageously die in battle; or, even more courageously, let him fend off the enemy attack and then leave for the next outpost to continue his duty there. That’s all I want! I just wish for our quiet and peaceful Gray Peak to be precisely that: quiet and peaceful! Therefore, I beg you, Baby — not another word!” 
 
      
 
    “How is this my fault?!” said the redhead, shocked. She was looking at the dwarf, who was huddled in despair. “It wasn’t my idea! I had nothing to do with it! My hands are clean! I didn’t even do anything!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh... oh, no...” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, Zap, the thing is — ” 
 
      
 
    “No... noooo...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, c’mon, Zap! I haven’t even said anything yet!” 
 
      
 
    “Nooo...” 
 
      
 
    “As I was saying, the thing is, if the centurion stays too long in one place where the snow curse had already happened, another cataclysm will soon follow. The second time, though, will be much more severe. There will be additional wind, whose strength and temperature is similar to the breath of an adult sapphire-eyed ice dragon. You know, the one whose breath turns everything into ice? Then it forms a huge icy tornado, which looks like a vertically placed wind tunnel filled with chunks of broken ice and turned on full blast. In short, it will be like a kitchen blender stuffed with crushed ice. And we’ll be stuck inside of it. The ice won’t just kill everything living. Like a rotating icy blade, this tornado will wipe every building, tree, hill, and mountain off the face of the earth; plus, it will dig about thirty feet into the ground, leaving behind a perfectly round funnel with a flat bottom. Zap, would you like this place to turn into an ideally round funnel, with a flat bottom to boot?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you making fun of me?! I’m gonna kill you!” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, it’s not my fault! I’m just a messenger with bad news. Also, nothing happened as of yet. The centurion seems to be fine. He’s showing no signs. Look at him — over there! He is standing firm like a mountain and poking the face of twitching gray orc on the ground. I see he is stepping on the throat of the beast and slowly strangling him. But he’s doing it with such a tender smile on his lips, I bet that orc doesn’t even mind dying...” 
 
      
 
    In that instant, Vurrius suddenly jerked with his whole body, as if he had been winded with a punch. His foot straightened convulsively, and the gray orc died. The centurion punched the left side of his corselet, exactly where his non-existent digital heart would have been. He bent over, then straightened up again, throwing his head back and pummeling his chest nonstop, as if trying to force his heart to start beating again. 
 
      
 
    Then came the smoke. Little streams of black smoke. Crow could have sworn that he saw streams of black smoke with tinges of blue escaping from the centurion’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    The symptoms stopped as suddenly as they began. 
 
      
 
    Vurrius turned around sharply and walked heavily towards the tower, hunched over and with his eyes fixed upon the ground. One hand was still clutching at his chest. Another hand was searching for something in the bag on his belt; pulling it out, he threw something small into his mouth. Was it special medicine? Probably. 
 
      
 
    As Crow watched the scene in despair, he mindlessly mirrored the centurion’s hand movements — he took a little medicine box out of the bag on his belt, grabbed a handful of pills, and shoved them in his mouth. He sat chewing the pills for over a minute. Lori kept silent, knowing not to disturb the dwarf’s thinking process. 
 
      
 
    “Baby...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “What else did you manage to find out?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, really. I had no time, you see. But the second bout of bad weather erases everything in its path, including major buildings. This only happened once, and the centurion survived. After that, he never stayed anywhere for long. That’s it. That’s all I know.” 
 
      
 
    “Get going.” 
 
      
 
    “To where?” 
 
      
 
    “Back to the Northern Reach. Take all the money we have. First of all, stop by the library and archives. Pay their archivists and other workers to find you all the information they have on Centurion Vurrius. Actually, no — don’t call him ‘centurion.’ Tell them to look for info regarding the celebrated war hero named Vurrius, who serves in the Royal Guard and who has gone through all three Northern Campaigns. Then buy lots of teleport scrolls, and try to find out everything you can. Especially about that incident with the second activation of the snow curse.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you, Mith, and Amou?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try to handle things here. Maybe we’ll make it through the second attack. But even if the orcs get inside, they’ll simply loot and burn everything down. If, on the other hand, the snow twister flattens the hill and creates a funnel-shaped hole in its place, it’ll uncover all my underground tunnels and, worst of all, expose the ancient ruins currently buried deep in the ground. And then we’ll be screwed. That’s why the Northern Reach is our top priority right now.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have much money.” 
 
      
 
    “Dig into our savings — open up the hiding place in the tomb. There you’ll find a few gold coins. Open the coffin nearest to our bed. Inside it, you’ll find an overturned skull containing a bunch of copper and silver coins. Beside the skull is a damaged copper jewelry box smeared in clay mud. Inside it, I put all the jewelry I found: a couple of torn necklaces, three rings, unpaired earrings, and a golden monocle. Try to sell them. In that same coffin, you’ll see my latest finding: a dagger like the ones you have, but slightly larger and of Level 150. I was planning to give it to you as a gift. But now, it’ll have to be sold.” 
 
      
 
    “No! I’m gonna go look at the dagger!” 
 
      
 
    “Baby...” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay. I get what I need to do. I’ll figure out the details on my own.” Baby gave the dwarf a peck on the cheek and jumped into the well on top of the hill, dropping down into the kitchen. Grubber was not happy with the “gift from above.” Crow heard the cook’s displeased grumbling, which quickly changed to good-natured mumbling. Lori had already managed to get even the workers on her side... 
 
      
 
    Crow gazed over his property, then came down from the hill to feed his fish, who were oblivious to the horrors happening around them. The fish had grown! And quite a lot, too. He always strove to keep their bellies full. And what’s this? The dwarf stared in surprise at two lithe golden shadows that flashed at the bottom of the pond — two slender, quick silhouettes were chasing after a fat bug in the water. What the...? Fish? But how did goldfish end up in his pond? Although, the two creatures seemed too fast for regular goldfish... Right now, however, was not a good time to ponder the mystery of the new inhabitants of the pond. The player threw an extra handful of fish food into the water, just in case. Then he walked towards Lucri, who was completely immersed in his task. 
 
      
 
    The mason dwarf was working at top speed. One after another, he stacked the rocks and covered them with a thick layer of mortar, before laying more rocks on top. Everything was done with such precision that not even the smallest gap was left. 
 
      
 
    “Need any help?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” replied Lucri, without stopping his work. “Everything is fine. When is the enemy coming back to attack?” 
 
      
 
    “Soon. Very soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Not good. I’ll try to close up this hole in the wall. As for the remaining gap, I’m not likely to finish in time, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I’ll try to strengthen the barricade across it,” said Crow, happy to have something to do. 
 
      
 
    Picking up a thick pine log from the ground, he dragged it off towards the gap in the wall. It had long been barricaded, but why not try to make it even stronger? And that’s exactly what he did. For the next hour and a half, he worked without pause. 
 
      
 
    With a flash of teleport, Mith and Amou returned to Gray Peak, their faces so bright and happy, it was immediately obvious that their mission had been completed successfully. His friends did not let him down. They sold all the junk collected from gihls, bought more scrolls, and recharged the emptied staffs. In short, their ammunition had been restocked and their magical arsenal expanded. 
 
      
 
    Crow dumped the newly purchased scrolls onto the table. After thinking for a moment, he gave everyone a few of them, leaving the vast majority of the scrolls to himself. Then he began giving out the tedious instructions — tedious even by Crow’s standards. But it was necessary. Everyone must know exactly what to do in any situation that may potentially arise. They also needed to know how to strengthen the effects of a spell by combining their own magic with the magic of a friend. 
 
