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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WATER ERUPTED in a violent explosion. Jets of frothy white foam shot up to the ceiling, splattering against the walls and flooding the white stone staircase. A deafening screech and rumble accompanied the water as steam burst out with lethal force, forming a deadly wall. 
 
      
 
    Then came the flame — white and so intensely bright that it seemed like a frozen wave of light, its heat so ferocious that it incinerated even the ambient sounds. 
 
      
 
    Emerging from the flames was a dragon. A grotesque, monstrous dragon that clawed its way through the white steps with its terrifying talons. It broke free onto the shore of the Subterranean Sea of Xokrall, lifted its massive head, and let out a furious roar. But the roar was cut short. The creature collapsed onto the crystalline path with a strangled wheeze, its body convulsing in spasms. Scales, ablaze with a cursed greenish-gray fire, peeled off its trembling body one by one. 
 
      
 
    Even here, at the very edge of the forbidden kingdom of Angora, the Kingdom of the Dead, the immortal creature was tormented by flames and the rot of delayed death. 
 
      
 
    The dragon, now limp and sprawled across the corridor, was enveloped in dying flames; its scales continued to fall off. The great lizard lay there briefly, attempting to rise, but failing as its trembling limbs gave way. The dragon’s body became enshrouded in a cloud of golden-red mist, speckled with the greenish-gray stars of its burning scales. Its body flickered, and then began to shrink rapidly. 
 
      
 
    A moment passed, followed by another. Then the dragon vanished. In its place lay a man in smoldering and tattered garments, once white. A new moan echoed in the subterranean darkness — a human moan; a moan of pain, but not of despair. Gathering his arms beneath him, the man lifted his face, staring into the darkness ahead. Slowly, he pulled his knees toward him and began to rise — struggling, yet resolute. Gray-green sparks flew from his mouth; a faint wisp of smoke hovered over his shoulders and back. Straightening up, he began to stride forward. From his constantly moving lips flew sparks and frenzied imprecations: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll destroy them! Incinerate them! I’ll burn their souls to ashes!” 
 
      
 
    With each step, his stride grew more confident, his vows louder and more terrifying: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll incinerate! Shatter! Obliterate! I’ll burn their immortal souls to cinders! I’ll show them who the master is here…” 
 
      
 
    The lone traveler paid no attention whatsoever to the inscriptions on the arches overhead. 
 
      
 
    
     Welcome to the Kingdom of the Dead, traveler! Your long final journey is nearly complete. Step forward, and soon you’ll behold the Great City of Angora! 
 
       
 
     Beware the rahgras! 
 
   
 
      
 
    He was indifferent. Eyes locked on the road ahead, he took one measured step after another toward Angora. He stripped off his ragged clothes and threw them aside, where they instantly ignited in gray flames and burned to ash. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll incinerate them…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Whisper, who had been moving — or, rather, silently skimming — over both walls and the path with equal ease, suddenly came to a standstill. He stared ahead intently. The Black Baroness materialized beside him within moments, followed by other agile figures. I was among the last to arrive and had to force my way through the crowd, feeling much like a bystander who stumbles upon a scene and asks, “What’s going on? What’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    No one had an answer. I used my authority as leader to push through to the center, and found myself next to Whisper. I followed his gaze and also looked at the edge of the path. A massive half-burned scale topped with a sprinkle of ash lay there. The scale was the size of a substantial plate — almost a serving tray. Thick, red-gold, and warped as if melted. On it danced distinct gray-green sparks. Not just dancing — they were chipping away at the scale, slowly but surely, relentlessly turning it into nothing. 
 
      
 
    “A dance of delayed death,” Baroness muttered grimly. “It cannot be stopped. Whisper, move! Heroes have long been at the forefront, breathing the dust of post-mortem roads. So what are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Whisper vanished with a sidelong smirk, leaving only a blurred shadow that darted over our heads along the wall. I lingered over the scale a moment longer, then shrugged, pushed my way out of the crowd, and continued down the path, tapping my oaken staff against the sparkling transparent stone beneath me. Vague shadows of achylotes came to life underneath me; they were staring at the scale from below, clinging to the stone like fish to an aquarium glass. I caught up with Kyrea. We exchanged a silent glance, and then both looked at Roskie, who was clinging to the shaggy back of a black-and-white wolf. Behind Tyrant moved a tight-knit wolf pack, following their leaders. 
 
      
 
    “Shelter ahead!” The voice that brought the news was filled with unmistakable joy, and it was met with a chorus of equally joyful voices. We were all exhausted, every single one of us. We all needed urgent, full rest. 
 
      
 
    “How are you?” Kyrea asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Barely holding on,” I admitted. “You?” 
 
      
 
    “Same. We need to get out of here, Ros. I’m getting the chills.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” I nodded, shrugging my shoulders again in a futile attempt to shake off the icy needles that had lodged in my spine. 
 
      
 
    The Fading managed to reach us even here — at the very border of the Kingdom of the Dead. 
 
      
 
    “How many hours, Ros?” The approaching Baroness asked. 
 
      
 
    It took me a moment to grasp what she was talking about as I furrowed my brow in a painful attempt to comprehend. 
 
      
 
    “Rest?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. How long? We need to exit and enter simultaneously.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. We need to consult with Glugg. He’s in charge of the underwater part of the expedition.” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously. But what’s the minimum?” 
 
      
 
    “At least ten hours,” I grumbled, “I don’t care that we’ve ventured where no one’s ever gone before. We still need rest.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t,” Baroness smirked. “We aren’t pioneers, Ros. I tried so hard to beat that sow Alishana in our dash to the shore. She sure moves like greased lightning… Anyway, maybe it was all in vain… or maybe it wasn’t… time alone will tell…” 
 
      
 
    Alishana, who was walking on the opposite side of the path, heard BB’s words, but didn’t react to them in any way at all. She only looked ahead — towards Angora. 
 
      
 
    The news didn’t affect me much, either. 
 
      
 
    “So did someone else beat us to it, or didn’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “They have. Or they haven’t. It’s simpler,” CB answered, “You’ll understand soon enough. Whisper saw it by the third arch.” 
 
      
 
    I lifted my face and spotted the looming arch. I quickened my pace involuntarily, halfway expecting to actually see something truly astonishing… 
 
      
 
    
     Welcome to the Kingdom of Angora, traveler! 
 
       
 
     A Kingdom where none claim dominion. There is no enmity. No happiness. No sorrow. 
 
       
 
     A pervasive muted sadness reigns supreme here… 
 
       
 
     Don’t stray from the path, traveler: the rahgras are aprowl, the rahgras hunger, the rahgras will devour your soul, and long gone are those who may have restrained them… 
 
       
 
     Remember! Golden lotuses will save you! 
 
   
 
      
 
    “Well,” I said, shaking my head uncertainly, “Well… whatever. It’s easier without E. A. F. D, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “The downside is that we can’t discern if we’re the first players here or not,” observed Kyrea the Protectress. “But screw E. A. F. D.” 
 
      
 
    “You can say that again — screw E. A. F. D.,” I agreed with her only too readily. 
 
      
 
    “The sanctuary’s over that way,” Baroness pointed out. 
 
      
 
    We slowly neared a section of the widening corridor marked by a steady golden glow emanating from the ceiling and walls. 
 
      
 
    Remember! Golden lotuses will save you! 
 
      
 
    “So, how many hours?” the ever-pragmatic BB reminded me. “Ten?” 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen would be even better,” I said, attempting to assess my condition. I realized I was so fatigued I almost lost my ability for rational thought. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t even tell if I was tired anymore. There was just a dull numbness pervading my body and a general sense of indifference. And I couldn’t get rid of some vague apprehension deep in my soul — everything seemed to blend together. There was anxiety for my daughter. Thoughts of Vitalis. Thoughts of Alishana. Thoughts about the clan… 
 
      
 
    A pervasive muted sadness reigns supreme here… 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask Gluggarius for his opinion,” Baroness promised, forcing herself to speed up her pace with evident effort. 
 
      
 
    The Iron Lady. 
 
      
 
    The golden light grew brighter. Excited and joyful voices echoed in the corridor — the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan stood tall, leaning forward. They were drawn to the golden light by an irresistible force. They hastened their pace as they pushed the enormous tarp-covered bulk of the artifact forward. The rumbling of the wheels grew louder and the auras shimmered, reducing the weight of the precious cargo. 
 
      
 
    The artifact was the key… 
 
      
 
    But there hadn’t been a single door in sight that had required such a massive key so far. 
 
      
 
    Still, I mused, wasn’t it inevitable that we should face such a barrier sooner or later? And when that so happens, will a mean-tempered fire-breathing dragon named Vitalis be guarding that passage? Fantastic… and what if… 
 
      
 
    The train of thought derailed before reaching the station of “what if.” Exhaustion smothered me, pushing all rational thoughts aside. 
 
      
 
    “The sanctuary is operational! It has the status of a completely safe zone!” 
 
      
 
    Now, that was an announcement worth hearing. It didn’t leave anyone unmoved. 
 
      
 
    “I need to eat and get some sleep,” I murmured in a tired tone. “Eat, then rest. In that exact order.” 
 
      
 
    “I concur,” the valiant paladin’s voice had a chirpy edge to it. “But remember, we’ve got a guest from overseas to take care of…” 
 
      
 
    “Later!” I cut her off. “Food and sleep come first. Hospitality? We’ve got that in heaps. Think we should pull Orbit out of wherever he’s hiding?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps a call might coax him out first?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not quite my point. I was wondering whether we might have to drag him out physically. Given Orbit’s proclivities, he’ll stay put in the most annoyingly stubborn manner possible. I’m sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes two of us!” There was a resigned certainty in the returning Baroness’s voice. “He won’t emerge from Waldyra until the cocoon naturally releases his moss-covered, dehydrated carcass into the wild. Need a suggestion to persuade him?” 
 
      
 
    “No need,” I waved dismissively. “Persuasion is for suckers. I’m a simple guy. Besides, I’m really exhausted. First, I’ll send him a private warning to the effect of ‘I’ll disable your cocoon in three minutes if you don’t emerge.’” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t work on him.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, in three minutes, he goes offline,” I continued. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but he’ll go ballistic! I tried that once…” The Baroness seemed to be shivering worse than me. “Trust me, it’s a bad idea.” 
 
      
 
    “If I see so much as a single grimace of annoyance on our beloved guest’s face, I’ll take an ax to his cocoon. And peace shall reign in our humble abode thenceforth.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a terrifying man, Ros,” Kyre shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just weary. Bone-tired… oh…” 
 
      
 
    You’ve stepped onto a tranquil meadow full of shimmering golden afterworld lotuses. It’s safe here. 
 
      
 
    “Glugg agreed to fifteen hours,” CB remembered suddenly. 
 
      
 
    “Great. Now, to negotiate with the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan.” 
 
      
 
    “So they won’t whimsically whisk you away on a tour of their abandoned homeland? Or you’ll threaten their prized artifact with your ax if they try that?” 
 
      
 
    “They better not lose track of my wayward daughter, who’s surely keen on a tour of their abandoned homeland!” I hissed, glaring at the perked-up Roskie, who seemed enchanted by the radiant golden light. “If they do, why, the ax will surely swing!” 
 
      
 
    Looking at me, my daughter quipped, “Where there are flowers, there must be fish!” 
 
      
 
    “She takes after you,” Kyre sighed. “Go on, Roskie. Let’s secure the best spots. And admire the blooms!” 
 
      
 
    “Forward ho!” 
 
      
 
    “For the love of all that’s holy, pull Orbit out and make sure he gets some rest,” pleaded the Black Baroness. 
 
      
 
    “I already told you,” I shot her a sidelong glance, “He will. What else can he do?” 
 
      
 
    “Words don’t have much impact on him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep silent,” I assured. “I’ll just stand there listening to his pitiful screams as I casually feed his favorite baseball cap into the Cuisinart, my eyes on the smoldering cocoon I’d axed earlier…” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” said CB. “I think I’ll… go admire the flowers.” 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” I smiled faintly. “Enjoy yourself while you can.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS LYING ON THE PARQUET FLOOR and moaning faintly. Bliss and agony combined — I never imagined they could coexist like this. The culprit? My body, stiff from what felt like an eternity of stillness. Having emerged from the cocoon and assisted Kyre in doing the same, I barely made it to the hallway before my body revolted. My knees felt like they were bending backwards, my spine threatened to snap, and I found myself collapsing onto the floor. From my vantage point, I noticed the slow crawl of yellow duck-faced slippers. Right behind them, stretchable bedding slid out — or, rather, was torn out — of the gaming cocoon. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be in the bathroom,” Kyre’s voice murmured before the door clicked shut, sounding almost ghostly. Shortly after, the rush of water echoed. A moment later and a drawn-out moan of pleasure was heard, mixed with an odd, croaking sound. 
 
      
 
    Did those slippers just… animate? 
 
      
 
    Kyre seemed to cope better post-cocoon than I did. Not much of a shocker, since her model was far more advanced, built to care for its mistress with the utmost care. 
 
      
 
    Plagued by a million pinpricks of sensation, I waited, hoping that my numb and overtaxed body would relent and relinquish control back to me. This stand-off lasted a grueling five minutes. I got to inspect a parquet square in my immediate view very meticulously during this stretch, taking solace in the sounds of Kyre’s joyous humming in the distance — proof she hadn’t met a watery end in the bath. 
 
      
 
    I pushed myself upright, my hands splayed against the wall for support, then took a moment to scrutinize my groggy reflection. I saw a swollen visage cast with dark, nearly purple shadows, the skin pallid and visibly greasy. An utterly gross tableau. Behold my mug, ye mighty, and despair! 
 
      
 
    This just wouldn’t do… 
 
      
 
    I spent the next few minutes with my head submerged in the kitchen sink. The only available detergent was Fairy liquid. I applied it generously, scrubbing the grime off my head, neck, shoulders, and arms. The amount of filth a stationary body could accumulate was nothing short of bewildering — especially when it seemingly had no source. My actions may have been just a tad absurd. After all, a shower was imminent. But there was this nagging need to shed the grime — all the accumulated residue of stale sweat. And so, I indulged. 
 
      
 
    Feeling marginally rejuvenated, I compelled myself to move, pushing through a wall of lethargy. The spacious rented apartment afforded me enough room to pace. I accelerated with each lap, from the entrance to the far-off balcony. Along the way, I powered up my laptop, placed a kettle and a pot on the stove, and dashed off a message to Orbit via the Waldyra Messenger. I’d be dragging him out whatever he’d tell me. Even if only briefly… 
 
      
 
    As I’d anticipated, no response came. So I had to press harder, threatening to use a kitchen knife on the cocoon’s “umbilical cord.” This time, a swift reply arrived: 
 
      
 
    “In five minutes — give me five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Such a demanding guest. So he thinks he can dictate terms, does he?” 
 
      
 
    “Get your ass here in five minutes. Exercise, food, moss removal procedures, a shower, then sleep. Then you’ll be free to return.” 
 
      
 
    “I handle all that stuff over here.” 
 
      
 
    Really now? That sure was one hell of a low-calorie diet he was on… 
 
      
 
    “Don’t try my patience, Orbit. I’ll shut the cocoon down. You won’t die on my watch. And I’ll do it regardless of whether or not you get your panties in a bunch about it later.” 
 
      
 
    “Five minutes, then back here. Exercise, food, etc. Then return. I’ll sleep here, at home.” 
 
      
 
    Home? 
 
      
 
    That was as good as a diagnosis — sooner or later, Orbit would become a permanent resident of Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    “Time’s ticking!” I snapped, returning to my physical routine. 
 
      
 
    When a clang, followed by a drawn-out muffled groan, echoed from the guest room, I just smirked, quickening my pace. In the process, I swung my hips as wide as I could, trying to stretch as many muscle fibers as I could. And to jolt my joints before they locked up and refused to move. By the time Orbit crawled — and he literally crawled — into the corridor, I was already running, almost gracefully hopping over his groaning carcass. 
 
      
 
    This sure was a lesson we needed to heed well! 
 
      
 
    None of our earlier lengthy dives into the virtual world had ever brought about such grim consequences. My body teetered on the brink of collapse. I may have recovered somewhat, and my limbs obeyed commands again. But I felt like a sack stuffed with cotton and running on plastic forks instead of legs. 
 
      
 
    “Can I go ba-a-a-ack?” our guest moaned, trying to lift his genius head from the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Hell no!” I succinctly replied, hopping over him again. When I came back, gasping for air, I rattled off the regimen: “Half an hour of exercise. A contrast shower. Food. A cheerful one-mile-long stroll around the apartment. A light snack after. Then you can dive back into the cocoon.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… no…” 
 
      
 
    “And don’t even try to haggle. We took you in a weakling; we’ll return you a beefcake,” I promised. “From now on, exercise is regular!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… no… What about Kyre? Sa-a-a-ame for her?” 
 
      
 
    “Same,” I nodded, dropping to the floor, ready for push-ups. “This is no joke, Orbit. If this continues, we’ll become Waldyra’s legends and real-world deadbeats. We need balance.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you take care of your cl-a-a-ass? Is it still o-o-o-o-on?” Orbit perked up, looking genuinely curious. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” I smirked, collapsing chest-first onto the floor. “Ugh… I mean, I didn’t. But it’s still on. Just don’t die on the Stalk-Way — I need you in Angora. And I need you ASAP.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay! I’m on my wa-a-a-a-ay!” Orbit reported, attempting to crawl back into the room. Grabbing him by the collar of his tattered shirt, I dragged my friend into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast! Work those muscles! Meet the quota, then hit the shower.” 
 
      
 
    “Quo-o-o-o-ota?” 
 
      
 
    “A hundred push-ups, a hundred squats, and at least thirty pull-ups on that fancy door frame decoration over there. Thirty minutes of walking and running. That should do the trick.” 
 
      
 
    There was no response. Orbit must have passed out… 
 
      
 
    I shrugged as I let go of his shirt and got on with my exercises. Time was of the essence. Mr. Pavlovsky, the wise head of our security detail, was undoubtedly aware of our awakening and would soon pay us a visit. Along with Bom. There was so much to do before that — I needed to complete the exercises, then soak in the bath with a tablet or a laptop for a while, pondering my new class, which I had no intention of leaving to chance. Apart from that, there was the task of preparing more food from what we had left, feeding the household, and grabbing a bite myself. That was the bare minimum… 
 
      
 
    Sleep? 
 
      
 
    There’d be time for that later — after the discussion we were about to have. 
 
      
 
    This felt incredible. I would soon see Bom in the flesh. Our clan treasurer and mule, who played the part of a maniacal hoarder with a formidable carrying capacity in the world of Waldyra. I was genuinely curious about his mood at the moment — he’d most likely be of a very gloomy disposition. Just before our return to the real world, while already activating the exit icon, I heard Bom’s furious roar. He bid farewell to his team of “avengers,” who’d decided not to wait for us and continue their journey on their own instead. They’d also invited Bom, but he’d refused and, from what I gathered, had a fiery fallout with the half-orc “king” at the very least. 
 
      
 
    The “avengers,” burdened by their heavy backpacks, ventured into the underground darkness, following the trail of the severely wounded dragon… 
 
      
 
    A bunch of fanatics bent on vengeance. Or were they? 
 
      
 
    After all, I still didn’t grasp the essence of their bizarre plan. Vitalis was such a monumental figure that if they killed him, he would instantly reappear a few hundred feet away from his killers and calmly walk towards Angora. His “soul” burns with a flame so bright that it certainly wasn’t destined to fade into oblivion. 
 
      
 
    Orbit, who was lying on the floor, clapped his hands against the parquet. 
 
      
 
    “What’s all this, then?” I inquired sneakily. 
 
      
 
    “Push-u-u-u-ups!” 
 
      
 
    “No way, José.” I shook my head. “That won’t do, sailor. Real men do it right. Push up properly!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” 
 
      
 
    “What are you guys up to?” Kyre asked, emerging from the bathroom wrapped in a massive towel. 
 
      
 
    “The activity you’re about to join,” I replied. “Namely, push-ups. All three of us are in.” 
 
      
 
    “But I…” 
 
      
 
    “All three-e-e-e of us,” Orbit drawled vengefully. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve just had a shower! No!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “And that’s a very definite yes. If you don’t do push-ups, you don’t get dinner!” 
 
      
 
    “Domestic tyranny… I’ll do squats!” 
 
      
 
    “Well… OK, that’ll do,” I responded benevolently. 
 
      
 
    Orbit perked up: 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll squat, too…” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I cut him off. “Men complete the entire fitness routine! Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    And we did. Almost all of it. We ended up sprawled by the front door. From there, I managed to drag myself to the shower somehow, quickly rinsed off, and headed to the kitchen to cook. Orbit went to wash off the grime, while Kyre sat on the couch, thoughtfully stroking her belly as she stared blankly at the flickering TV screen. And she was the first to initiate the inevitable conversation: 
 
      
 
    “Vitalis is alive.” 
 
      
 
    “He is,” I nodded, putting the knife aside, leaning on the table with my still trembling arms, and laughed out loud. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “We fear a nonexistent villain,” I explained after my laughing fit was over. “This is so silly! We’re afraid of a fictional character from an online fantasy game! And I can’t get him out of my head! He’s lodged in my brain as if he were real!” 
 
      
 
    “Cogito, ergo sum,” Kyre reminded me of the Cartesian maxim. 
 
      
 
    “The times they are a-changin’, as the song goes,” I sighed as I picked up my knife again. “Just think of it, Kyrester. “Think about it! We’re crafting our own nightmarish enemy. It strikes, it kills. We retaliate — not in reality, mind you — but in a digital realm. We plan, we strategize, and just when we think we’ve struck the lethal blow, the bastard slips away. We dive headlong into hell itself after it. But who’s chasing whom? We’re always one step behind, as this non-existent dragon repeatedly vows to burn our souls to ashes and to obliterate us. So, what’s our game plan?” 
 
      
 
    “You look beat, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “Beat?!” I drove the knife into the cutting board with a thud. 
 
      
 
    Kyre recoiled. I threw up my hands hastily in a mock surrender, “I’m sorry! Damn it. Did I scare you?” 
 
      
 
    “I was worried, more like. Did you hurt yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m fine. My bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Get on with the cooking.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. I’ll heat it up and bring it over. Listen… How about you chill at home for a bit? I mean, in the real world.” 
 
      
 
    “In an empty apartment?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be here.” 
 
      
 
    “Trapped in your cocoons? All day long? What’s in it for me? Hell no! I’m heading to Waldyra. Roskie’s there. And so is Alishana. They’re waiting. Go on. What about that next move?” 
 
      
 
    “You know it just as well as me!” I snapped back, “What’s our plan? The dragon threatens total annihilation. Point-blank, it’s saying it’ll bring us real-world death. And us? We’re thinking of hunkering down in a new hideout, out of reach. We run! And not just that, but we won’t even take any real-world actions. We don’t report to Waldyra’s head office. We don’t even think to make a damn call! And ask the most poignant question there is!” 
 
      
 
    “Which is?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s something along the lines of, ‘Hey morons! What the hell are you doing about your rogue malwraith? What’s a malwraith? It’s a digital entity! Damn Vitalis turned from a game villain to a real-life Dark Lord, killing people in reality! We’re up against a virtual serial killer whose blade draws real blood! Madness! Total madness! Soon, I’ll be scared to even touch a laptop. What if a dragon’s claw juts out, piercing my heart? Or a fiery breath burns right through? That’s what pisses me off. Why are we running? We should be on the offensive! I remember our discussions. I recall we decided to wait. But I can’t shake that bastard Vitalis out of my head.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re on it, the avengers…” 
 
      
 
    “On what?!” I glared at Kyre, resisting the urge to slam the microwave door shut with force. “What are they on, in your opinion?” 
 
      
 
    “Calm down already, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” I admitted, watching the kitchen timer count down the seconds impassively. “I can’t. You realize what it is that we’re doing, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure do. We’re running away.” 
 
      
 
    “Not just that. We’re doing nothing. We’ve entrusted our lives to strangers — a bunch of folks with personal grudges against the dragon. And where are we in all of this? We’ve stepped aside. It’s like a regular game scenario — you see a monster, you charge it with a sword. Then, a knight charges past you, shouting, ‘Wait! Let me at him! The bastard has just killed me!’ And you’re like, ‘Sure, fine, go ahead. Take your revenge.’ But this isn’t a game. There’s no respawn.” 
 
      
 
    Kyre was silent as she stared at the screen. The microwave beeped. I waited for the plate to cool a bit and brought the sandwiches to the couch, then returned to chopping. The rhythmic knife taps against the board were somewhat calming. I continued, in a more measured tone: 
 
      
 
    “We need to do a couple of crucial things.” 
 
      
 
    “Like?” Kyre looked at me curiously, stuffing the first sandwich in her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Tell everything to your Auntie Lena and my father,” I replied. “Right away.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t want to get involved at first.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t,” I confirmed. “I stepped aside and waited.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s changed?” 
 
      
 
    “The dragon’s still alive. That’s what’s changed. And he continues to remain alive. Damn, the lizard had even managed to kick our asses while it cruised by in the Sea of Xokrall, promising to deal with us soon, all casual like. Remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh…” 
 
      
 
    “Bom promised the dragon would die before the beginning of our journey. But it didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Vitalis would’ve still ended up in Angora,” Kyre reminded. 
 
      
 
    “He would’ve been there in spirit,” I reminded her. “Stripped of his terrifying powers. Without magic. Without a connection. Kyre… these avengers have wounded a sentient T-rex and let it escape. They messed up. And if that’s the case, they’re no longer trustworthy. We need to act on our own.” 
 
      
 
    “And why tell Auntie Lena and your dad?” 
 
      
 
    “Just Auntie Lena for now,” I decided. “Mine are on vacation. If dad finds out, he’ll panic. Mom would instantly realize something was wrong. Hell no. But later — definitely.” 
 
      
 
    “And why Auntie Lena?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s smarter than me,” I replied succinctly. “By at least ten times. Maybe more. And twenty times wiser. And I don’t think she’ll panic.” 
 
      
 
    “Auntie Lena? Panic?” Kyre chuckled. “That’s impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “Call her.” 
 
      
 
    “Now?” 
 
      
 
    “Right now. And ask her to come over immediately. This isn’t a conversation fit for a phone call.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros… think about it again. When Auntie Lena realizes I’m in real danger …” Kyre’s eyes suddenly welled up. “She might whisk me away to some safe place. And not even tell me where!” 
 
      
 
    “Safe, you said?” I clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Your point being?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly that. Call her. Have her come over.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros…” 
 
      
 
    “The time for fun and games has ended,” I asserted. “Didn’t you say you’d handle things with Auntie Lena personally — and quite confidently, too?” 
 
      
 
    “I did… but what if she sees it differently? What then?” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t be a problem,” I assured. “We’re both adults. We can deal with this ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why even make the call?” 
 
      
 
    “Turning down sound advice is unwise. And we don’t know enough to act. Let’s sit down and discuss everything. Mr. Pavlovsky can pitch in. Bom can fill in the specifics — we’ll all get to know each other face to face at last. By the time we’re done talking, we’ll know our next steps. Make the call. We don’t need anyone to hold our hands, Kyre. But good counsel? The more we can get, the better. Plus, she’s bound to find out eventually, anyway. One doesn’t just vanish into obscurity. I promised her I’d be straight with her, keep nothing hidden, and look out for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I’ll call…” 
 
      
 
    “And ask her to get some beef. I’ll grill it.” 
 
      
 
    “Marbled! With those delicious layers of fat!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cook whatever she brings.” 
 
      
 
    “Calling now!” 
 
      
 
    “Make sure there’s enough for everyone,” I reminded. “We’ll cover the expenses.” 
 
      
 
    “But first, let’s finish eating!” Trouble suddenly remembered about the sandwiches. “Look who’s crawling over…” 
 
      
 
    I turned my gaze to the corridor. He wasn’t exactly crawling — I’d describe the activity as labored hobbling. A lobster-red Orbit was moving with great difficulty, holding onto the wall for support. He looked transformed in a fresh t-shirt and shorts. After five attempts to focus on me, he hissed, “You promised!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, handing him a plate of sandwiches. “Finish these in front of me. Wash them down with some strong sweet tea. Stay with us for a short chat. And then you’re free to head to Waldyra.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I brushed him off. “Just make sure you chew properly. Sit in the chair and eat like a human being.” 
 
      
 
    Kyre looked surprised at my indulgence. I winked in response and casually began opening a can, deliberately looking away from our genius stuffing himself. There was no need — his slurping and munching were perfectly audible and telling. When the noise subsided, I turned, nodding approvingly at our satiated guest, and collected his plate and glass. I made myself a thick layered sandwich, not forgetting to sprinkle plenty of garlic and onions in. Then I cut a third of it for Kyre and placed it on her plate. After that, I draped a thin blanket over Orbit, who had nodded off in the chair in the meantime. The genius was snoring softly, muttering something indecipherable. I returned to the stove without trying too hard to listen in. Kyre had just finished her call and, starting on her gifted sandwich portion, pointed accusingly at the snoozing Orbit: 
 
      
 
    “You did that on purpose!” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously,” I smirked. “But note — nobody made him go to sleep against his will. That was all him.” 
 
      
 
    “After workouts, a hot bath, food, and sweet tea. No wonder he’s out cold!” 
 
      
 
    “These are the consequences of his own actions,” I shrugged. “So, what’s the news?” 
 
      
 
    “Auntie Lena will be here soon. With marbled beef and fresh vegetables.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. I’ll ring up Mr. Pavlovsky later. Would you mind giving me a back rub?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Kyre nodded, quickly finishing her sandwich. “Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    “Life, huh?” I beamed. “Sometimes you don’t know whether to laugh or cry…” 
 
      
 
    “I will find it!” Orbit suddenly declared, clear and distinct. “I’ll find the last tulip on the trail, and then I’ll find you! I will find you…” 
 
      
 
    I adjusted the blanket on the murmuring Orbit, exchanging baffled looks with Kyre as we headed to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I had anticipated a variety of reactions from Auntie Lena: serpentine hissing, the maternal roar of an enraged gorilla, or a silent shark-like snarl, while claws would slowly emerge from her fingers… But what I didn’t expect was her outwardly calm acceptance of the news that her beloved ward, whom she treated like a real daughter by any account, was in grave danger, nor that she would hear out our disjointed and excessively long account of the events with such absolute nonchalance. 
 
      
 
    At the start of our discussion, the layout in the apartment was as follows: one was sound asleep, two listened intently, and three were narrating. Orbit was snoozing, Mother Lena and Mr. Pavlovsky listened, while Kyre, Bom, and I narrated, complementing each other. 
 
      
 
    Bom… 
 
      
 
    Well, what could I say about him… 
 
      
 
    I had previously thought Gosha was buffed. A serious bodybuilder. Even an advanced one, perhaps. But after seeing Bom in the flesh, I downgraded Gosha to “a muscle guy with some flab.” Seeing him gave me the immediate desire to retreat to a room and do at least a thousand push-ups even if it killed me. 
 
      
 
    If you painted him green and added fangs, the real-life Bom would mirror his virtual self. There was no need to add long black hair — it was already there, and even fashioned into dreadlocks. A broad chin, bright blue eyes, prominent cheekbones, grimly-set eyebrows, and a barely noticeable scar running from the left temple to a slit brow. He wasn’t quite as tall as in the game, but still impressive, close to six-foot-three. His black t-shirt didn’t cling to his muscles, but it didn’t hide them either — a kind of relaxed, lazy display. And those muscles… they obviously weren’t for show or mere intimidation. They were tools, and by the looks of it, he used said tools frequently and without regard for their safety. I instinctively counted over ten old and new marks on his arms and shoulders. And yet he had the eyes of a born intellectual. 
 
      
 
    Those weren’t my words. Mother Lena said that as soon as she saw our Tarzan make his humble appearance, dressed in a loose t-shirt and long basketball shorts. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, he was a good listener and could supplement the story with the right kind of detail when needed. Some, given a chance, would prattle on endlessly. Bom mostly remained silent, but whenever I missed something in the narrative, he’d softly interject in a deep rumbling voice. Notably, there was no trace of his character from Waldyra. No wild recklessness, no raspy yelling, and no chest-thumping. But he did introduce himself as Bom, only briefly mentioning his real name, which was Marco. He was thirty-three. 
 
      
 
    I had a sudden realization. He was like a five-hundred-times-more-powerful version of my banker acquaintance. And he was more like an inhabitant of the Wild West redolent of gunpowder smoke than a banker from the civilized world of today… 
 
      
 
    I made a pause in my monologue, coughed and inquired of our guest with interest: 
 
      
 
    “Do you enjoy shooting?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve practiced it regularly for ten years,” he stated with a soft accent, his large hands knocking over and then deftly catching a cup of tea. “I haven’t really had the time of late, unfortunately, even though I do have a shooting range in my backyard. I have a whole arsenal at home. But I couldn’t bring it here. By the way… I see where you’re going with this. Of course, I’ll help with defense if the goblins do attack. As for weaponry, I would need…” Catching my openly astonished expression, he paused, clarifying, “Oh, you just asked this out of curiosity, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Right…” I nodded slowly. “But we’ll take it into consideration, won’t we, Mr. Pavlovsky?” 
 
      
 
    “We shall indeed,” the head of our security guard nodded. “As in, we all agree to adhere by a clear rule — we guard, and the guests don’t interfere.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Bom aka Marco replied promptly, flashing a wide grin. “I catch on quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we’ll get along,” Mr. Pavlovsky said with a subtle smile, his gaze shifting to me. “Is that all?” 
 
      
 
    “For the most part, yes,” I responded. 
 
      
 
    “So, the question now is whether to go or not…” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “The decision’s made. We’re going. The whole gang, our clan. Just as planned — northward.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been sitting on the fence for too long, never quite able to decide one way or another. So I decided for all of us. We’re going! But there’ll be conditions.” 
 
      
 
    “Which are?” Mr. Pavlovsky’s tone turned businesslike. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to return to Waldyra in six hours.” 
 
      
 
    “For how long?” 
 