      
 
    The instructional briefing took half an hour. After it was finished, they sat on the stone bench on the hilltop and uncorked three bottles of cheap champagne. Mith purchased it with the remaining money from a young player who had only just begun to master the craft of winemaking. The wine had a few bubbles. That’s good enough for starters. Sitting on the bench, the players gazed at the horizon. There, at the foot of the mountain, all trees and shrubs had disappeared, but many bonfires had lit up. Grayish smoke rose up to meet the heavy stormclouds. From the orc camp came the sounds of rapid, powerful drumming and the awful screech of long brass horns. Around the campfires swarmed a dense, gray mass of bodies; the air was rent by the roar of multiple voices. The gihls were performing a war dance... And, most likely, they were passing around a voluminous cup, filled with soured wine mixed with the mushroom infusion. A drink like that makes the midgets lose their minds. It turns them into fearless berserkers with complete disregard for their own lives... 
 
      
 
    With the book open in his lap, Mith was reading out loud: 
 
      
 
    “Fifth day of the second week. Month of the Golden Phoenix. 
 
      
 
    Oh, gods! Merciful gods of the light! I pray, see our innocence! Today, we have all fallen into great sin! We have stained ourselves so badly, we will never be clean for all eternity! And it’s all the accursed Glacius the Stinker’s fault! 
 
      
 
    Today, when we awoke from our heavy and painful forgetfulness, our noses caught the amazingly sweet aroma of fried meat! It was lying on a copper plate that was dirty and bent. Meat! So much delicious fried meat! It was placed right before us. And we... We began to eat it! We didn’t even ask any questions... Only after I had already eaten three large chunks — chewing them greedily and noisily, and nearly choking as I swallowed them, letting the hot meat juices drip down my chin — only then did I finally wonder: where did it come from? Where did we get meat? I was so hungry, so tired and dim-witted, that I didn’t even stop to think... My companions woke up from the insanity of mindless eating at the same time as me, and we all froze as the realization hit us... 
 
      
 
    Then I saw the wide and satisfied smile of Glacius the Stinker, who was sitting in the far corner beside a tiny fire, over which the next portion of meat was sizzling as it cooked. The little bonfire was located in the corner where our deceased comrades lay buried under a thin layer of earth. 
 
      
 
    Glacius, you bastard! May you burn in hell! 
 
      
 
    You pulled us into sin, along with yourself! You made us into man-eaters! Into corpse-eaters! 
 
      
 
    Goddamn you, Glacius! 
 
      
 
    Right now, Glacius is lying in a corner, tightly bound and cruelly beaten. He keeps moaning while his huge, disgusting stomach wobbles and growls incessantly. When Glacius thinks we aren’t looking, he begins to gnaw on the ropes binding him. Meanwhile, his eyes are fixed on the toe of a boot that is sticking out of the ground — a boot that belongs to one of the corpses. I should go and gag Glacius’ vile mouth. 
 
      
 
    But I can’t get this thought out of my mind: “If he gets free, he will again fry up lots of juicy, tasty meat... so juicy and so delicious... Maybe he will even share it with us again...” 
 
      
 
    After a brief pause, Mith carefully closed the book and stuffed it out of sight. Then he cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “How horrible...” 
 
      
 
    “Cannibals! They’re cannibals!” 
 
      
 
    “No, just man-eaters,” Crow corrected her. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they’ve only eaten humans so far. Among the survivors are half-orcs and dwarves, too. So they’re man-eaters, but not cannibals.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, what a nightmare!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” disagreed the dwarf, slowly getting up. “The real nightmare is over there, kiddos. And it’s coming right at us...” 
 
      
 
    The faraway drums started beating twice as loud; the horns blared, causing the few lone birds flying past to tumble, stunned, out of the sky. Over the distant, swarming mass of enemies flashed a dim, scarlet lightning bolt, whose color resembled dried blood. 
 
      
 
    “That was ‘Bloodthirst,’ a minor holy blessing,” explained Crow, knowing that questions from the newbies were inevitable. “A harpy’s work, no doubt. One of Guorra’s priestesses.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything is bad in our situation. Get ready. They won’t retreat so easily this time.” 
 
      
 
    The first strike came from above. 
 
      
 
    Reacting just in time, the dwarf raised the large shield over his head and used it to cover himself and his friends. He raised it in the last possible instant — the heavy, black stormcloud had sunk very low, so it was impossible to spot the raining stones ahead of time. Large pieces of shrapnel landed with disappointing plops, pummeling the muddy ground. A piercing laugh sounded above. For an instant, two harpies were visible in the black fog; they were carrying an empty net. Those winged magical bombers! Damn them... 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     You are presently located in a combat zone. 
 
       
 
     Red Alert! 
 
       
 
     The outpost of Gray Peak is under attack! 
 
       
 
     Protect the outpost at all costs! 
 
       
 
     Current summary of events: 
 
       
 
     Rock harpies in the sky! 
 
       
 
     Gray orcs are advancing! 
 
       
 
     Gihls are advancing! 
 
       
 
     Ricefins are advancing! 
 
       
 
   
 
    The warning messages felt like deja vu. 
 
      
 
    The lethal parting gifts from the harpies glanced off the shield, leaving the players unharmed. 
 
      
 
    They seemed to get off easy... There had to be a catch... 
 
      
 
    Crow’s hunch proved to be right. Next second, the watchman at the top of the tower gave an alarmed yell and pointed to the left of the mountain peak. Everyone turned their heads in unison and saw a tiny cloud of dust rushing towards the outpost. Attackers? 
 
      
 
    “A convoy,” said Crow grimly. “They’re running from the orcs and gihls. And they are about to be cut off...” 
 
      
 
    They were about to be cut off by a division of the enemy’s army. And not just any division! Crow immediately realized that he should thank his lucky stars and the unfortunate travelers, whose death forced the opponent to reveal his trump card. What death, you may ask? The travelers were still alive, after all. But they weren’t going to be alive for long... 
 
      
 
    Three teams of horses, each hitched to a cart, were racing towards the outpost. The wildly bouncing carts were filled with the poor travelers, who were trying to shoot at the orcs pursuing them on the backs of regular horses. Up ahead, another enemy squad was racing to cut off their escape route. This time, the gray-skinned bandits were armed with long, spike-tipped spears, instead of axes and curved swords. They were not riding horses, but huge saber-toothed cats, who looked exactly like the legendary and long-extinct smilodon. In the real world, they had died out; here, however, they were alive and well, and absolutely vicious. The dwarf knew exactly what powerful runners and jumpers these bloodthirsty cats were. If you tried to pet a kitty like that, it would rip out your guts and knit a scarf out of them in front of your eyes. That’s figuratively speaking, of course. You wouldn’t see a player’s blood or guts here. However, the “Evisceration” effect can be instantly created by these cats with one swipe of their long-clawed paw. 
 
      
 
    “We must help them!” yelled Mith, having realized what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “Not possible,” sighed Crow. “Watch carefully how the gray orcs’ Legions of the Claw attack.” 
 
      
 
    Smash! The first team of horses crashed to the ground and melted in a postmortem cloud. The speeding lead cart flipped over and sent all of its passengers flying right under the terrifying paws of the smilodons racing past it. Whooping and jeering, the orcs were playing with their prey, enjoying the process itself; that was the reason they were killing off the travelers rather slowly and one at a time. A few of the convoy men survived the crash. Getting up with difficulty, they ran, stumbling, towards the outpost. They opened their mouths wide as they shouted and flailed their arms. They did not see the ferocious cats turn around and resume their pursuit, baring their overlong fangs and opening their mouths wide enough to swallow a person whole. Slash... The convoy men were thrown up into the air like toy figurines, dying before they even hit the ground and vanishing into nothingness. One of the men landed right under the hooves of the horses pulling the third cart; the second cart managed to slip through the mayhem. The orcs were having fun... They were playing a very cruel game with the unfortunate travelers. 
 
      
 
    “Smilodons are very fast,” commented Crow in a matter-of-fact tone, his eyes fixed on the unfolding scene. “But they get tired quickly. Cats are cats. They’re not marathon runners. They are born sprinters. That’s why the orcs are trying to finish the job quickly. Although they want to play a bit, they won’t let their victims get away.” 
 
      
 
    Smash! Four spears struck in unison. And four horses went down. 
 
      
 
    Smash! Two spears hit the wheels of the third cart. The cart somersaulted gracefully in mid-air before crashing down and breaking into pieces, burying its passengers in the process. The rider orcs braked sharply; as they crowded around the victims, the players could hear the hungry purrs of the huge cats, who had begun to tear apart their prey. They also heard screams, which were rapidly silenced. 
 
      
 
    All of this was happening fifty yards away from the outpost. The players could see everything as clearly as if they were sitting in a theater. The guards looked, scowling, at the proceedings. Among them stood the centurion with his madly blazing, terrifying gaze. From his eyes issued distinct black smoke. His fists were clenched in fury. The centurion clearly wished a horrible death to the orcs. However, he had not given the command to attack. The guards had allowed the travelers to die. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, a black swarm of gihls was moving away from the mountain and towards them; the procession marched slowly, almost triumphantly, to the beat of war drums. 
 
      
 
    “Is that smoke coming out of the centurion’s eyes?” squeaked Amou, nervously fingering the strings of her guitar. 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci, did you see those bastards slaughter those who were in the carts?” Mith gulped, wringing his hands nervously. “Did you see that?” 
 
      
 
    “To answer both questions: yes,” said the dwarf. “Let’s ignore the centurion, for now. As for the orcs... Like I’ve said, they’re pure darkness. They hate the gods of the Light; they hate people, half-orcs, and dwarves. The only ones they don’t care about are ichtyanders — seems like they consider them fish. And who is gonna go to war against fish? Orcs rob cities and villages. They attack and loot settlements, force peaceful townsfolk into slavery, build wicked plans for world domination, and make alliances with other dark creatures. Orcs are those who ensure heroes never get bored. Players have the option of becoming allies with the orcs — those players who kill other players, peaceful civilians, guards, and citizens. Those who rob caravans and burn down cities. So you can go ahead and choose where you want to be: on this hill with the guards of the Light; or over there, in the war camp with the gray orcs.” 
 
      
 
    “I will always kill gray orcs!” Mith stated firmly. “They’re a bunch of bastards!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to kill them, too!” agreed his female companion. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good decision,” smiled Crow. “In that case, let’s begin. Take a staff and start killing. Fire on my command.” 
 
      
 
    Both players hastily grabbed a staff each. Crow clutched a magic scroll in each hand; a fighting staff hung over his chest. His gaze was fixed on the approaching enemies, who were covering themselves with shields. His thoughts, however, were on the retreating smilodon riders. Those cats can easily jump over walls that are ten, or even fifteen, feet in height. If they can’t jump it, they’ll climb over it. They are excellent mountain climbers... 
 
      
 
    Right now, the squad of saddled predators was leaving. It was a wise move, since it’d be stupid to risk an elite force in a battle against some dumb outpost. Every type of army unit should be used at the right time and in the right place. Otherwise, it becomes a foolish waste of resources. 
 
      
 
    This approach perfectly suited the orcs’ opponents, too — the dwarf did not want to face the saber-toothed cats head on. Nevertheless, if Gray Peak turns out to be a tough nut to crack, the infuriated orcs might change their minds. They may yet decide to send their elite unit to pry out the stubborn guards. 
 
      
 
    Thinking for a bit, Crow put away the scrolls, stuffing them deep into his bag. The spells might still come in handy against those gray riders of terror. But that’s for later. Right now, the black-haired player only had eyes for the centurion, whose course of action would decide many things, if not everything. What a huge responsibility. Nonetheless, the impassive face of the veteran warrior did not show particularly strong signs of worry as he watched the rapidly approaching tide of living death. 
 
      
 
    “Well, my boys,” said Vurrius loudly and clearly. “We have stared death in the face many times before. But today, there is nothing to even look at! Just a bunch of rubbish rolling around in the field. Time to give them a good punch in the face, to stop them from growing too arrogant, terrorizing peaceful folk, and killing more passing travelers! Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” came the very short answer. It was very loud, too. Thunderous, even. For a second, the roar of several dozen voices drowned out the roar of hundreds of enemies running towards the outpost. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if that’s the case, let’s do this together! Go on, then!” 
 
      
 
    Crow couldn’t wait to see what new surprise the centurion had up his sleeve. The dwarf tensed his entire body, stretching out his neck and looking like a very muscular gopher that sits on its hind legs at the entrance to its burrow. His eyes hungrily watched the scene, flicking between the attacking enemies and the thin ranks of the guards. The future of the outpost depended on the centurion’s commands. 
 
      
 
    The dwarf had already caught himself having a slightly shameful, but very pragmatic thought that it would be better to let the gray orcs capture Gray Peak. Why not? What can the orcs do to a rocky wasteland? Yes, they’ll tear the watchtower down to its foundations — so what? They’ll destroy every built structure, regardless of whether it belongs to the guards or to the entrepreneurial player. They’ll burn everything to ashes. And, again — so what? Let it burn! It wouldn’t take long to rebuild. 
 
      
 
    After finishing here, the horde of gray orcs will keep moving north-east, where they’ll run into the mighty Royal Guard and skilled teams of players. And the orcs will be defeated. The remnants of their army will flee in the direction of the furthest mountains. Then, the Gray Peak outpost will be quickly restored by a visiting brigade of masons; a new group of guards will arrive; and the returned dwarf will be able to work on his homestead. Moreover, if he destroys and buries the upper rooms inside the hill, the gray orcs will never guess that there is a stone-walled tomb below, connected to a sharply slanting tunnel that leads even deeper underground. He could even risk waiting below ground until the whole mess is over. He just needs to send his workers to a safe place first. Then it would be just the two of them: Crow and Baby. They’d have a good time, locked up together. They can talk and reminisce to their heart’s content. If they get tired of sitting around, they can grab a shovel and work on widening and deepening the existing tunnel. If they get bored of digging, they can use a teleportation scroll to visit Alcaroum, where they can spend several blissful days. Waldyra had no shortage of fun places where you could easily spend three or four days. In this time, Centurion Vurrius and his soldiers will die a noble death, while the orcs will demolish Gray Peak to the ground. Then everything will be peaceful again... 
 
      
 
    The dwarf heaved a deep sigh. 
 
      
 
    “And the dreary mountains echoed with the warrior’s last cry!” Mith declared unexpectedly, holding the fighting staff in the same way a rookie soldier holds a rifle for the first time. 
 
      
 
    Then came the centurion’s “surprise.” 
 
      
 
    Something gave a long and terrifying groan in the distance. A sudden gust of cold wind threw raindrops into the faces of the adventurers. The players wiped their faces and stared at a greenish vertical gap that had appeared in mid-air and was emitting a ghost-like mist. Then came the drawn-out moans again, followed by distant neighing of horses and a strange, rhythmic banging. Something was rattling — a very sharp, alarming noise. 
 
      
 
    Amou instinctively gripped Mith’s hand; the cardmaster gripped the dwarf’s shoulder, while Crow himself thoughtfully scratched his head and muttered: 
 
      
 
    “As one of our very old friends used to say: iiiiinteresting!” 
 