      
 
    “No one knows,” Kyre whispered softly. For a moment, I imagined her clad in shimmering silver paladin’s armor instead of her light t-shirt, with green blood trickling down her cheek. “We’re en route to Angora.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, and the haze lifted. Resisting the urge to touch wood or make some other sign to ward off the evil eye, I confirmed, “We don’t know. It’s unlikely we’ll find a plane with a stable network connection and space for several game cocoons that quickly. Such planes probably exist, but we won’t find one soon enough. Wheeled transport is also…” 
 
      
 
    “A train,” the guard caught on and grabbed an inactive cell from the table. “Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. There’s a chance to secure a couple of carriages for our private use now, quietly attach them to the next train heading in the right direction, throw in a few bags of food, and…” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. I know the budget too. If you want to make it in time, start packing up now. So, I’ll ask you again,” his intent gaze fixed on me. “You sure about this?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re headed north,” I nodded firmly. “To the deepest wilderness.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Pack up, you migratory birds. These cocoons of yours… only the Waldyra support service can disconnect, transport, and reconnect them, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think there’s a strict rule,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “But it’s preferable,” Kyre added. 
 
      
 
    “For smooth operation,” Bom grinned, glancing at Orbit, who twitched in his chair. “Hello! Glad to see you in the real world!” 
 
      
 
    “O-o-o-oh…” Orbit muttered, fervently rubbing his eyes, clearly trying to unsee the actual orc sitting at the kitchen table, savoring a mug of strong tea. 
 
      
 
    “Pack up!” I stood up and couldn’t resist asking Bom, “How do you manage to balance Waldyra and maintain such an incredible form?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s simple, Ros. I play, I work out, I sleep, and I eat. I almost don’t do anything else, ever.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” I said, admiring his unbelievable arms. “Just awesome…” 
 
      
 
    Heaving a heavy sigh, Orbit eyed his own hands, felt his biceps, sighed even heavier, and then got ready to… 
 
      
 
    “Pack up!” I repeated sternly, and when the cheeky fellow deflated, I turned to Mr. Pavlovsky. “It’d be best if the support service met us at the railway car, if they won’t be escorting us. We don’t want any glitches.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll meet you,” the guard promised, finishing his tea and leaving. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the great white shark, now in the guise of a caring nanny, gazing thoughtfully at her beloved child. Catching my eye, Mama Lena gave her immaculately-coiffed head a slight shake and said regally, “Drop the cheap excuses. You’re headed to Siberia and beyond. When people embark on such journeys, they don’t say much when they leave…” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and trudged off to get ready. 
 
      
 
    Not saying much was just as well for me. I looked over my shoulder and spotted our burly guest in the corner, doing a quick series of push-ups, gazing at the floor as if his worst enemy lay before him. 
 
      
 
    Quite the merry crew we’ve assembled for our voyage up north… 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the Black Baroness hasn’t decided to winter with us. 
 
      
 
    A double ring at the door made me jump, but I immediately relaxed upon hearing the calm voice of Mr. Pavlovsky, who stepped inside: 
 
      
 
    “Don’t flinch needlessly. Everybody here belongs; the enemies haven’t caught up yet.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t them I feared,” I admitted, then set about packing my belongings into a suitcase. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IF GOBLINS ATTACK…” I murmured, settling onto the supple bedding of the gaming cocoon, not yet pulling the lid shut. Marco’s, or Bom’s words came back to me, along with his silent readiness to take part in our defense. 
 
      
 
    The cocoon, moved to a new location and reconnected, was completing its final tests. The recently departed support technician had warned Kyre, Marco, and Orb that he had to disable certain features of their expensive advanced cocoons that made them respond to external jolts, vibrations, and other rail-riding quirks. Now, their cocoons wouldn’t turn off, but it was highly advised to restore all safety settings upon arrival. 
 
      
 
    The technician didn’t tell me anything, but he sighed dejectedly a couple of times, then gifted me a brand new mat that was laid on the floor by the cocoon. It was adorned with an image of a tearful, beautiful elf maiden and the words: “Save me, hero!” 
 
      
 
    I handed the mat to Kyre, not wanting to tread on a tear-streaked female face. I’d rather have an angry dragon on the mat… and I’d enter the cocoon wearing studded slippers… 
 
      
 
    As expected, the lids of the other cocoons closed a few minutes before mine. That was how pricey state-of-the-art electronics worked. But I wasn’t in a hurry as I reflected on the events of the past two hours, smiling quietly. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Pavlovsky had worked a local miracle of epic proportions. Using just a cell phone, he’d managed to organize the purchase of two old railroad cars, which were immediately set to work. By the time we reached the station along with our cocoons, we were let in through iron gates at the far corner of the fence. Then our vehicles shook on the rails, passing by the damp old railroad cars standing on the tracks. The whole place was a sad sight and looked like a dump of the direst sort. There was a pang in one’s heart upon seeing rusted passenger wagons that had once transported families to the warm seas of the south and the cold expanses of the north. Then there was this gloomy concrete wall, narrowing our view, as if severing us from the city’s gleaming lights. This was an escape, no matter how you looked at it — even if Mr. Pavlovsky called it a “tactical retreat”. Perhaps that was why I felt this way. It might have just been silly fancies, but the whole scene looked like it belonged in a disaster movie, with the few survivors fleeing some terrible calamity… Everyone else also grew quiet as they sat on the soft seats, their gazes fixed on the passing railroad cars. Not the most uplifting departure from a city that had become home to me… 
 
      
 
    Yet, once inside the carriage, our spirits lifted. It was warm — a coal stove had been lit to dispel the dampness. The smell of bleach and air fresheners lingered, and in the farthest part from us, some of the car’s compartments remained intact, while others had been torn down ruthlessly, with spaces marked for the cocoons. There was a large dining table with several soft seats nearby. Mr. Pavlovsky’s men were bringing in pieces of upholstered furniture. 
 
      
 
    Waldyra’s unflappable technicians were also a pleasant surprise. They weren’t fazed by the task of installing and connecting four gaming cocoons inside a passenger carriage. Nor were they bothered by having to set up the necessary network equipment in a designated compartment to ensure a strong and continuous connection to the magical world. Judging by their impassive, indifferent faces, they had handled even more challenging tasks. Having quickly checked everything, adjusted the settings, installed the equipment, and run all the tests, they bid their goodbyes and departed. 
 
      
 
    Now, lying down waiting for the cocoon’s signal, I stared at the ceiling, listening to the angry intermittent whirring of screwdrivers. Our guards were securing metal brackets and soft furniture. Mr. Pavlovsky himself was working on the windows, quickly covering them with plastic blinds and tightening curtains fastened with clasps. A TV awaited its turn, leaning against the wall. Boxes containing household essentials stood nearby, and our bags lay further away. 
 
      
 
    A miniature radio coughed on Mr. Pavlovsky’s belt. He responded briefly. There was a metallic noise. The carriage shook and swayed a little. 
 
      
 
    The lights on my allies’ cocoons flared up momentarily, then faded abruptly. As if on cue, my “steed” stirred to life, too. After exchanging a brief acknowledgment with the head of our security detail, I adjusted my position for utmost comfort, slid on the helmet, and shut the cocoon’s lid. With a subtle tremor, the carriage started moving. Our grand expedition had set forth… 
 
      
 
    A voyage upon the railroad tracks in the physical world… 
 
      
 
    And an exploration through the murky hallways and chambers of another realm. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Upon spotting me, Tyrant raised his massive head and howled with a lingering sorrow. At this signal, all other creatures with us joined in. A cacophony of howls, shrieks, barks, clicks, and roars erupted, short-lived but overwhelmingly intense, an omen of trouble ahead. 
 
      
 
    The tri-colored creature on Baroness’s glossy black shoulder squeaked with disdain and continued grooming itself, repeatedly brushing its whiskered face against the cheek of its mistress clad in her trademark skintight black leather suit. 
 
      
 
    “You sleep well?” I inquired, stretching and smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Managed a solid four hours. Grabbed a bite. Freshened up…” BB shifted her gaze to her grooming companion and shook her head in wonder. “Imagine this, I’m starting to see my real body as just an accessory… a perilous path for any self-respecting human being… How’s Orb?” 
 
      
 
    “The last I saw of him, he was sleeping like a hibernating bear,” I replied with vigor, playfully grabbing Tyrant’s ear as he approached. “Why the noise, big guy? You’re giving us away — setting quite the example.” 
 
      
 
    “R-raf!” Tyrant attempted to give me a hug, but couldn’t help glancing at the ominous entrance across the clearing. “Oo-oo-oo-oh… oo-oo-oo-r!” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I affirmed with a nod. “There’s danger there. Something menacing, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Urf!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get through,” I reassured my fluffy ally. “Head over to Roskie and stand guard.” 
 
      
 
    Tyrant ambled off with a proud air about him, shooting a disdainful glance at the Baroness’s tiny creature, which responded with a glare only the most pedigreed of animals can muster. 
 
      
 
    “I need to get started, but I can’t seem to shake off this unease,” I confided. “Concerned about Orb and Mistry. What drove him to tread the Madcap Loner’s Stalk-Way?” 
 
      
 
    “If you are somehow under the impression that I know him better because he’s my blood brother, you’re mistaken,” Baroness retorted. “In my opinion, you’ve always understood him better. And you have more influence on him than I do. Ready to lead, chief? Half an hour?” 
 
      
 
    “We begin, leader,” I returned the smile. “Half an hour it is. Here, look, Glugg’s just emerged from the crevice.” 
 
      
 
    “The scouts report that the corridor stretches a little over half a mile ahead, branching out three times before converging again. Then it hits a shimmering fog wall. They didn’t venture beyond, understandably reluctant to provoke…” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll figure it out when we get there,” I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I wish I had your nonchalance,” sighed the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones. “Yet I’m somewhat shaky… By the way, congratulations.” 
 
      
 
    “On what?” 
 
      
 
    “Your loyal Desert Ghost Clan warriors have gotten thoroughly drunk. Out cold.” 
 
      
 
    “Drunk? How?” 
 
      
 
    “Celebrating some joyous occasion or another. And as part of some ritual. They made me down a couple of glasses the moment I showed up. But I play by different rules. They, on the other hand, are all sprawled around the artifact, grinning at the golden lotuses… My sympathies, leader Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn! What about Alishana?” 
 
      
 
    “Tipsy. Staggering behind Roskie, mumbling something. You sort it out. Typical clan affairs for you.” 
 
      
 
    “This is bad,” I hastened towards my team, hearing Bom’s furious growl. “Real bad…” 
 
      
 
    However, when I got closer, I discovered things weren’t half as bleak as expected. The drunk ninjas weren’t sprawled out, but rather formed a thick, layered ring around a dark artifact… and they were singing. The melody? It was strange, and seemed to combine polar elements — both melancholic and exuberant, shifting like a howling winter gale, and then erupting like a summer storm. They’d sway rhythmically, too, and, at times, slap the stony ground. Roskie, seated nearby, chimed in melodiously. Tyrant, lying next to her, added his gentle whimpers, trying to harmonize. Alishana, the silent shadow behind Roskie, lent her voice as well. When a golden luminescent pillar briefly illuminated her face, tears were unmistakable on her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    I drew a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “The lines between reality and this game are blurring,” I whispered, eyes darting around for Kyre, or more precisely, Kyrea the Protectress. Where had my fierce ally gone off to? 
 
      
 
    I found the formidable Paladin Kyrea close nearby — nestled between glowing pillars, her armored back to the world, shedding silent tears. 
 
      
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” I hurried over, trying to pull her close. 
 
      
 
    It felt like tugging at an anchored ship. She remained immobile. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone upset you?” 
 
      
 
    “No! I just need… a moment. Get on with your business.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine…” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you darting off to, moron? Hold me in your arms!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… right…” 
 
      
 
    We rejoined the central gathering about five minutes later. While Kyre still had a hint of sadness about her, she had mostly collected herself, even attempting a smile. The haunting songs of the Desert Ghost Clan had faded. The animals’ cries had stilled. The golden luminous pillars, previously oscillating like wind-blown grain, now stood silent, casting their steady glow. Their nature was hard to understand — they seemed to resemble pillars of stone, and yet they undulated gently. If you squinted from afar, they looked like the sliced midsection of a flower, huge golden stamens and all. 
 
      
 
    As the desert warriors spotted me, they began to rise — slowly, yet in a determined manner. Bags slung and weapons ready, they looked prepared to load up the artifact and march. Without waiting, I voiced the command. 
 
      
 
    “Onward, warriors! Angora awaits!” 
 
      
 
    The command echoed, powerful and clear. 
 
      
 
    “Angora awaits!” 
 
      
 
    Now that was a ready-to-use motto. 
 
      
 
    “Fellow clan members!” This time I was addressing the players who believed in my clan and have chosen to become a part of it — well, most of them, at least, since there were definitely moles among our ranks. “We’re still in the same world. We’re in Waldyra. But here… here the rules are different! We’ll face different challenges! Fight different monsters! I can’t describe everything awaiting us here, for one simple reason — I don’t know myself. And yet! Among us are those whose ancestors fought in these very dark corridors in ancient times. The warriors of the Dead Sands Clan! This is their homeland! Rising from the water, we stepped onto their ancestors’ lands, bypassing the border of the Kingdom of the Dead. We carry with us perhaps the very heart of Angora… a mighty ancient artifact possessing a terrifying drying power — from which every drop of water flees in terror! You wonder why I’m saying this? I’m not some useless idiot spouting any old nonsense wasting your time! I’m serious here, and I am telling you this as your clan leader! We don’t yet know the dangers that await us here, but we don’t need to! We just need to act as the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan do! We must fight, walk, rest, just as they do! We should mimic the Black artifact’s effect on water! Only we’ll have this effect on all the creatures here — we will send them fleeing! And those who don’t flee and stand in our way — why, those we shall annihilate! There is no other way! We are a clan! We are the Heroes of the Final Frontier! And what does that mean? It means we are home! For these are the furthest frontiers possible! Yes, we’re the youngest clan here! And the most inexperienced one! But who cares? We’ll break through! We’ll press on! We’ll burrow if we have to! And we’ll either make it — or we’ll go down in the attempt! There are no other options! You hear me, Heroes?” 
 
      
 
    “YEA-A-A-A-A-A-AH!” The roar was so deafening, it sent shivers down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “We’re gonna make it, am I right?” 
 
      
 
    “YEA-A-A-A-A-A-AH!” 
 
      
 
    “We are the Heroes!” 
 
      
 
    “YEA-A-A-A-A-A-AH!” 
 
      
 
    “And we have the greatest example to follow — the best killers in the world of Waldyra! Our goal is to match and surpass them!” 
 
      
 
    “YEA-A-A-A-A-A-AH!” 
 
      
 
    “So, onward, Heroes! Angora awaits us! Forward! Forward! Forward!” 
 
      
 
    “You heard the leader! Move out!” Bom roared and with a thunderous noise, he pounded his steel chest. “Move! We’ll heat up this frozen hell yet! Screw dragons! We’ll obliterate any we meet!” 
 
      
 
    “YEAH-A-A-A-A!” 
 
      
 
    Pushing past the seemingly imperturbable Dead Sands Clan warriors, the Heroes of the Final Frontier, moved first through the corridor, leading other clans with thundering steps, raising a terrible racket. 
 
      
 
    “Rukhxa ahn!” One of the elder Desert Ghost Clan warriors shook his gray head and struck his spear against his shield. “Utrarn! Utrarn!” 
 
      
 
    The clan stirred, several voices murmured incantations, and the artifact lifted and moved forward, surrounded by warriors. 
 
      
 
    “Ruhxa akhn tolyratos!” The Black Baroness growled and bellowed, glaring daggers at me: “Utrarn! Damn it! Forward! Forward!” 
 
      
 
    The Sleepless Ones went third. 
 
      
 
    “And there you were saying you couldn’t give rousing speeches!” Kyrea the Protectress, now collected, snorted. “You’re my hero!” 
 
      
 
    “Dad’s awesome!” Roskie confirmed as she climbed onto the wolf and whistled to the rest of the pack. “Utrarn! Utrarn!” 
 
      
 
    Catching the fierce gaze of a powerful silver-bearded warrior with a face marked by several scars, I nodded to this old desert dweller walking behind the dense detachment of Sand Dead. I had impressed him, too, judging by how his broad shoulders squared and his short curved sword flickered as it was shuffled from hand to hand. The old warrior was eager for the first skirmish. 
 
      
 
    “It’s our turn now,” I smiled, checking my spells. “And brace yourselves for surprises…” 
 
      
 
    The first surprise awaited us just in front of the shimmering wall of mist. I had already caught up with my group, making Roskie blend into the formation center, while I moved closer to the lead. I obviously didn’t attempt to overtake the heavily armored warriors sheltering behind their shields. The colorful auras enveloping us were less powerful than those hovering over the Sleepless Ones, who were breathing down our necks, but that didn’t concern me. Let them… I had no plans to yield our front spot. For my own sneaky reasons. We’d lead for at least a couple of miles, then sneak behind. And no one would be able to object — after all, we would have led the group for a while, ready to take the enemy’s surprise attack head-on. Most importantly, though, I wanted the hearts of my fellow clan members to be filled with pride. The Heroes didn’t merely venture where no one had gone before, but were also leading the rest. That would be something to be proud of. 
 
      
 
    As I said, we didn’t need to wait long to be surprised… 
 
      
 
    I realized something interesting had happened when the vanguard moved forward jerkily without looking around, their eyes focused on something that must have been hovering in the air right in front of them. They were reading. 
 
      
 
    Reading what exactly, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    I got my answer with the next step when bright letters lit up before me: 
 
      
 
    
     Heroes! 
 
       
 
     This is the first and only warning! 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     You have approached one of many 
 
     magic teleportation wormholes! 
 
       
 
     Space is distorted in the Kingdom of the Dead. 
 
       
 
     Even the straight paths here are intermittent and separated by layers of solidified and frozen Death magic, with some truly terrifying creatures buried within. 
 
       
 
     In ancient times, when these paths were forged and these trails were blazed, 
 
     The Ancients had to circumvent the lethal layers of Death magic, 
 
     which had started to gather and crystallize long before they appeared! 
 
       
 
     The Ancients had created a vast web of magic “tunnels,” 
 
     allowing dangerous places to be simply “jumped” across. 
 
       
 
     And yet… The ancient magic may have worked flawlessly before, centuries ago… 
 
       
 
     But nothing can work forever, right? 
 
       
 
     The main problem is that the wormholes can only let 
 
     a certain number of dead or living souls pass through at once! 
 
     The number for this one is one hundred and seventeen. 
 
       
 
     As for the ones after that… Who knows? Yet there will be no more warnings! 
 
       
 
     A lesser problem is that you can’t return the same way! 
 
       
 
     Wormholes are like abysses — once you jump in, you cannot fly back to the edge anymore! 
 
       
 
     Don’t forget — there’s no way back! 
 
       
 
     Only a detour — if you can still find alternative routes… 
 
       
 
     The least of your concerns was the plethora of passages ahead. The magic is so ancient that sometimes teleportation might send one squad down one passage and another squad down a different one. However, all passages eventually converge, and they all lead forward — towards the heart of the Kingdom of the Dead. Wherever you find yourself, just keep moving… 
 
       
 
     Remember! No one knows how many of you will be taken next time or where the ancient teleportation magic will take you. Maybe five, maybe a hundred, maybe a thousand, or perhaps just one… and who knows what or who awaits you on the other side — in the beginning of a new dark corridor, untouched for so long… 
 
       
 
     Stay strong! Be brave! Courage will overcome any obstacle! But do not scream… neither in fear, nor in anger, nor in calling out to friends… do not scream! For to the rahgras, any scream is a call to feast… 
 
   
 
      
 
    “Well…” I drawled, having read the not-so-optimistic message, and nodded to Glugg ahead. “Let’s go. This portal will take everyone…” 
 
      
 
    “What about the next one?” The half-orc made a face and bellowed, “Forward!” 
 
      
 
    The first rows bravely plunged into the shimmering mist, their steps immediately fading. We followed suit… something wet and icy touched my face, a spicy floral scent lingered briefly in my nostrils, and then… the mist simply dispersed, and we continued down a corridor identical to the previous one. Behind us, the rest emerged from the shimmering mirage. 
 
      
 
    Well, this wormhole took one hundred and seventeen souls, as it turned out. But how many the next teleport will take and when we’d encounter it was anyone’s guess. 
 
      
 
    “Scouts, move ahead! Don’t dive into wormholes!” I ordered, and a group of five players sprinted forward, pulling away. 
 
      
 
    A few more sneaks zoomed past us, almost fading into invisibility. These no longer were from our clan. I spotted a couple of Dead Sands Clan warriors among them. 
 
      
 
    “We need to reshuffle,” I turned to Kyre. “Come to me. Roskie! Stay closer to dad! Alishana! Stay by my side.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command, ngamu Rosgard.” 
 
      
 
    “We follow the artifact,” I added, slowing down. “From now on, it always goes in first. Bom, you’ll be in the lead!” 
 
      
 
    “Understood!” 
 
      
 
    We barely had time to regroup, lining up behind the desert warriors following the artifact, when the news spread quietly from one to another — we were approaching another wormhole. 
 
      
 
    How many would this one take? 
 
      
 
    A step… followed another step… the artifact faded into the wall of mist softly. The warriors ahead dived in. We followed, and when the mist cleared, I found myself the third in our group of… ten. Me, Kyre, Roskie, several wolves including Tyrant, and two warriors of the Dead Sands clan. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it!” I growled, stopping. 
 
      
 
    The black-and-white wolf that had stepped forward stopped beside me and silently bared his teeth, staring into the dense darkness ahead. The walls and ceiling didn’t glow here, and the only light came from the mist, from which no one seemed eager to emerge. 
 
      
 
    “There’s… someone there, Dad,” Roskie whispered from atop the wolf. “Someone big, scary… and very hungry…” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A RAHGRA!” the warrior, his spear raised, uttered the word with a voice that was both quiet and even. Yet, it dripped with a ferocity that made a chill race down my spine. “Stop! We can’t withstand them!” 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” A graceful raven-haired woman seconded, her gaze piercing the darkness as she aimed a miniature steel crossbow. “There’s a chance… perhaps a fleeting one…” 
 
      
 
    I swiftly placed my hand on Tyrant’s muzzle and commanded, “Silence!” 
 
      
 
    The leader of our diminished pack responded with a barely audible growl, yet he curtailed his roar and grew still. The other wolves followed his lead. Among them, a grayish beast, distinguished by a white mark on its muzzle, looked as if he might raise his head in a howl. But a single, stern glance from Roskie made him press his ears against his head, his belly soon following against the cold stone. 
 
      
 
    We stood motionless, a mere step from the shimmering veil of fog, behind which a daunting wall could be faintly seen. We were cornered. If that monstrous entity lurking in the shadows chose to glance our way… 
 
      
 
    “What do they look like?” Kyre whispered to me. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea…” I confessed, peering deeper into the abyss, battling a hellish urge to conjure a magical light or to shout out, hoping to gain its attention and, perhaps, some clarity. 
 
      
 
    Ahead and below, a momentary flash of violet flame illuminated the dark. It flared brightly, then died out. A short, unmistakably human, cry of alarm followed, then a drawn-out agonized moan and… silence. After a couple more agonizing minutes of anticipation, Roskie exhaled loudly, “Shiver my rotting timbers with a steel mast, the bastard’s gone!” 
 
      
 
    “It is indeed gone,” confirmed the Dead Sands Clan Warrior, casting an admiring glance at my daughter. “Yet it did claim a wandering soul that had lost its way.” 
 
      
 
    “And do souls often lose their way here?” I inquired, slowly loosening the digital fingers that had clenched around the handle of my magic wand, almost petrified. 
 
      
 
    “It happens all the time, O Rosgard,” the warrior woman responded. Behind her, a stout male fighter, robust as an oak root, nodded in agreement. “There are all kinds of souls. Some naive, others overly curious, and there are those who believe that if they stray from the one true path and wander the shadowed corridors long enough, they might find a way back — to the Realm of the Living, now fractured.” 
 
      
 
    “Fractured?” I asked, my interest piqued, taking a small step forward, prompting the others to move as well. “Let’s continue. We need to reunite with our group. Eyes everywhere. Roskie, I need your skills, daughter. Keep a lookout.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, dad! I won’t let you, mom, Aunt Alie, Tyrant, or any of the others perish! Holy mackerel and a tuna to boot! This is, like, way too much responsibility for a teen! How the hell am I supposed to find the time for rebellion and self-expression?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a lot we’ll need to discuss,” I sighed, glancing at Kyre. 
 
      
 
    The Paladin hastily turned away, coughing slightly, “I was just sharing stories from my childhood…” 
 
      
 
    “So, what about this Realm of the Living?” 
 
      
 
    “Algora!” 
 
      
 
    “Algora?” I expressed, once again stifling the urge to ignite the magical light. “Isn’t that just one of the kingdoms? It lies smack in the center of the continent, to be sure, but there are other kingdoms and Great Cities, too — Alcaroum, Roghalroum, Hradalroum, and Whassailroum.” 
 
      
 
    “There are at present, ngamu Rosgard,” the assassin said. Then she continued, with an undertone of reverence, “In times past, though, our world was divided into two great domains: the Kingdom of the Living, Algora, embodying the very essence of the Festival of Life, and the Kingdom of the Dead, representing the Festival of Death. A supreme deity presided over each of these vast domains. Anrull, the ruler of the Kingdom of the Dead, was the god we had once served with such great fervor. Alraull, in contrast, reigned over the Kingdom of the Living, his reign bolstered by a luminous guard. This guard, however, vanished with their god. And that’s how it was — two vast territories and two supreme deities, maintaining an equilibrium between light and darkness.” 
 
      
 
    I exchanged a glance with Kyre, eager to understand more, “What of all the other gods?” 
 
      
 
    “They were but mere footnotes,” the assassin replied dismissively. “Only two thrones held any true significance. Anrull’s throne is beneath us. It stands within the great city of Angora.” 
 
      
 
    “And Alraull’s throne?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Its location,” she said with some hesitation, “remains a mystery to me.” 
 
      
 
    I mulled this over for a moment, “And Alraull himself? Where might he be?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, “That, I don’t know either. Perhaps only the god Anrull, or his throne, could provide such answers.” 
 
      
 
    “His throne?” 
 
      
 
    “Legend has it,” she began slowly, “that whoever ascends one of the thrones, be it Dark or Light, will gain vision to the location of the second divine seat and its occupant.” 
 
      
 
    A thoughtful hum escaped my lips, “As a good friend of mine would say — i-i-i-i-interesting.” 
 
      
 
    Kyre chimed in, “With every step, the mysteries deepen.” 
 
      
 
    Roskie’s face lit up, “I love mysteries! And I adore solving puzzles!” 
 
      
 
    A morose warrior broke his silence, pointing to a grayish-silver spot on the rocky floor. Hovering above the mark was a pillar of swirling silver specks that cast light upon the narrow crossroads. “The place of an irrevocable death of a tormented soul,” he sighed. 
 
      
 
    “The soul has perished, understood. But who’s this?” I questioned, pointing to a middle-aged man approaching us energetically, adorned in opulent attire with several broken translucent arrows embedded in his ornate chest. 
 
      
 
    “A spirit. One of the departed,” the warrior responded, looking unflinchingly at the advancing specter. 
 
      
 
    “Travelers! I am wealthy!” declared the man, stopping a few steps away. “My name is Lustix the Canny, and I’m a native of the glorious city of Algora. A merchant of some renown, I fell victim to bandits who ambushed our caravan near a location known as the Gray Peak Outpost. We were merely a few leagues away from the safety of its high walls…” 
 
      
 
    “A captivating start,” I smiled, regarding the apparition. “How may we assist you, Lustix the Canny?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t appear as those who met their end in agony or died a peaceful death of old age…” 
 
      
 
    “We are alive,” I affirmed. 
 
      
 
    “And you’ve found yourselves here… in these dark, nameless corridors?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
      
 
    “My cache holds forty thousand in gold, ten thousand in silver, and there’s also a chest filled with precious gems, and several valuable enchanted swords. All of it can be yours if you escort me out of this place…” 
 
      
 
    “And where might you be headed?” I asked with a sly tone, noticing Alishan stepping forward, her eyes filled with genuine sympathy. The rest of the warriors, the Dead Sands Clan’s guardians, also exuded compassion. Beside them, we seemed out of place, as if we had stumbled upon a stranger’s funeral. 
 
      
 
    “Home! My wife awaits me!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded slowly, taking a step back, allowing those more knowledgeable than me to explain. 
 
      
 
    “You can never return home,” Alishana voiced gently, compassion evident in her tone. “You are deceased. Find solace and rest in the city of Angora. Accept your fate.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    “Angralla delerius tarma,” Alishana whispered. 
 
      
 
    Lustix the Canny, about to retort, paused mid-thought. After a brief hesitation, he turned on his heel and swiftly walked away down the dark corridor, quickly disappearing into one of the side passages. 
 
      
 
    “He has once again found tranquility and, with it, the guiding thread leading to Angora,” another warrior explained. “We should follow.” 
 
      
 
    “A spectral compass,” I murmured, nodding and setting into motion. “When did the Kingdom of the Living fracture?” 
 
      
 
    “In the times following the Era of the Ancient Ones. First, the supreme deities vanished. Chaos reigned briefly everywhere. But the Kingdoms endured, up until the elves announced the creation of their own realm, named Whassailroum, after the ancient capital hidden deep within an equally ancient living forest. The perennially militant half-orcs, forever scorned for being considered only half-breeds rather than a distinct race, followed suit. The dwarfs were third. As for Alcaroum… their departure was quiet and unnoticed.” 
 
      
 
    “Politics, politics, politics,” I muttered, wrinkling my nose. “And, once again, the elves are involved somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “The elves are always involved,” Kyre asserted confidently. 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” unexpectedly Alishihara Lih Duoros, looking so formidable and predatory now that the thought of referring to her by the name of the sweet country girl Alishana never crossed my mind, chimed in. “The elves are always involved.” 
 
      
 
    “I was mostly joking,” I remarked, observing the ceiling adorned with luminous stone stalactites. “Just recalled an old online joke about elves always being the best at everything. The list of their ‘bests’ was rather long. A hundred items on it altogether, if memory serves. I only recall a few. Elves are the most beautiful, the most immortal, the most arrogant, the proudest, the most big-eared, the most vengeful…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve read it, too,” Trouble added nonchalantly, sidestepping a pool illuminated in red, within which several nearly shapeless specter-clouds flailed about. They tried in vain to escape the water’s confines, their mouths agape in terror. 
 
      
 
    A passing warrior casually kicked the pool, splashing the red liquid which immediately evaporated. The specters darted above the floor and vanished into a wall with gleeful high-pitched squeals. 
 
      
 
    Witnessing this, Kyre promptly replicated the action on the next red pool. I was certain she’d make a habit of this “freeing” trapped spirits from their watery prisons. I just hoped she wouldn’t resort to such actions in the real world. I found myself pondering the purpose of these red pools. Were they merely colorful decorations, serving as yet another perpetual duty of some significance for Angora’s servants? Such as the desert warriors, who, having returned to their homeland, immediately resumed their tasks, for instance… 
 
      
 
    “The elves cultivate sentient trees and build up their forces deep within their forest,” Kyrea stated, her footsteps echoing evenly against the stone floor as she sidestepped the puddles. “It’s been ages since they had actively engaged in any significant warfare. Those units of archers and druids they dispatch are mere mercenaries who get paid handsomely for their efforts, filling their coffers and gaining precious artifacts along the way.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does this have to do with the supreme gods of the olden days?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “If there’s something shady going on, the elves always have a hand in it,” Kyre said resolutely. “They have aspirations to dominate all the kingdoms. Don’t argue with me on this.” 
 
      
 
    “What, me miss the precious chance to bicker about imaginary pointy-eared beings?” I teased. Kyre, taken aback, murmured something under her breath and turned away. Sensing I had the upper hand, I said, “Every kingdom has a bunch of secret plots going on at once. Take the King of Algora, for one. The man’s a master manipulator who has endless affairs with countless queens and princesses while quietly disposing of smaller uppity lords he regards as a menace or annoyance.” 
 
      
 
    “Algora has only overthrown four lords and reappropriated their lands in known history,” Kyre retorted swiftly. “It annexed an island kingdom once, too. Of those lords, three were traitors. The fourth got blinded by avarice and started dealing with the dark dwarfs, ferrying them across northern seas and releasing them west and east of Roghhalroum.” 
 
      
 
    “And your point is?” 
 
      
 
    “In the same span, the elven kingdom decimated over ten affluent lords on the most absurd excuses. One lord’s ancestor, a toddler at the time, had visited the elves and accidentally damaged a sacred oak’s root. That tree died prematurely three centuries later. The elves never overlook such ‘slights,’ and so that lord’s entire lineage was eradicated. Naturally, his lands bordered the great elven forest surrounding their capital. And, of course, those lands were annexed. Now, a young forest rapidly spreads across the lands where once there were wheat fields, towns, villages, and hamlets. The elves of Waldyra are way more radical than any radical rewilding activist you may have heard of in the real world. Anyway, wherever the elves prevailed, their woods have steadily been overtaking farms and now-abandoned cities. Ever heard of places like Elk Glade or Three Streams?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t say I have.” 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t. The woods have consumed those towns. I’ve been there, you know? Took on tasks, mingled with the locals…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s surprising,” I admitted, then shrugged, “But it’s the nature of things. Times will change. Humans or half-orcs will burn down the forests, rebuild cities, till the lands, and plant crops. It’s politics. All kingdoms play their games. I despise it, but many players dive headfirst into these political charades, undermining and poisoning rivals, smearing names, and advancing their allies.” 
 
      
 
    “So you disapprove, then?” Kyre looked at me. “Ros, you’ll have to get your hands dirty with it starting now. What do you think a clan leader does most of the time? Exactly that!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed heavily without responding, memories flooding back of the endless tasks awaiting me in Tranqueville, that splendid quiet town by the banks of Lake Naikal. And yet, here I was, wandering these infernal underground passages… 
 
      
 
    “Who’s there?” A quiet shout sounding hopeful and threatening at the same time pierced the dark. 
 