      
 
    With a terrifying bang, the green gap in the air grew wider and spewed out a hitched team of six jet-black horses with burning green eyes. The horses thundered past, ferociously chomping on the bit as they pulled along a massive black carriage with tightly curtained windows. From within the carriage came a flickering green glow and a roar of ghostly laughter. Both the carriage and the horses were at least twice the size of normal horses and drawn carts. A sharp clattering sound came from the left front wheel, which weaved from side to side; it was missing a hefty portion of its outside rim. The carriage driver was wrapped in a hooded black cloak. He firmly held the reins and confidently directed the snorting horses right at the approaching wave of gihls. The midgets, drunk from the potions of the orcs, did not pay the slightest attention to the carriage racing at them. 
 
      
 
    But they should have. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Amou’s small voice, when the terrifying horses were less than ten feet away from the gihls. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the team of six mystic black horses hurtled at full speed into the enemy ranks. It was like a giant had gone bowling; the entire scene resembled Hell’s bowling alley. The gihls flew in all directions like firework rockets. The carriage rolled right over the midgets. The horses knocked gihls to the ground and trampled those in their way, their hooves striking the bodies and leaving them to be crushed under the wheels of the massive carriage. One of the orcs was hit by the damaged wheel and literally wrapped around it, becoming a living replacement for its half-missing rim. The carriage straightened slightly and stopped bouncing around so much; the clattering sound died down, but the cruel laughter became much louder, as if the ghostly passengers approved of the driver’s trick. As for the driver, he had stood up to his full height; in his hands appeared a long whip, which he began to swing around with considerable force. The whip lashed at the gihls, with every crack announcing the death of three or four midgets. 
 
      
 
    The clattering carriage sped through the gihl ranks and made a sharp turn. This time, the mysterious and horrifying ally of the guards caused the carriage to travel at a sharp angle, leaving large tracks in the field filled with living bodies, ripping them off their feet and pounding them into the ground. At the same time, it suddenly stopped raining, as if heaven’s precipitation was too horrified to fall to the earth, where such a nightmare was occurring. 
 
      
 
    Some of the enemies tried to hit the horses; some threw themselves at the carriage and latched onto one of its closed doors. But they all died instantaneously, turning into a cloud of postmortem remains. For another twenty seconds, the cursed carriage continued to mow down the opponents. Then it dissolved into a greenish mist and vanished... 
 
      
 
    It had taken about forty seconds for the gihls to lose over a hundred soldiers. Many of the survivors instantly came to their senses, no longer under the influence of the mushroom-induced haze. It would be hard not to sober up, after an event like that... Waking from their trance, the gihls wailed in fear; some of them dropped their weapons and tried to turn around. Immediately, the gray orcs leapt up to them and, with the help of swords and axes, showed everyone what awaited cowardly deserters. 
 
      
 
    Crow watched the execution, then anxiously looked up at the sky — the gihl ranks were being whipped by rain. However, it wasn’t raining over the outpost. Had the centurion employed magic to stop the rain from reducing visibility for the archer guards? Possibly. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” repeated the centurion. “Let them cool down a little.” 
 
      
 
    Throwing a red cape over his shoulders once more, the cook clapped his hands; the light blue jewelry box held between his palms shattered into pieces. With a howl, a vicious northern wind blew from the outpost. It brought along prickly snow and hundreds of little ice crystals. The gihls had not yet recovered from the wild rollercoaster ride called “Black Carriage,” before they were knocked over by the force of the gale. They tumbled head over heels as the wind dragged them along the ground and away from the outpost. The blast of cold air extinguished dozens of torches, muffled the sounds of the enemy’s horns, and put out the campfires burning in the distance. 
 
      
 
    The panicked cries of the gihls were music to the dwarf’s ears. However, he knew perfectly well that the midgets and orcs won’t give up so easily. This was confirmed by the appearance of a misty barrier in the path of the wind; it sagged under the force of the gale but still managed to block and redirect the current upwards. All at once, dozens of drums broke the silence again. The drumming was loud and fierce. The north wind was blowing upwards, harmlessly hitting the stormy skies. The black cloud hanging over the ravine parted slightly; among the shreds of gloom, the players caught a glimpse of a gigantic wing. Druughoan the Destroyer had returned. He was hovering directly over the outpost, dwarfing its size by comparison. 
 
      
 
    “And here I was wondering why it wasn’t raining on us,” said Crow tensely, as he watched the gloomy skies swallow up the monster again. “Someone placed an umbrella over our heads — a fancy one, woven from nightmares!” 
 
      
 
    “Now I know what it means to have death hanging over your head,” Mith yelled over the howl of the northern wind. “We are all gonna die, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy for your suicidal outlook, my friends.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I meant! I’m just glad that we managed to complete two quests recently, during which we couldn’t die due to special auras laid on us. And now, we can die without any worries! We won’t get punished for losing our lives!” 
 
      
 
    “Howling hordes of hideous orcs, flying banners over rocks!” Amou blurted out suddenly, and both guys froze in amazement, looking at the bard. 
 
      
 
    The silence lasted no more than a couple of seconds, before Amou interrupted it again: 
 
      
 
    “What?” said the girl, annoyed, pointing at the incoming tide of enemies that threatened to overwhelm them. “I’m nervous! The words just multiply on their own...” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather they subtract than multiply,” retorted Mith without thinking and instantly received his first battle wound from a kick of a lady’s foot to his kneecap. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not bicker,” smiled Crow. 
 
      
 
    “Especially not when we’re about to die,” agreed Mith. “Crowcci, what if we fire at that huge butterfly? Let’s split open its ugly belly!” 
 
      
 
    “And we’ll get buried by the spilled guts,” nodded the dwarf. Then, unable to contain himself, he snorted with laughter. “This brute was created inside of a temple by imbibing it with the holy energy of Guorra. If a god or goddess touches, or even just breathes upon, any mob in Waldyra, it will immediately get much stronger. The beast here has been fattened up with a god’s power for its entire lifetime. It won’t even notice us shooting at it. And even if we do get its attention, it’ll instantly turn us into fine dust swirling over a very deep crater.” 
 
      
 
    “How poetic. We’ll leave the butterfly alone, then. Just let it flutter around. Let’s hope it has never heard of the famous quote by Muhammad Ali.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s hope so,” nodded the dwarf, watching as hundreds of opponents advanced on them at a run, while the guards continued to sit still for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “What about that black carriage? What sort of nightmare on wheels was that?” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody knows,” answered the dwarf shortly. “Players don’t possess this magic. There are tons of rumors about it, though. It seems to be some sort of powerful summoned beast that sits inside the carriage and laughs its head off every time the cart of death runs over yet another opponent. The beast in the carriage is apparently bound by some dark, powerful contract to serve the kingdom of Algora. But it only needs to serve a limited number of times. And when the monster is summoned for the last time, the one-sided contract will end.” 
 
      
 
    “What happens then?” 
 
      
 
    “The carriage stops and the freed beast comes out of it. After that, I don’t know. But my instinct tells me that something very bad happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Pffft, c’mon! What can this beast do? It just went for a little joyride inside a tank! Give me a carriage like that, and I’ll be able to do it, too!” 
 
      
 
    “A little joyride?” repeated the dwarf. “You couldn’t be more wrong, buddy. We have witnessed a combine bringing in the harvest. And the fruits of the harvest are about to be returned to the field...” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    A sharp crackling sound made Mith jump and turn around. Amou gave a little scream. Crow stayed silent, watching in satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    The crackling was coming from the greenish vertical gap in the air. This time, it was giving off a pulsing crimson-red glow, making it look like a giant pimple that was about to burst. That is exactly what happened a moment later. With renewed crackling, the redness was replaced by a black funnel, from which the black carriage burst out again, with a green mist trailing behind it. The driver brandished his whip; the wheels rattled; the crazy laughter had grown even more insane; and the windows glowed like hellish blast furnaces. In the wake of the terrifying coach, hordes of crimson-tinged figures of gihls and orcs came surging out of the gap. These were phantoms woven from wavering, ghostly fabric that was filled with the red energy of evil. 
 
      
 
    “On the first trip, the carriage collects the souls of those who had died under its wheels, as well as from the horses’ hooves, collisions, hits from the whip, and so on,” explained Crow with an evil smirk not at all befitting a true hero. “It ties souls to itself using ghostly ropes. You can see it if you possess the right abilities. You will see how the howling ghosts are dragged behind the carriage, struggling but unable to free themselves. Then the carriage disappears. Apparently, it goes straight into Hell, where it gives the captured souls a fiery tour. The souls get saturated with fury and evil, passing through all the circles of Hell, before being dragged back to the world of the living. As a result, the returning ghosts are quite happy to see their former comrades. Just look at them...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my...” Amou gasped, watching as a pulsing-red ghost of an orc raised two huge axes and, with a vibrating otherworldly howl, plowed into the wavering ranks of frightened gihls, who had never expected such a lowly trick. 
 
      
 
    The orc was followed by dozens of other ghosts. Fifteen steps away from the long-suffering outpost, a vicious fight broke out, where the dead and the living mercilessly butchered each other. With loud rattling of wheels, the Black Carriage circled around them, accompanied by the insane laughter of its passenger. The wheels flattened a couple of giant cats with their riders, and wrapped gihls and orcs around themselves. The snorting horses trampled the enemies with their hooves and rammed into them with their chests. The long whip of the driver glowed green and, with repeated cracks, took down gihls one after another. 
 
      
 
    “Many players are willing to sell their soul for this weapon,” remarked Crow. “Its stats can be seen, too. It’s a legendary weapon, according to witnesses with the requisite skills. Strangler of Light — that’s the name of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap!” Mith clutched the dwarf’s shoulder. “What sort of cart from Hell is that? And I thought...” 
 
      
 
    “What? What did you think? That the centurion summoned a regular cart, which will drive back and forth a few times, knock over a dozen gihls, then disappear forever? Oh no, my friend. You were quite mistaken, like so many naive Waldars before you. Amou, what about you?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought the same thing! And who are the Waldars? Oh, wait! That’s us!” 
 
      
 
    “So what happens now? All the gihls get slaughtered, and that’s it? The end?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything is just getting started, Mith,” said Crow, shaking his head. “The ghosts will soon go away. Uh-oh... Get down!” 
 
      
 
    Crow tackled Mith to the ground, while grabbing Amou’s wrist and pulling her down as well. The brave trio fell facedown on the grass and tumbled downhill. Meanwhile, a gigantic spiked club covered with hissing purple lightning bolts moved slowly and menacingly through the air. 
 
      
 
    An antenna. The tip of one of the antennae belonging to the humongous butterfly was traveling over their heads, narrowly skimming the top of the hill. 
 
      
 
    Shifting heavily in the midst of the black stormcloud, Druughoan the Destroyer had turned around and was moving directly towards the bloody battle of the living versus the dead. The hissing clubs greedily flashed with electric bolts in anticipation of a feast. 
 
      
 
    “Look ouuut!” bellowed Crow, warning the guards. The dwarf raised himself up on one knee and was now waving his arms to attract attention. The two guards signaled that they had heard the warning; they moved away as far as possible from the spiky death soaring near the ground. However, they did not try to hit it with a sword or spell — the hawkmoth could not be killed so easily. They needed something stronger... 
 
      
 
    “Can it kill single opponents, too?” asked Amou. 
 
      
 
    “No,” answered the dwarf. “This ugly thing destroys en masse.” 
 
      
 
    The blinding purple flash signaled the end for very many. 
 
      
 
    The lightning first discharged in the clouds, then literally slid down the two disgusting antennae near the ground, where it filled the spiky clubs. Between the clubbed ends pulsed a furiously humming arc of purple electricity, striking parallel to the ground. Everyone, both friend and enemy, who got hit by the lightning was turned into ashes. 
 
      
 
    From above came greedy chittering and sucking noises — the death’s-head hawkmoth was feeding on the victims, slurping up the meal. Caught up in a fight with the ghosts, the gihls and gray orcs could not retreat and were dying in droves. The ghosts, on the other hand, did not care; they melted dispassionately in the bolts of energy. It hadn’t even been two minutes, and the second attack of the enemy forces was already stopped. And that was with the guards having done virtually nothing. The enemies have not been defeated, nor have they fled, but they had already halted — fifteen steps away from the outpost. They were all shouting angrily, shaking their fists helplessly at the stormy sky that had brought them death. 
 
      
 
    Crash! 
 
      
 
    The purple electric bolts burned to ashes another fifty creatures, including the dead. A cloud of slowly settling gray dust hovered over the rocky wasteland. Then came the pouring rain again, which washed away the ashes and drowned out the wails of the gihls. 
 
      
 
    With one last clatter of its wheels, the carriage dissolved in a flash of green light. 
 
      
 
    Under the torrents of cold water, the monstrous insect was slowly turning around, having received someone’s request to retreat. Streams of water ran off the wings and body of the gigantic hawkmoth, flashing with bursts of electric discharges. Every drop carried a small charge, which became apparent when the water hit the ground — or the iron helmet and shoulder-guards of a gihl. Stung by electricity, the gihl would jump and start screeching angrily. Beside him pranced similar victims, who also got zapped by a tiny lightning bolt. But their screeches were quickly silenced, along with their dances of pain — having recovered from the onslaught of the dead, the orcs were taking control of the chaos. Discipline was restored using kicks and hits with the blunt side of axes. Druughoan the Destroyer disappeared into the black cloud completely, sheltering there like a huge spider inside a cocoon of webs. 
 
      
 
    The hawkmoth was very unwilling to leave; quite a lot of tasty treats still remained on the battlefield. But he was asked. And he agreed. It’s important to note that he was specifically asked, not told — a huge difference — as only a few individuals could give indisputable orders to this ugly overgrown monster with terrifying strength. One of them was the goddess Guorra herself. After her came only two or three temple priests of the highest order. They were the only ones whom the death’s-head hawkmoth obeyed. The rest could only beg, while throwing in constant reminders that they, too, were following Guorra’s orders. The “askers” had to yell quite loudly, otherwise Druughoan simply wouldn’t hear them. That’s why the battle drums sounded like they were about to burst. The drummers were hidden behind the curtains of rain; they had camped somewhere half-way between the mountain peak and the outpost, wisely choosing to stay out of the fighting. The spinning and dancing shamans should be located in the same place, adding their strange magic to the reverberating sounds of the drums. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have good archers?” asked a guard hoarsely, clearly having been sent by Centurion Vurrius. 
 
      
 
    The head of the local guards did not wish to stoop so low as to ask for favors himself. Well, dwarves like us are humble folk... We just want to keep our treasures and our secrets safe. 
 
      
 
    Those were the exact thoughts drifting through the dwarf’s mind when he subconsciously nodded, then immediately contradicted himself: 
 
      
 
    “No, we don’t have any! But...!” The yelled “but” caused the guard to pause as he was leaving. This allowed Crow to continue their dialogue. “But we have long-range magic! And magic staffs, loaded up to the max! Me and my friends are ready to discharge our weapons in the face of any orc or gihl!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then, what are you waiting for?” replied the guard. Taking a crossbow off his belt, he turned around sharply and shot nearly straight upwards. 
 