      
 
    “It’s us, Bom,” I responded. Almost immediately, the flickering light of a torch ignited in the dark corridor, revealing the imposing figure of a half-orc, the Dead Sands Clan warriors standing behind him, and the side of the artifact cloaked in black. Red puddles flowed toward us, releasing joyous specters. Drops of water fled across the walls, fearing the power of the ancient artifact. Recognizing our faces, Bom growled in annoyance, “I feel like a moisture-repellant piston!” 
 
      
 
    “It turns out the elves aren’t that great, Uncle Bom,” Roskie gleefully informed him. “How about half-orcs?” 
 
      
 
    “Same as everyone else,” Bom shrugged and glanced at each of us in turn, “Any casualties?” 
 
      
 
    “None. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “The Sleepless Ones have lost two. There’s no communication, so we don’t know where they got hurled.” 
 
      
 
    “How did they die?” 
 
      
 
    “By the rahgras. It happened… really fast. I only caught a blurry movement before the two scouts just… flew off. The damn thing grabbed them with hooks of some sort.” 
 
      
 
    “Predatory mane,” Alishana murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Right, no one’s going anywhere without a slowing-down aura anymore,” the treasurer summarized, and I nodded in agreement. “What has brought up the elves?” 
 
      
 
    “We were discussing the Age of the Ancients,” Kyre replied, having managed to make a resisting Roskie put on a surprisingly serene-looking dark blue sweater. “The legends. The kingdoms.” 
 
      
 
    “A perfect setting for it,” the half-orc remarked without a hint of irony, looking around at the dark walls that appeared to be carved from agonized heads and faces. Here, a face tormented beyond recognition; there, a mouth opened in a silent scream; elsewhere, eyes dilated in sheer terror. “Where else but in hell to discuss ancient sins, right?” 
 
      
 
    “How are your folks?” I asked, belatedly recalling Bom’s “special” friends. 
 
      
 
    Frowning, the half-orc waved it off and mumbled something incoherent before producing a couple of comprehensible words, “They’re alive. I think they’re at the rear.” 
 
      
 
    “Had a falling out?” 
 
      
 
    “All good,” Bom grinned broadly. “Shall we move on, boss?” 
 
      
 
    “It feels rather eerie,” I confessed. “The others?” 
 
      
 
    “That way,” a gray-haired warrior said, pointing to yet another nondescript corridor. “All the signs point in the right direction. The others should have gone that way too. If not… they’ll get lost and die eventually.” 
 
      
 
    “Signs?” 
 
      
 
    “The eyes,” the warrior replied tersely, moving to lead our suddenly reduced group. 
 
      
 
    The eyes… 
 
      
 
    I looked closely and shuddered — all the “wall” eyes left intact looked in one direction only — toward the corridor the warrior pointed out. And they stared with genuine terror… 
 
      
 
    “No surprises there,” I muttered, positioning myself next to Roskie, who, in turn followed the rock-solid Kyrea. “No surprises at all…” 
 
      
 
    The corridor, watched over by the unblinking stone eyes, narrowed slightly, then, for no discernible reason, widened threefold. It ascended gently, culminating in a stretch so steep I pondered how we’d haul the artifact — which could hover but not truly soar — up its near-vertical face. Yet the incline eased, as if sensing my apprehension. Once we’d ascended what amounted to a significant hill, judging by the height, the floor became level again. The corridor spanned another sixty feet, leading into a much broader passage where we finally regrouped with the others, who’d been patiently awaiting our arrival. 
 
      
 
    Several minutes of animated conversation revealed that the magical wormhole had playfully scattered us in different directions, reminiscent of a mischievous boy spitting paper pellets through a straw. When I shared this analogy — about the impish lad and his straw — the Black Baroness glanced at Kyre, then at me, smirked, and commented, “Seems the edgy youth’s grown up, hasn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I inquired, baffled. 
 
      
 
    “Lead on, guide to the inferno,” Kyre quipped, raising her chin with pride. “Our seasoned leader!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hardly a cause for celebration,” I sighed, drawing closer to my daughter and Kyre. “Stay close, everyone.” 
 
      
 
    The ensuing three hours were a relentless ordeal of tension. Navigating through the corridors and crevices, we plunged into magical wormholes time and again, each time uncertain of our destination and the number that would make it through. Before confronting each shroud of glowing fog, I’d grip either Roskie’s hand or the grumbling Tyrant’s ear. Every teleportation was unpredictable, moving varying numbers of our company. The smallest group was seven. The largest? Impossible to tell. A couple of times, the teleportation worked flawlessly, transporting all of us without issue. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t encounter any of the notorious beasts myself. Those who did were not too fortunate — they perished. All except for the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan, who had remarkably managed to fend off a rahgra with sword and sorcery once. But, as they later explained, the creature was young and inexperienced in battle. 
 
      
 
    The casualties were another pressing concern. Angora effectively blocked all internal means of notification. No messages, no chats. The only way to learn about the fate of players sent to respawn was to log off. But being pushed to our physical and emotional limits as we were, we couldn’t afford getting delayed in this manner. 
 
      
 
    Only once did something happen that caused us to slow down and elicited surprise. Whisper, who was carrying yet another “sharp-eyed” artifact, as the Black Baroness referred to it, detected something peculiar, halting the squad’s progression. As we made our way to him, we found ourselves in an inflated grotto. The floor was covered in jagged stone faces, merged cheek by jowl, forehead to chin, their eyes fixated on the ceiling, polished to a mirror sheen. One bite from these silent malevolent faces could penetrate a steel boot — this was verified. We later navigated this treacherous expanse using an ice bridge conjured up by one of the mages. Whisper, who had been in the lead and dived into the grotto first, just as a good scout should, chose to move along the walls and the ceiling. The hidden traps were in the walls, so he shifted to the ceiling. That was when an artifact on his shoulder — an eyeball filled with menacing red — sounded an alarm, having apparently spotted something unusual. 
 
      
 
    These were the tracks of an unknown entity that had passed here before us. The artifact, combined with added spells, unveiled a blurry and fragmented vision to all who gazed upon the suspended greenish haze near the ceiling. I was watching the haze, so I didn’t miss the “movie,” seeing what everyone else did. 
 
      
 
    To be more specific, a swift, blurred silhouette darted across the dangerous cavern, traveling straight across the ceiling. In a fleeting moment, the mystical sprinter disappeared, with only Whisper’s deeply troubled expression as evidence of its passage. And his distinctly irritated words: “Him again!” 
 
      
 
    The Black Baroness snapped back even more fiercely, effectively ending the discussion. We moved on. Naturally, the puzzling swift figure lingered in our thoughts. The main question loomed: was it a player or a local? There weren’t any indicators, neither red nor green, alluding to a game nickname. But this absence of identifiers didn’t mean much. I had often masked my Waldyra identity — it was easy enough, if you could afford it. The discussion regarding the stranger’s identity was intense but unproductive. Magical wormholes scattered us again before too long. And once more, these teleports took a toll on our group. Another player perished, disappearing without a trace. Luckily, half an hour later, we found ourselves in the Meadow of Golden Lotuses, inside a cave framed by luminous, sinuous pillars. 
 
      
 
    Settling at camp, we had a brief discussion, agreeing to a 90-minute break before dispersing, eager to return to reality. I still managed to quickly ask the Black Baroness where they had dug up that malevolent, red-tinted eyeball. BB merely smiled but, darkening immediately afterward, posed a peculiar question: had I heard of anyone wielding shadow magic? I responded with a puzzled shrug, earnestly replying that none in my acquaintance practiced such arts to the best of my knowledge. 
 
      
 
    A flash. 
 
      
 
    The rainbow maelstrom was filled with somber hues today… 
 
      
 
    Exit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Outside the train window, the forest sped by to the cheerful rhythm of the wheels… 
 
      
 
    Rain lashed against the train window. 
 
      
 
    There was an aroma that made your mouth water… One of my days in Waldyra as Khrushchot the ranger came alive in my mind. I had taken on what seemed like a mundane task: escorting a cart full of mushroom flour to the Oar Ear bakery in a neighboring village. We’d barely managed to cover a few miles moving along the dirt road when an incredibly intense downpour caught us. Apart from spurring a rapid growth of the surrounding vegetation, it also unexpectedly brought to life… 
 
      
 
    “What’s for lunch?” Kyre interrupted my reminiscing. 
 
      
 
    “Strong sweet tea in these super cool glasses with holders for starters.” 
 
      
 
    “Okaaay… what else? It smells delicious! And it’s not tea!” 
 
      
 
    “Roadside scrambled eggs with rye toast, rubbed with garlic, drizzled with olive oil, and sliced into finger-sized pieces that I’ve warmed up in the oven real nice. A salad with cherry tomatoes and finely-chopped sweet onions, of course. And then there’s mac and cheese — finishing up in the microwave right now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a wizard! A magician!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you sure took your time getting freshened up,” I grumbled, continuing to type a message. “Also, Marco did a decent job with the chopping and slicing.” 
 
      
 
    “Once, my elder brother told me that women only bowed to the shining intellect and royal grandeur of a man,” Marco chimed in, putting his book aside and settling comfortably at the table. “After hearing this nonsense, mom smacked him with a towel and said, son, learn to cook deliciously, and you’ll be fine. I decided to listen to mom, and I’ve never regretted it.” 
 
      
 
    “And your brother?” Trouble inquired curiously. 
 
      
 
    “No one can really tolerate him for long,” Marco sighed bitterly. “To be honest, no one’s all that fond of me, either. But at least I’ve learned to cook!” 
 
      
 
    “And you’ve concocted something truly bizarre for us out of flatbread, frozen veggie mix, broth cubes, and ultra-low-fat cheese — I didn’t even know such a thing existed!” I added, casting a suspicious glance at the electric oven, which stood next to the microwave on a long kitchen counter beneath the train windows. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be delicious,” assured Marco, aka Bom. “And healthy. And full of fiber! The locomotive of your digestive train!” 
 
      
 
    “Fiber,” I echoed with a sigh, deeply inhaling the aroma of the garlic toasts. 
 
      
 
    “Fiber is useful, of course…” Kyre squeaked and looked sympathetically at Marco before turning to me. “Who are you writing to?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to summon the rebellious spirit of Orbit,” I muttered. “And I’m trying to have it accomplished without violence. For the time being, that is! But I’m getting pissed off slowly, and my hand is inching towards the emergency red button.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave it,” Kyre implored, sighing as she gazed at Orbit’s “coffin.” “We’ll drag him out in the evening.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like a vampire,” I grumbled less bitterly and retreated, heading towards the melodiously chiming microwave. “Please, take your seats. Bom… I assume you won’t have any of our toasties, then?” 
 
      
 
    “I will,” he made the resolute, decision but immediately set a condition, “If you have some of my cheese and veggie casserole.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” I waved dismissively, “deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s our gym corner?” 
 
      
 
    “Over there,” I pointed to the far corner of the car. A few rusty kettlebells stood there on an old carpet hastily tacked over the linoleum, surrounded by some smaller dumbbells. 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, Marco beamed. 
 
      
 
    “Kettlebells are cool! Twist, squeeze, toss a couple of times, switch hands, lift, drop… and the workout’s done. Leave me some toast, will you?” 
 
      
 
    “Twist, squeeze, toss…” I murmured, looking at the rather hefty kettlebell, which must have been about thirty-five pounds in weight. “If I were to toss such a thing…” 
 
      
 
    “Darling, just eat your toast,” Kyre intervened worriedly. “What need have we for strains, dislocations, and fractures on the road? Right?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not scared anymore,” I snorted, biting into another hot garlic toast. “After your housekeeper let me go safe and sound… and didn’t even come with us…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t tell me she’s on the same train with us,” I begged. 
 
      
 
    “Auntie Lena isn’t one to leave things to chance. She’s a very thorough woman,” Kyre sighed. “We all look up to her. Relax. She’s just worried.” 
 
      
 
    “She has her reasons,” I admitted, watching the fog-engulfed forest rush by. “Wow… look at the misty goodness outside.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like the Soggy Jungle… only this looks cooler …” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of Waldyra — we better not kick the bucket, Kyre,” I sighed heavily, running my fingers angrily through my hair. “It’d be a shame!” 
 
      
 
    “Roskie…” 
 
      
 
    “Roskie,” I nodded in agreement. “That would be the end of everything. Crazy, I know, but I’ve grown fond of her.” 
 
      
 
    “And to think, once you nearly burned her down in a swampy hut…” 
 
      
 
    “Those were almost peaceful times,” I laughed. “Well, almost… the Sleepless Ones were already on my trail, Whisper was sneaking behind me… but still, back then, life was simpler than it is now. Wouldn’t you want to relive some of that simple, easy-to-reach adventurous joy?” 
 
      
 
    “What kind?” Kyre asked, pulling a plate with the remains of my share of the omelet closer. 
 
      
 
    “You know… when you enter Waldyra on a sunny morning, stroll leisurely through the dusty narrow streets of a not-so-popular town, haggle for ages over a couple of elixirs with a stubborn sleepy merchant, then form a party with other almost-penniless adventurers like yourself… and then you take on a combat quest to exterminate some wolves, wererats, or flying turtles…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
      
 
    “No! The best part comes later. At dusk, we return victorious. We turn in the quest, get our not-so-generous reward, split it, counting every copper piece and immediately stashing the rare silver ones away. You already have a myriad of plans in mind on how to spend them — to mend a worn-out quiver, or buy new arrows, perhaps. Or maybe, finally buy that copper ring with an accuracy bonus… But that’s all en route to some noisy, jolly tavern where we’ll spend the rest of the evening in conversation, filled with lies about our own feats and romantic escapades…” 
 
      
 
    “Romantic escapades?” Kyre squinted, brushing a strand of grown-out dark hair from her face. “Care to elaborate, Mr. Adventurer?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, just saying, you know!” After leaving the tavern, swaying from one too many glasses of digital wine, the band of adventurers wanders the illuminated streets for a long time. They admire the moons, gaze at colorful lanterns, watch the ghosts dancing in the parks, and observe the star swallows tumbling in the air. Those swallows come out to frolic only on such clear starry nights, you know…” 
 
      
 
    “Nostalgia overload,” Kyre sighed. “You doing this on purpose?!” 
 
      
 
    “The closer it gets to midnight, the more often someone from the group throws out a couple of casual farewell words — and such words are always casual, that’s how it’s done — and then falls behind and heads to the entrance of another inn. There, a girl at the check-in counter will greet him with a smile…” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not talking about that! I’m talking about… simplicity… lightness… do you even remember such things? About simple quests, simple days, taking things slow…” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Trouble admitted, momentarily resembling Kyre the Defender. “I don’t, really.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m starting to forget them…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, let me console you — nobody in Waldyra remembers any of that now. And the newcomers? They never even knew anything remotely like the idyll you’re describing. Allow me to recap: there are monsters falling from the skies, the Cyclopean Trenchmaw is orchestrating ocean massacres, the Lost Continent might have slowed down, but it’s still on a collision course with the Old Continent. And who knows what global mischief the goddess Wyllowe might be up to, furious over the loss of her beloved supreme high priest? Besides, it’s unclear just where this Vitalis, who is, to make things even more convoluted, a dragon that seems to be dying but doesn’t quite want to, is currently located! Oh, and I almost forgot — there’s a determined group of adventurers heading straight to Angora, and they have also set their sights on Tantariall. If they succeed, it will surely shake up the very foundations of Waldyra. And, trust me, that’s not even half of what’s going on right now. We just aren’t in the loop. So, Ros… forget about those quiet, sleepy days. Maybe not forever, but definitely for a long time!” 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s comforting…” 
 
      
 
    “Vitalis! You’re dead right about him, sis!” came a voice from the far end of the car where Marco aka Bom was struggling with the kettlebells. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, what happened to your friends?” I recalled. “Didn’t see them at the last stop.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t,” Marco sighed gloomily. “They fell behind and went their own way. Decided to relive the good old days when they were really badass. But don’t worry, they won’t interfere with your plans. They’re after Vitalis, and only Vitalis.” 
 
      
 
    “You think they’ll succeed?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know…” Bom admitted after a brief pause. “I really don’t. But trust me, they won’t give up easily. They’re as stubborn as you, Ros. As determined as Kyre — or, rather, Kyrea. Maybe not as wild — in a good way, mind you — as Orb. But Luce is smart. Crow… he’s average… a wise hard worker… Laurie… that sly fox never loses hope and knows how to lift everyone’s spirits. The youngsters who followed them… they’re well-trained and have been through a lot — suffice to remember what passed as routine for Myth and Amu in the abandoned underground city… when I heard of it, I was practically drooling with envy. Everyone there is exceptional! Luce has found his match… In short, trust me, the time will come when we’ll be sitting in that tavern Ros just mentioned, sipping digital wine, and listening with bated breath to their adventures in the dark realms of Angora.” 
 
      
 
    “So we have a bodybuilder philosopher among us,” Kyrea snorted, then pointed at me: “And a maudlin nostalgic whiner!” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch, that was harsh,” I grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “True, though,” Marco smiled, turning his broad, muscular back to us. 
 
      
 
    “And we’re out of scrambled eggs,” Kyre lamented. “And toast, too…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make some more,” I smiled, standing up from the table. “We’ll refuel a bit, then I’ll also get a good stretch … and then it’s time to head back.” 
 
      
 
    “Darkness and death await us!” Kyre exclaimed, raising the last toast to the car’s ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Without being able to summon the rebellious spirit of Orbit, who continued to conquer the Madcap Loner’s Stalk-Way, we ate a little more, stretched a bit, looked out the rain-fogged windows, listened to Bom/Marco’s enthusiastic sighs about the beauties of Siberia, then convinced him that what he was seeing outside the window wasn’t Siberia yet, and that the exotic land of his dreams still lay quite a distance away. When Bom asked if we would be able to swim in the real-world double of Lake Naikal, I stated proudly that what we had was the original, holding back a hissing Kyre. As for swimming in it, we’d need to ask our guide and guard, Mr. Pavlovsky, who was in the next car. 
 
      
 
    As if hearing his name, the senior guard immediately appeared, munched thoughtfully on the last of the toast, listened to us, and told us not to clutter our heads with nonsense — Lake Baikal was still far away. 
 
      
 
    On this optimistic note, we returned to our “kayaks,” as Mr. Pavlovsky began to call the cocoons, and plunged into a much darker and scarier world. I never imagined that the other side of Waldyra would be so oppressive — even horrifying. Having briefly returned to the real world from the dungeons of Angora, we gasped for fresh air like half-frozen fish and then dived back into the cold dark abyss… 
 
      
 
    Logging in. 
 
      
 
    A whirlpool caught me and dragged me along slow and anxiously, shot through with tiny sparks of lightning. 
 
      
 
    A flash. 
 
      
 
    Hello, Waldyra… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WE KEEP DYING!” the Baroness exclaimed, her voice heavy with gloom. She lashed out, her boot connecting with a shimmering golden column. “What the hell? Just like that damned Pac-Man game — a labyrinth, ravenous beasts, phantoms, and no damn save points! Worse still — it sends us back to the very start! To Algora!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already read up on it,” I responded, nodding not just in agreement but also as a greeting to the seasoned players who had gathered around. Some I recognized by reputation alone. 
 
      
 
    This gathering was of legends. And these legends hated being corralled into the rigid and restrictive confines of some retro game. Our assembly here had a straightforward purpose: discuss the death dilemma before venturing out of the safe zone. 
 
      
 
    Waldyra was a benevolent realm. 
 
      
 
    Despite its occasional brutal tendencies, it nearly always proffered a second, sometimes even a third chance. 
 
      
 
    But such gifts weren’t without a price. 
 
      
 
    The hapless fallen found themselves back in the radiant lands of Algora. 
 
      
 
    Where exactly? 
 
      
 
    The Crèche, no less! 
 
      
 
    They were catapulted to the closest rebirth platform near the Birth Portal. They came to life clad in nothing but diapers. However, they still had monstrous power levels and, to put it mildly, they were less than pleased… 
 
      
 
    The virtual realm was quickly awash with footage: an irate, half-naked half-orc, a blazing tattoo adorning his entire back, storming down the rustic, dust-laden alley of Algora’s Crèche. An unsuspecting guard ambled up to him, only to be sent flying by a careless, mighty swat. Yes, Angora’s royal guards were formidable. But a resurrected player of a sufficiently high level wasn’t to be trifled with, either. As Baroness later shared, that player had a hefty fine to clear and tasks to undertake, all in a bid to redeem his tarnished reputation before Angora’s disgruntled sentinels. 
 
      
 
    And yet that wasn’t the heart of the matter. 
 
      
 
    The real issue lay in that second opportunity and that vivid back tattoo. 
 
      
 
    Each individual meeting their end in the kingdom of Angora, and then hurled all the way back to the beginning, received this emblem on their back. This mark bestowed upon them one of two peculiar abilities: either “Touch of the Ephemeral” or “Sight of the Ephemeral.” Such abilities were unique — none had heard of them previously. And they certainly weren’t acquirable through mere coin or quests. The sole method of their acquisition was to perish within Angora’s borders. 
 
      
 
    Subsequent to their revival, additional intel would materialize before these individuals — to return to the place of their demise, they’d need to uncover spectral tomes stashed in age-old sanctuaries. A tall order to say the least. They needed to discover these ethereal chronicles. Poring over these tomes — all six of them — would make ancient knowledge unveil itself, and said knowledge concerned an artifact so potent that it could transport its wielder, and a couple of staunch allies, back to their last point of expiration. 
 
      
 
    The writings found therein were cryptic, shadowy, ambiguous, and downright confounding. Yet, the keen intellects of the departed — with a little assistance from their clans’ brightest egghead analysts — pieced together this enigma, laying out an instruction set befitting the discerning gamer of today. 
 
      
 
    The instructions were simple: heed the signs and seek those primeval sanctums. The “Sight of the Ephemeral” should illuminate the path. And to breach these sanctums, you needed the “Touch of the Ephemeral.” 
 
      
 
    There, one could procure books and other treasures that had been mentioned only in passing. Only someone with the ‘Touch of the Ephemeral’ could hold the spectral books, and only someone in possession of ‘Sight of the Ephemeral’ could read them. Quite the catch. But one could adapt. One player could flip the pages, while the other one read. 
 
      
 
    So they’d study the books, compile a list of required special and clearly unusual construction materials, secure everything necessary, and begin construction at once. Then they’d activate the apparatus and, with fervent screams, return to the point of their demise — bringing along heavy backpacks and a couple of loyal friends. That was the gist of the instructions. 
 
      
 
    What did this offer? A chance. It offered a chance to return. 
 
      
 
    What was the downside? You only had one shot at it. If you died here a second time and got whisked back to Algora, using the artifact again wasn’t an option. 
 
      
 
    Why was a second chance valuable? You left alone, but returned in a group of three. That was awesome. Moreover, one could — and should! — bring over some ingredients which, when combined with those assembled here, and after casting a supremely intricate and mana-intensive spell, could create a so-called “beast of rebirth.” This creature would serve the players as a mobile, albeit extremely slow, resurrection platform. 
 
      
 
    Very little was known about this beast — but it seemed to be a colossal tortoise. More details were in one of the six spectral books, none of which had been found yet. 
 
      
 
    Right now, as we sipped our sweet coffee in these dungeons — quite literally, since Mistress Mythrell made it a habit for us — secret but bustling activity unfolded above our heads. Clan machinery set into motion. Search teams were organized swiftly, and all the bookshops were scoured. Maybe a couple of previously unknown dusty manuscripts about secret hideaways had appeared suddenly? Squads, guided by the first batches of information received after their initial deaths, were about to start searching for these hideaways. 
 
      
 
    What was our goal? 
 
      
 
    To assist them with all we had — resources, information, and unhindered passage through our lands. Additionally, ensuring their safe passage through other unrelated game clans’ territories in Waldyra proved more challenging than expected. That was precisely why, after voicing her concerns, the fuming Black Baroness — who wasn’t alone in this — stepped aside, sat on a stone, and soon vanished, heading to reality to pen several crucial letters that shouldn’t be used unless absolutely necessary. If any clan learned about an ancient hideaway on their land, would they let anyone crack it open? No way. They’d want a substantial cut at the very least. 
 
      
 
    As convoluted and intricate as always, the world of Waldyra still offered a chance. 
 
      
 
    It became crystal clear to me that it wasn’t the time to die anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    Clans moved with urgency, and the involvement of the Sleepless Ones was a testament to that. They were renowned not just for their speed, but also for their unparalleled intelligence. Remembering tales from the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan, I recalled that while the dungeons spanned vast areas, the Kingdom of Angora wasn’t immeasurable. Our journey was likely to span less than a week. And if that was the case, the odds were high that the hidden caches of ghostly literature would be discovered swiftly, the books devoured in one sitting, and then the transport artifact promptly constructed. Costs be damned — it was a price worth paying. 
 
      
 
    And yet a hitch did present itself: where should the artifact be erected? It felt almost deliberate that this decision had been relegated to the players. Our epic involved a myriad of clans, some even from the underwater realms. Several more had also contributed to the preparations. Essentially, there was a looming desire from almost every corner to have the artifact built on their grounds. The potential future value of a functional “elevator” to the afterlife couldn’t be underestimated — the controlling clan would wield immense power. 
 
      
 
    Before I could contemplate this further, the first disputes broke out. I glanced at the squabbling participants dismissively and asserted, “The artifact will be erected on HFF grounds. There’s no room for debate here.” 
 
      
 
    The Black Baroness, having returned from some task, fixed me with a piercing gaze. “And why would that be?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s only right,” I shot back. “The HFF has no ongoing grudges or disputes with anyone. Besides, this venture was our brainchild. Go ahead, hold a vote. You’ll inevitably select Tranqueville in the end.” 
 
      
 
    The Baroness mulled it over for a moment before nodding in agreement, positioning herself beside another armored player from a different clan. “I don’t necessarily object. What about you?” 
 
      
 
    The player was resolute. “As long as it’s not on your lands!” 
 
      
 
    All I could do then was wait. Ten minutes later, a consensus was reached — the gateway to the other side would be a collective effort from all invested clans, built within the gardens of the HFF clan hall. 
 
      
 
    Decisions made, we began our preparations. Occasionally, someone would momentarily slip back to the real world, utilizing other communication means to emphasize a point to players who had already faced death in Angora and acquired unique skills: do not dare to die again! The information gifted to them hinted at the “last place of death” — wherever one last perished, they’d return. And if, after coming back through death from Angora, one were to die elsewhere… Simply put, dying wasn’t an option! 
 
      
 
    Warnings, preparations, construction, and positioning based on a plan (which I had tweaked slightly) took another ten minutes. We finally left the safe zone, delving deeper into the ominous dark passages with renewed confidence. 
 
      
 
    Death wasn’t as daunting when you knew it wasn’t the end. 
 
      
 
    Especially when you were the father of a restless young goddess, forever on a quest for trouble! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It seemed as if Waldyra decided to indulge the rested players for a bit, leading us down decidedly less ominous trails and paths. The dark narrow passages gave way to broad, spacious caves with both high and low ceilings that glowed. In these caverns, streams tinkled, brooks babbled, and the roaring torrents of real mountain rivers echoed. An old forest grew here, and it wasn’t so much ancient and moss-covered as it was mature and fearsome. Trees stood as menacing behemoths, stretching up to touch the cave ceiling. But upon reaching the unyielding granite, they fractured and grew horizontally. As a result, it seemed as if these forest giants leaned over, squinting down at the ground below, where tiny insignificant creatures scurried about. 
 
      
 
    The ground was a loose blanket of leaves, pine needles, and grotesque spiky worms of a repulsive purplish-red hue, somewhat reminiscent of enormous earthworms. But unlike ordinary earthworms, these attacked, grabbing at our legs, emitting ear-piercing screams. They could inflict various adverse effects such as Cotton Legs, Crushing Fatigue, Sudden Terror, Cold Shiver, Instant Deafness, and two of our group even experienced the dreaded Deadly Apathy, forced to move with the speed of elderly sloths on sleeping pills for the next few minutes. 
 
      
 
    For the next six caves, which seemed to stretch endlessly, pulling us deeper and farther in, it was just these worms. But the trouble they caused! Surprisingly resilient, they easily shed parts of their bodies that were burning or disintegrating from acid, moving under the leaves at a speed that rivaled a running antelope. 
 
      
 
    The aquatic inhabitants of Waldyra, the achylotes, accompanied by some disgustingly slimy creatures and even larger, more repulsive spiders, moved through underground waterways. Just like us, they faced significant obstacles — while we had to cross raging rivers, they were halted by hilly ridges. The observation I made was that land-dwellers tackled rivers on their own, and the achylotes overcame hills and dry shrubs without any assistance, either. However, the spiders that helped them proved handy enough, since they could leave the water and drag behind ropes with magical bubbles containing passengers and cargo attached to them. A few steps later, the achylotes were back in their home element. 
 
      
 
    However, these worms proved that they could easily ruin the life of underwater inhabitants, too, reaching them even beneath the water’s surface, and quickly bestowing upon them the same afflictions. It was tough all around. 
 
      
 
    As for the worms, the largest were about twenty-five feet in length, and as thick as a man’s thigh. Their bodies were covered in sharp spikes, which retracted in an umbrella-like fashion when the creatures burrowed into the compost. Many had long, sharp dorsal fins bristling with terrifying serrations. Their spikes were venomous, and so were their fins. Even their bodies held poison. Additionally, these worms could spit acid up to the distance of sixty feet, constrict their prey like pythons, and pull victims under the leaf layer, where a thick layer of sticky black icy mud began some ten feet deep. We learned this the hard way, having lost four players and three pets in those caves. An achylote had also perished. 
 
      
 
    The official name of the worms was Peccatum Animarum. Their levels started at two hundred. Their vitality was astonishing, and so was their resistance to both physical and magical damage. 
 
      
 
    We nicknamed these worms Screamers. 
 
      
 
    Heeding Bom’s advice, I decided that tonight, in a train car moving across the snowy vastness of my home land, we’d be watching an incredibly old sci-fi movie with the same title — namely, Screamers, to the rhythm of the falling rain. 
 
      
 
    We broke through. We triumphed. It was a baptism of fire for many of us, especially the members of our very own HFF clan. They had been through numerous adventures, but never had they been directly involved in such a bloody skirmish. And this wasn’t even the most horrifying thing I’d witnessed in my gaming life. Suffice to remember the Land Beyond, not to mention the Great Expedition. It was funny and sad at the same time that I needed to convince many players, dazed from endless battles and nightmares, that not all of Waldyra was this brutal and ruthless. This was more the exception than the rule. Naturally, many of them, and not just those from our clan, admitted they didn’t sign up for this level of intensity. They came to Waldyra to escape the burdens of the real world, not to repeatedly slit the bellies of those Screamer worms that had been swallowing their comrades, feeling the tremors of the massive cavern and cringing from the deafening screams of the approaching foes. 
 
      
 
    One even declared, “I came to Waldyra for an easy life, and also to have some fun!” He didn’t elaborate, but Kyre the Protectress, who had just discarded a twisted and irreparable piece of her armor and remained in a sleeveless gray top, assisted him. Throwing aside her cracked helmet, she placed a reassuring hand on the weary newbie’s shoulder and assured, “We’ll break through. And then it will be easy.” The player, Sunspot Wanderling, perked up, straightened his shoulders, and nodded, wiping his dirt-blackened face. 
 
      
 
    A minor incident. But not an isolated one. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, another peaceful zone of the Golden Lotuses was a relief for everyone without exception. Even stern veterans collapsed as soon as they crossed the boundary. It was remarkable… after all, physical fatigue didn’t exist here. But the mental exhaustion was so profound that some players had to be literally dragged across the peaceful zone boundary. One after the other, recognizing the time limit granted to them, players logged off, exiting to reality. Kyre was among the last Heroes to log out. Bom and I, having ushered out those of us who had still been hanging about into reality, lingered a bit, settling wearily onto boulders covered in sparkling white moss that were protruding from the floor by the wall of this cozy pitcher-shaped cave. We were at the bottom. And above us were hundreds of dancing multicolored lights. Luminous snails with semi-transparent shells crawled peacefully across the walls, and bright fluorescent snakes slithered alongside them. Water sparkles as it splashed in the channels carved into the cave floor. In some places, stone tubs rose from the floor with thick steam hovering over them — those allowed the achylotes to emerge from the water and communicate with the landlubbers with a degree of comfort. That was what Bom and I were waiting for so patiently — it had been a while since I exchanged a word or two with Glugg. It wasn’t certain that Gluggarius would be available — as far as I understood, he was always caught up in matters, dealings, and business — but we waited nonetheless, especially since the stumbling Black Baroness, resembling a withered desert snake, was roaming nearby. 
 
      
 
    With each step, she came closer, and so did the infuriated Whisper, who was all but coiling around her like a serpent, as if trying to prove something. Though why say something? I know exactly what happened and why the sneak was so miserable — one of the worms had snatched away his terrifying signature weapon. His spiked chain aglow with magic was gone. Whisper probably had another, but judging by how plaintively he screamed, slicing at the retreating worm with daggers, the chain was clearly his favorite. 
 
      
 
    Bom and I sat silently. The half-orc-mule-tank had slid from the boulder to the ground, leaned against another stone, and fallen silent, watching the play of lights on the ceiling. I was still holding up, observing as the desert warriors set up for the night. Alishana assisted them, and judging by their interaction, her relationship with her native tribe was mending. Roskie helped Alishana in everything, laying out furs, looking for firewood, and occasionally peering into the channels, clearly planning to fish. Every now and then, she would throw a quick glance my way, and I’d respond with a smile, as if to say, “Daddy’s here; Daddy’s close.” A gigantic black and white wolf followed Roskie, hindering rather than helping. The other wolves had settled near the artifact resting on the stone floor. Its water-repelling magic didn’t work here. A couple of streams teasingly dripped onto it from the ceiling, drumming on the canvas and the visible black stone underneath. 
 