      
 
    A furious bird screech came from above, mixed with a human scream. A harpy was falling from the skies, trying to pull a crossbow bolt with a glowing red tip out of her wing. Bam! The crossbow bolt exploded in a burst of fire, forming a little smoke cloud, out of which fell a screaming harpy enveloped in green flames. She fell on the territory of the outpost and began thrashing in the grass. Two swordsmen rushed up to her, and the squealing harpy quickly got a taste of the daggers of the Light. And, having tasted them, died just as quickly. At that moment came another explosion, sending both swordsmen flying backwards. The stunned warriors stirred, raising themselves off the ground slightly; one of them used the Minor Healing spell, pressing his glowing palm to his chest. 
 
      
 
    “She had something in her filthy little paws,” said Crow thoughtfully, as he scrunched up two magic scrolls in his hands. “Fire away, guys, and don’t worry about ammunition!” 
 
      
 
    “Fire at will! Finish them off!” shouted Vurrius. 
 
      
 
    The outpost standing in the enemies’ way spewed out a rain of arrows and bolts, a hail of stones and ice shards, burning coals and poisonous plant burrs. The ranks of gihls wavered, getting hit by all the deadly presents falling from the skies; from the enemy’s army came fresh screams of fury, accompanied by dying moans. 
 
      
 
    Crow waited a few moments, searching out the most congregated spots before using two scrolls at once to activate a double Unstable Fireball spell. Two little sparks fell from the palms of his hands; these rapidly grew into two huge, flaming spheres that crackled and popped as they flew off towards the target. It took them two seconds to cross the distance of fifteen strides. The double flash of the exploding fireballs carried away three dozen gihls to the afterlife and splashed the other midgets with copious droplets of fiery lava. The enemy’s howling became three times louder. Then, something very predictable happened: the attention of VERY many gihls and orcs switched from the guards to the lone hill, on whose top stood three brave challengers. The offended gihls quickly realized who was the source of their suffering. They didn’t even need to be told — the wailing gihls bolted like hunting hounds that had sighted a fox, racing towards their offender and shouting battle cries. The enemy was so angry, it did not even pay attention to the arrows falling from the sky. 
 
      
 
    “I knew they were going to get upset,” sighed Crow. “Let them take a stroll in the park, to cool their heads a bit. Thicket! And once again: Thicket! One more time, for luck: Thicket! Hail of stones!” 
 
      
 
    The group of fifty gihls running in front, along with a dozen orcs behind them, got literally skewered on the spikes of the tall, spreading thornbushes that had suddenly grown out of the ground. Each bush was peppered with cheerful-looking little white flowers. Every spike on the thorny shrubs was an evil greenish color, while every little flower exuded a light-green mist. A lethally poisonous fog drifted over the wailing enemies. The thorns ripped up flesh and gear, turning both into shreds. Punctured in numerous places, with numerous thorns sticking out of them, the stumbling gihls tore through the dense thickets with pain and difficulty. At that moment, the magical hail of stones came down on them. The stones whistled past, having almost no effect on the thornbushes; they did, however, have an excellent stunning effect on the enemies, killing them and pummeling their bodies into the ground. 
 
      
 
    With the air of an art critic, Crow stood back to admire the thickets enveloped in fog and covered by a whistling rain of stones. Then he scratched his chin and sighed: 
 
      
 
    “Let’s add more fun. Mith, set the black rats loose.” 
 
      
 
    “All of them?” 
 
      
 
    “About nine. And I’ll throw in some spells.” 
 
      
 
    Mith rushed downhill, skillfully avoided the landmines, reached the wall, and threw several green-backed paper rectangles onto the other side. He yelled out a few words and, with a satisfied nod, ran back to the hilltop. Crow, on the other hand, took out a scroll. He pointed his finger at the ground in front of the shuddering thickets of thornbushes and activated the magic. In an instant, the ground parted in several places. Out of the formed holes appeared thick, stony bodies, which dived back into the ground to reappear within two feet of the thornbush thicket. 
 
      
 
    The black rats and the stone worms dived together into the deadly shadows of the thicket. The yells and curses of the gihls immediately turned into a unified wail of horror. The fog-enveloped thornbushes swayed violently from side to side. The midgets threw up their hands in surprise and fell to the ground so fast, it looked like they were getting yanked by their ankles. 
 
      
 
    “Thicket!” yelled the dwarf, adding a new magical barrier slightly to the left, where another group of gihls managed to break through. “Hail of stones!” 
 
      
 
    Surveying the battlefield in satisfaction, Crow turned to his friends and grinned: 
 
      
 
    “What a cute Valley of Death we’ve created, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m starting to grow scared of you,” said Amou, backing away. “You’re really starting to scare me!” 
 
      
 
    “My admiration grows, Crowcci!” reported the cardmaster. “Let’s create hell for someone else!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, let’s do it,” said Crow, agreeing with the excellent suggestion. “Run back to the wall and set the rhino loose!” 
 
      
 
    “Yesss!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no...” moaned Amou. 
 
      
 
    The card that contained the powerful rhinoceros was the diamond trump card belonging to Gray Mithril — he had admitted it himself. The rhino was special, with a metallic horn. He was not yet able to imprison one like that. That was why he bought it, scraping out all of his savings down to the last penny, including an entire deck of his own playing cards as part of the payment. Mith was saving the rhino for the most exceptional circumstances. It is unlikely that the current situation qualified as exceptional: it was only a dirty horde of squealing short-legged midgets — known to be perpetual losers — who was charging at them. He didn’t have to use the card. However, the cardmaster was caught up in the thrill of battle. He did not flinch at the suggestion. Pulling out a totally harmless-looking rectangle with a picture on it, he raised it high above his head and waited for a signal. 
 
      
 
    Crow did not make him wait. His eyes closely searched the partially scattered and halted line of enemies. Finally, he pointed at a tight group that was covering itself from the top and sides with large shields. The gihls had attempted to make a battle formation called “The Wedge,” although some ancient peoples referred to it as “The Pig” for various reasons. From inside the “pig” could be heard the barking voices of several gray orcs, who served as the group’s brains and the stimulus for moving the formation onwards. It had long become obvious that the gihls were in shock; their fighting spirit had evaporated, leaving behind a mixture of fear and apathy. 
 
      
 
    The wedge-shaped fighting formation slowly moved forward. Numerous arrows bounced off it with clicks; crossbow bolts got stuck in its shields. The guards would have surely come up with some strategy to deal with this. But Crow did not want to give them that chance — he wished to distinguish himself in this battle. He and his friends needed to be the talk of town, in order to change the guards’ attitudes toward them from neutrally indifferent to warmly welcoming. 
 
      
 
    With that thought in mind, Crow squinted, planted his feet firmly apart, put his hands on his hips, and barked commandingly: 
 
      
 
    “What is that Trojan Pig over there?! Away with it!” 
 
      
 
    “Roger that!” growled back Mith, going through the necessary rituals to activate the card. 
 
      
 
    Materializing in the middle of the field, the bulky body of a well-armed and awfully vicious animal did not stay still for long. Letting out a hoarse roar, the rhino lowered his head, putting his horn forward, and charged. Any onlooker would’ve gotten the impression that a heavy locomotive was speeding right at a village picket fence. 
 
      
 
    Catching sight of the beast, the “pig” created by the gihls wavered. The front ranks dug in their heels and tried to stop, but their comrades behind them kept pushing them forwards. That’s when the front ranks of the attack formation simply parted a bit in the middle. It was as if the doors of a gate had opened to welcome the rhinoceros into their midst. 
 
      
 
    The rhinoceros did not think twice about accepting the gracious offer and plunged into their ranks. Meanwhile, the front ranks quietly closed again, shutting the “door.” For a second, the formation wedge looked whole and undamaged. And then, inside of it began to happen all sorts of nightmares and horrors. The gihls were no longer squealing, screaming, or wailing. Instead, they had begun to bleat in despair. Dropping their shields and weapons, they were scattering in all directions. Their fighting formation fell apart in the blink of an eye, with its fragments bolting wherever fear sent them. Shields flew up in the air, along with the clumsy midgets, a snarling gray orc with the remains of a spear in his hand, and other garbage. Beneath it all, a rain-soaked, infuriated rhino ran around, skillfully using his horn for its intended purpose. He felled the midgets by the dozen. He gored, trampled, knocked over, and gored and trampled again. He tossed the enemies up in the air. Raindrops kept falling from above, each of them carrying an electric micro-charge, which singed the rhino’s hide. This made the beast hate the gihls even more; his mean bloodshot eyes grew even redder, looking like two crimson billiard balls. The squealing gihls tried to use sign language to explain that they weren’t responsible for the stings of heavenly electricity — it was that dastardly butterfly hovering in the stormcloud. But nobody listened to them... The slaughter was rapidly growing intense. 
 
      
 
    Some of the enemy soldiers halted their advance, instead choosing to focus on eradicating the rhinoceros. Given that fact, they could no longer use their shields effectively, since they were now standing with their unprotected sides facing the outpost. Crow and his friends quickly raised their fighting staffs and began to mow down the foes, without letting them approach the frolicking rhino. 
 
      
 
    The thornbush thickets vanished, leaving behind a swirling green mist that hovered over a wasteland filled with piles of rags, armor, and weapons. Several stone worms and surviving rats turned around and advanced on the nearest enemies. Then came a heavy rain of arrows. The centurion had personally used two scrolls, and the flanks of the enemy army suddenly found themselves shielded from the rain. The gihls gladly tilted back their heads, pointing their wet snouts toward the sky, expecting the sun to come out... and immediately cried. The mean centurion did not stop the rain; he just shielded them from the downpour with two horizontally placed square tiles of stone. The tiles were two feet thick, with each one being the size of two tennis courts. All at once, the huge, heavy tiles came crashing down. The minor local earthquake did not go unnoticed. The remnants of the army flanks braked sharply, hesitated for a moment, and then began their chaotic retreat. In other words, the gihls simply dropped their weapons and shields, then bolted as fast as they could, ripping off their armor, quivers of arrows, and other gear as they ran away. 
 
      
 
    The ricefins remained on the battlefield. Thankfully, there were fewer of them this time. As soon as Crow and Amou roasted the insects’ sides with magical flame, the disgusting creatures hastily turned around and bolted after the midgets. 
 
      
 
    “Behind you!” 
 
      
 
    The warning cries came from the top of the watchtower. The dwarf whipped around, instinctively realizing that it was him the guards were addressing. 
 
      
 
    He looked around in time to see five orcs leaping over the stone wall. They were led by a bona-fide giant composed of muscles and steel. He was a real orc tank, armed with a large shield and a massive axe. Behind him came four warriors who looked a bit more fragile — if you can refer to six-foot-tall strongmen without the slightest hint of muscle dystrophy or obesity as “fragile.” 
 
      
 
    The gray orcs leapt over the wall and rushed towards the hill, their hateful cries promising the players a painful death. At that moment, the invaders triggered one of the many traps hidden beneath clumps of dirt and grass. 
 
      
 
    The tank was the first to go. His shield and axe dropped to the ground, as he was sent flying back over the wall. He landed right at Vurrius’ feet, planting his face into a muddy puddle and splattering the centurion’s boots with dripping muck. Centurion Vurrius did not tolerate such an insult. Especially given his bad mood since morning... The centurion looked at his dirtied footwear, fury contorting his noble face, and raised a heavy hammer. The yells, gasps, and whimpers of the mercilessly beaten enemy did not last long. Once it was quiet again, Crow and his friends gulped nervously and turned their eyes to the remaining gray orcs. The latter also gave an anxious gulp and walked forwards. This time, they were moving ten times more slowly while warily eying the fighting staffs in the players’ hands. 
 
      
 
    But nobody was firing. Although Amou and Mith had instinctively raised their staffs to shoot, the dwarf’s command stopped them. Thus, all three of them stood absolutely still, waiting for the enemy to approach them. Behind the backs of the orcs, on the other side of the wall, they could see several corpses — masses of clothes and weapons — left behind by those the guards had managed to kill before the orcs reached the dwarf’s territory. 
 
      
 
    Crow could easily read the anticipation on the faces of the approaching guards. He could see the impatience on the faces of the archers, too, as they sat on the top of the watchtower. They had nobody left to shoot — the opponent was fleeing at the speed of sound, running towards the mountain peak, back to where they had been forced to retreat empty-handed last time. 
 
      
 
    Crow was in no hurry to give the guards the signal that they were waiting for. The orcs had entered the private territory of the player. The player was fully aware of this fact but chose to stand and watch, without attempting to call for help. And until Crow requests help, the guards won’t interfere. However, Crow did not intend to call them. 
 
      
 
    This was for several reasons. 
 
      
 
    Firstly, what if one of the guards steps on a landmine? Then he’ll die... Crow did not want that kind of stain on his reputation. Waldyra’s guards really dislike it when one of them gets killed. 
 
      
 
    Secondly, Crow didn’t want to seem like a helpless puppy, who calls the grown-ups for help the moment any kind of trouble hits. No way. He must not show weakness. Those who trespass on his territory won’t leave alive. Anyone who comes with an intent to harm will perish from hours of excruciating torture. 
 
      
 
    Thirdly, Crow needed to test the functionality of his landmines. Maybe he had wasted his time, breaking his back for nothing, and the gray orcs can perfectly spot where the dangerous surprises are hidden in the ground. Maybe the orc tank had gotten himself killed by accident, carelessly stepping on the trigger while in a hurry to kill the bastards who were brazenly standing on top of the hill. 
 
      
 
    For now, however, the four orcs were heading straight towards an acid trap, apparently unaware of it. Although they were now aware of the hidden danger beneath their feet, they still couldn’t see it. 
 
      
 
    Spotting a rock lying on the ground, which was a step away from the orc at the back of the group, Crow called to Chrys and pointed at the stone. The majestic eagle swooped down gracefully from his perch, shaking raindrops from his wings. He streaked over the ground and grasped the stone in his talons. The stone was tied to an extremely thin rope about ten feet in length. On the other hand, the distance between Chrys and his master was about twenty-five feet. Thus, by the time the mighty bird dropped the rock into the dwarf’s palm and settled on his shoulder, the Twister trap had been activated in the middle of the yard. The trap looked like a dozen long metallic blades that had burst out of the ground. Among the blades danced a tiny yet extremely powerful tornado. The orc bringing up the rear lunged at the eagle, unwittingly stepping towards the trap. As a result, he was pulled in by the wind and skewered by the blades, while the howling twister prevented him from moving away. 
 
      
 
    The trio in front barked something that sounded like a swear and rushed forwards. With the clinking of glass, a bottle of acid was catapulted into the air by a copper spring, shattering as it hit the ground. The players watched the splattered and burned orcs breakdance around the yard as they attempted to scrub off the caustic liquid. Only one orc remained on his feet. He raised a double-handed sword, whose blade smoked from the acid, and sprinted forwards with a yell. As he did so, he inadvertently stepped on a small stone tile. The sharp stake that had burst out of the ground literally pierced through the opponent. The orc gasped, throwing back his head, and stared maliciously at Crow, who was coming downhill. He snarled some kind of threat in his language and grabbed at the handle of a dagger. The dwarf casually put the staff to the orc’s forehead and, with a sigh, fired a stone buckshot at point-blank range. The enemy vanished in a gray flash, leaving behind a few coins and some dirty equipment. 
 
      
 
    “Finish them off,” ordered Crow, looking from his friends to the two remaining acid-stained orcs who had regained their wits. “Get some practice, so to speak. Guorra won’t forgive you for attacking her precious little darling orcs and harpies. Now you’re forever on her blacklist.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’re only telling us now?” cried Mith indignantly, aiming at the furthest orc and firing a bunch of sharp icicles at him. 
 