      
 
    We almost lost the artifact in the recent clash with the screamers. We had been ambushed from several sides. One flank broke, and I ordered the Dead Sands Clan warriors to repel the enemy, which they easily did, proving their well-earned fearsome reputation. However, in doing so, they momentarily left the artifact, and worms from below, having entangled the levitating monolith, tried to drag it into the opening earth. I remembered that nightmarish moment… the chill on my skin, curses ripping from my lips, the flashes of my magic, striking the slippery crimson bodies with fire and ice repeatedly, thorny brambles emerging from the loose soil… 
 
      
 
    “You’ve become a natural mage, Ros,” Bom remarked, as if hearing my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I hissed, not turning my head and continuing to stare at the artifact. 
 
      
 
    “The way you fought today, it was purely on instincts. The choice of spells, how you shuffled them, the frequency of strikes, maneuvers…” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even remember how things went,” I confessed. “Everything merged like in a broken kaleidoscope.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, good job.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. If so, it’s all due to the battles of the wizard in the gray scarf,” I snorted, recalling my solo adventures in the recent past. “Oh… so exhausted… I hope I don’t get hit by the Fading this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. That’s all I’ve been thinking about for the past half hour. Need to get some sleep. Heading off to the real world, boss?” 
 
      
 
    “First, I’ll wait for the recon report,” I nodded and eyed the suspiciously narrow passage leading from the peaceful zone. The oval-shaped passage in the wall somewhat resembled the burrow of a gigantic worm. A greenish glow emanated from the passage, and a steady stream of freezing air flowed in through it. A deep water canal ran through the passage, hidden beneath a layer of ice. That’s where the four scouts had gone — two land-dwellers and two achylotes. They needed to survey the lay of the land and to find out what awaited us tomorrow morning. Their main goal was to determine just how bad things were. No one had any hopeful expectations. Everyone understood that tomorrow would be tougher than today. The question was, just how much tougher… We’d wait, assess, and try to figure out what to do. We had to wait… 
 
      
 
    The Black Baroness, as grimy and gloomy as us, sat silently on a nearby stone. Whisper, like a loyal dog, settled at her feet and shut his eyes wearily. Just by looking at him — an obsessed sneak who had declined a recon mission — you could tell how tough our last run had been. 
 
      
 
    “Any speculations about what’s coming?” the BB asked in a barely audible voice. 
 
      
 
    “Wormholes,” Bom growled. “And more wormholes, damn them…” 
 
      
 
    “Monsters,” Whisper whispered indifferently. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep my thoughts to myself,” I snorted, and no one asked why I decided to keep my speculations private. We had our fill with the Cyclopean Trenchmaw, a monstrous shark capable of swallowing an entire island, entirely and wholly born from my sick imagination. Nowadays, I kept all my fantasies and guesses to myself. I generally didn’t describe anything out loud. And, having become three times as reticent as before, I weighed each word, trying to anticipate the possible consequences of saying it. I didn’t know who endowed my words with the power of manifestation in Waldyra. But I’d find out eventually — later, when there’d be the time and the energy for it. For now, I would heed a wise old saying: Speech is silver, but silence is golden. We’d wait… 
 
      
 
    “Wormholes and monsters,” BB reiterated Bom’s and Whisper’s speculations. “If that’s all, no problem. But I know Waldyra. I know its treacherous nature… all unique locations like this can’t just be without…” 
 
      
 
    From the trembling air, a figure in black tumbled out, abruptly pulling the hood from his head: 
 
      
 
    “There’s a gigantic monster there!” exclaimed the returning scout. “I was sent to report and show the screenshots. Guys… it’s just… I don’t even know…” 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” the BB regained some of her professional demeanor, forced herself upright, and then stood, showing the indomitable spirit of the Sleepless leader. “Give us a good scare.” 
 
      
 
    “Here goes!” 
 
      
 
    I stood up, too, eyes on the shimmering air as clear, vivid screenshots appeared one after another. The more I watched, the harder my digital teeth clenched. Beside me, Bom gnashed his fangs. 
 
      
 
    The screenshots displayed a sequence. The scout added to them at first with initially disjointed comments, but as the images continued, his observations became clearer and more concise, pinpointing key details. 
 
      
 
    A dark passage filled with icicles, frost, and snow became brighter with each step. The corridor widened, transforming into a long hall dominated by icy pillars that encapsulated various objects and beings. An exit from the hall was marked by a grand stone arch, ornately carved. The walls bore inscriptions in an unknown language. Beyond the arch was a vast chasm with its bottom swallowed by darkness from which jagged stone spikes emerged. Waterfalls broke away from the walls in numerous places. A slender stone bridge extended from the arch across the abyss, supported by the tops of occasional stone columns. The bridge looked like a tiled, hole-ridden trough, spewing water. While it offered a pathway for land-dwellers, a similarly narrow aquatic route was available for the achylotes. 
 
      
 
    The bridge concluded at another similar arch on the opposite side. Its length, about six hundred feet, could be mistaken for the chasm’s width. 
 
      
 
    That was all the good news that we had. 
 
      
 
    The opposite side of the chasm was smothered in a bizarre mass — a mixture of intertwined thorny branches and numerous closed pink buds. These buds, more akin to revolting leather pouches, pulsed sporadically. Based on their appearance, whatever was inside would be far from floral in origin. They seemed to contain trapped insects, desperate to escape. 
 
      
 
    The massive, unnamed entity was just a single enormous creature, as the scouts confirmed. There was only one adversary ahead. The foe’s identification remained elusive. A fleeting hint of red in the stone heavens might have been this monster’s name. But the scouts didn’t dare approach it any closer, staying within the hall of icy columns and using both magical and mechanical devices to observe. 
 
      
 
    No other entrances were noticed, but they might have been obscured by the ice and the maze of branches. 
 
      
 
    It was evident from the screenshots that the weather over the canyon was far from favorable. Sharp snow occasionally turned to lazy hail. But the unpredictable gusty wind was truly treacherous, especially when navigating a narrow, icy bridge without guardrails. 
 
      
 
    Our worst suspicions were confirmed. We’d likely face a guardian of sorts. A keeper of the bridge? A sentinel of the canyon? Regardless of how the creature perceived itself, bypassing it without a skirmish seemed unlikely. 
 
      
 
    “There has to be another way!” The Baroness exclaimed, her weariness vanishing upon receiving such daunting news. 
 
      
 
    The mood shifted, and everyone suddenly felt more alert. 
 
      
 
    “An alternative route,” Whisper proposed with a nod. 
 
      
 
    “It might not be that simple,” Bom interjected, shaking his head. “That’s a Sentinel. If you want to move forward, you’ll have to defeat it. I don’t think it respawns.” 
 
      
 
    “They must give you a real special achievement for it, too!” Whisper interjected with a hint of excitement. “Yes! With lavish rewards, generous beyond generous… how about that, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “How are we to transport the damn artifact across a path as treacherous as this?” I questioned. “The winds there… the artifact hovers about five feet above the ground. No a little higher. I think. If it’s swept from the bridge… it will plummet. And every nomad will dive after it.” 
 
      
 
    “Crap…” Baroness paused. “Indeed…” 
 
      
 
    “And the gusts can be exceptionally strong there!” the scout added fuel to the fire. “We threw a heavy rock — it shot horizontally, swift as a bullet! Another thing, the stronger gusts somehow correlate with the monster’s activity. A slight stir from it, and the wind intensifies manifold. Not sure why… perhaps an exhalation?” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like an exhalation,” Whisper agreed. 
 
      
 
    “This malicious and highly dangerous creature has no lungs to breathe!” The voice came from an emerald air mass that appeared out of thin air right next to us all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    All of us recoiled, including myself (I surprised even myself by a display of agility quite uncommon for a mage — even a novice rogue would be envious.) Daggers sliced through the air with a whoosh as magic flames flared up in my raised palms. 
 
      
 
    “Peace, kind foreigners,” the emerald mass murmured, solidifying into a smiling figure adorned in lavish attire — an elf. Or rather, an elf apparition, judging by its ethereal form. 
 
      
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself, as a sign of trust and goodwill,” the elf said, bowing his head adorned with a golden circlet. “My name is rather long and elaborate, but you may address me as Castiæl. And, of course, I am not deceased. My team and I are eager to assist you in crossing the Akhromne, River of the Dead, and taking down the vile beast Anloail.” 
 
      
 
    “Elves,” I remarked. 
 
      
 
    “Elves,” Bom growled. “This is bad. Very bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Elves…” BB said in a pensive voice. 
 
      
 
    “We are indeed elves,” the phantom Castiæl confirmed with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “He said ‘we’,” I pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “This is really very, very bad,” Bom reiterated, looking around cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “And the phantom doesn’t speak as a spectral apparition would,” I pondered, stroking my chin. “This guy’s more like… some shrewd businessman from a drawn-out drama, where in the end it’s revealed that the protagonist’s chief advisor and confidant is the traitor.” 
 
      
 
    “Bad. Very bad,” the half-orc lamented with a sad shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” BB snapped out of her brief trance. “He speaks oddly… as if he believes he’s still alive…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m alive and in excellent spirits!” Castiæl exclaimed joyfully, performing a graceful pirouette around himself, playfully extending a semi-transparent leg. “Death won’t come for me in the next few centuries, kind strangers met in this gloomy dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Another ghost that doesn’t believe in his own death,” I whispered theatrically to Bom. 
 
      
 
    “It’s almost bedtime,” Bom yawned wide. “And we’re delayed by dead elves with their ridiculous pirouettes… What do you want, phantom?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you — I’m no phantom!” The elf’s smile doubled in width, against all odds. “I was sent here through a powerful ancient spell that managed to pierce the nearly impenetrable magical barriers, bringing my soul here — to the crossroads of dark, terrifying paths filled with monstrous creatures… and I’m grateful to you, friends! For it was only because of you that the magical barriers of Angora weakened — a special pulsation, which can aptly be called a silent scream, was caused by the mere fact that the living set foot on the paths of the dead.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m about to pass out,” I interjected, stretching. “Castiæl…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening, friend Rosgard!” 
 
      
 
    “You know my name?” 
 
      
 
    “And not just yours, noble outlander! The Black Baroness, Bom, Whisper, Crimson Lynx, Blazing Malice, Kyrea the Protectress, Alishihara Lih Duoros, and the young goddess Roskie… I know many names!” 
 
      
 
    “This is no ordinary phantom,” the Baroness nodded, fiercely slapping her cheeks, trying to ward off sleep. “Alright… okay… we’ll gather our thoughts and discuss everything…” 
 
      
 
    “What a wise decision!” The phantom elf rolled his eyes in admiration. “Splendid… I’d be more than delighted and…” 
 
      
 
    “Angralla delerius tarma,” Alishana whispered softly as she approached. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch!” The elf jerked wildly, hopping towards the passage leading to the bridge over the abyss. Barely stopping himself, he took a few deep breaths, swiftly turned and stretched a hand towards Alishana: “Oh, compassionate soul… I’m not a phantom! I…” 
 
      
 
    “Angralla delerius tarma,” Alishana repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch, ouch, ouch!” Whirling like a top, Castiæl traversed a few feet, then halted, shoved his hands into the pockets of his glittering outfit, and tossed something overhead. 
 
      
 
    Heavy golden sparks fell to the stone floor, forming a perfect circle around Castiæl. The elf shouted a few words in a soft, melodic language. The sparks flared and went out. In their place lay incredibly large corn kernels — each the size of my fist. 
 
      
 
    “O blessed sweet corn kernels! Hold on to each other — and to me!” The phantom, who managed to materialize phantom corn, began to spin in the circle. 
 
      
 
    Castiæl continued to shout — in a language we understood — various odd words, urging the torn-apart corn cob to reconnect and hold together tightly. Thin beams stretched from the corn kernels, anchoring into the elf. As soon as this happened, Castiæl sighed with relief, nervously massaging his earlobes and breathing heavily. 
 
      
 
    “It’s orc shamanism,” Bom whispered to me, leaning slightly closer. “And I must remind you that the elves normally consider their magic filthy and worthless.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t seem like it,” I snorted. “Look how loudly he was hollering about the cob…” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Castiæl managed to endure another “banishment” and tried again: 
 
      
 
    “O most compassionate of warrior maidens!” he pleaded, a tad sharper this time. “Pray hear my words! I am no ghost! My mortal body lives! But my soul has been sent here…” 
 
      
 
    “This world abounds with madmen,” Alishana sighed sadly, comforting him with a gentle smile. “The waters of Angora will quench the fire of your deluded mind, poor soul. Angralla delerius tarma!” 
 
      
 
    As soon as Alishana pronounced those words, the elf’s back arched in pain. He took a tiny step back, trembling as little beams of light flickered around him and the corn circle began to warp. 
 
      
 
    “O sacred evergreen oaks! O great gray firs of the minor foothills of Akhmaarne! Grant me strength! GRANT ME STRENGTH!” cried Castiæl, waving his arms and looking as if a fierce wind was buffeting him. 
 
      
 
    “Angralla delerius tarma!” three desert warriors immediately chanted in unison, arms outstretched towards the poor elf, uttering what seemed to be an all-purpose spell of banishing. 
 
      
 
    “A-A-A-A-A-AH!” The elf’s feet lifted off the ground as he was flung from the exploded circle and smacked into the wall. Castiæl let out a prolonged scream, trying to weather the mental storm as he clung to the crack in the wall as fast as he could, his arms almost elbow-deep in his desperate attempt not to get blown away. 
 
      
 
    Bom darted forward, did something with his hands, and when he returned, not a single grain was left on the floor. The half-orc pulled a piece of popcorn the size of my head from his favorite shoulder bag and handed it to me: “Here you go!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey now…” I uttered in surprise, accepting the gift and dusting it off. “Got any salt?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course!” 
 
      
 
    “Give me some, too!” BB protested. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not of our clan,” the half-orc shook his head. “You’re on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “Just a tiny bit! I’ll find the best olive oil for the occasion! I’ve had it stashed away for a certain spell… but popcorn is popcorn…” 
 
      
 
    “Share,” I said, taking a small bag of salt and looking at the elf, pinned to the wall fluttering like a gilded tattered banner in a typhoon. 
 
      
 
    Within a minute, we were sitting side by side, crunching on salted popcorn drizzled with first-class olive oil while watching the relentless battle between the weird elf and the warriors of the Dead Sands, astonished by his resilience. 
 
      
 
    “O warriors! O shepherds of wandering souls! O overseers of the dark passageways of Angora’s threshold… heed my words!” cried the elf, having lost all his aristocratic composure, his hands slowly but inevitably being pulled from the crack he had jammed them into. “I’m alive! Alive! And at the end of that passage is a dreadful creature unknown to you!” 
 
      
 
    “Your soul has nothing to fear if it’s a rahgra,” Alishana whispered with a faint smile, raising her hand for the next move. 
 
      
 
    “No! Wait! Hold on! This creature is more terrifying than any rahgra! Because Anloail is a fallen deity! A deity we overthrew! The mindless god Anloail, who in ancient times was forcibly destroyed by us and ended up here thanks to an incredible twist of fate! A fair deal of it is known to me, and I’m prepared to share my knowledge with you! For I am Castiæl, a powerful sorcerer and fifth in line for the Amber Throne!” 
 
      
 
    “The waters of Angora will cool your fevered mind… poor soul… Angralla delerius tarma!” 
 
      
 
    “A-A-A-A-A-A-A-AH! I’ll die! I’ll be devoured! Or end up so far my body link snaps forever! A-A-A-A-A-AH! Mercy! Mercy! Smash them goolies, as they say in your most esteemed community! Smash a cherry! A-A-A-A-A-AH! Yet, I persist! Ha-ha-ha!” The elf, hanging on the wall, bellowed. “I’m a force! Mighty! Unyielding! My magic? Powerful. My tenacity? Unmatched!” 
 
      
 
    Roskie advanced, jabbing a finger towards Castiæl, “Angralla delerius tarma!” 
 
      
 
    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” 
 
      
 
    While still munching on my popcorn, I shifted glances: from Alishana to Roskie, to BB, to Castiæl, then to the gloomy corridor. I grumbled, “Enough, Roskie. Halt, Alishana. And the rest. Let’s hear out this specter’s drivel…” 
 
      
 
    “As commanded, leader Rosgard.” 
 
      
 
    “Pf!” Roskie exhaled with annoyance. “A few more words and — “ 
 
      
 
    “Girl! Halt!” cried the elf. “I’ll show you prime fishing — huge, wondrous perch! Reveal where ancient pikes lurk in pool shadows!” 
 
      
 
    “O-o-o… noted,” the daughter responded, marching away with pride. 
 
      
 
    “He knows too much,” I observed, narrowing my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Torture time?” Bom queried with a hint of anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’m right here! I can hear you!” Castiæl bellowed, now resembling a wanderer more than elven royalty. 
 
      
 
    “More popcorn?” Bom asked, all businesslike. 
 
      
 
    “None left… my pockets are barren.” 
 
      
 
    “What if I check them?” 
 
      
 
    “Doubt the word of a scion of an ancient lineage? The audacity!” 
 
      
 
    “Angralla…” 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Ah! Hold, O mighty orc! Wait! I have a few trinkets in my pockets! They’re dear to my heart, but I’ll share them with you gladly!” 
 
      
 
    “See? That’s better,” Bom smirked. “Now, get down and display.” 
 
      
 
    “Reveal your boot stash,” I chimed in, eyeing Castiæl as he began to lower. “And what are those golden trinkets in your hair?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-uh-uh,” Castiæl hesitated, his gaze darting between Bom and me. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-uh-uh,” echoed BB, Whisper, and the Sunspot Wanderling, mirroring the stare. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you here, Castiæl?” I demanded, pushing through a mental fog to keep focus. “But speak straight, noble elf. Any deceit, and you’ll be cast into oblivion.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve spoken nothing but the truth, o legendary Rosgard! Your skepticism is misplaced!” Castiæl retorted, chin raised. “Therein,” he pointed towards the darkened passage, “dwells a monster! Frightful. Immortal. A fallen deity! I’m here to tell you all I know about its vulnerabilities. As a means of repenting for elves being forced into a grievous act — the slaying of a god — to save an entire realm. I’m here to aid in your impending battle. I am also to beg a minor and truly laughable favor of you — one that will nonetheless earn you the eternal gratitude of House Olldarrandiæl, which rules over our sacred forest. I’m here to use every ounce of my magic and my might, aiding you until your journey’s end. That is why I’m here, O Rosgard!” 
 
      
 
    I furrowed my brow, massaging my temples, and glanced at Bom. He pondered for a moment, pouting his lower lip, and then growled, “Typical. They always need something. They always hide their own goals behind a flowery web of words. Elves, Ros. I don’t like elves…” 
 
      
 
    “What dreadful words,” Castiæl lamented, looking dejected. “Dreadful! Haven’t elves done so much for the Light-worshipping world above? Were it not the elves who had, at great personal and spiritual cost, battled the dark hordes, always coming to the aid of allies — even half-orcs and orcs — to fend off one ferocious enemy attack after another? Wasn’t it the elves whose magic saved crops dying from drought and locusts, and with them, the lives of ordinary people, so many times? Wasn’t it the elves who’d thrice stopped the terrifying floods when mighty rivers had burst their banks, their waters devastating everything in their path, wiping out hills, forests, and settlements? Fine! You might have no love for elves, o grim half-orc Bom, whose greed is famous even in the elven capital. But you cannot deny that the world benefits from the elves’ actions all the time!” 
 
      
 
    “Yet the elves never forget to demand a hefty reward later, to the best of my knowledge,” the Black Baroness chimed in. “Never once did elven aid come without any strings attached. I can attest to that! If saved settlements couldn’t pay, they gave up parts of their lands in compensation, thus expanding elven territories!” 
 
      
 
    “True enough! Who would deny it? But did we ever drive the villagers from our lands? No! We let them stay. And we even continued caring for them!” 
 
      
 
    “Their fields got overgrown with wild grasses, then young forests!” 
 
      
 
    “But they weren’t deprived of food! We aided villagers in acquiring new skills! Thanks to us, they gained an understanding of medicinal herbs, learned the secrets of healing alchemy, and many of them became adept foresters, herbalists, and beekeepers! We reliably assigned and still assign them regular, generously-paid hunting tasks — to thin out the proliferating packs of wolves, to cut down unfortunate dead trees, to uproot rotten stumps, to fortify riverbanks with stones, and to help in draining moribund swamps! Visit any settlement in our lands — they’re all alive and thriving!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen whole cities consumed by forests! And it grieves me, even as a foreigner. I spent days and weeks on end in some of those places in the good old days…” 
 
      
 
    “We expand our lands peacefully… and we pay generously! We don’t take anything by force! And don’t other races do the same, Baroness? Don’t dwarves constantly seek ways to snatch another piece of land? And how about humans? The ruler of Angora conquers island after island, establishing his dominion! Forget races for a moment! What about outlander clans? Didn’t you, in your time, wrest your fiery lands from their original owners the fire elementals, who never attacked anyone and never left their smoky volcanic domains?! Did you think you could raise your clan citadel upon the site of their ancient temple dedicated to the Fiery Eye and absorb all the magic of that oppressed and buried temple into its walls? Where are those peaceful semi-sentient elementals now? They are gone! Though once a reconnaissance did report that fiery figures were spotted howling and thrashing about in the foundation pit of your citadel — that happened after one of the most dreadful cataclysms in Waldyra’s history during which the all-seeing eye-topped dark fortress of Barad-Gadur sustained some damage! Could it truly be that the kind and merciful Black Baroness turned the tribe of fire elementals into slaves, doomed to be eternal guardians of Barad-Gadur and surrender their magical powers to the clan of the Sleepless Ones? Oh heavens! How horrific that sounds! Truly, a fitting name was given to those burning lands — the Cradle of Sorrow! Indeed, the deeds that take place there would fill any heart with sorrow!” 
 
      
 
    Taken aback a little, I exchanged glances with Bom, and resumed listening. The conversation was getting more intriguing. Angered by our rough handling and the subsequent accusations, the elf Castiæl was truly riled up, holding nothing back. The otherworldly winds summoned by Alishana must have battered his soul against the walls pretty hard. 
 
      
 
    Leaning forward, Castiæl inquired in a sly voice, “What if I recollect the ancient history of the island of Al Dra Drass? What a striking coincidence it is that volcanic hearts thud ominously inside billows of smoke under both that island and the Cradle of Sorrow…” 
 
      
 
    “Careful there, elf,” the Black Baroness replied with a smile that reached no further than her lips — her eyes resembled frosty shards of dark glass. 
 
      
 
    “And nobody noticed!” 
 
      
 
    “Choose your words wisely, elf.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not here to cast any accusations, O legendary one,” Castiæl bowed his head. “I merely wish to state that the elves are not alone in their desire to expand their power, influence, land, and waters… everyone wishes the same, regardless of their ear shape, skin color, teeth sharpness, or beliefs! Wyllowe! Just consider the cult of Wyllowe! The benevolent sleepy goddess… that is about to take over the entire world! And now, after a treacherous attack on her high priest, Vitalis… the popularity of the cult has surged manifold! Those who attacked Vitalis with a fearsome weapon of the distant past must have been hired for that very purpose…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not true!” Bom bellowed, making the elf flinch and fall silent. “Vitalis was meant to die! But he survived…” 
 
      
 
    “There’s so much rage in your voice, half-orc,” Castiæl remarked thoughtfully. For a moment, the elf’s face resembled the visage of a curious bird of prey. “What makes you so sure?” 
 
      
 
    “You should talk less about other people’s secrets, elf,” I yawned. “We get it, you’re some fancy pants spy from the elven kingdom. You weren’t sent here to serve us tea.” 
 
      
 
    “To serve you tea…” Castiæl echoed musingly. “No… I wasn’t sent here for that, O great hero Rosgard. I’ve already named the reason that prompted me to come here, despite the numerous immense challenges and dangers…” 
 
      
 
    “‘Us’, you mean,” I corrected. 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
      
 
    “You said there were several of you here,” Bom growled. 
 
      
 
    “I never said that,” Castiæl looked astonished. 
 
      
 
    “What creature guards the bridge?” the Baroness interrupted. “Tell us! Whisper! Call the others!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I interrupted the Black Baroness, at the same time giving her an apologetic look. “Castiæl… where are your companions?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say that…” 
 
      
 
    “Just tell me straight, ‘I’ve come here alone.’ That’ll be enough. I’ll believe you.” I smiled, realizing I had unconsciously mimicked my father — the way he used to get whenever he’d grill me about some misdeed in my youth. “Just say that. And we’ll forget.” 
 
      
 
    The elf hesitated for a half-minute, staring into my face with shimmering emerald eyes, which, however, constantly changed their color and brightness. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not here alone,” the elf finally broke the silence. “There are several of us…” 
 
      
 
    “I told you!” Bom roared. “Told you! Elves always hide something!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but are we the only ones to rely on cunning in diplomacy?” Castiæl countered lightly. “We learned it from you, the foreigners who came to our world — honest and open, yet, when necessary, also fawning and deceitful. And for that lesson, we are grateful…” 
 
      
 
    “Where are your companions?” I persisted, conspicuously glancing around. 
 
      
 
    “They’re here.” Castiæl pulled out a long green thread from his pocket with six large pearls of vivid pink and black strung on it. “The magic that sent my soul here has its limits… But there are always workarounds…” 
 
      
 
    “Are these your companions?” Like everyone else, I leaned in with interest, examining the shimmering pearls. Beneath their exterior, something misty and swirling lurked… something that seemed alive. 
 
      
 
    “Their souls,” Castiæl confirmed and quickly added, “If the pearls are destroyed, the souls trapped within will break free and soar upwards to rejoin their bodies.” 
 
      
 
    “No one intended to stomp on your pearls, elf,” I said with a wince. 
 
      
 
    “For now,” Bom added, baring his impressive fangs menacingly. “I don’t like elves!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve said as much already,” Castiæl smirked. “About the creature by the bridge…” 
 
      
 
    “Why are the pearls of different colors?” I cut off the elf. “Four pink. Two black.” 
 
      
 
    “The color of the soul container doesn’t matter,” Castiæl shrugged. “No matter the hue of the pearl — each of them holds the same precious treasure.” 
 
      
 
    “And if the pearls aren’t broken? What if the necklace is simply taken away and hidden deep in a crevice, and forgotten there for eternity?” The Baroness mused aloud. “What would happen to the elven souls trapped in the pearls?” 
 
      
 
    “Elves have always regarded the legendary Black Baroness with the utmost respect,” Castiæl coughed, tucking the necklace deeper into a ghostly pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Not always,” the Black Baroness shook her head. “Once… long ago… as the leader of the newborn clan of the Sleepless Ones, I came to your lands with a generous and honest proposal. I confided a great secret to you… and the wise, kind elves listened carefully, treated me to some carrot cake and a glass of wine, and struck a deal with me… It was to be our long-term joint trade venture that would revitalize the small, but glorious town adjacent to the elven territories and also fill the coffers of both the elves and the young clan… Tell me, Castiæl… would you happen to have any idea as to what happened next?” 
 
      
 
    “Let bygones be bygones. What’s the point of dwelling on long-forgotten grievances and…” 
 
      
 
    “Long-forgotten, my foot! I haven’t forgotten anything!” BB grinned, no longer looking tired. “And I’ll never forget!” 
 
      
 
    “But you’ve exacted your revenge, and ruthlessly at that!” Castiæl’s smile faded. “We might not have concrete evidence… but we’re not blind. We know who masterminded those caravan heists and those midnight ambushes on the peripheral elven outposts. You’ve retaliated with a vengeance, Baroness. The elves have gotten the message loud and clear. In any future endeavor or dialogue of ours… you won’t feel shortchanged or disillusioned.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really,” the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones chuckled, her amusement evident. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really,” Whisper seconded. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really,” another shy voice tried to echo, but with little success, receiving an elbow jab in the ribs from Whisper for his effort. 
 
      
 
    Scratching the back of my head, I realized that no new bright ideas or questions were coming my buzzing, fatigue-ridden head, which prompted me to concede and wave a hand. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about the creature beyond the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly!” Castiæl perked up. “The tale is a somber one… sorrowful… the elves mourn what had happened then to this day, praying daily at the miraculously preserved altars of the fallen deity. So… hear this tale… Long, long ago, when the mountains were taller and the seas deeper… well, maybe not that long ago… it happened relatively recently, all things considered. By elven standards, it was practically yesterday. And by the fleeting standards of humans as well…” 
 
      
 
    Anloail was a forest deity. 
 
      
 
    One of those, to be completely frank, minor, bright, and extremely inconvenient gods who don’t have a defined purpose in life — they just exist… and that’s the long and the short of it. Just existing. While other deities strive to ascend higher into the heavens, garner a larger flock of believers to defend themselves against inevitable future attacks, and so on… these minor gods couldn’t care less about such boring stuff. They simply existed, unable or unwilling to see further than a day into the future. 
 
      
 
    Anloail was precisely one such deity. Yet, he brought undeniable benefits to all living things — plants around him began to grow, flower, and bear fruit faster. Therefore, Anloail was dearly loved and venerated in the human villages sprawled near the elven forest border, where he was enticed with great efforts and then fervently worshiped with lavish feasts, frequent prayers, much praise, and a sea of beer, for which the potbellied Anloail always had a penchant. As a result, the villagers harvested record yields very early in the year, immediately planting new seeds… sometimes managing to reap three or even four harvests during Anloail’s stay! 
 
      
 
    “Sounds simply wonderful, doesn’t it…” Castiæl trailed off, his face a canvas of wistful nostalgia. 
 
      
 
    There was a catch, of course. The more they lavished Anloail with drinks, food, and prayers, the faster the inevitable occurred: Frostbane. 
 
      
 
    What was Frostbane? 
 
      
 
    It happened when a satiated Anloail, sensing the impending doom, would temporarily leave the village that had been sheltering him. He’d delve deeper into the forest until he’d find a vast flowering meadow. And there, Anloail would take on the form of a mindless beast — or rather, plant. Yes. He would transform into a gigantic, mindless, carnivorous plant. He would only spend a day or two in that shape. And then the Frostbane would come. The plant that was Anloail would raise its branches and twist them into a tight spiral cocoon. Following this, a savage frost would envelop the meadow and the surrounding territory. No wind, no hurricane, not even a leaf would stir. The sun would continue to shine merrily, so you might not notice the change immediately until everything around you went white with hoarfrost… 
 
      
 
    Frostbane… A sudden, ferocious chill so intense that trees and fauna alike transformed into fragile crystalline statues in a matter of minutes! 
 
      
 
    The intensity of this cold was such that once Anloail returned to his usual shape of a portly bearded fellow with delicately-pointed ears and the kind-hearted eyes of a mongrel pup, the devastated land lay inert. The forest bore a vast lifeless blight, littered with decaying timber and the remnants of wildlife. Nature would need several turns of the seasons to rejuvenate this desolation. Or, perhaps, the elves would harness every morsel of their magic and might, striving to heal this grotesque blemish on the visage of the earth. 
 
      
 
    What of Anloail? 
 
      
 
    He remained impassive. When departing, he never cast a backward glance. When confronted with inquiries, the deity would respond with a tender smile and a shrug, and then hesitatingly murmur something about the cyclical dance of life and the unyielding force of elements. Everything had its role to play. And perhaps, everything should be approached with a simpler perspective. The majestic oaks of yore were claimed? Countless cherished herbs lost to the frost? An elven clan met doom under the protective arms of a towering tree? Such was the tapestry of existence. The grand dance of life and death. One must embrace it and forge ahead. 
 
      
 
    Simply. With ease. Don’t overcomplicate. Anloail relished these terms, using them like a shield against any uncomfortable truth. 
 
      
 
    Keep it simple and let go. 
 
      
 
    Have a light touch. 
 
      
 
    All kinds of things transpire in this world. 
 
      
 
    Did the elves reach a breaking point? 
 
      
 
    They did eventually. 
 
      
 
    Did they rise against the deity of the Light and get violent at once? Of course not. 
 
      
 
    The elves approached him with peace in their hearts, seeking only a single favor — candidly and straightforwardly, an uncommon feat for them. Given the repeated frosts marking the northern boundaries of elven realms, they kindly implored the god that during moments of his… well, unpredictable actions, it would be really nice of him to refrain from venturing into their woods. Was it too much to ask him to find a couple of desolate hills, or better yet, a stark towering cliff? “Ascend its peak and freeze its stones for as long as your divine spirit desires. Once your frigid endeavors are complete, return to us, dear Anloail, and you’ll be welcomed with open arms.” That was what the elves told him, and there wasn’t an ounce of bitterness in their hearts. 
 
      
 
    Anloail lent an ear, accepted their rich brews complemented by a hearty banquet, gave numerous nods of affirmation, stroked his chin thoughtfully, and vowed that he would indeed act accordingly next time. Yet, a week later, Anloail wandered into the elven oak sanctuary, freezing and decimating a significant stretch of land. A radiant sunny day played host to glinting snows and ice, draping the now-dead trees. As he left, the god coughed awkwardly, hitching up his trousers that had slouched too far south. 
 
      
 
    The elves, once more, made their presence felt, bearing gifts and engaging in prolonged contemplative discussions. By their conclusion, Anloail could barely stifle his yawns, nodding incessantly, promising that the next time, surely… 
 
      
 
    The next time, the deity ventured into elven territory again, drawn to the sacred oaks revered by their elven race. Seventeen young elves, who had chosen that spot to rest during one of their frequent wanderings, died as a result. With clenched teeth and barely containing their fury, the elves sought out other gods — the ones who watched over them and their lands. These benevolent deities listened, and they weren’t indifferent. They confronted Anloail and gave him a proper thrashing, to the astonishment of the flabbergasted villagers who found themselves unwitting witnesses to a divine brawl. 
 
      
 
    Anloail nodded his acquiescence and looked humble. He even mumbled an apology. He murmured something about the circle of life and vowed that next time he would just set sail toward some distant sea. But he didn’t. He froze yet another oak grove, and along with it, the deep bed of a river running through a canyon. As a result, the river overflowed, inundating a vast territory leading to widespread chaos. 
 
      
 
    It was the final straw. Anloail’s fate was sealed. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t mere coincidence that his name began with ‘An’ — so decided the elves, realizing the futility of reasoning with a deity unaffected by shame or remorse. The elven council, a typically long and, by any account, profoundly tedious affair, began and concluded in record time. And not long after, a formidable elven strike force headed for the deity’s favorite settlement. Among their ranks were the elven outcasts, deadly archers with the ability to kill from staggering distances. The battle was swift. 
 
      
 
    Anloail was defenseless and stood no chance against the elven elite squads. He was defeated, and almost immediately after, cast down. The benevolent deities, having been forewarned, abstained from the battle, but lurked nearby. They promptly banished the monstrous plant to the gaping abyss. 
 
      
 
    The elven sages took a moment with the village witnesses, clarifying that Anloail hadn’t fallen, but had simply changed his name and left to explore the world. Rumors were seeded and quickly spread. With the introduction of his new name, the old one began to fade. The elves diligently aided in this forgetting process, and before long, the tale was lost to time… 
 
      
 
    “Yet we haven’t forgotten anything.” Castiæl sighed mournfully. “Every day we ask for the unfortunate Anloail’s forgiveness… Yes… we need to put an end to this dreadful beast once and for all, to complete what was started so long ago.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the real question,” I concurred. “How did he even end up here? He’s supposed to be in Tantariall.” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t explain it.” The elf replied with a broad grin, spreading his arms in a gesture of cluelessness. 
 
      
 
    Alishana approached him: 
 
      
 
    “Angralla…” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t know! We just don’t! We’re not omniscient! It was revealed to one of our oracles once that Anloail… had gotten stuck! Somehow, the fallen deity managed to latch onto this place! But hell is pulling him with incredible force — it’s only due to the monstrous strength of his roots that he still hangs on! To preserve his strength, he devours souls! And he grows gradually…” 
 
      
 
    “Okay…” I sighed. “Go on. About the roots and the souls. And about your way of dealing with this creature… and don’t tell me we’ll have to go down there — to the dead river and Anloail’s roots…” 
 
      
 
    “You truly are a seer, oh Rosgard the Resplendent!” Castiæl exclaimed in awe. Upon seeing Alishana’s raised hand, he snapped, “Stop trying to banish me, woman! I’m an elf, not some damned fly!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the difference?” Bom blurted out in feigned surprise. 
 
      
 
    “And don’t insult me, boy! I was born long before your ancestors took their first tentative steps.” 
 
      
 
    Yes, according to legend, elves live long. Or even eternally. 
 
      
 
    But I had other concerns right then. I leaned towards the elf, grinning wearily: 
 
      
 
    “Listen, pal. We really can’t afford a fight with a fallen deity right now. We just need to pass through. Maybe we can strike a deal? You give us a way to bypass the ravenous god-beast without a fight, and in return… we’ll square things up somehow. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Anloail must fall! He must be destroyed! The elves fear his wrath! The beast devours innocent souls traveling through the labyrinths of Angora’s kingdom and grows ever stronger. Who knows what might happen in the future you’re talking about, Rosgard the Renowned? What fate awaits our children if a ferocious and empowered Anloail somehow breaks back into the upper world?” 
 
      
 
    “There you go… you said what you shouldn’t have,” I grumbled, getting up and stretching. “You gave yourself away.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand your words, Rosgard the Wise.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough. You’ve just slipped up. You said those words.” 
 
      
 
    “What words?” 
 
      
 
    “You said, ‘Anloail must fall. He must be destroyed.’” 
 
      
 
    “I did! With deep inner sorrow, I did utter those dreadful words! But what choice do the unfortunate elves have? There simply isn’t one!” 
 
      
 
    “Tsk! You’re dodging this way and that. Spouting candy floss,” I grimaced. “You lie.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m an elf! I’d never…!” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on.” I raised my hand, stopping the fuming pointyears, and simultaneously glanced at the other players, ensuring they weren’t about to interrupt me. “Anloail was cast down, wasn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “But he managed to grasp onto this place between worlds! He spread his vile roots here!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. And now he looks like a big bluebottle sitting on the doorframe.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
      
 
    “Why do we have to kill an essentially immortal creature? Why not just sever the roots he’s clinging to on the canyon cliffs? After all, the underworld pulls Anloail towards it. And I’ve already seen how that happens…” I involuntarily shrugged, recalling that relentless gravitational force that literally shoved the goblin Wussie’s body through the rocks. “All we need to do is cut even a part of those roots. Tantariall will handle the rest. Get it, elf?” I yawned lengthily, feeling a sudden exhaustion. “It’s easier to chase the fly on the doorframe outside and close the door so it couldn’t return. Why kill? No reason. You don’t even have to close the door — Tantariall will pull Anloail in and shut the gates itself. Done. Problem solved. You’ll never hear of Anloail again. And he can never return. So? Why must we battle an ancient deity to its very demise? Hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “The answer’s simple — it’s easier to annihilate the destroyer and forget about him forever!” 
 
      
 
    “But gods are immortal,” the Black Baroness slowly and thoughtfully interjected. 
 
      
 
    “I can suggest a way!” Castiæl said, beaming. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what’s surprising,” the head of the Sleepless Ones mused, shaking her head. “Very surprising. What a coincidence — just as we hit a massive roadblock, a ghostly elf shows up promising all sorts of aid. Thank you, Ros. I didn’t even pick up on these inconsistencies… why try to kill a mindless immortal divine creature? Anloail has been cast down. And he simply cannot remember those who are responsible for his downfall! He’s a mad, raging creature, only thirsting for destruction and sustenance.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s an ancient light god! And…” Castiæl hesitated, searching for words. Clearly failing to find the right expressions, he broadly smiled and spread his hands. “Our assistance will be invaluable! And our subsequent gratitude — immeasurable. I solemnly promise this on behalf of all elvenkind!” 
 
      
 
    “You dodged my question, Castiæl,” I challenged. 
 
      
 
    He looked away for a moment. “We are of the forest. We’ve lived for eons. But our terror of Anloail remains intense and palpable.” 
 
      
 
    Reaching out, I insisted, “Give me that necklace.” 
 
      
 
    “For what purpose?” Castiæl’s eyes widened in astonishment. “This precious piece holds the souls of my…” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know all its mysteries,” I interrupted, my hand still extended, “but I won’t steal it. On my honor — you have Rosgard’s word, which counts for something in this world, that if I find nothing amiss with those odd beads, I’ll return the necklace to you. Then we can continue our conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s more than just a relic. It’s a keeper of the souls of those dear to me. I’m willing to take you at your word, Rosgard. Yet, if any harm befalls it, I’d never forgive myself.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I assured, nodding. “You look like a ghost, but the necklace — it feels tangible and real. Let me examine it.” 
 
      
 
    “That necklace is an ancient elven heirloom,” he began. 
 
      
 
    “That’s baloney!” Baroness barked. “I’ve already seen that large black pearl! It was found on the shores of the Lost Continent just a few days ago! Maybe a week at most! How did I miss this earlier? Pearls like this typically encase potent magic, not souls. They’re crafted to store spells, supercharged with mana. And the absolute rule of such artifacts — and this is an artifact — is that they must always remain by their owner’s side. What kind of magic is inside it, Castiæl the elf? I must’ve been blind… I need more sleep… Listen, noble woodland avenger, hand over the necklace to Rosgard. We’ll inspect it, and if all’s well, return it. We might even apologize for our distrust. Then, we can start discussing — but, perhaps, methods of bypassing, rather than defeating, the deity lurking in the gorge.” 
 
      
 
    Castiæl surrendered, drawing a deep ghostly breath and waving his hand in defeat. “You’re all so disrespectful. Perhaps that’s the nature of younger races. But the necklace’s age surpasses what you claim, Black Baroness. And proving it is easy. Look, Rosgard.” He leaned in towards me, and I towards him, when suddenly, a blinding flash consumed us. 
 
      
 
    Staggering back, I fell hard, shouting, “Roskie, stay back!” My daughter was already out of reach, but she’s swifter by the day. “Shield Baroness!” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see anything!” 
 
      
 
    “That was intense!” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Castiæl?” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s pointyears?” 
 
      
 
    After a few moments, my vision cleared. I saw the players, poised and ready for battle. Glancing at my own hands, I realized I had instinctively readied my magic, though there was no target in sight anymore. Castiæl had vanished without a trace. 
 
      
 
    “He’s tricked us!” Whisper shouted, morphing into a blurry, dark shadow, rushing towards the far exit. 
 
      
 
    “Find him!” Baroness yelled, sprinting in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    “Dad?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” I reassured Roskie with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “He went that way,” she pointed towards a chilly gorge that lay in the distance. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart.” I smiled gratefully, then turned to the other Insomniac sneak. “Did you hear that?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, O goddess!” He bowed to Roskie briefly, then sprinted off, shouting out the news as he went. 
 
      
 
    “No one will find him now,” I sighed, settling back onto a rock next to the fidgety Bom. “Sit down, treasurer. Let’s log off this instant..” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Well, yeah, we should… my head’s ringing…” 
 
      
 
    The half-orc paused, and soon vanished slowly. I nodded at Roskie, received a nod in return, and watched our clan members log out one by one. I waited until the last one left before pressing the exit button myself. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t worried about news concerning Castiæl — I was bound to find out one way or another. 
 
      
 
    What were the elf’s true motives? I had no idea. And I couldn’t even contemplate it — my brain was fuzzy from fatigue. I just wanted to sleep. 
 
      
 
    A flash. 
 
      
 
    Logout. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WE NEED TO FIND THAT ELF and snuff the bastard,” Bom said with conviction, repeating himself for the third time. He continued in the same vein, with regular repetition, yet it sounded just as eerie. “In fact, we should find all these long-eared forest dwellers and finish them off. And burn their precious forests while we’re at it, rip the charred roots from the ground, grind them into a fine powder and use it instead of flour to bake a celebratory cake for all of Waldyra. We can do without sugar — folks will gobble it up with joy, anyway!” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t surprised when Kyre, usually the pillar of justice, stayed silent again. After all, this was essentially about a fantasy genocide. I kept quiet too, gasping for air and sitting by the wall near a corner where the angry treasurer was pottering about with kettlebells and dumbbells. Kyre had finished her warm-up and was now wrapping herself around a vegetable salad. Orb, who had probably slept a mere four hours, had tried to climb into the game cocoon an hour ago. I’d caught him, made him do a good stretch, all but poured two pints of broth down this fanatic’s gullet, almost forcibly fed him a chicken thigh, and only then let him go. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Waldyra Messenger was projected on the big screen, and we leisurely read and listened to messages from everyone in our special group. Our well-rested band of adventurers was preparing for another dive and subsequent surge. The decision was to log in simultaneously, so currently, the Golden Lotus meadow was nearly empty of “foreigners”. Only three representatives from each clan took turns guarding, rotating every two hours. But their vigil was merely nominal — the Dead Sands Clan warriors were always there. Thus, I wasn’t worried about my restless daughter one bit. 
 
      
 
    “But don’t take my opinion too seriously,” the muscular man finally smirked. “The elves have thwarted many of our plans and set numerous traps for us in the past. So it’s not rational judgment driving me, but personal malice towards these pointy-eared buzzards.” 
 
      
 
    “Right…” 
 
      
 
    “But! I’m willing to admit that the elves had good reason to be mad at us. If they had known the full extent of the atrocities we committed against them… oh boy…” 
 
      
 
    “In short, it’s your personal beef,” I concluded. 
 
      
 
    “Personal,” Bom agreed. “That’s why the bastard needs to be found and finished off. Why so gloomy, Ros?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Kyre chimed in. “You slept restlessly. Mumbling, tossing and turning. What did you dream about?” 
 
      
 
    “I dreamt… oh, it was just random nonsense.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell us!” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. It was weird and it made no sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on!” my girlfriend and comrade-in-arms pressed. “I can see it in your face — you dreamt something so intense that you’re still mulling it over…” 
 
      
 
    “I had a dream,” I sighed, standing up. “Everything was mixed up. The real world and Waldyra. The corridors of Angora and icy wastelands. And I also dreamed of that damn elf’s necklace with pink and black beads. And the nonsense I dreamed of was so vivid that I clearly remember it even now… There I am, holding onto the frozen straps while dragging a sled covered with skins. I move along the snow crust, which constantly breaks under me, and I fall into loose sludge every now and then. I do my utmost, crawl out, and move on… I know I can’t stop — Roskie and Kyre are in the sled behind me. I can’t see them, but I know they’re there. Somewhere far ahead a murky ball of light flickers, and I’m heading towards it, but with every step it gets harder, and with every step more bones and skulls appear under the snow crust… On the sides of me other dark figures, who are also trying to break through the snowy mush ahead, with moans and curses. Many fall and never get up, lying face down in the snow. I don’t see them — but, once again, I know them. Baroness, Malice, and Whisper — those are from the Sleepless Ones. They are still with us. Mixed with the ranks of barely walking warriors of the Dead Sands Clan. Some of our Heroes. Several vaguely familiar figures from other clans… I pull hard on the straps and they dig into my flesh as I walk around a huge ice fragment, inside which frozen dancers smile joyfully in strange poses. Next to me, Baroness falls to her knees and reaches out into the murky darkness. She shouts something like, “Curse you, Black Lion! We trusted you! We believed you!” Malice lies quietly beside her, and there’s a giant two-handed axe with a black handle sticking in his face. Yeah. An axe thrust straight into the poor guy’s mug. Not a wound you survive… I move on, and a towering wall of a snowstorm slowly rolls over us… without making a single sound. It doesn’t feel particularly scary, but from the eyes of the dancers frozen in the ice, bloody tears begin to flow.” Taking a pause, I fell silent, tossing stale thoughts in my head, couldn’t remember anything more, and shrugged. “That’s the kind of dream I had tonight. Amusing, wasn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Ee-e-e-ek…” Kyre squealed, hastily tapping something on the keyboard. 
 
      
 
    “Holy cannoli…” Bom rasped, collapsing next to the kettlebells, his eyes bulging as he looked up at me. “Keep your evil eye away from me! They’ll burn you at the stake yet for dreaming dreams like that, chief! There’s an old pagan tradition of jumping over a bonfire three times to cleanse yourself. Try it, it might clear that head of yours. Need some matches?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure! Hand them over! I’ll set your damn cocoon on fire! Screw you, guys,” I grumbled, heading slowly towards the shower. “Let’s get a move on. We’re leaving for another world in half an hour!” 
 
      
 
    “Ros!” Trouble, still engrossed with her laptop, called out. “I’m uploading a transcript of your dream to the messenger. Alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell would you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you freaked us out, right? Gave us quite a scare there! Now let it be their turn!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, get outta here!” 
 
      
 
    “Nuh-uh! You so did! You should have heard your tone when you were telling us this…” 
 
      
 
    “Can confirm — I had goose bumps the size of Australian cockroaches all over my skin,” nodded the treasurer. 
 
      
 
    “And there’s no personal info there, anyway. Do you have any objections?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” I said, shrugging and pulling off my shirt. “Whatever keeps the lady of the house entertained, as long as she doesn’t go hunting for the husband’s stash.” 
 
      
 
    “Husband? Stash? Oh, yeah — where did you hide the canned peaches?!” 
 
      
 
    “What? Peaches? Why the hell are you mentioning peaches all of a sudden? I, for one — “ 
 
      
 
    “Uploaded… now, back to the peaches! Where are they? Juicy, sweet, and only, only mine… my precious-s-s…” 
 
      
 
    “YIKES!!!” a chorus of voices came from the screen. 
 
      
 
    Other exclamations and interjections followed, all of them just as emotional. But I no longer listened — I felt slightly flustered, so I quickly closed the door and made the water hotter. They were turning me into some hoarse, gloomy clown. Although… I did appreciate those yells of fright. They sounded sincere. At least my mood lifted — and it had seemed hopelessly spoiled after such a grim and vivid dream. 
 
      
 
    “Gimme the peaches!” Kyre banged on the door. “Where’s the stash?! I’ll find them!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Would you repeat that?” I asked politely, turning to Malice who sat nearby, alongside the treasurer. I was once again forced to delay a task of paramount importance — going over my character’s attributes, class, skills, spells, and so on. But the news brought by a very pensive Malice left me no choice. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly?” questioned my erstwhile mentor. 
 
      
 
    “What did you say BB and Whisper were currently engaged in? Over there in the shadowed corner between those golden pillars?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re in a polite chat with our loyal clan buddy, Jig.” 
 
      
 
    “And this… how is it related to my dream? Are you mad?” 
 
      
 
    “Directly, as a matter of fact” Malice shrugged. “See, we casually call him Jig. But his full handle… well, you can walk over and read it yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Just spill it.” 
 
      
 
    “His nickname is a concoction of jumbled letters that make little sense unless you know a smidgeon of Japanese. But, loosely translated, it means something akin to ‘Black Lion from Hell,’ or ‘Infernal Black Lion.’” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on!” 
 
      
 
    “Also, our good friend Jig is an ax fighter. Expertly handles a massive and extremely rare two-handed ax with a black handle.” 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit!” I growled. 
 
      
 
    “And, as it happens,” Malice continued, “Jig is right here with us, among our tight-knit group of adventurers destined for the netherworld.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s probably why he crept into my dream,” I grumbled, calming down a tad. “I’ve seen him around here, swinging that ominous black ax of his. Just a stray memory manifesting in my dreams. Stop with your nonsense, both of you. Let the poor guy out of that corner.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re all just having a laugh,” Malice snorted. “Jig’s laughing the loudest. It’s all in the spirit of good, wholesome fun and camaraderie.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking my head, I turned back to my settings, only to be interrupted once more. 
 
      
 
    “How familiar are you with Japanese?” 
 
      
 
    “Eh?” 
 
      
 
    “We only refer to him as Jig, Jiggs, or Ji. No one ever calls him ‘Lion’. Besides, as I told you just now, his nickname’s a jumble of letters assembled in a particular manner. In order to decipher that as ‘Black Lion from Hell’ from it, you’d need to understand a little Japanese.” 
 
      
 
    “Japanese and me? Seriously?” I asked with eyebrows raised halfway to my hairline. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s what got me pondering,” the wizard replied with a smirk, getting up from his seat. “So you don’t know the language, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not a word beyond ‘banzai’ and ‘geisha.’” 
 
      
 
    “You like anime? Subtitled, not dubbed?” 
 
      
 
    “What? Hey, my man, are you feeling all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Ever indulge in some late-night manga reading?” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
      
 
    “You know, Japanese comics. And especially those rough translations where they don’t translate character or monster names properly, but just kinda…” 
 
      
 
    “Malice! Get a grip! Manga? Anime? And me?” 
 
      
 
    “Ever visited a Japanese-themed zoo?” 
 
      
 
    “Take a deep breath and relax, man. We’ve been drifting, walking, wandering, and running together for days on end. I’ve overheard dozens of conversations, hundreds of yells, and so on. Someone must have asked Jig about his nickname once, and he’d answered, and I must have overheard it without even realizing. That’s it. Kyre probably just wanted to raise a laugh when she shared my weird dream in the chat. So? It’s fun, right? Aren’t you having fun?” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” Bom pointed a massive paw at his armored chest. “I’m having a blast!” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” I glanced at the wizard. 
 
      
 
    “Me? Hell no! I’m not finding any of this funny at all! I got a two-handed axe to the face in that dream of yours! And I was left there lying belly-up in the snow! What’s so fun about that, you goddamn harbinger of doom?!” 
 
      
 
    “And then the snow slowly buried you, while BB wrenched the ax from your face, screamed and ran into the snowy darkness. I slowly followed suit.” 
 
      
 
    “And me?” 
 
      
 
    “You were left behind, and a creeping gray mist devoured you. But we weren’t much better off — we were trudging straight into a snowstorm.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, ‘trudging’! You all were trudging! And me? I was just lying there! Hell’s bells!” 
 
      
 
    “Leave Jig be,” I intervened. “Don’t turn a mole’s hiccup into a dragon’s roar!” 
 
      
 
    “I got the gist, anyway…” Malice conceded, starting to walk away. “Still, it freaks me out! Oh! Speaking of Japanese… Are you into Sumo wrestling, by any chance?” 
 
      
 
    “Piss off!” 
 
      
 
    “On my way, on my way…” 
 
      
 
    “And enough with this dream interpretation business! It’s nothing but rubbish!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, indeed… but why do I feel so damn cold? As if I’m already lying under a blanket of snow… and my nose… it feels all twitchy…” 
 
      
 
    I watched him retreat, then turned to Bom. “Quite the character, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly is,” Bom agreed, then quickly chased after Malice. “Hey! Doomed fellow! Look over here!” 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon? Doomed fellow?!” 
 
      
 
    “You better cough up, not raise your voice.” 
 
      
 
    “For what?” 
 
      
 
    “For the signature foretelling of Ros the Wise. He gave you a gentle yet dire forewarning, didn’t he? Square up with him. A hundred in gold, maybe ten exquisite, sizable rubies or the equivalent in diamonds. But you could compensate with magic scrolls. What treasures are you hoarding in that bag?” 
 
      
 
    “Go to hell!” 
 
      
 
    “I might just do that. But remember, next time, prophecies won’t come cheap, you tightwad! And the next axe blow might not be aimed at your skull, but rather…” 
 
      
 
    “Fine! Here! Five scrolls! Three imbued with fire magic, two with nature. Happy now?!” 
 
      
 
    “Add this one too,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    “The green and brown one? But that’s a support magic scroll. ‘Prolonged Rest in Warmth’,” Malice replied. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect, thanks. Here, grab your fire magic and replace it with two more of those Rest scrolls.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on… I’m confused now…” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, get on with it. Thanks. Good luck with the rest of your life — what little’s left of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oi!” 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” I barked, about to expire of embarrassment. “Bom! Have you lost your freaking mind?” 
 
      
 
    “My mental state is irrelevant. What matters is that we got some compensation,” the returning treasurer rumbled. “Tuck those Rest scrolls deep in your belt pouch, boss.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say you actually believe the crap I dreamt up.” 
 
      
 
    “I may believe it… or not… but make sure you keep those scrolls safe — and let’s get moving.” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep sigh, hid the scrolls without saying a word, and followed the striding half-orc, simultaneously pulling up my character’s stats on my interface. I began with the main screen, which briefly described my new class — the essence of the new me, in other words. Just one look at this ominously dark, burgundy-hued, and mysteriously flickering screen sufficed to realize it was something monumental. And indeed it was. Due to a series of implausible events and a tangle of fateful threads that should never have even come close to each other, I managed to acquire this remarkable class. During initiation, I faced a challenging decision between four offered classes. I had to think hard, rationally assessing both myself and my surroundings. I opted for a rather odd starting class as a result, which, once I’d advanced far enough on this path, would offer me another choice. As for what lay beyond the second specialization step, no one knew. The simple reason was that the Warriors of the Dead Sands were outcasts who had, against all odds, survived and preserved an ancient artifact. They had also retained their traditions, combat skills, magic, and other traits. Such was the legend. According to this same legend, the relic assisted the outcasts during each initiation. But outside Angora, away from its true home, it couldn’t unleash its full power. Hence, for a long time, the Warriors of the Dead Sands couldn’t attain the third specialization step in their classes. Only about a dozen desiccated elder warriors with formidable powers and spells remained alive. This was the primary reason why the most potent warriors always stayed behind the younger ones; if an enemy breached the base camp of the Dead Sands Clan, they would face not pitiable old men and children but the true might of those who hailed from hell. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t even begin to imagine the astonishment of those who’d realize they hadn’t actually faced the mightiest of the desert nomads yet… 
 
      
 
    Chills ran down my skin as I considered the profound astonishment the guard corps and Angora’s army might feel upon discovering that the desert dwellers they’d battled for had only ever unleashed half their potential strength. Limited by their developmental ceiling, these desert dwellers demonstrated such legendary skills that tales of their feats spread far and wide. One such story reached me through Valaraman the Gray, a famed bard. He spoke of ten desert dwellers who’d faced off against two hundred elite guards, laying them all to waste. Intrigued by this enthralling tale, I decided to find out more about its authenticity, only to learn the truth was far darker than the legend suggested… It wasn’t just a battle; it was a slaughter. There had been eleven desert-dwellers, and they’d faced one hundred and eighty-two guards. The remaining details of the legend were accurate. The last of the guards met their fate at the hands of a raven-eyed sorceress who, ensnared in a web, unleashed a spell so deadly it eradicated all life within a triangle thirty steps on each side. The devastation was absolute. The victims perished, as did the sorceress. Even the grass and earth died, turning to mournful ash. For a day, the land became lethal, annihilating anyone daring to step upon the seemingly cursed ground. Creatures sent into the area instantly disintegrated into smoky ash heaps. Any thrown or fired projectile got yanked to the center of this death zone, becoming impaled on stone spikes or crushed beneath them. Some magnetic force of incredible strength seemed to permeate this realm of death. After a day, the terror ceased. The spell didn’t dissipate; instead, the entire triangle collapsed into the earth, later to be replaced by fresh living soil. Attempts were made to excavate the items swallowed by the land. Expert diggers, dwarf miners accustomed to the toughest terrains, dug as deep as they could, but to no avail. After tunneling for a hundred feet, they encountered an impenetrable stone barrier extending another hundred feet. Greedy treasure seekers eventually admitted defeat. Now, with the newfound understanding of the desert dwellers’ limitations, this legend would better be titled “Eleven Apprentices Against Nearly Two Hundred Elite Fighters.” Nevertheless, it was undeniable that the guards faced some of the best students from the Dead Sands Clan — I learned this firsthand during my journey and from long conversations aboard the Black Queen. 
 
      
 
    That was a cautionary tale to leave a lasting impression. 
 
      
 
    We progressed alongside a squad of advanced students — not masters by any stretch. The same was true for the Black Baroness. This, as I came to realize after my initiation, was her very motivation for heading to Angora — as a member of the desert clan, she too would get the opportunity to undergo initiation, enabling her to ascend to the third tier of specialization, learn new magic, and gain an array of lethal skills. The Black Baroness was journeying to Angora to harness true power. I knew she had triumphed in tournaments numerous times. Even in bare tournaments — where participants were permitted to wear nothing but ordinary underwear. Bikinis for girls, loin cloths for boys. This was done to ensure no power imbalance due to fancy gear. Such restrictions didn’t faze Baroness; she had won such tournaments more than once or twice. I learned this from the awestruck Whisper. Therefore, the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones didn’t solely rely on her snug black leather outfit. Even in lingerie, she’s quite the gladiator. And what would she become once she climbed up another rung? 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I doubted I could ever reach even the second tier, what with my careless attitude and incessant preoccupations. After listening to the Black Baroness a couple of times, I realized that there was a fair bit to memorize in this class — literally. The combat class I’d chosen, which leaned toward the magical side, required its wielder to memorize activating spell texts. No longer could I simply flick my wrist or snap my fingers like Spider-Man to unleash furious magic. Now, I needed to vocalize spells aloud — some of which, I was told, were quite lengthy. And yet, to my shame, I hadn’t utilized this magic or any of my skills so much as once. 
 
      
 
    Not that I had that much to utilize. Besides my trusty old arsenal, I had received but a single skill and a single spell from my mentors. Now the laid-back ngamu Rosgard had to study them — the activating posture of the skill and the activating text of the spell — then demonstrate them and, if successful, be given the next ones for combat practice. 
 
      
 
    The acquired spell had some gibberish for a name, but once it entered my magic list, it renamed itself to The Path of Death: Melting Words, Elusive Deeds. Mind-blowing, to say the least. 
 
      
 
    This was the first and mandatory aura spell used by every warrior and mage of the Dead Sands Clan. In essence, this spell didn’t provide anything tangible. It acted as a filter, concealing some of my activating movements with remarkable reliability and completely muffling my spellcasting speech. Thus, my enemy wouldn’t be able to hear a single word of any of the spells I’d cast. To ensure opponents didn’t see my moving lips, the lower part of my face was concealed. That was why the Black Baroness covered her face with a black half-mask for particularly intense battles. And that was why her figure seemed oddly blurred — even before a battle, when she was just warming up. It was the effect of the Melting Words spell. Activating it cost a mere fifty mana points, and maintaining the aura, another fifty per minute. That was at the first rank. At the second, it got to a hundred. At the third, to a hundred and fifty. Not every warrior could afford such consistent expenditures. Of course equipment and elixirs could solve many issues — as could multi-layered regenerative auras. 
 
      
 
    And now, activation… 
 
      
 
    “An dholl!” I whispered softly, continuing to walk slowly and, after ensuring no one heard me, “Aqwen dion tollurs!” 
 
      
 
    “An dholl” stood for “Death’s path,” or “a deadly path.” Beyond that, I didn’t know anything. 
 
      
 
    And thus did Ros begin his much-delayed class progression. 
 
      
 
    After deactivating the spell, I activated it again. Then deactivated it once more. I needed to memorize the damned chant — and this was one of the shorter ones, too! 
 
      
 
    Besides, I needed to constantly ensure no one heard me. Also, I needed a mask, scarf, or any item that could muffle my words. Even better if that item was specifically enchanted to suppress sounds. All the desert dwellers were obsessed with secrecy. They strictly monitored this. And anyone who appeared too… conspicuous… earned mild contempt. Maybe that was why the Baroness behaved so plainly, even modestly at times? Maybe that was why she avoided lavish clothing in public? Most of the time, I’d seen the leader of the Sleepless clad in modest black leather. She looked dangerous and ready for battle. There were no displays of wealth or status; everything remained strictly functional. 
 
      
 
    I’d need to rethink my wardrobe. Rummaging through my inventory — a thing I hadn’t done in a while — I pulled out a dusty dark cloth and draped it over my shoulders, covering my body from neck to heel. I instantly looked like an impoverished desert dweller. This strange poncho didn’t offer any bonuses, nor did it impose any penalties. It simply hung on me, hiding my brown pants, green shirt, and a thick fabric vest. Digging in my backpack once more, I found one of the gray scarves and immediately wrapped it around my neck, covering the lower part of my face. Reaching over my shoulder, I felt the edge of a hood and put it on, fully covering my head and part of my face. Dusty tassels hung in front of my eyes — just like the ones on Orb’s favorite old baseball cap. Damn… I really wished I knew more about what he was up to. But the scrawny fanatic remained silent or simply lay there weakly, seemingly not even hearing my words. I’d have to take photos of the emaciated jerk and send them to his loving sister — to prove he was still alive. 
 
      
 
    The battle skill I had acquired from the desert dwellers was called Alloxarhar. Essentially, it was just a standard “Push,” “Step,” “Kick,” or “Slap” — that was what spells or abilities that could instantly move a character several meters in any direction were called. They came in handy during unexpected confrontations when one needed to widen the gap between oneself and the enemy — or to close it in order to drive a dagger into the enemy’s throat. In my Khrushchot days, I used to rely on an elvish spell called Crimson Storm Leaf for the exact same purpose. It had saved me more than once — as I flew backwards facing the enemy, I could release up to two arrows during a short flight, and continue shooting from a safe distance upon landing. This tactic worked wonders against sluggish beasts, provided one had enough mana. So Alloxarhar wasn’t really surprising to me, except for its name and activation method. Crouching slightly, I shifted my weight onto one foot and lurched forward, preparing to jump. The activated skill threw me fifteen feet ahead, and I had to make an effort not to slam face-first into the black-leather-covered chest that had suddenly appeared in my path. 
 
      
 
    “Practicing?” The Baroness smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Mhm…” 
 
      
 
    “Is Orb alive?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s walking the Stalk-Way. Mistress Mistry Mythrell is alive too.” 
 
      
 
    “Any more dreams?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t persecute Jig,” I sighed. “Just a damned coincidence.” 
 
      
 
    “Well… who’s persecuting him? He’s taken his place at the vanguard’s forefront and seems satisfied.” 
 
      
 
    “A heavy ax fighter at the forefront of the vanguard? Without a shield?” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll manage.” The girl smiled encouragingly, then eyed me closely. “I see you’ve finally embarked on your chosen path?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” I sighed even more heavily. “Shall I go?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s. We’re leaving in ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t be late,” I nodded. “The chosen route?” 
 
      
 
    During the break, and through lengthy chats and discussions in the Waldyra-messenger group chat, several course of action options had been proposed. Naturally, the longest yet safest route was chosen. We were prepared for any delay as long as we didn’t all perish here, jeopardizing our further progress towards Angora. 
 
      
 
    “The chosen route,” CB confirmed. “Ros, try not to take off your mask and cloak for the next few days. Get used to it. And constantly maintain the first spell. Your mana reserves should be more than sufficient.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” I grunted. “I’m like a tank. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “And to you.” The Baroness smiled widely. A disdainful squeak came from a fluffy tri-colored creature that was nested under her collar. 
 
      
 
    I turned away and headed towards the half-orc, who was already occupied with bundles, activating and deactivating Melting Words repeatedly along the way. After ensuring I remembered the text and wouldn’t need to frantically rummage through my notepad to find it, I activated the Words and proceeded to study the annotations further. 
 
      
 
    As for regular magic — like my Thorn Thicket, Fireball, Sticky Vine, Ice Spear, the Wasp and the likes — I would have to forget about those spells as soon as I’d get a confirmation from any of the Dead Sands Clan warriors. The confirmation that I’ve mastered the first set of skills and can move on. 
 
      
 
    Why would I need to forget my usual spells, though? 
 
      
 
    Because the constantly activated Melting Words spell had created a resonant personal aura around me. It might have sounded complicated, but in truth, it was straightforward. Any other magic and abilities which weren’t linked to the secret martial arts of the desert warriors, had their effectiveness reduced by ninety percent across all parameters. I wouldn’t be able to cast spells anywhere near as swiftly, and the enchantments wouldn’t be anywhere near as strong. Furthermore, there was a significant risk they wouldn’t even activate — the Words aura surrounding me could tear unfamiliar magic to shreds. Turning to foreign magic and abilities was frowned upon by the Dead Sands clan in general… but that was merely the start. At the next tier, nearly everything deemed “foreign” would simply get blocked. 
 
      
 
    In essence, I was about to restart my character development. I still had my levels, but as far as spells and abilities were concerned, it was tantamount to starting from scratch. I could finally see why Baroness had ventured to the Northern Desert almost immediately after her “birth” in this world. It seemed wasteful to invest in something that would become redundant. 
 