      
 
    “Heroes don’t care about such trivial things,” snorted the dwarf. He looked at Centurion Vurrius, who was standing three steps away from the wall and watching them deal with the orcs. 
 
      
 
    Amou fired in silence. But her shot was more accurate than Mith’s. She looked thoughtfully at the staff in her hands. Then her gaze traveled to the guitar hanging off her shoulder. And back to the staff. Then she glanced at Crow. 
 
      
 
    “You want to keep using battle staffs?” guessed the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
      
 
    “Lori will teach you and give you some tips.” 
 
      
 
    “But I can’t quit music!” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to. Here in Waldyra, musicians can do things that fighting magicians can only dream of! There’s no hurry, Amou. Just take it slow. We have yet to teach you how to correctly chop up enemies for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Not to mention the blood-soaked brunches...” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?! Are you gonna teach me, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! For ten thousand gold coins...” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?! What are you talking about, Crowcci?! I spent my rhino on you... Wait. Where is my rhino?!” 
 
      
 
    “He ran off towards the mountain,” replied Crow, shaking his head reproachfully. “He’ll be getting killed off soon. Mith, pick up all the trophies that got left in my yard. And divide them into three portions. Leave one portion to me, and take the rest for yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need anything!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, you do!” sternly replied the dwarf. “Remember: you must never work for free! That is the first and foremost rule.” 
 
      
 
    “But we’re friends!” 
 
      
 
    “And what sort of friend would I be, if I didn’t want to share? Mm? Start gathering! In the meantime, I’ll go have a chat with the centurion.” 
 
      
 
    Clipping the staff onto his belt and shouldering the heavy sledgehammer, Crow descended from the hill. Reaching the wall, he swung over it easily, coming to stand next to Vurrius. Crow spoke up first. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    “They will return, yes,” nodded the centurion. As he turned to walk away, he added, “A quarter of the war trophies is yours. You can share it amongst yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” replied the dwarf. “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    “When the orcs decide to attack again, Crow, my soldiers will let you know.” The centurion had halted and was looking directly at the dwarf. “They will let you know in advance.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” said the player, inclining his head. “I truly appreciate it, Centurion Vurrius.” 
 
      
 
    Coming from Vurrius, this was a real favor. What followed next, however, left Crow dumbfounded: 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill in relations with Centurion Vurrius, 
 
       
 
     head of the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Well, look at that! 
 
      
 
    “Good job, Crow!” called a gray-haired archer, who was standing on the top platform of the watchtower. “You’ve worked really hard today! Hey, you, miss! And you, with the cards...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Amou!” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m Gray Mithril!” 
 
      
 
    “Great work, both of you!” 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill in relations with the veteran Drell, 
 
       
 
     a guard of the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
       
 
   
 
    “Good job, Crow! Thank you!” yelled a young warrior in the distance, who was armed with two curved swords. “And you, Amou! And you, Gray Mithril! Thank you for your help!” 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! 
 
       
 
     +1 goodwill in relations with the warrior Kosgal, 
 
       
 
     a guard of the Gray Peak outpost. 
 
       
 
   
 
    One after another, the guards of Gray Peak acknowledged Crow and his friends. And each of the players received reputation points with them. It was like manna raining down from heaven... 
 
      
 
    “Life is starting to get good!” said Amou, smiling brightly, after she had thanked the last guard for his kind words. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t jinx it,” retorted Mith happily, picking up a thick corselet from the ground. 
 
      
 
    “The world is your oyster,” concluded Crow. “The most important thing is not to give up.” 
 
      
 
    Chrys, who was sitting on the dwarf’s shoulder, flinched and turned his head; his piercing gaze rested on the feathered lightning bolt that had instantly arrived at the outpost. A gray-winged falcon had landed on the centurion’s outstretched arm, with a scroll tied to its foot. A messenger of battle... 
 
      
 
    Having read the scroll, the centurion marched back to the tower, bellowing as he went, “It will be quiet until morning! Today, everyone gets double rations of food and drink!” Pausing slightly, he added, “Dinner is for all those who fought the dark filth today.” 
 
      
 
    “We are invited,” smiled the dwarf quietly, inclining his head in respect again. 
 
      
 
    Sparse rays of sunlight fell on the rain-soaked ground. The menacing black cloud was rapidly sailing away, heading northwest, where dozens of columns of smoke rose in the distance. Sometimes, enormous flashes of green or red would light up the horizon. Tiny black dots soared in the skies far away. Over there, war was raging. Hidden in the cloud from the sun, Druughoan the Destroyer was moving towards it. It seems someone gave him an order. Along the ground, hordes of saber-toothed cats and their riders were traveling in the same direction. 
 
      
 
    This could only mean one thing: the Dark side had suffered devastating losses in more than one location today. Thus, the enemy decided to send their terrifying trump card into battle. 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s someone else’s problem. Nevertheless, Crow knew that the monstrous hawkmoth could come back eventually, shrouded in the smoky black cloud and carrying death on his wings. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what the guards are having for dinner today?” asked Amou with interest. 
 
      
 
    “Macaroni!” called Lori’s cheerful voice as she tumbled out of the teleportation flash. “I’m back! Where is the enemy?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve been defeated and forced to retreat!” Mith was simply glowing with pride and happiness. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, I missed out,” sighed Lori. “Will you tell me about it at dinner?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah,” said Crow, shaking his head. “You didn’t get invited.” 
 
      
 
    “What?! Why?!” 
 
      
 
    “Long story. Amou will explain.” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” nodded the girl enthusiastically. “You won’t believe what happened here!” 
 
      
 
    “Crowcci, when should we come back tomorrow?” asked Mith greedily. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you tired of war?” 
 
      
 
    “War? Tired? Of course not! We just need to get some sleep, and then we’ll be right back! In short, we’ll be back at sunrise!” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, thank YOU! Thanks for all the thrills and chills!” 
 
      
 
    “You ain’t seen nothing yet. The best is still to come.” Crow grinned, tilting his head back and squinting in pleasure as the rays of sunshine warmed his face. “Just you wait...” 
 
      
 
    End of Book Two 
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    by Anton Tekshin 
 
      
 
    Gates of Thunder (Loner Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Alex Kosh 
 
      
 
    Idea (Starting Point Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    The Cub (The Bear Clan Book 1) A Progression Fantasy 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    The Crow Cycle Book #1 LitRPG Series  
 
    by Dem Mikhailov  
 
      
 
    Volper (Alpha Rome Book 1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Ros Per 
 
      
 
    Second Shot (Fantasia Book #1) LitRPG Series  
 
    by Simon Vale  
 
      
 
    Isle of Destiny (A Buccaneer's Due Book #1 LitRPG Series) 
 
    by Igor Knox 
 
      
 
      
 
    Short Stories: 
 
    You're in Game! 
 
    (LitRPG Stories from Bestselling Authors) 
 
      
 
    You’re In Game-2 
 
    (More LitRPG stories set in your favorite worlds!) 
 
      
 
    New Release! 
 
      
 
    Please meet our new author! Kaitlyn Weiss writes in the genres of romantic fantasy, urban fantasy and fantasy adventure. You can download her first book for free on Amazon: Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1). 
 
    Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1) 
 
    by Kaitlyn Weiss 
 
      
 
    ALL BOOKS BY DEM MIKHAILOV: 
 
      
 
    Clan Dominance: The Sleepless Ones  LitRPG Series 
 
      
 
    Nullform  RealRPG Series 
 
      
 
    The Crow Cycle  LitRPG Series  
 
    

  

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

  

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