      
 
    The constraints didn’t extend to the scrolls I wielded, or to combat magic wands. Which meant that I could blast away with magic from scrolls and wands, regardless of the active Words aura. For the average player, such a style was devastatingly expensive — one would never accumulate much wealth if one fought that way. 
 
      
 
    After adjusting the waist bag, which was concealed beneath my cloak, I slung an enormous, weightless-enchanted backpack onto my shoulders. I then absentmindedly caressed the ears of an enormous wolf, which was purring contentedly. Its furry body was bound by a sturdy harness, laden with multiple pouches. With a single leap, Roskie landed on Tyrant’s back, had a good stretch, signaled the trailing wolf-hounds with a whistle, and grinned: 
 
      
 
    “Caught loads of fish today, dad!” 
 
      
 
    “Clever girl.” 
 
      
 
    “Had some thoughts about death…” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “While you were away, I spoke with Alishana again, and some other desert outcasts.” 
 
      
 
    “I see…” 
 
      
 
    “They’re servants of death. But are they truly evil?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
      
 
    “Can we discuss it?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” I conceded, suppressing an urge to delay the conversation. “Do it en route, all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Then get yourself ready.” 
 
      
 
    Roskie took off in a hurry. As I stood next to Kyrea the Protectress, who was absorbed in examining herself, I checked the assortment of spells stashed in the special pockets on my doublet’s sleeves. They were the usual spells, versatile and applicable to any situation: Ice Field, Stone Hail, Infernal Carousel, Black Mist, Dazzling Dawn, Healing Rain, about ten top-tier Fireballs, and just as many advanced “trip-and-grab” spells. On top of that, the half-orc had handed over some Rest scrolls. I also had two scrolls of a high-grade Glow, which, when used, conjured a brilliantly shining miniature sun above, casting authentic sunlight for twenty minutes. I also had two wands were fastened to my belt — one filled with stone pellets, the other holding the spell of Ice Torrent. My backpack held two more wands, along with various other essential equipment. The thought of our upcoming journey sent a shiver down my spine; it wouldn’t be long before we left the safety of the bay behind, headed for the daunting canyon… 
 
      
 
    The name of my new class was rather perplexing. 
 
      
 
    An Wair Yrg Dohlarren. 
 
      
 
    Its translation was clear enough, though — Crimson Follower of the Death Path. Alternatively, Crimson Wayfarer on the Road to Death. Or Blood-red Traveler of the Death Trail. Or perhaps, Blood-stained Follower… Several options were available. All were suggested by the desert warriors — I hadn’t discussed them with anyone else. Although, that was not entirely true — I did try to tell Kyre about it sneakily, but she huffed indignantly and lectured me about the importance of keeping trusted secrets. 
 
      
 
    As always, I tried to keep things simple. 
 
      
 
    Who were these Death Road travelers, really? 
 
      
 
    It was simple — at the outset, the nomads were a clan that resided in Angora and specialized in clearing the paths leading to the Kingdom of Death. That was it! They eliminated the fearsome rahgras, and also met the departed souls and showed them the way to their final sanctuary. 
 
      
 
    The only intriguing aspect about this title was its color. 
 
      
 
    All the class names were identical, with only the color differing. My choice? Red. A complex class to develop, but it could be aptly termed a “combat mage”. The main reason I chose this class was its enhanced resilience, the ability to study unique healing spells, and on top of that, the ability to wear heavy armor. The key now was to pass the initial skill test — then, I’d officially complete the initiation and receive my first bonuses. And my initial penalties… 
 
      
 
    Now I had to decide whether I should abandon my trusted and cherished old magic or wait a while longer. 
 
      
 
    I heaved a loud sigh, turned and headed toward Alishana. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, I removed the message displayed before my eyes that informed me about the activation of my class and the acquisition of a new pair of skills, or spells. I bent down and picked up a heavy gray cuirass from a stone, which was adorned with five ruby star-gems for life and enchanted for extra protection and lightness. After donning the cuirass, I attached heavy steel knee guards and shoulder plates. That was my limit for now. At this class level, I couldn’t yet afford additional pieces of heavy armor. But that didn’t stop me from strapping something akin to a fairly heavy leather skirt around my waist. The thing was filled with pockets all around. I then promptly granted access to this skirt to all members of my clan. After a brief thought, I gave the same access to Whisper, Malice, and Baroness, notifying them in the process. Now, in an emergency, anyone could pull a health or mana potion, or a scroll, from this skirt-bag. I inserted an extra wand with a Fire Torrent spell into one of the pockets. 
 
      
 
    Well then… 
 
      
 
    Rosgard, Crimson Follower of the Death Path, was ready to move forward… 
 
      
 
    Taking my first step, I aligned myself behind the steel-clad back of Kyre, checked if Roskie was moving alongside, exchanged glances with Alishana, and once again delved into studying the intricacies of my new class. I needed to understand the penalties, recognize the bonuses, and read up on the new spell — especially that last one. I had no plans to engage in close combat. If the spell turned out to be utterly useless, I’d offset my reduced combat efficiency with a bunch of scrolls, a couple of wands, and a slew of foul curses. It was time to level up… 
 
      
 
    We followed the core of the Sleepless Ones, entering the black passage and leaving behind the safety of the Golden Lotus clearing. Cold brushed our faces. Ahead of us lay a gorge with the mad divine monster — and we were walking straight into its jaws. 
 
      
 
    The second ability didn’t inspire confidence. It was fully reliant on agility, and its name was “Flight of the Winged Scorpion” in Alishana’s translation. I hadn’t encountered such creatures before — and hoped I never would. This ability, albeit draining a sizable amount of my energy, theoretically allowed me to navigate challenging terrains like loose and crumbly soil, as well as quicksand. At its next tier, maneuvering through marshlands became feasible. Much hinged on agility, the capacity of my energy bar, my level of exhaustion, and the proper calibration of other stats. The skill also necessitated holding a long object like a staff, bow, spear handle, or something similar — for support. When activated, it lasted for twenty seconds; if I spotted a bright green dot on the ground ahead of me, I had to poke it with the staff to “regain” balance. A mini-game, no less. The greater the character’s agility, the less likely the need to “restore balance.” The reasons for low agility being undesirable were obvious enough. 
 
      
 
    I was currently holding a staff in my hand — it was enchanted, made of oak with a mithril core, and topped with a blue crystal. It augmented my mana reserve by three hundred points and enhanced its regeneration by five percent. As I marched steadily through the corridor, I barely noticed how immersed I had become in the role of a desert mage. Receiving a screenshot from Kyre, my eyes widened at the slightly hunched, faceless figure with a staff. Dusty drapes trailed to the ground, a hood obscured the head and face, a hefty backpack pressed against the back, a hand steadied the weighty staff, and barely-seen feet in boots trod the worn stone of an ancient path with confidence… 
 
      
 
    A spell… 
 
      
 
    Hmm… 
 
      
 
    Reading the description, I felt akin to a witch… or a warlock. I wasn’t sure exactly which, but the sensation was eerie. The spell bore the name Jarring Cartilage. It targeted individuals. Its range — was thirty feet. That might have worked for the Crèche, but in areas with swifter monsters such a short range posed risks for a mage. At the cost of forty mana units, the spell allowed me to agitate a cartilage in a selected target’s body. Which one? Divine randomness decided, though I could specify, by pointing, either the upper or lower part of the target. In case of humanoids, the magic would strike the torso or legs. The spell inflicted pain, and at its second tier, could induce a temporary injury, disabling a knee or elbow, or perhaps locking the neck. Continuous activation wasn’t an option — I could only do it once every two minutes at my current level. The restriction wasn’t clear to me, but there was no sense in deliberating about it, so I simply accepted it. On the other hand, I learned a small secret from Alishana — if I used a spell as a contact spell — that is, pressed my palm or fist directly to the victim’s body and uttered the incantation — the spell would inflict fifteen percent more damage. Additionally, it greatly increased the chance of a magical critical hit. If I sneaked up to an unsuspecting victim while not engaged in combat and used the spell, the damage would amplify by twenty-five percent, and the chance of a magical crit hit became much higher. It was essential to remember that all warriors of the Dead Sands could call themselves desert ninjas by rights. Their entire approach was based on stealth, speed, suddenness, and brutal ferocity. 
 
      
 
    Whether I liked it or not, I needed to adapt to this combat style. The aura of Melting Words and Motions still surrounded me. It made my companions blink in confusion when they saw my figure become blurry. I needed to raise my voice and articulate clearly — the aura affected not only spell chants, but regular speech, too. I’d been warned that the second tier of the aura would exacerbate this issue. These inconveniences emerged slowly… However, these difficulties existed only for “outsiders” — none of the desert warriors had any issues communicating with me. They could hear every word of mine clearly — and vice versa. Of course, I had no communication problems with the Black Baroness, either. 
 
      
 
    We paused briefly in the corridor for a quick conversation, confirmed everyone was ready, and continued. We left the relatively safe corridor one after the other. The last few feet we walked over a solid layer of snow, which was crunching beneath our feet. Above us, massive icicles hung menacingly and mockingly, illuminated by a toxic green glow. The moment I left the corridor, a biting gust of icy wind hit me so hard that I gasped involuntarily as it howled along the dark, seemingly bottomless canyon. 
 
      
 
    I only glimpsed the bridge ahead for a split second, seeing the curved dark granite slabs entwined with blackened dead branches. A roaring stream filled with crushed ice rushed through the gutter, slowly being pushed out and solidifying on the “land” part of the bridge into grotesque icy protrusions. Crossing there seemed impossible — you’d need to send a bulldozer ahead to carve out these ice mountains and hills. I didn’t even look at the opposite side of the canyon — it was dark. But I managed to notice the same dark, knotty branches stretching out from the shadows. 
 
      
 
    We were walking behind Kyre, flanked by Bom’s measured steps, which protected us from the perilous cliff’s edge. In return, we shielded Roskie, who was riding her wolf near the wall. Bypassing the bridge’s start, we started our descent on a narrow rocky path angled sharply toward the canyon floor. Players ahead of us were clearing the ice, and from the hands of several mages, smoking and smoldering sand was pouring down. This allowed the heavily-laden warriors and animals that were trailing behind to move without fear of slipping. A fall would prove catastrophic; it would either knock us off the path or result in us taking down those below — either way, we’d plummet to our deaths. 
 
      
 
    Our decision for this plan was unanimous. No objections arose. The point was to forsake the bridge and the godlike creature beyond. Why would we do that? Because deities were immortal and held immense power. On the other side of that bridge, a god lay in waiting. Deranged or not, the god was not someone we could easily counter, particularly on unfamiliar ground where reinforcements were out of the question. 
 
      
 
    Another deterrent lay in the form of the elf Castiæl. He ardently wished for us to cross that bridge and face whatever awaited. What was his purpose? And why would a semi-ethereal elf assure us of victory? The idea sounded utterly preposterous. So, we opted to do the opposite — if Castiæl wanted us to cross the bridge, it was prudent for us stay as far away from it as possible. 
 
      
 
    Our plan was simple. Descend into the uncharted territories of the canyon. Locate a safe spot. Halt. Dispatch scouts in every direction. Study the information they collected. Based on this new data, decide our next course of action. The bridge couldn’t be the only path into Angora; another way must exist. The main objective was to find it. 
 
      
 
    There was a flash to my right. Slowly spiraling down into the dark canyon was a massive crimson light. Accompanying another flare from a scroll that was as red as fire, a gigantic phoenix burst forth. Obeying a command, it circled the light, adding illumination from its blazing wings and carrying in its beak a magical eye carved from mountain crystal. It was held by a Sleepless sorceress who rode atop a large spotted cat, and its glow revealed a ghostly image of the canyon depths. 
 
      
 
    I exhaled a puff of mist and cast an encouraging glance at my daughter, all wrapped up in warm winter gear, and nodded to Alishihara Lih Duoros, who was walking behind Tyrant. No matter what happened, my main goal was to protect Roskie. Everything else was secondary. 
 
      
 
    “The next two hundred paces are clear! Attention! There are fresh tracks of a large rahgra on the snow! Keep an eye on the cliffs above and below! Central group! Activate the repulsion aura.” 
 
      
 
    “Kyre,” I looked at the paladin maiden, “step toward me. If you get grabbed and dragged… Everyone! Step away from the path’s edge! Belen! Is the repulsion aura artifact active?” 
 
      
 
    “Activated normally. I’ve taken out the force crystal to go easy on the crystal jar of mana.” 
 
      
 
    “Put the crystal back in,” I ordered. “And hand me the mana nibbler.” 
 
      
 
    “As you command, leader.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, I received what I had asked for — a delicate energy thread, almost glass-like, ending in a grim-looking steel clip with fangs. I opened it and attached the clip to my left pinkie. The thread instantly lit up, pulsating blue lights running along it, connecting me to the repulsion aura artifact carried behind me. Any creature, be it a leopard, an elephant, or a rahgra, would be repelled or at least get suspended in the air for a while, should it leap or charge at our squad. The effect varied, depending on the attacker’s mass and power. Those artifacts were priceless, extremely rare, and voracious mana eaters to boot. Was this the pinnacle of my career, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    I continued to serve as a walking battery. And I didn’t mind that much — even though I was doing it in a somewhat laughable manner, with a crocodile clip on my pinkie, I was still protecting my clan. My family. 
 
      
 
    Crunching over the hot sand that quickly absorbed water before freezing over, we covered at least five hundred steps and reached the end of the descent. Ahead, the path widened, running alongside a flattened rock wall. There was a detail that gripped our attention — the painting on this wall, which looked as if the rock had once melted, was striking… 
 
      
 
    A white, muscular giant was depicted on the wall, its arms normal up to the wrists ending in triangular-tipped spikes. Impaled on these spikes were semi-transparent figures, appearing to belong to a human and a half-orc. Instead of a head, the giant had an open, flaming book. Instead of legs, three insect-like limbs sprouted from each leg below the knees. A gaping, cross-shaped, toothy maw was present in the muscular abdomen, drawing in sparkly mist emanating from the impaled figures. The mist sparkled in the light of our torches and alchemical lanterns — for a simple reason. The fastest among us took a closer look, assessed the situation, and exclaimed in astonishment: 
 
      
 
    “Diamonds! Hundreds of them!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch!” This command burst from both me and the Baroness almost simultaneously. A second later, several other players, including Kyre, issued the same warning. Then the voices of the desert guards followed. 
 
      
 
    “They’re huge, these things! It’s just that they’re almost completely submerged in this rock!” The man who spoke seemed to be unconsciously reaching toward the horrifying image, unaware of his actions. But before he could touch the wall, a half-orc’s massive hand, clad in chainmail gloves, intercepted his arm. Bom the mule let out a wheezing sigh full of sorrow: 
 
      
 
    “I feel you… I weep with you… but we cannot… we cannot…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not even about the money… These diamonds are of stunning purity! And I’m saying this as a professional jeweler!” 
 
      
 
    “Take screenshots from different angles,” the Baroness interrupted brusquely. “And… make sure none of you touch this masterpiece. Don’t so much as breathe on it!” 
 
      
 
    I glanced down involuntarily — beneath the path, through the scattered sand, the submerged part of our chosen route was barely visible. Achylotes stared mesmerized at the enormous picture of a giant piercing semi-transparent unfortunates. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, crap!” Baroness interjected, startling us. “I said — don’t even breathe on it!” 
 
      
 
    The jeweler, snapping back to his senses, retreated hastily, clutching his head… as a red stain started to spread slowly around the point where the player’s greedy breath had touched the wall. I cursed inwardly. 
 
      
 
    We all froze — each and every one of us crowded on this flat stretch of the rocky path. 
 
      
 
    “What an idiot!” Baroness hissed, driving her jeweler clansman further back into the ranks with just a glance. 
 
      
 
    “This is a hit to the Sleepless Ones’ reputation!” One of the Architects Clan members spoke out with some hesitation. “No offense, but facts are facts. What have we woken up now? What’s this book-headed monstrosity?” 
 
      
 
    “Always knew books were deadly,” someone quipped from the back rows. 
 
      
 
    “Why have we stopped?” I couldn’t help myself. “Let’s move on, folks. Who knows how many more miles of rugged terrain lie ahead? And you want to squabble here? Over a questionable diamond-studded work of art?” 
 
      
 
    “Questionable,” Kyre quietly snorted. “Can you imagine what an artwork like this would cost in the real world? But you’re right… Heroes! Let’s move! Move! And stop gawking at the evil book! It’s just mad because no one reads it! Forward!” 
 
      
 
    The Heroes of the Final Frontier were the first to set forth, close behind the Sleepless Ones. They, in turn, pressed the others, and we started moving along the path again, following the wall of the canyon and not descending anywhere for the moment. The complete absence of monsters — or any life or vegetation for that matter — was unnerving. The presence of snow and cold was infuriating, and the spreading red spot in the diamond mist was the last straw. Yet, I kept my composure, calmly moving my feet and not forgetting to check for the Words aura. Soon, I’d be able to upgrade Words to the second tier — and instantly boost this spell for free. The first and simplest spell from my new arsenal. Occasionally, when the opportunity presented itself, I’d fall behind a bit, wait for a moment, and then use the Alloxarhar. But I didn’t overuse it — I was saving my Vigor. For all we knew, things could go south any moment and we’d be running and fighting on the fly. 
 
      
 
    My shoulder blades contracted in irrational fear, but no book-headed creature stabbed me in the back. After another five hundred steps, I hardly even remembered it anymore… Well, almost… 
 
      
 
    Another third of a mile later, we stopped again, discovering a narrow passage in the canyon wall, leading to some unexplored dark space. It led in the opposite direction we needed to go, but the scouts still explored the cavity and found that it was a cave, shaped like an amphora tipped on its side. The entrance was through the neck. It was much warmer inside, and a channel connected it to a wide trench running parallel to our path, allowing some of our underwater companions to enter. But not all — some of the rays and orcas were too large to fit through the side trench. This didn’t bother Glugg. With a casual wave of his finned paw, he pulled a few scrolls from a slit in his heavy fur-line cloak, and activated them. Fine dust dispersed through the water. The shrunken fish and rays obediently filed into a glass container set down for them. Then the achylotes sealed it shut, slapped a weight-reducing spell on the jar, and heaved it from the cave floor. Shrinking spells could do wonders for size, but they don’t do much about the object’s mass. A pocket-sized killer whale still tipped the scales like its full-grown counterpart. On top of that, the achylotes had to haul all the cargo that the beasts of burden used to carry by themselves — it hadn’t shrunk an inch. 
 
      
 
    I settled down next to the cave’s pond and looked at the swelling bubble near its surface. Inside was Glugg’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Throwing around scrolls like they’re confetti, huh? What’s your secret, Glugg?” I said, stretching out and leaning into the cool sand. 
 
      
 
    “From what I’ve heard, you’re not exactly pinching pennies either,” Glugg shot back with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Beside him, another bubble formed. A female achylote’s head surfaced, her high golden hat like a triangle aimed at the heavens. Her green display name read Emergin’ Sea. She glanced around, locked eyes with Roskie setting up her fishing lines, and disappeared. A second later, she reemerged beside Roskie. “No fish here,” she announced. “But for a price, we could arrange something.” 
 
      
 
    “So unfair! A typhoon through your gills!” Roskie protested. 
 
      
 
    “Mergie, don’t lie to the kid,” Glugg grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine — there are some fish.” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” Roskie snapped to attention. 
 
      
 
    “Over there, near the blue algae. That stretch of water is home to a few piscines that boast unusually sharp fangs… Oh, hi, Kyrea.” 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Kyrea greeted, dropping onto the sand beside us after assigning tasks. 
 
      
 
    Turning back to Glugg, I inquired, “Holding up okay?” 
 
      
 
    “The passages are narrowing. More ice. Colder. But we’re managing. Honestly, you’ve got it tougher.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. This place was designed more for landlubbers. Your routes are just sketched in,” I agreed. “What’s up ahead?” 
 
      
 
    “A lot of water,” Glugg replied. “One of our folks has a certain… special skill.” 
 
      
 
    “How much water are we talking?” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like this godforsaken gorge does have a bottom,” Glugg mused. “Streams and waterfalls converge down there, filling a sizable lake. It’s bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Where there’s depth, there’s usually also a bunch of big nasty things,” he clarified. “Overall, it should be okay for us. We can finally let the shrunken cargo whales and dinos take a magic break. That’s a relief; otherwise, they might die. And yes, I know whales and dolphins aren’t exactly fish.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Force of habit. Where was I? Right — the gorge’s bottom. The cold water will be a problem. We’ll have to magically heat the water around the warm-blooded creatures. Dinosaurs and crocs can’t handle icy water for too long. Warm shallows would’ve been so much better…” 
 
      
 
    “Better for everyone,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Depends,” Baroness interjected, suddenly appearing beside us and shuddering. “Sometimes, shallow waters cause far more problems than the clear depths. Trust me on this one.” 
 
      
 
    “Hard to argue with an experienced warrior,” Glugg replied, bowing his head gallantly — making the bubble around him quiver anxiously. 
 
      
 
    Someone shouted for Baroness, and she hurried off to a fellow clan member standing next to enormous bags that were inexplicably emitting some green mist or smoke. Watching her leave, Glugg added, “But if there were only shallow waters, there wouldn’t be a whirlpool.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a whirlpool?” 
 
      
 
    “My water oracle tells me it’s a sluggish, almost dormant, whirlpool,” Glugg confirmed, twitching as someone from below grabbed his leg and pulled. “Excuse me, I’m needed elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a sec! What about that whirlpool?” I leaned forward, almost toppling into the water. “How far is it?” 
 
      
 
    “About two nautical miles. There’s land around it, for sure. So you can get by. As for the whirlpool itself, I can’t say, Ros. Just repeating the words of my not-so-experienced oracle.” 
 
      
 
    “He sensed water, a whirlpool, and a bit of land?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. I don’t know much about the land or the whirlpool. But the water, he says, is deep and dark. It smells of mud, ice, dark magic, and death…” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting news,” the returning Baroness sat beside me. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve posted it in the group chat,” Glugg added, finally disappearing. The bubble popped, leaving a dispersing trail on the water. Another swift distorted silhouette joined the luminous depths. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear?” I turned to Baroness, unable to hide my concern. Our path leads downward, and the underwater oracles aren’t promising anything good. Damn, did I really just think that? The thought ran through my head so naturally, like I’d normally think about a blinking green traffic light — only a few seconds left, better hurry. And just as naturally, an astonishingly but unnervingly real thought flickered: damn, will we make it? The underwater oracle saw something bad… 
 
      
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re talking about Glugg’s words?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I blinked, snapping back to reality — or virtuality, as the case might be. “Yes, I’m talking about what he said.” 
 
      
 
    “Mhm. Heard the tail end of it. And read the alert in the chat. Deep water, mud, ice, death, and dark magic… Plus, lots of suggestive dots and a really sad emoji. Not exactly promising a happy ending.” 
 
      
 
    “The oracle didn’t see much.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re local, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    “The locals are harder to deal with,” CB nodded. “But dealing with these classes is incredibly hard and tedious, at any rate. Nauseatingly tedious. We had three oracle players in our entire clan. Two quit this class, even though I was willing to triple their salary. The third turned out to be an enemy mole. There was also one local oracle, but he was so hard to deal with we let him go to another clan — let him mess with their heads and get on their nerves.” She stretched out on the sand, following my example. “Ah, this feels good… so, what do you think about that giant with a book for a head and a cruciform maw on its belly? Haven’t heard of anything like it, have you now?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even want to think about it,” I admitted. “Let alone talk about it. If it materializes…” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk about your new unique ability later,” Baroness promised ominously. “Okay… did anything seem off to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding? Everything here seems off to me already. Even this cave,” I rasped out a laugh. “Everything’s weird, everything’s suspicious; I see traps everywhere. I’m literally expecting the cave floor to collapse beneath us any moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” CB smiled. “And then nasty goblins will crawl out of every crevice and drag us into the depths of gloomy rocks, where their creepy, scary king will await us… but we’re unlikely to meet a wise, gray-bearded wizard or an ugly goblin-eater with a ring granting invisibility.” 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely indeed,” I agreed. “That’s on the level above. In dark, old mines, for instance.” 
 
      
 
    “But I’m talking about the strangeness in the oracle’s words. Gluggarius wrote that this is an exact quote from the oracle. And the oracle predicted that at the bottom of the gorge awaits us great water, mud, ice, death, and dark magic.” 
 
      
 
    “True. So what? It fits this place perfectly.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” CB thoughtfully shook her head and effortlessly rose to her feet. “Have you had any dealings with oracles?” 
 
      
 
    “None at all,” I admitted. “So?” 
 
      
 
    “They almost always speak in riddles. That’s why Gluggarius was quick to say that he was giving an exact quote of the oracle’s words. Usually, everything these seers utter is a big puzzle. Not always a complicated one, but a puzzle nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… not likely in our case. Mud — that’s clear enough. Ice and cold are obvious too; water is flowing from above, and there’s that nasty mad deity we decided to avoid.” 
 
      
 
    “Death — most likely monsters lurking to ambush foolish travelers like us,” the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones chimed in. “Hmm… maybe that book-headed giant’s lurking. What else do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “A large body of water. And dark magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s not much we can deduce through simple divination here. And I see no riddles. There’s some kind of lake down below. As for dark magic — it’s everywhere here.” 
 
      
 
    “Even our classes are essentially dark magic,” I added, poking myself in the chest. 
 
      
 
    “Our magic and abilities are born of Angora,” Baroness nodded. “Death magic. One of its subtypes. It’s funny, but we could be called the magical cousins of Orbit in his current iteration — he also deals with souls. I’m alright in that respect — I’m a warrior, after all. And I chose my path as a typical huntress. But you, Ros, are walking a path untrodden by players like I did once. I know little about the path of a true mage of the Dead Sands clan… but I know that in the future you will have to deal with dead souls. Keep that in mind. Orbit walks along a forbidden edge with his creepy knife. But he… he’s Orbit. He knows so many loopholes that he will always manage to wiggle out of any situation, and do so instinctively.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I confirmed. “Just to think of our first meeting with him in that village. That was something… at first, I thought he was a psycho or just slow-witted.” 
 
      
 
    “But you were wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I was indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “And now? What do you think of him? A genius? Otherworldly? Always annoying and sometimes infuriating?” 
 
      
 
    “Now, Orbit is simply my friend,” I smiled. “And I don’t judge friends. Neither by intellect, nor by character.” 
 
      
 
    “And me?” 
 
      
 
    “So, what about the class?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not Orbit.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve already mentioned as much.” 
 
      
 
    “The Waldyra Guard faction, or rather, the Guard faction across the kingdoms of Waldyra… is one of the strongest factions, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that.” 
 
      
 
    “They can forgive a lot. And they’re willing to forget a lot if you’ve atoned for your sins. But any manipulation involving the souls of the dead… that’s a lot worse than simply raising the undead. Hell, I personally raised an entire ancient graveyard once, so as to stay alive myself and to save the small guard squad I had been protecting, along with a couple of elderly and extremely tedious wizards.” 
 
      
 
    “No shit.” 
 
      
 
    “That was a right mess,” Baroness grinned. “Everything was blocked, conditions were harsh, reinforcements couldn’t get through, and we were completely trapped by a day-long force field infused with divine curses… utter madness. Then these crystal creatures with hearts of molten magma started coming at us. Everyone prepared to die… but I raised an army of undead to help us, and managed to save almost everyone. Then, after the battle, I sent the undead back to their graves and laid them to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a couple of days later, I was awarded the second Medal of Valor by the Kingdom of Algora,” the Baroness’s smile broadened. “Of course, I had to make a visit to the Temple of Light, repent, undergo a cleansing ritual, and then appear before the king himself. He was the one who gave me the medal. In short — if you’ve tainted your hands with classic necromancy, but for a good reason, you can wash them clean afterwards. But if you’ve summoned the souls of the dead… that’s taboo! It doesn’t matter why you’re summoning them or for what purpose — it’s still taboo! The Guard will become your enemy forever. They will pursue you and your clan everywhere. None of the folks who follow the Light will deal with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve scared me enough already. What’s your point? Is it all that bad?” 
 
      
 
    “It depends on how far you want to advance in your class,” Baroness said, walking away. “And how well you learn to hide your not-so-noble… exploits.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you decipher that?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Learn to be discreet, Ros! In everything that concerns your class, your level, even your nickname.” 
 
      
 
    “Like you?” 
 
      
 
    “Like me? No. You’ll have to try much harder. I do nothing but kill,” she paused, sizing me up with a thoughtful gaze. “As for what skills and spells you’ll unlock later… I can only imagine.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said to her retreating back, feeling genuinely grateful. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk. And when you can, give Orbit a good shake about the Discretion attribute. You can get a lot out of it if you want…” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I repeated, and walked in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    “Ros?” Kyre turned toward me. “Need help?” 
 
      
 
    “No, take a break. I’m the leader… I have to do my job,” I sighed. “How many did you send for reconnaissance?” 
 
      
 
    “Not me. Bom. Three of our folks. Plus a couple of summoned ice worms, doused in potions of secret presence/absence.” 
 
      
 
    “Presence/absence…” I mused, then gave up trying to understand it and waved my hand. “Good potions.” 
 
      
 
    “Our first in-house clan recipe,” Bom chimed in, jumping up. “With a magical blinding mist.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the mist for? Won’t the worms go blind?” 
 
      
 
    “No! The blinding mist is so that no one can determine the potion’s ingredients. One of Braver’s inventions. The info has long been on your desk.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not exactly at my desk,” I grumbled, throwing up my hands. 
 
      
 
    “So, we wait for the report?” 
 
      
 
    “We wait,” I nodded. “Shall we stand by the exit?” 
 
      
 
    “Suspect something?” Bom peered into my eyes, for which he had to bend down. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I grimaced, “it’s just that… something’s gnawing at me. Something’s not right.” 
 
      
 
    “Big same,” the treasurer suddenly growled, hitting his vibrating black cuirass with a fist. “It’s been gnawing at me. Ever since I read the message from Gluggarius…” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” I jumped up. “Glugg’s words! Deep waters, mud, ice, death, and dark magic. Listen… are we just scared?” 
 
      
 
    “Us? Scared?” The half-orc was offended. “No way! Well, maybe a tiny bit… What did Baroness whisper in your ear, incidentally?” 
 
      
 
    “She warned me about the complexities of the class I’ve chosen. She said that both our classes walk a fine line. One step over and you’re a necromancer, soul-stealer, and generally a vile creature that the guards will crucify on sight. I’d already been on a cross, and I had been branded a perverted dark mage to boot… that’s enough for me. Now I’m thinking of how to continue with my class, essentially if it’s essentially a dark mage of the Dead Sands.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… The Baroness has brought up an interesting topic. But I’m thinking — could she be a spy in Algora’s employ?” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “Baroness.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding?” I laughed as we walked toward the cave exit, the path cleared by the lumbering beasts. “She’s a player.” 
 
      
 
    “A player,” Bom nodded, quietly adding, “but also a warrior of the Dead Sands Clan.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “So, Angora has been at war with this clan for a long time. And it’s not just a conflict — it’s as good as a blood feud. Armies and guard corps are sent into the Northern Desert, while the Dead Sands Clan dispatches their suicide scouts to Angora to eliminate key figures like commanders, sages, wizards, and whoever else they decide to condemn to death. And don’t tell me that the locals from the guards wouldn’t recognize her combat style! She’s fought alongside them often enough. No matter how well you hide, the truth will eventually surface. And there are plenty of snitches. Surely, someone would have whispered a word or two to a guard captain.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
      
 
    “And yet all the guards think the sun shines out of her behind,” Bom continued. 
 
      
 
    “I never thought about it,” I admitted. “But she is a recognized hero. What’s your point?” 
 
      
 
    “My point is, if a Death Sands Clan assassin can calmly attend cocktail parties with the King of Angora without much concealment, then a Death Sands mage like you can also find a way to… legitimize yourself, so to speak.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the focus shouldn’t be on concealment but on… heroism? Is that it?” 
 
      
 
    “More or less. Although there are also rumors that Baroness had some romantic involvement with the King of Angora. Maybe we should come up with something…” 
 
      
 
    “What else will you come up with if no one stops you, I wonder?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… there’s also talk that the Baroness once saved the king’s life,” Bom stated thoughtfully, without the slightest hint of jest. “This is ancient information. I heard it from Luce. Allegedly, the king had once tried to bend some white sword to his will, and the sword had transported him somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” 
 
      
 
    “No one knows,” Bom shrugged, activating the diamond star of the Solemn Privacy spell hanging on his shoulder with a press of his green thumb, then continued quietly. “Very little is known for sure. But… it was directly related to death magic — the same magic practiced by Death Sands warriors, and now you. Baroness managed to follow the king and then pull him back. After which, the clan of the Sleepless Ones gained full control over the island of Al Dra Drass…” 
 
      
 
    “What a story…” 
 
      
 
    “If she has indeed saved the king’s life… a lot would be forgiven indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s for sure. Is the story reliable?” 
 
      
 
    “I share what I’ve heard,” Bom revealed with a friendly grin. “So… shall we grab our furs and head out?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, let’s,” I agreed, picking up the heavy bear skin and draping it over my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Nodding reassuringly to our fellow clan members, we approached the cave exit and stepped into the howling snow twilight, finding ourselves on a narrow and treacherous path. Icy blasts of air struck us immediately. The hood of my enchanted fur coat automatically drew itself over my head, instantly cutting off the wind and snow battering my face. A barely visible yellow mist shimmered in front of the hood — a magical barrier that kept out the bad weather. For players who had to operate in snow and blizzards often, such clothing was indispensable. It filtered out obstructing snow, protected against subzero temperatures, allowed you not to squint against the wind, and saved you from all kinds of snow blindness — of which there were plenty in the world of Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    I leaned my shoulder against the cold rock and took a slow survey of our surroundings. A narrow trail stretched out horizontally. A cave entrance concealed by a magical veil. Beneath my feet was some sort of translucent material — either a unique form of stone or unusual ice — beyond which dark water could be seen. No light sources were present to draw attention to the cave. Yet, deep within the snowy gloom, intermittent flares of greenish and golden light burst forth — guardian spells, auras, and magical sentinels prepared to unleash a vicious lightning strike on any intruder daring to approach. The cave itself was enveloped in a similar multilayered aura, turning its interior into an energy cocoon. At the center, a powerful artifact hummed softly and glowed dimly, drawing energy from four mages. Near the entrance, several power-infused symbols were drawn to ward off any malevolent spirits, thanks to the priest-players accompanying us. Though I couldn’t see it, I knew that beneath us, in the water, there was an equally robust defense system. We, a handful of frightened players in this alien world so different from sunny Waldyra, had done everything we could to prolong our existence here. Inside this spiky box abuzz with energy, we were prepared to sell our lives dearly… 
 
      
 
    “Well…” Bom broke the silence, “there we are — standing nicely, looking somewhat timid, keeping amazingly quiet, and shaking most impressively.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t add anything to that,” I admitted with a chuckle, acknowledging that even with our enchanted fur clothing and magical hoods, we were two doofuses rather than scouts, and couldn’t make out anything in this blizzard. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we go back? Or…” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll walk further a bit,” I decided, stepping away from the rock and moving uphill along the trail, passing three elongated snow-covered protruberances. 
 
      
 
    I chose not to step on any of them — each concealed a sentinel, and they wouldn’t appreciate a foreign boot on their heads. 
 
      
 
    I’d wanted to go downhill rather than up, but wisely decided not to get in the way of the scouts, who were slowly making their way toward the valley floor and toward “a large body of water, mire, death, and dark magic.” Therefore, as we slowly ascended the trail, slippery once again since this time no one had sprinkled sand for us, we stopped next to the terrifying depiction of a giant. A flaming phoenix glided by, momentarily illuminating us with a bright beam of light emanating from its gaping beak. Several dark silhouettes followed the bird hurriedly, moving in peculiar jerks — giant bats summoned from scrolls and also sent to patrol the space surrounding us. 
 
      
 
    The general chat’s slowly-scrolling lines revealed one piece of news after another. None were alarming, which made the situation all the more vexing. Everything was just too damn quiet. There was no one here besides us. I understood that not many extraordinary souls earned a ticket to Angora, but surely someone noteworthy must have kicked the bucket over the day that had passed! Yet, where was this “someone”? The path lay dead, devoid of any travelers. 
 
      
 
    “Could ghosts possibly avoid descending into the gorge that’s blocking our path?” I pondered. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but where would they go then?” Bom mused in response. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not idiots. They retain their wits even after death, quickly learning to tread these paths with the utmost caution. One fleeting encounter with a rahgra would be enough to teach them that lesson,” I reasoned. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your point?” Bom interjected. 
 
      
 
    “My point is that even the most foolish of specters wouldn’t dare step onto the eerily frosted bridge leading into those frost-ridden depths. Anyone would sense that something terrifying lurks in the shadows. It scares everyone. It’s not even about the darkness or the snow that I find so daunting. It’s the aura of something going haywire emanating from it, seeping into your digital bones and… gnawing at your senses, making you feel like you’re being eaten alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Any wandering soul would have to turn onto this path. But no one’s here. Which increasingly leads me to think that we — “ 
 
      
 
    “We’ve drawn the short straw,” I muttered gloomily, shivering in my warm bear fur. 
 
      
 
    “You talking about wormhole portals, boss?” Bom clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I sniffled, irritably kicking a clump of frozen snow. “There are many paths here. Too many. Look around — there’s barely any room left for the achylotes. This place is cramped. Too cramped, considering that only a wealthy and extremely well-prepared expedition could make it here — one capable of packing blue whales into matchboxes and reducing dolphins to the size of canned sardines.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you hinting that there’s at least one other path where the opposite is the case — the achylotes have all the space they can dream of, and the landlubbers are confined to something like a narrow ledge above a cliff?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Besides, there’s likely a third path where conditions for both the achylotes and the landlubbers are roughly equal. And I’m almost certain these paths occasionally cross…” 
 
      
 
    “You’re speaking of shortcuts. Wormholes. Hidden paths, basically.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. The problem is, we’re rushing, Bom,” I finally articulated the main issue gnawing at my mind. “Why the hell are we always rushing off somewhere? I feel like a frenzied psycho, craving only battle and forward motion. We need to slow down.” 
 
      
 
    “Right here?” 
 
      
 
    “Right here,” I confirmed, sweeping my hand toward the cave. “What’s the problem? Our team’s out there scouring for those damn spectral books. They’ll crack’em open, then get started on a teleport. Takes time and gear.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the game plan, Chief?” Bom’s tone cut through the pretense — he was talking to the leader of the Heroes of the Final Frontier now rather than a friend. “Any concrete ideas?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn right. Enough with this mindless hustle. We’ve got no set deadline,” I snapped. “You ever hear the phrase, ‘go straight to hell, boys’?” 
 
      
 
    “Who says that?” 
 
      
 
    “Heard it in a song. But that’s not the point, Bom. The point is that in our case all roads lead to hell. You get me?” 
 
      
 
    “Inspiring. So, what do we do now?” 
 
      
 
    “When we circle back, we drop anchor — for a week at least,” I laid it out. “We can do some proper recon. Maybe we’ll even find a field of Golden Lotuses. Or a more — shall we say — salubrious route to Angora. Safer for us and the achylotes, and no mad gods playing bridge troll at the entrance. If we find nothing, at least we’ll get our bearings. And in the meantime, the folks on the surface will finally build that teleport.” 
 
      
 
    “Worried about your daughter, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn right I am,” I admitted. “She’s my greatest fear and pain. But I’m worried about everyone. Kyre, you, all our men, even the Dead Sands Clan warriors, whom I’d dragged into this mess. And Alishana. That’s why I don’t want to rush anymore. Look” — I pointed at the diamond bas-relief — “we found this and just walked by. We didn’t even try to decode it, look for clues or hints. We’re blundering forward, completely ignorant about this creature with a book for a head. And that’s just for starters.” 
 
      
 
    Bom sighed deeply, rubbing his furrowed brow as if attempting to summon a genie from his cauldron. “You’ve got a point. By the gods, you’re right. Places like this? We shouldn’t rush. It’s like a minefield — gotta tread carefully. And yet here we are, running like madmen. But… you had voted to follow this path along the gorge yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” I conceded. “I’d underestimated it all.” 
 
      
 
    “The gorge?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything around us. I thought we’d wander for a couple of days in the outskirts of the Dead Kingdom, and then, whammo, Angora would appear right in front of us. The further we go, the more I realize we might not have even covered one twentieth of the way. But what scared me today was walking along that trail.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly were you scared of?” 
 
      
 
    “Scared there was absolutely nothing and no one to be scared of anywhere around!” I hissed, covering my mouth with my hand just in time. “Where are the monsters? Just yesterday, we had to fight our way through the screamers! We barely made it out. So we’ve passed the entry-level challenges… where are the serious threats? It’s as if they’re letting us move forward only to spring a trap later. Plus, there’s Castiæl, who’s gone missing. Honestly, I’d turn back to that Lotus field by the bridge and set up base there. If we can’t go back — which wouldn’t surprise me — I’d say we make camp in the cave and hold our ground.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve changed, Ros,” Bom smirked. “You’ve changed a lot, and you don’t even notice it. Remember yourself back at the Sinkhole Caverns? A grim lone wolf with principles… a pretty average mage, missing kobolds left and right, and with little knowledge of team dynamics. You’ve become a leader, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “Gee, that’s great to know. Has my hair turned gray already?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Bom chuckled. “But a few more days like this, and you’ll be guaranteed a snow-capped heroic brow — and armpits. Anyway, I approve of your decision, and I confirm your suspicions. Luce and the rest are following the dragon’s trail, and they seem to be moving in the same direction we are. As you said, all roads lead to hell. That’s the case here. I didn’t get a full update while I was offline, but I saw a couple of screenshots — their passages and halls look similar to ours, but they have much more water. It’s a playground for all races.” 
 
      
 
    “Did they catch up with Vitalis?” 
 
      
 
    “You think I’d keep that from you?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you forgot.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t forget something like that. No, they’re still on the dragon’s trail. For now, they’re at it together. For now…” 
 
      
 
    “The other potential option being?” 
 
      
 
    “Luce,” Bom frowned, his neck and his cheek twitching nervously. “It’s Luce. He treats everyone like they’re snotty kids. Patronizing as hell. And although before we did look like little tots compared to him, now, after all the fires, deaths, injuries, and other awful stuff, we’re definitely not kids anymore. Even me. And I was barely touched by all this. Luce himself has also changed quite a bit. His good-natured humor and charisma have almost vanished. And his cynicism and tendency to find fault with everything are on the rise.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s bad news.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already sent Luce a strongly-worded message. Enough! Let’s get back to our affairs and our goddamn muttons! So we’re returning to the cave and saying, time for a break, folks, we go no further until we get our bearings. Right?” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    “What if the rest — the Sleepless Ones and the rest — decide to keep on going?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t hesitate with my answer: 
 
      
 
    “They’re free to go. It’s their right. Their choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well… that means the entire Dead Sands Clan will stay with us. And the artifact. Our chances of survival aren’t bad.” 
 
      
 
    “They might not be pleased with the delay,” I noted. 
 
      
 
    “They won’t be,” came a voice from the darkness around us. “But we’ll silently accept any decision you make, ngamu Rosgard.” 
 
      
 
    “Alishana,” I turned toward the sound of her voice, and when a faint magical firefly illuminated the area, I found, without surprise, not only the warrior but also Kyre, Roskie riding Tyrant, and the rest of the wolf pack. Behind them stood another familiar figure — Blazing Malice, my former mentor, a member of the Sleepless Ones, and a fanatical collector of spells of the Ancient Ones. 
 
      
 
    “We got bored!” Roskie exclaimed. “And you conveniently disappeared in the snowstorm…” 
 
      
 
    “I still worry about you,” Malice smiled, skillfully twirling a heavy staff in his hand. “Thought I’d check on my apprentice…” 
 
      
 
    “You got bored, too,” I summed up. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Malice admitted readily. 
 
      
 
    “So everyone’s heard everything?” 
 
      
 
    “I only caught the end, but I got the gist,” the mage nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Already sent a message to the Baroness?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. There’s a mutiny brewing here… her majesty should be informed,” Wrath grinned and leaned on his staff, embedded in the path. “No offense, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t planning on making it a secret. Alright … we’ll wait for the Dead Sands Clan and — “ 
 
      
 
    I was cut off mid-sentence when a glowing blood-red fountain erupted from the depths of the ravine, striking directly at the cave entrance and illuminating it with a burst of light at the very last moment. The impact was far from silent — it sounded as if a ton of glass had shattered against the rocks. A sharp glassy clang, accompanied by bright chaotic red and black flashes… 
 
      
 
    Before I knew it, I was next to Roskie, shielding her with my body. Kyre covered me in turn, and Bom stood in front of her… and we finally stopped as a tight group, covered by a protective spell umbrella — Malice had acted automatically. We didn’t move an inch — venturing into that mess of bloody flashes was out of the question. And it was unclear what was happening… 
 
      
 
    The still-intact fountain flared even brighter and, coiling like a snake, jerked back forcefully. Again, there was a glassy clang, my eyes stung from the red flashes, and… the fountain pulled back into the depths of the ravine, taking along with it …an elongated ovoid glowing with amber light, which had stood firm against the force cocoon. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw my comrades darting about frantically inside the shimmering “egg,” water swirling at its bottom end where the achylotes were circling … I flinched upon closely examining the Black Baroness, who had flattened herself against the amber barrier, seemingly screaming silently, specifically at me. 
 
      
 
    A moment … and darkness closed again over the ravine. We were left alone… 
 
      
 
    “My god,” Malice exhaled. “What was that?! What was it?!” 
 
      
 
    “They got pulled down,” I took a step toward the cave, my rigid limbs twitching. “All the way down there… Hurry! There might be someone left!” 
 
      
 
    “But who?” Bom shouted. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” I exhaled. “I don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    “Damn it!” Malice yelled all of a sudden, turning to take a combat stance, and nervously jabbing the end of his raised staff toward the wall. “Do you see this? Do you see it?” 
 
      
 
    Looking over, I felt the hair on my head stir — the giant’s book-shaped head burst into real flames and started to rotate toward us slowly. The mouths of the souls impaled on stakes came to life as well; their spectral bodies started writhing. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” I roared, grabbing the sleeve of his coat. “Faster, Malice! Downward, quickly! Roskie, go! What are you waiting for? Move it, now!” 
 
      
 
    A second later, we were hurriedly sliding down the accursed icy path, rushing towards the cave and simultaneously fleeing from the monstrous relief that had suddenly come to life. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “O RUMO RANO!” I screeched, recoiling from the cave entrance that had turned into a dark void filled with broken red glass as several glowing tendrils reached out toward me, only to droop and disintegrate into dust. “Hey! Damn it! Is anyone alive? Hey!” 
 
      
 
    The only response was the screeching laughter of the wind and the clinking of shards falling from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Ros!” 
 
      
 
    Turning sharply, I looked up above us. Over there, where the path began its descent, a flickering fiery phantom was swaying in the air. The phantom, becoming increasingly well-defined in the shape of a blazing book, was approaching slowly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s coming after us!” Bom, who had managed to fully equip himself, rasped. “Crap! And all the others are gone!” 
 
      
 
    We looked at the bare stone where the warm snowy nests of our scouts had been hidden just a moment ago. A silvery cloud of post-mortem mist indicated the demise of one. Nothing remained of the second — meaning that during his long fall downward, he was still alive. It was unlikely that the nightmarish blood-glass tendril had snagged him along. Maybe he had managed to leap away and was now speeding down the narrow path along the canyon wall. There was no other way for us, either. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve outstayed our welcome,” I hissed angrily, patting the growling Tyrant on the mane and pointing toward the path. “Let’s move! We’re too few to fight him.” 
 
      
 
    “Wise!” The paladin responded abruptly, slinging her sword over her shoulder, pulling a glowing rod from her belt, and forcefully planting it into the stone of the path. “Hurry! I’m activating the Light of the Summer Noon! Orcs made these! You know what that means!” 
 
      
 
    “A guaranteed tan,” the half-orc chuckled, rushing downward at top speed. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t lag behind, either, feverishly recalling everything I knew about these alchemical products. 
 
      
 
    Half-orcs… 
 
      
 
    Orcs and half-orcs… 
 
      
 
    Well, yes — as always, strength was their first priority. Half-orcs always wanted stronger potions, heavier and sharper axes, and brighter alchemical lights! 
 
      
 
    More often than not, artifacts created by half-orc alchemists worked more powerfully, but didn’t last as long as those made by representatives of other races. 
 
      
 
    With the dwarves you got maximum durability — even their candles burned for a very long time, although a bit dimmer. 
 
      
 
    Humans — as usual, average in all respects, but standardization was also good. 
 
      
 
    As for the elves… no one could ever understand those! You could buy a pack of candles all made by the same hand and light them simultaneously. You wouldn’t see two flames alike, and they would all burn for different lengths of time. Elves… they always had to put in some twist. Elves… Castiæl! 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell is Castiæl?” I yelled at Bom’s back. “Any guesses?” 
 
      
 
    “Down below?” came the abrupt reply. 
 
      
 
    “Up at the bridge?” Kyre shouted back at me, quickly catching up and effortlessly keeping pace. 
 
      
 
    “The nasty elf is down there!” Roskie declared with surprising clarity and conviction, hugging the wolf’s nape. 
 
      
 
    The hissing wind, the metallic screech of snow underfoot, the heavy, eerie hum emanating from the ominous canyon, our shouts, and the roars of the beasts all mixed into a loud din — yet I heard each word of the young goddess, softly as she may have spoken them, as clearly as if she stood just a step away. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” I yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Dad. I’m sure,” this time the tone of my daughter’s voice was guarded and gloomy. She let go of the strap of the legendary harness on her equally legendary wolf and pointed downward, over the edge of the path. “There’s water there. That’s where the others are, taken by dark magic. There’s the foul elf Castiæl… he’s in the center of the water… and he’s no longer a ghost, Dad. He’s flesh and blood. And… there’s something else… something else dark and terrifying.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” grumbled the running half-orc and instantly let out a warning cry, staring at the wolves that had gone into a drift, “Ice! Ice! Ice!” 
 
      
 
    “Aw, crap!” I blurted out, and my legs flew over my head. 
 
      
 
    Having fallen onto my back, I slid downhill quickly, chasing the wolves that had fallen onto their rears, skillfully navigating the steep and dangerous curve. Bom crashed down with a thud behind me, hit the wall, bounced back, and slid over the icy rock toward the cliff. I reached for him, but gravity and momentum were pulling me away. To my relief, the experienced warrior stopped himself — by sinking his fangs into the ice, which made my eyes widen in surprise. And so, I passed the most dangerous turn unscathed — my eyes bulging and mouth agape, watching the half-orc carve the ice with his fangs. The landing was “soft” — I was stopped by a black-and-white wolf lying next to the path, who kindly puffed in my face. 
 
      
 
    “And not a single wolf even got knocked off their feet,” Bom noted, nearly planting his steel boots in my face. Standing up, the treasurer looked thoughtfully at Roskie, then at me. “The girl is growing up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a girl! I’m a fearsome killer, a fierce pirate, and a terrifying she-wolf!” Roskie declared. “I also like reading stories… and fishing.” 
 
      
 
    “Right on,” I grunted, standing up. “Well… let’s move over there together.” 
 
      
 
    We found ourselves in a small saddle-like part of a cave — a bag of sorts, half-filled with snow and ice that was slowly shifting and gradually sliding off the cliff, pulling us along. Ahead lay an ascent, and a rather steep one at that. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go first!” my daughter volunteered. 
 
      
 
    I silently handed her a spool of enchanted elven rope I had taken from my backpack. She fastened the end to Tyrant’s harness just as silently, nodded at me with surprising seriousness, and the whole pack dashed upwards. Following closely was Alishana, never falling a step behind. A deadly shadow, designated to guard Roskie from any danger. Taut, the rope yanked the rest of us, who were not so nimble and agile, up the steep slope. All that was left for us to do was hold onto the trembling lifeline tightly and move our legs. I walked without uttering a word, feverishly pondering the situation. Kyre hissed something in an angry tone, occasionally stomping her metal-clad foot on the crunchy ice. Malice trailed quietly behind the half-orc, who was pulling the mage by his hood with one hand, just as quietly. The reason for this odd method of ascent was clear — while in motion, Malice was performing some complex spell, making intricate hand gestures and muttering something nasal. From his mouth burst out blue sparkly mist, quickly descending into the saddle we’d left behind. 
 
      
 
    “Not enough,” growled Bom. “Not enough left of anything! Quick inventory… sift through every grain and crumb of anything’s that useful. Damn it!” 
 
      
 
    Behind us, at the peak of the slope we had just abandoned, after the treacherous curve of the path, a bright light flared up. Then, for a few seconds, an unprecedented phenomenon began in the gloomy canyon — the ascent of a non-existent sun. 
 
      
 
    “The Daylight Glow has done its job!” Kyre shouted. 
 
      
 
    “And?” I yelled back, without turning around. 
 
      
 
    “No idea,” the paladin confessed. “Oh, crap!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, crap!” I echoed, glancing over my shoulder up at the fiery trembling orb on the path. A hideous creature with a book for a head was still pursuing us, and the activated gem didn’t even slow it down. 
 
      
 
    The brief onset of dawn shuddered and timidly faded, unable to dispel even a fraction of the eternal darkness that reigned here. 
 
      
 
    “Not undead? Not a ghost?” I mumbled to myself. The mocking wind that picked up scattered my pitiful questions. Raising my head, I struggled to spot the almost invisible figure of Alishana, holding onto the tail of one of the wolves. I wanted to call out to her, but decided against it. I wouldn’t beckon the warrior to me, leaving Roskie unprotected — not even for a couple of minutes. Not here. Not now. Not in this damned place that has already cost us nearly our entire squad and was now preparing to finish off the rest of us, sending a monster on our trail. 
 
      
 
    Were these two events connected? 
 
      
 
    The attack on the camp by something that looked like a stream of vitrified blood… 
 
      
 
    The pursuit by a giant with a flaming book instead of a head who had emerged from a wall… 
 
      
 
    No… 
 
      
 
    I mechanically shook my head, which felt like a clapper inside the overly large hood of a bear fur. 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think so. It was just a coincidence that it all happened simultaneously. As far as I could tell, the blame for the first event should rightly be pinned on that damned elf Castiæl, who was now right where our companions had been taken — at the bottom of the canyon, somewhere in the middle of dark and cold water. 
 
      
 
    As for the giant… judging by the bas-relief, he was the main horror of this kingdom-splitting canyon. 
 
      
 
    Getting stuck between a rock and a hard place like this was a stroke of particularly bad luck. Our forces most likely wouldn’t suffice to take down even one of these enemies. 
 
      
 
    Although… 
 
      
 
    First I glanced at Kyre, then at Bom, making sure they could hear me, and yelled, “Malice can’t die!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Kyre nodded. 
 
      
 
    “An interesting command,” Bom gave a fleeting grim smirk. 
 
      
 
    “More like motto of the day,” I grumbled, surprised to find myself smiling as well. 
 
      
 
    “And why am I so honored?” Malice said in a cantankerous voice, flicking his hands sharply. 
 
      
 
    At his gesture, the sparkling blue mist trailing down the slope behind us clung to the rock, spread out, and… transformed into a perfectly flat ice sheet. Now, the slope had actually turned into an ideal ice slide. A ball of sparkling mist started spinning wildly in the saddle, intermittently ejecting long thin glowing spikes. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” Kyre inquired with genuine professional curiosity. 
 
      
 
    Not one to keep secrets, Malice, still trailing behind the orc and sipping some elixir from a tiny bottle, replied, “The Arsenal of the Ice Gargantua. A combination of two spells — Deathfrost and Infernal Ice Masher.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why you can’t die,” I concluded, gripping the rope tightly. “You’re our primary armament, Malski.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do I feel so little mirth about being given this honorable position?” The wizard grumbled, his fingers moving again, either searching for, or already preparing, another spell. 
 
      
 
    The Ice Gargantua… 
 
      
 
    One of the unique annual winter monsters that was exceptionally strong and didn’t respawn after dying. Each such creature appeared in Waldyra only once and possessed its own set of unique spells and abilities. Besides, you could always hope to get quite a few interesting items from the body of a slain unique beast… There were monsters for winter, spring, summer, and autumn seasons. Their imminent appearance was announced in advance. The terrifying guest of the fall appeared in early November, for example. 
 
      
 
    The Ice Gargantua appeared last winter and resembled an almost classic ice giant, its body made of this very sparkling blue ice. The Gargantua was born from a massive iceberg that had floated to the northern shore and, upon reaching shallow waters, cracked open. The emerging giant immediately started turning everything around it into ice. Then, an entire army of players eager for glory, thrills, and loot descended upon it… 
 
      
 
    I didn’t participate. But I knew that the giant was defeated by someone from the clan of the Sleepless Ones. And the unique spell set of the Ice Gargantua ended up with Malice… 
 
      
 
    While my mind wandered through these soothing memories, we reached the end of the slope and found ourselves on another level stretch of the trail. The wolves, gasping for air, initially sprawled out on the rock, but quickly sprang back up. They circled around the imposing Tyrant, having clearly received a boost of energy from Roskie and was ecstatic about this kindness. 
 
      
 
    “Daughter,” I said, clearing my throat to dislodge the stubborn snow that refused to melt. “We need shelter. Do you see anything suitable?” 
 
      
 
    “A thousand typhoons,” Roskie said musingly. Once again, her soft and melodious voice cut through the howling wind easily. “Shelter… far off, I feel the calming song of golden lotuses. We left one such place, Dad. The other — “ 
 
      
 
    “And the second one?” 
 
      
 
    “Over there,” the young goddess pointed down the trail, her finger then slightly shifting to aim at the bottom of the gorge. 
 
      
 
    “How far?” I exhaled, almost in resignation. 
 
      
 
    “Not terribly far if we make haste.” 
 
      
 
    “Does the trail branch anywhere?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know,” Roskie admitted honestly before suggesting, “Dad, let me deal with that creature trailing us!” 
 
      
 
    “No — no!” I quickly objected, waving my hands. “Absolutely no fighting!” 
 
      
 
    “It has a book for a head!” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s devoid of brains,” Roskie shrugged. “Only inflamed book wisdom. Isn’t that pure evil?” 
 
      
 
    “Um — “ 
 
      
 
    “So can I — “ 
 
      
 
    “No,” I cut her off. 
 
      
 
    “But what if we acquire that book? Imagine what may be written there!” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad’s boring!” Roskie pouted. “Ugh!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not boring. I’m cautious.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh! Ah, yes — something lurks ahead,” Roskie suddenly remembered, pointing not to the gorge but toward the gently descending path now free of slippery ice. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I suspect we both asked, our voices tinged with a matching blend of fearful curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “Little creatures,” Roskie elaborated, her lower lip jutting out thoughtfully. “Claws, grey fur, black spots, eyes like smoky pits, and they emit a sound that resembles a very ominous purring — “ 
 
      
 
    “Grimclaws! Scavengers!” Alishana spat out. “They follow successful rahgras in packs, cleaning up the leftovers.” 
 
      
 
    “Leftovers?” I was puzzled. “But those creatures feed on the souls of the dead.” 
 
      
 
    “They rip apart unfortunate souls,” Alishana confirmed. “Fragments of memories, secrets, special knowledge, and so on scatter in all directions. These scavengers feed on that. They lick the remnants of childhood memories off rocks, tear lingering joys and fears from the walls, crunch the sugary bones of love lost to the grave — they eat anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Urgh,” I murmured, involuntarily shrugging my shoulders. The notion of creatures scavenging on the scattered threads of memories, fears, and longings that fell from torn souls felt unsettling to say the least. 
 
      
 
    “Creepy,” Kyre summed up. “Creepy as hell.” 
 
      
 
    “Purring?” Malice queried. “Cats?” 
 
      
 
    “They resemble cats that have been hollowed out,” Roskie confirmed. “Ugh! Also, some clusters of silvery mist are fluttering along the trail and beneath it — “ 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” I burst out, casting a dark glance at Bom. 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely our scouts will return,” Bom agreed, pulling out some small bottles from his chainmail pouch. “We’re in for a warm welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they fast?” 
 
      
 
    Sensing my question was directed at her, even though her back was to me, Alishana immediately responded, “Moderate speed. Thin, long legs… oversized heads and jaws. They’re not runners. They’re not warriors. Just scavengers. But if there are many — “ 
 
      
 
    “Not too fast, but numerous,” I noted, fishing scrolls from my thigh pockets. “Alright… Malice, I’ll summon two quicksilver golems. Can you hasten them with your magic?” 
 
      
 
    “A good choice. But isn’t that a bit excessive? How about you summon one quicksilver golem, and I’ll add a standard onyx one. Who knows what lies ahead — let’s not squander our scrolls too hastily.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair point,” I conceded, putting one of the scrolls back and picking up a wand with a stone pellet. “Alishana, you’re up front. Wolves follow you, then Roskie on Tyrant — “ 
 
      
 
    “Dad!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve spoken!” 
 
      
 
    “Dammit! I’ll die without ever staining my blade with enemy blood! And if I survive — what will I tell my grandchildren? About their boring great-grandfather?!” 
 
      
 
    “Kyre follows Roskie!” I roared. “Then Malice, followed by me, and Bom wraps up the formation. But if need be — you’ll have to fly ahead, Bom.” 
 
      
 
    “We get it. We should hurry, chief. Take a look back.” 
 
      
 
    I turned and saw a massive dark figure atop the opposite slope, a misty fireball hovering above its shoulders. The distant giant stared directly at us, lowering its grotesque spear-like arms toward the trail. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move,” I nodded, taking the first step while activating the scroll. “Move! Dying is forbidden! We will break through! Hear me?! We’ll shred everyone here! And we’ll break through! Then shred everyone again! Then we’ll find that damn Castiæl and — “ 
 
      
 
    “We’ll pull his goolies over his head!” Roskie shouted, raising a fist enveloped in red mist. “Yes! Yes! That’s exactly what will happen!” 
 
      
 
    “Teenagers,” Malice sighed. 
 
      
 
    We picked up the pace and hurried along the trail. Two golems stomped ahead of Alishana with heavy thuds. One was semi-transparent, made of incredibly poisonous red mercury, enveloped in an equally poisonous aura. The other was made of onyx and looked a lot less remarkable. The golems were to take the first hit from the enemy lying in wait ahead. We’d see how these creatures like mercury poison and crushing stone fists… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The skinny decaying grimclaws resembled flattened and scorched spotted cats. They awaited us on the trail and attacked instantly. Furious growls, gray smoke pouring from hollow eye sockets, claws scratching the stone, mouths gaping incredibly wide… These creatures knew how to make an impression. But we didn’t flinch. Forewarned by Roskie, we counter-attacked furiously, greeting the assailant with battle magic, stone fists, and tempered steel. 
 
      
 
    Of the ten scavengers that attacked, Malice incinerated five on the spot with orange flames, showcasing the true power of an experienced battle mage. The orange splotch spreading over the heated stone was no obstacle for the marching golems, who managed to swat aside only two cats before something enormous and shapeless overwhelmed them, swallowing their mighty forms whole. 
 
      
 
    Our front lines met the creatures that broke through, repelling their attack with shields. Wand shots finished off the first attackers. Two more cats lunged from above; Alishana caught one mid-air, knocking it off the trail with a single strike. The second one… the second was destroyed by Roskie, who simply clenched her fist, crumpling the scavenger into a tight ball. What remained was swallowed by Tyrant’s snapping jaws. There was no time to marvel. Having repelled the initial attack, we advanced a dozen steps without losing momentum. I shouted an order, and a poisonous ruby star flared in the dark mist before us, illuminating the grimclaws clinging to the golems. The glowing quicksilver golem slammed its fist onto the trail, crushing the poisoned creatures beneath. The other stone warrior simply toppled off the trail, taking a dozen howling scavengers with it. 
 
      
 
    They were more numerous than we expected — a lot more. And still more kept crawling from the narrow black cracks that gaped directly onto the trail. Smoking heads peeked out, and twisted clawed paws emerged constantly. Raising my arms, I struck with new magic, causing little harm. Realizing this, I added a couple of shots from my high-powered and exorbitantly expensive wands, blasting the filth to particles. No game messages were visible before our eyes. I had disabled all the unnecessary notifications from the game system, leaving only those that could not be ignored. The other players had done the same. So, we felt as though this was not a game. For us, everything was as real as it could get. We trudged along the treacherous narrow trail along the gorge wall, encountering nightmarish creatures at every step. 
 
      
 
    The mist that enveloped the golems quivered, surged upward, and began to form into a huge smoke spear with a glowing green tip, aimed at our group. A high-pitched, ear-piercing squeal promised nothing good. 
 
      
 
    “Black hole!” shouted Malice, swiftly raising his arms to perform a complicated gesture. “Sacrifice to Trannuragarradar!” 
 
      
 
    A dazzling white glowing ring with a black core appeared in the air. The ring spun, flared white… and instantly sucked in smoke creature, whose name we never learned. The ring emitted an indistinct wail and vanished. We continued to march, led by the quicksilver golem. I tossed a glowing orb aside and stepped to the edge of the trail and looked down. 
 
      
 
    The trail curved sharply, transitioning into a steep staircase littered with twitching grimclaws and stone debris. I pulled a scroll from my belt pouch and activated it on the go: 
 
      
 
    “Field of Fire!” 
 
      
 
    Roaring flames descended, flooding the staircase and illuminating a considerable part of the gorge. Another living smoke mist bolted aside; burning scavengers howled. Another fire flared behind us — a flame scroll covered the cracks in the trail that continued to spawn new creatures eager to devour our souls. Following that, a shimmering silver acid cloud descended upon the flames, for good measure. We were pitifully few, and we couldn’t afford an attack on our rear. 
 
      
 
    Rounding a bend, we stepped onto stairs still covered in smoldering ash. To be honest, I hardly noticed how we’d gotten there — I’d been too busy. I’d spent those minutes in a blur, blasting away with my wand, yelling spells, shouting out warnings, and gulping down elixirs. We managed to catch a tiny breather, and our ferocious defense had forced the enemies to regroup. Smart bastards. That much was clear to us by now, after several skirmishes. They attacked cleverly. The grimclaws spawned by the smoky cracks were just cannon fodder. Behind them lurked the nameless black smoky clouds that drained life or transformed into spears and swords. Even worse, trailing behind were tiny soap bubbles shimmering with rainbow light that absorbed any missed magical blasts, then doubled their power and shot them back at us. Kyre got knocked back by a stream of roaring fire, and her shield just melted into a puddle. A bolt of green lightning crackled above our heads and struck the path, killing five of the grimclaws creeping behind us. 
 
      
 
    We tightened up, refreshed our auras, swapped shields and wands — all on the fly — and plunged down another fifty steps into another battle. This fight slowed us down, costing us our last golem and a wolf, all amid clusters of posthumous silver mist — the remains of fallen scouts. Bom grabbed everything into his inventory and spat out a curse. Nearly everything had been destroyed, but that was no surprise. The rot that reigned here devoured all it could reach. 
 
      
 
    Having gotten past that obstacle, we descended about three hundred feet without encountering any enemies. An odd lull. But that was explained when the staircase became even steeper — if that was even possible — and suddenly, we saw a glow behind us. We turned around and cursed, running ever faster as dozens of massive flaming skulls rolled down the stairs after us. Sprinting almost vertically, tumbling, grabbing onto anything we could reach and pulling back anyone who fell off, we ran for our lives. Behind us, the flaming skulls shattered our magical barriers with ease, accompanied by a gigantic bird with crimson wings woven from mist shot through with sparkles. 
 
      
 
    That sprint drained our last emotional reserves. It was that moment when cornered prey, still able to run, chose to turn and fight, preferring to die in battle. We were ready to take on not just the skulls and the crimson bird but all of hell combined. We didn’t have to, as it turned out. The staircase ended in a golden arch. We shot through it at full speed, while the plummeting skulls and silent bird smashed into it and dispersed. 
 
      
 
    “Holy Nibelungs,” I muttered, dropping to one knee. “Phew…” 
 
      
 
    “Who are these Nibelungs?” 
 
      
 
    “No clue, daughter,” I admitted, stuffing the remnants of battle scrolls into my belt pouch. 
 
      
 
    We’d burned through a fair amount of resources. I glanced at Alishana standing next to me and pointed towards the staircase. The warrior, catching my meaning, shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “These creatures are unknown to me. Flaming skulls… a mysterious bird with a torn-out tongue and a weeping soul… yet I do know what they are…” 
 
      
 
    “Unknown creatures, yet you know what they are?” I asked for clarification. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, ngamu Rosgard. Everything we’ve faced so far is reanimated trash from long gone days. Ever since we left the shadowy corridors of our homeland, all sorts of filth have started accumulating here.” 
 
      
 
    “For the first time in my life, I’m all in for cleaning up,” I confessed, standing up. “And I won’t ask right now how you know about the bird with the torn-out tongue. So… is everyone seeing this, or is it just me?” 
 
      
 
    Kyre spoke up, “This isn’t a meadow — it’s a fragment of one.” 
 
      
 
    She was right. About a hundred steps away, golden lotuses were in bloom. But there were just a few of them — and of the golden columns too — and they formed a broken arc. The ragged edges of the suddenly narrowed path suggested that a once large safety zone had shattered into fragments lying about a hundred and fifty feet away from us. That was actually good news — not the absence of Golden Lotuses, but that the fragments had only collapsed a hundred and fifty feet away. 
 
      
 
    We were almost at the bottom of the gorge. The dark water that splashed around the shards of stone, with chunks of ice dancing on its surface, indicated that we’d reached the very foretold stagnant water that smelled of muck, ice, dark magic, and death. 
 
      
 
    “What’s over there?” 
 
      
 
    “If we stay close, we’re good!” Bom shouted, having risked being the first to cross those hundred steps to the shimmering golden columns. 
 
      
 
    “Forward!” I ordered, unable to hide the relief brought by another piece of good news. 
 
      
 
    We needed a break — I was practically out of steam. Another fight like that, and I’d start making mistakes. And I wouldn’t be the only one. 
 
      
 
    Upon reaching the columns, I shouted at Roskie, who was incredibly pissed off about one of her wolves dying and thus overly eager to fight. I then sprawled out at the very edge of the safe zone, took a light-blue scroll with a brown rim from my inventory, and activated it. Pulling out a telescopic copper tube, I reached over to a clay dish and grabbed one of the coffee cups filled with excellent cappuccino topped with a frothy foam. All thanks to Mistress Mistry, the wise dwarfish lady who got me hooked on top quality coffee and these kinds of breaks between adventures. 
 
      
 
    Malice dropped down beside me and snatched the second cup. 
 
      
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
      
 
    “Water,” I replied. “Lots of it… and an island in the middle shrouded in fog. The path leads to it, goes straight through… I think. But I see where the path continues — it bends away in the distance.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds grim,” the wizard muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Think that creature with the book for a head will come after us?” I asked grimly, glancing back at the hard-won staircase with its dimly glowing golden arch. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Ros… I really don’t know. What’s the plan now?” 
 
      
 
    “Reconnaissance,” I replied, rising to my feet. “Risk-free reconnaissance. Wait for me here. Bom! How’s our communication?” 
 
      
 
    “No contact with our people.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone has to go offline,” I concluded. “And check. And that someone…” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you looking at me?” Kyre tried to sound menacing but yawned instead. “Ah, damn it…” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” I commanded. “You need to eat and rest. Check on our people.” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh… but you’re right, and I comply. Just don’t mess around without me here!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be quiet as mice,” I assured her, jabbing Malice with my elbow as he opened his mouth. “Wizard! You go into the real world, too. You’ll have an easier time contacting BB.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Kyre, try to communicate with Orbit somehow. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “What should I ask him?” 
 
      
 
    “Find out everything he knows about the book-head, about Castiæl, and about the weird magic that’s pulled our friends away. Anything goes.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone goes offline,” I ordered, clapping my hands for emphasis. “And for the next hour and a half, I better not see anyone here. Catch at least half an hour of sleep! You have to!” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” Kyre hesitated, her hand poised to press an invisible Exit icon. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll linger for a bit,” I smiled to her reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful,” she didn’t look particularly reassured. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone had logged out, I tossed aside the broken cup and rubbed my face with my palms. Turning to Alishana, I said, “Watch over them. Don’t take a single step from here, no matter what happens!” 
 
      
 
    “Ngamu! You shouldn’t risk your life! Let me go…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not planning on risking anything,” I shook my head and pointed to the glimmers of gold radiating from beneath the water around the rocky debris. “See? The magic that protects us should work there. It’s safe.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s only a few steps away…” 
 
      
 
    “Let it be,” I nodded, once again unfastening the elven rope from my backpack. “But it’s closer to the water. And there, maybe I’ll find something else useful. We need to hurry, Alisha — our friends are in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “Look after my daughter,” I sighed, handing one end of the rope to Alishana, who took it with her seemingly delicate hand, and began my descent without any worry that she might fail to hold me. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t wrong — Alishana held me steady with just her left hand, standing at the edge of the cliff and watching my descent closely. Carefully stepping on the slippery wall and holding onto the rope, I lowered myself onto the broken heap below. Satisfied that my footing was secure, I belatedly wrapped the rope around my waist and checked my status to confirm I was actually tethered. Only then did I lift my face and, with the same delayed reaction, hissed, trying to keep the tone of my voice as low as possible, “Pull if f I scream! And haul me up right away!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, ngamu,” Alishana’s calm soft voice reached me surprisingly clearly. 
 
      
 
    “Ngamu…” I muttered, taking my first step, and immediately slipping and landing on my ass. “Crap! Yeah, right! Ngamu, my foot! I’m a sewer rat! Good thing there’s no pain here…” 
 
      
 
    “I should come closer, ngamu. To be near you in case of danger.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up again and smiled encouragingly. “Don’t forget, Alishana: I’m immortal. If I die here, I’ll be reborn in the regular sunlit world of Waldyra, right above us. But if you die — “ 
 
      
 
    “I’ll die. And reunite with my husband and…” 
 
      
 
    “We’re headed there, anyway!” I roared, interrupting her. “So there’s no point in dying. If I die and get sent back to Algora, and you die soon after… who will protect Roskie?” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, Rosgard the Wise. Continue your valiant descent.” 
 
      
 
    “Valiant descent,” I grumbled, adjusting my wet pants. “Well, if you choose to call it that…” 
 
      
 
    A step. 
 
      
 
    I checked the status of the environment and drew a sigh of relief — I was in a safe zone with bonuses to recovery, regeneration, and other currently unimportant things. The most important part was that no creature would attack me here. 
 
      
 
    Another step. Status check. Still safe. 
 
      
 
    Another step. And another. Status check. Same. 
 
      
 
    Balancing on a slippery rock, I paused briefly before a wide chasm and, making up my mind, leapt. Clearing it, my feet hit the stone on the other side and — I fell on my ass again, sitting in an icy puddle. Picking myself up, I swore softly and then laughed. Usually, when you read well-written fantasy novels, their scout heroes move through enemy territory absolutely silently, not touching a single blade of grass. And they certainly have good balance and never fall, not even on the most slippery of rocks. Well, I definitely wasn’t anything remotely like a seasoned scout — although I used to be one back in my Khrushchot days, and now I clearly understood how much stronger, quicker, and more agile I was back then. 
 
      
 
    Status? 
 
      
 
    “Whoa…” I twitched nervously and took a step, finding myself on a wobbling cobblestone emitting intermittent golden light. 
 
      
 
    Status? Peaceful. I sighed with relief and started planning the next stage of our adventure. 
 
      
 
    I was unbelievably tired. I wished I could go offline, too, and find myself inside the rattling train car where I would sit down at a table laden with toast, cherry jam, and hot tea, which would relieve tiredness and grant me an incomparable state of drowsy contentment. I could look at the spruces and pines outside the window, and chat a bit with friends… 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and chased away foolish thoughts. Well… they weren’t completely foolish. A tired mind demanded rest — loudly. It was virtually yelling, “Give me a break!” But there was no choice. No matter how tired we all were, and no matter how much we’d been through, I’d have to take the heat for everyone. Why? Because I was the clan leader. 
 
      
 
    I jumped. This time I managed to stay upright as I soared over the bubbling dark water and crashed onto a cracked slab. I checked my status and immediately lay down, increasing my camouflage. I was at that far point which I’d seen from the cliff, lit by a peaceful golden light. This elongated islet seemed like a curious nose, poked into the dark mist that hung over the water. I crawled a few feet and boldly dipped my foolish head into the murky dampness of the fog. If a honed blade were to flash now and sever it from my shoulders, I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised. 
 
      
 
    And yet my curiosity remained unpunished. Lying on the very edge, my face almost dipping into the cold, breathing water, I peered intently into the shifting mist, rummaging through my inventory all the while. There had to be something that would enhance my vision. I was unlikely to find Swamp Troll Gaze or Swamp Ukhmar’s Piercing Eye of Darkness in my satchel, but, perhaps, there was something simpler… 
 
      
 
    I managed to find a scroll with the aura of Archer’s Clear Vision and a tiny elixir labeled Eye of the Bramdarg. As far as I remembered, those creatures — the Bramdargs — dwelt in a valley filled with thick, hot mist. Why not use it for fog? Moreover, I couldn’t use any auras, as I still retained enough knowledge to remember that an enemy could easily detect foreign magic activity from a distance. And I definitely didn’t want to attract any unwarranted attention to myself. 
 
      
 
    After gulping down the wince-inducing, puckeringly tart elixir, I discarded the bottle and fixated my inflamed eyes on the fog, hopeful. For the first minute, nothing happened. Then the mist slightly thinned, losing its impenetrable density and viscosity before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    What did my heightened senses reveal? Almost nothing, but I did spot something! I saw another islet about twenty feet away from me. The islet looked like a half-opened flower bud frozen over the water, with long stamens that glowed gold — some of which were broken. Additionally, there was a fearsome skeleton on one of the petals that resembled a crocodile’s. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I whispered, wrapping a gray scarf around my neck and the lower part of my face, which not only provided anonymity but also added ten points to my Stealth. “Fine …” 
 
      
 
    Turning, I looked at Alishana who had been watching me and demonstratively pressed a finger to my lips, signaling her to keep silent. Seeing her nod, I busied myself with the preparations, which didn’t take long. 
 
      
 
    Having checked the rope and ensured that the elven safety thread connecting me to the shore had some length to spare, I looked at my reflection in the black water and slid into it, aiming to make as little noise as possible. 
 
      
 
    So cold! Hell’s bells, how cold it was! 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! You are surrounded by bitter cold! 
 
       
 
     Life is rapidly leaving your body! 
 
       
 
     You are losing life! (100 points per second). 
 
       
 
     Your movements are restricted by 40%. 
 
       
 
     Your spirit is bound by 60% (mana regeneration decreased). 
 
       
 
     You feel the breath of death on your frozen face… 
 
   
 
      
 
    I dog-paddled, striving to make as little noise as possible, and I did it quickly, crossing those damn twenty feet in mere seconds. Grabbing onto the rocks, I pulled myself onto the protruding angled stem, then, with the crunch of frozen clothes, clambered onto a petal and flattened myself against the stone, motionless. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see, but I could still hear… 
 
      
 
    There was a barely audible, almost imperceptible splash. And that was enough for me to press myself further into the stone and lower my legs toward the stem to hide behind a fragment of the safe location. I had time to check my status and confirmed that the rope went into the water and remained invisible. 
 
      
 
    A second passed. 
 
      
 
    Then another… 
 
      
 
    My thawing clothes rustled barely audibly. System messages reassuringly alerted that freedom of movement, along with full regeneration of life and mana, was returning. However, there still loomed the risk of catching a severe cold. Lying still, cheek pressed against the icy stone, eyes squinted toward the gray-white frosty mist, I awaited the source of that deceptively insignificant sound. 
 
      
 
    Another second elapsed. 
 
      
 
    A dark wavering shadow glided slowly above the water in the mist. Another splash resounded. 
 
      
 
    Silence. 
 
      
 
    The danger seemed to have passed. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t falling for that ancient trick. I remained as motionless as the skeleton lying on the nearby slab, its gruesome maw studded with transparent triangular crimson fangs. I waited. Patiently, I waited. Another splash sounded — this time very close by, coming from the other side of the tall stone islet. 
 
      
 
    After the first sound came another, then one more, sufficient for me to understand. Someone was rowing across the smooth water, maneuvering something small like a raft or a shallow boat with a single oar. When the mist shifted, briefly revealing something long rising and dipping again, my suspicions were confirmed. 
 
      
 
    Who was this rower? 
 
      
 
    Some sinister character for sure! Cunning. Deceptive. This “someone” had definitely heard something but, wasn’t certain. They waited, hidden by the concealing mist, and moved on, realizing there were no strangers here. 
 
      
 
    One thought came to mind — could it have been a guard? A patrol of some sort? 
 
      
 
    Climbing a bit higher and occupying a vantage point next to the remains of some unknown creature, I took out the spyglass again. As I exhaled clouds of dense white steam, my focus deepened on the world now drawn closer through the spyglass. 
 
      
 
    I saw a lot more this time. 
 
      
 
    A solid stone island rose above the water, like a miniature sea volcano with a wide, gaping shallow crater. And in that very crater rested a glowing magical cage. Only it wasn’t a cage — it was a sanctuary. The very same force field that had been keeping us safe in the cave, and had now been transferred here along with all our companions — to an islet in the middle of a frozen underground lake. 
 
      
 
    With a single stroke that tore through the mist and sent it scattering, an ugly, gigantic golem — submerged up to its waist in water — unleashed a furious attack on the glowing magical cage that held the tiny figures within. Instead of hands with palms and fingers, the golem had something like spiky… flippers? Why the hell would a stone creature need flippers? It wasn’t going to swim, was it? Be that as it may, one of these heavy flippers was used for the strike. 
 
      
 
    A dim flash. The flipper was repelled, scattering the remnants of the mist. Inside the force cocoon, tiny figures scurried about; some stood with raised arms, two more toppled as if hit by an uppercut. 
 
      
 
    “Seems you’re having a blast here,” I muttered, somewhat bewildered, and shifted the spyglass slightly to the side. 
 
      
 
    Having done that, I took a look and cursed wistfully. The elf Castiæl was right before me, standing arrogantly on a towering column of ice, his hands defiantly on his hips as he glowered at the force cage below him. I let loose another silent curse. Why couldn’t I be a skilled archer at a moment like this? A stationary target, far away, perched like a prize — truly a marksman’s dream. Clearly, Castiæl was relying on the mist (and, presumably, patrolling guards I couldn’t spot) for protection. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have risked flaunting himself so openly to enemy fire. 
 
      
 
    Did he know that the cage didn’t contain all the otherworlders? 
 
      
 
    Did he realize he’d missed someone with his magic? 
 
      
 
    I could only hope he was unaware. I also hoped that the captives were smart enough to hide the absence of some of their party members. 
 
      
 
    Another question plagued me then — why were they still hiding? What kept them from leaving the force cage and taking the fight to the overconfident elf? It wasn’t likely that a golem, even one with some indecipherable blood-red script etched on its grotesque stone head, could intimidate them. Nor could Castiæl’s haughty posture. 
 
      
 
    Yet for some reason, these far-from-weak players were not only remaining within the magical cage, but also powering it strenuously with their mana. 
 
      
 
    Why? 
 
      
 
    I could see nothing as I studied the islet, the black stone fangs protruding from the water, and the icy rubble through my spyglass. 
 
      
 
    I could see nothing dangerous. 
 
      
 
    The Black Baroness was intelligent and capable of assessing the situation soberly. If they were still under protection and not venturing out, there had to be a reason. 
 
      
 
    Still, I saw nothing. 
 
      
 
    Either it was concealed underwater or invisible to the naked eye. 
 
      
 
    I put away the spyglass with some reluctance, checked my health, and then slid toward the water’s edge. I listened carefully, ensuring that I heard no splashing before tugging on the rope to send the signal. I plunged into the water immediately. The taut rope pulled me along, and then I heard that splash again — so I dived. 
 
      
 
    00:59, 0:54 
 
      
 
    Why did they only give me a minute?! Why was the clock ticking so fast?! 
 
      
 
    
     Attention! You are surrounded by bitter cold! 
 
       
 
     Life is rapidly leaving your body! 
 
       
 
     You are losing life! (100 points per second). 
 
       
 
     Your movements are restricted by 40%. 
 
       
 
     Your spirit is bound by 60% (mana regeneration decreased). 
 
       
 
     You feel the breath of death on your frozen face… 
 
       
 
     The bony hands of the harbinger of death are already reaching towards you… 
 
       
 
     Your spirit is bound by 90% (mana regeneration decreased)… 
 
   
 
      
 
    What the hell was it with these grim and ominous messages? Where was the joyful, sunny, optimistic, and ever-cheerful Waldyra I remembered? As I grappled with my own dread and horror, the taut rope relentlessly dragged me back to the outlying islet I’d recently left. There, I floundered like a seal in the throes of an asthma attack. Assured of my survival, Alishana pulled once more. I was again plunged into the water, whisked between rocks, and finally lifted into the air. A moment passed. Another. Then I crashed onto an icy rock at Alishana’s feet. 
 
      
 
    “How was the reconnaissance, ngamu?” 
 
      
 
    “F-f-f-f-fine-n-n-n-g-g-h,” I stuttered, my teeth chattering. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t exaggerating; the cold was real, compounded by the after-effects of the underwater swim: slurred speech, a stutter, and near-muteness. Unbelievable. 
 
      
 
    A magical scroll flared and vanished, and a tray holding two cups of cappuccino clanked onto the rock. 
 
      
 
    “I love coffee,” Alishana noted, claiming a cup without asking. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh — ugh — yeah…” 
 
      
 
    “I get it, ngamu. I get it.” 
 
      
 
    The negative effects lasted for a torturous four minutes — a ridiculously long time for a character of any class, and practically a death sentence for any inexperienced mage. More seasoned players had some hope of survival, but there were nuances. In my situation, being protected by a lethal desert warrior and inside a safe zone, I felt pretty much at ease. 
 
      
 
    Finally having caught my breath and warmed up a bit, and after some pondering, I tackled the key issue. With a groan, I stood up. I tested the elven rope’s strength at the cliff’s edge, surveyed the space shrouded in dark fog, cringed at the sight of white ice floating in black water, and turned to Alishana with a resigned sigh. I took a few minutes to explain my simple plan, tied the rope to one of the glowing pillars, and began descending along the familiar route. Having safely reached the outlying islet, I slid into the water, swam a few strokes, and found myself on a rocky protrusion. I heard the familiar sound of approaching splashes and hastily pulled the rope twice. 
 
      
 
    A moment — another — twenty meters away, there was a muffled, strong splash. I flinched even though I knew what would happen. An immediate reaction followed: a shadow glided through the fog toward the noise, leaving me alone. This time, I saw a bit more: a broken, humanoid silhouette with long arms holding a paddle. I couldn’t see any head, but a brief reddish flash illuminated the fog for a second and revealed a fragile-looking whitish boat — frozen over and frosted, it seemed. The enemy scout retreated; as for me, I slid back into the icy water and headed for the next tiny island so as to waste no time. Reaching my goal, I dragged myself ashore and froze, gasping for air. Steam billowed from me. I looked at my hands. They were twisted and curled, and resembled chicken feet that had been stored in a freezer for a couple of years. If anyone attacked me now, I wouldn’t even be able to flip them off before dying. And someone could attack — the island had no peaceful status. I couldn’t run away either; my legs were paralyzed. I was under the effect of an effect known as “Frost Paralysis,” which robbed my entire body of the ability to move and snatched away my speech as well. 
 
      
 
    I lay there for a few moments to “thaw,” and finally moved. Shaking off the icy paralysis, I crawled closer to the island’s edge. Wincing and cursing under my breath, I covered myself with shards of ice. For now, I didn’t look forward. A quick glance told me that visibility was better here, and that calmed me momentarily. I checked my status — my camouflage was up, which was good. I grew silent. The rope tied to my waist disappeared into the water, invisible. No alarming splashes sounded. It was time to watch — and maybe even listen. 
 
      
 
    “Otherworlders!” Castiæl bellowed from an elevated ice outcrop. “You’re blind to true power! You’re no better than our elders, covered as they are in moss and autumn leaves! They fear change — and so do you! They long for peace and prosperity — just like you! We had high hopes for the newcomers. The first months and years, you lived up to them — new wars, conquests, and endless bloodshed. Those were the days! But what the hell happened next?” 
 
      
 
    “Do tell,” came the voice from the amber cage. 
 
      
 
    It was Baroness. I heard the anger and fatigue in her voice, but no sign of fear or weakness. Exactly what I’d expect from the unyielding clan leader of the Sleepless Ones. 
 
      
 
    “I will!” Castiæl stamped his foot, momentarily resembling a petulant child. “The worst thing has happened — fierce warriors turned into despicable diplomats! No more warring — just talking! No more plunder — just trade! No more land grabs — just purchases! You’ve pulled the wool over the entire world’s eyes — even those of our dimwitted leaders!” 
 
      
 
    “And the problem is?” 
 
      
 
    “None for you, I’m sure! And for us, it’s another kick in the shin!” Castiæl’s voice soared. “All our hopes have been shattered!” 
 
      
 
    This was textbook Waldyra with its love for drama. I’d picked a good time to show up. Castiæl was at boiling point, spewing his pent-up poison. A very disturbed elf, this one. 
 
      
 
    “This festering hatred in me has accumulated for years, and it’s only quenchable by blood!” Castiæl’s fists clenched, green lightning hissing into the water. 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” I mouthed silently, eyes shifting to the shimmering amber force cage. It protected my companions from something really bad. 
 
      
 
    Something was definitely amiss. A lone elf wouldn’t dare confront elite players, even with a bit of help and some serious magic. Those in the cage could wipe the floor with almost any foe. Castiæl had to know that, yet there he stood. He was more corporeal now, with his earlier semi-transparency gone. 
 
      
 
    “By blood!” Castiæl exclaimed, pressing his palms against his chest. “The blood of those who’ve damned us to oblivion! How long — oh, how long — have I been masquerading as a mere elf! But I am something far greater!” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa,” I echoed, hunkering down into the snow and staring at the horrific grimace that marred his otherwise beautiful elfin face. 
 
      
 
    “It seemed like the end had come! Loathsome assassins, who arrogantly call themselves liberators, closed in on our homeland’s citadel. There, our dying dark heart barely pulsed. Should it stop, we’re all doomed! We’re as alien to this world as you are! Yet we’ve been treated far more harshly! No immortality granted, and worse — if the heart we brought with us dies, we die too! Yes, we die!” 
 
      
 
    A furious green bolt erupted from Castiæl’s crown, striking the shimmering amber cage thrice. Inside the sanctuary, several mages collapsed, looking utterly drained. Regaining some composure, Castiæl folded his arms behind his back, smirked, and continued. 
 
      
 
    “We were once legions! Yet, we were branded enemies by both gods and mortals from the start. All rose against us as if we had no right to breathe the air of this world, even though it’s toxic to us! Despite our resemblance to elves — our direct kinship with them, in fact! They started to exterminate us, pushing us back day by day, destroying scores of our brethren. Eventually, our retreat turned into a full-blown flight, ending far, far up north. Only there, deterred by the deadly blizzards, which were intensified by our magic, did the enemy recoil. By some miracle, we have survived — left to inhabit those barren lands. We even grew to love those frozen, windswept expanses! But the moment we dared to breach the borders, to look slightly southward, the world’s wrath descended upon us anew! Damn you all! DAMN YOU! We’d already spent centuries up there! Our bodies had adapted! As well as our souls! Yet here comes another war, waged against us! For what? Because we glanced at some godforsaken patch of land just south of our borders? Curse the island of Nulluzar for claiming so many of our lives! Curse it, for it is drenched in our icy blood! Was it worth it for the dwarves to fiercely battle over a worthless patch of their land? No! Yet they eagerly seized the chance to start a new war against us — called the Northern Resistance — the first of many malicious waves that crashed down on us. What then? A brief respite… followed by a new onslaught: the First Northern Campaign! A whole army descended upon our lands! And this time, they were accompanied by immortal foreigners — those who’ve never even heard our woeful tale! As if they could give a damn! They came to kill and plunder! They came for our treasures! So be damned, all of you! My curse will follow you for all eternity!” 
 
      
 
    “The Northern Campaign?” I muttered, utterly astonished. “But those wars were against — “ 
 
      
 
    “Darklings!” Castiæl shouted, thrusting his fists and face skyward. “Darklings! That’s what you call us! You scare your trembling children with that word! Yes! We’re Darklings — the accursed icy beings that dwell in the snowy wasteland! But we were once known as dark elves! The drow! That’s the name we entered this world with — and we had come in peace! And what does it matter that darkness pulses in our veins? Aren’t there necromancers in this world? Demons? There are! Are there not enough villains here? Certainly! Yet, for some reason, all the world’s wrath has been unleashed upon us! As for you — immortal outlanders — Waldyra has welcomed you with open arms, setting you against us immediately! Unfair! This is very unfair!”Castiæl hissed. 
 
      
 
    His face sharpened, flattening at the sides, as did his entire head. His cheekbones jutted sharply upward and outward, transforming his head into something rhombic and polygonal. His arms elongated, becoming flat as well. His clothes vanished, and his whitened hair lengthened into a snowy torch flickering in the wind. He grew almost twice in size, becoming much thinner in the process. His eyes blazed with furious green, scorching the amber cage. The clawed icy fingers of both hands clenched around a pearl necklace and tore it apart. The necklace snapped, large pearls bouncing down the icy peak, igniting as they rolled. 
 
      
 
    A flash… and another Darkling stood on the ice. Another flash… and there was yet another Darkling… 
 
      
 
    The air, electrified by the furious strike of green lightning, burst outward in a tight wave, dispersing the fog. Squinting my bulging eyes, I saw another Darkling glide past me in an icy boat. Or, rather, a drow, or a dark elf. Although that was what they had been in the past. They were nothing but sentient icy beings dwelling far to the north of the great orc city of Roghalroum. Beyond the Ice Rift, also known as the Ice Archipelago, lay the land of the Darklings — known as Umbra, a terrifying place of frost and darkness… 
 
      
 
    It seemed I’d just witnessed the unveiling of another legend of Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    “Well then!” grated Castiæl the Darkling, watching as his brethren slowly encircled the amber cage. “If the whole world is against us, then we shall pit ourselves against the world! We will enslave this world! And right now, we are ready to kiss the feet of the one whose actions have led to such terrible chaos… oh Rosgard! If you were here, I would express my deepest gratitude! I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw the former Great Navigator in the dark corridors of Angora — someone whose actions had shaken this world… fanned the global fire… and given us the opportunity to steal special artifacts and spells… How many years have I dragged on a miserable existence in the light skin of the arrogant elf Castiæl… how many years has it taken me to convince the elves to finally kill the light god Anloail, knowing that it was no god at all! Just a creature born of divine magic that managed to absorb a shard of our dark heart, almost completely shattered by a legendary hero of the distant past. We saved the heart then, it had happened just before our departure from the northern shores… but we couldn’t take the shard. So it was consumed by the insatiable wandering plant Loail… which became Anloail as a result… imagine that! A mere plant, endowed with the breath of a powerful god, had absorbed another divine particle… and also fancied itself a deity… I knew that if Anloail, whom many began to worship, considering him a god, feeding him with this faith… I knew that if he, already believing in his own divinity, were killed… he would surely not go into oblivion, but into Angora… into a place of incredible power… into the Kingdom of the Dead… isn’t that the perfect home for us Darklings? Isn’t that the safest place we can find? Huh? And from there we can do a lot… oh, truly a lot… but for starters, we’ll freeze everything here nicely!” 
 
      
 
    “I… I’m terrified,” BB confessed, standing right by the amber wall. “I’m utterly terrified, oh Darkling.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah, right… terrified. Pull the other one. She just wanted to pump more information from the chatty villain. 
 
      
 
    “We Darklings need the power of Frostbane! It’s rightfully ours! This magic was born from a shard of our collective dark heart! The shard continues to pulse within Anloail’s soul! And while it does, there remains a connection between the heart and its shard! Just one ritual with a proper sacrifice… and we can summon an entire army of Darklings here — into the kingdom of Angora! We will conquer Angora! We will become the new rulers of the Kingdom of the Dead! And you… you will be that sacrifice! Anloail needs a good meal to gather strength and summon Frostbane — a patch of fierce otherworldly frost that will become the teleportation site… yes! Anloail needs the last meal of a condemned man! You will be it! So we couldn’t lure you onto the bridge, could we? No matter! I’ll get you there by force! Just wait… wait a little before you’re fed to a stupid plant! Just wait… an invisible dark poison is spread around you, which doesn’t kill instantly but paralyzes anyone! It’s special magic… this poison is from the depths of the dark heart of Umbra! There’s no defense against it! And it has already permeated the air around… You cannot maintain protective magic forever! And I’m in no hurry…” 
 
      
 
    “So-o-o…” I muttered, looking at the Darklings, who had already closed the circle. “What should I do?” 
 
      
 
    “If Rosgard could hear us now,” the Black Baroness told the Darkling, who had grown tired of speaking and fallen silent, “I would have a lot to say to him! I would unleash a triple strike of Infernal Firestorm on his head, and a tick later, I’d hit him with a Diamond Field of Spikes, before summoning a Turkey of Decay another tick later! Oh, he would suffer at my hands! If he survived my fierce wrath, I would add a strike of Crimson Flaming Tornado mixed with Boiling Acid Whirlwind and Smokestone… oh, he wouldn’t like that one bit! How would he cry and moan! And I would do it in about… six minutes! Oh, I would verily make Rosgard the Cowardly weep!” 
 
      
 
    “You are a true villainess, after all,” Castiæl said admiringly. 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I grumbled, reversing and sliding into the icy water. 
 
      
 
    I pulled the rope and started cosplaying a speedboat as I rushed toward the shore invisible in the fog. I bumped into ice floes twice, and into rocky islets three times, each time being dragged over them and pushed back into the water. As a result, I had been pulled up in a half-dead, frozen state. Chattering my teeth and struggling to bend my disobedient fingers, I waited for the numbness to subside as I exhaled with clouds of steam: 
 
      
 
    “Darklings!” Surprisingly, it sounded like the ringing of an alarm bell. “There are Darklings…” 
 
      
 
    “Skilled and ruthless warriors,” Alishana nodded, and I sensed hidden approval in her words. “They know how to kill.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” I puffed, falling to my haunches and opening the inventory window. “Sure… they’re just freaking excellent at it! Role models!” 
 
      
 
    “Years ago, our elders seriously considered joining the Darklings if the armies of Algora managed to drive us out of the Northern Desert. We needed a place where the great artifact would be safe. And Umbra… was quite suitable for that role. Neither scorching heat nor fierce cold scare us.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing scares you at all,” I noted, and, moving my jaw in surprise, spat out a dark ice shard from my mouth. 
 
      
 
    As soon as it fell, it suddenly glowed green, floated into the air, and, barely audibly repeating the clearly distinguishable “Nothing scares you at all,” floated toward the cliff. With a quick kick, Alisha made the talking ice shard drop onto the stone floor and crushed it with her sole, then stated indifferently, 
 
      
 
    “You’ve swallowed some of that dark icy water…” 
 
      
 
    “How could I not!” I snapped, looking at the evaporating dark spot on the stone. “You dragged me like a caught fish! But I’m not offended. What is this?” 
 
      
 
    “Andulurus.” 
 
      
 
    “More specifically?” I pressed, continuing to rummage through my inventory and laying out selected scrolls of combat magic side by side. 
 
      
 
    “Dead Voice. That water is imbued with the magic of the Darklings. Dark magic. And death magic — of a kind we don’t possess. Tell me, how did the Darklings end up in Angora? I’ve never heard of such a thing…” 
 
      
 
    “They aren’t normally found in the Kingdom of the Dead, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “They aren’t,” she shook her head. “Like you, outlanders, the Darklings simply disappear when they die. They are deprived of blessed afterlife and are doomed to dissolve without a trace. A bitter fate… if only we knew why.” 
 
      
 
    “Because they come from another world,” I enlightened the warrior. “And they don’t belong to this one, which makes them like us, the otherworlders.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a thing before. You are wise and enlightened, ngamu Rosgard.” 
 
      
 
    “Just lucky to have overheard a few things,” I declined the praise and looked at the clock. “Damn it!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s wrong!” I almost wailed, realizing I was running out of time. “We don’t have the necessary scrolls. We don’t even have enough people to read these scrolls — and no, I won’t drag my daughter into a slaughter! Nor will I leave her unprotected. So what happens? The Darklings are about to break the force field and start the ritual to…” 
 
      
 
    “Ngamu Rosgard! Tell me what needs to be done.” 
 
      
 
    “The Black Baroness passed on instructions… um… described what needs to be done in three minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does the devourer of refuse desire?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” exhaling noisily, I began to speak, surprisingly accurately recalling every word of the Baroness. 
 
      
 
    Finishing in half a minute, I looked expectantly at Alisha, while I was already putting the selected scrolls back into my belt bag and slowly moving toward the cliff. Plan or not, I’d hit the Darklings with what I had. 
 
      
 
    “If you allow me to leave Roskie here for a short while — under the magical golden glow of the lotuses… I’ll help you, Rosgard.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to risk you,” I admitted, checking if the rope end was securely fastened. “You shouldn’t die.” 
 
      
 
    “Darklings… are skilled warriors, but… too proud and talkative,” the warrior said, gathering her loose hair into a tight ponytail during the brief halt. “Give them free rein, and they’ll boast from dawn to dusk. And the rest of them will listen to the boaster and chime in eagerly.” 
 
      
 
    “That much is encouraging…” 
 
      
 
    “Castiæl…” 
 
      
 
    “That fake elf…” 
 
      
 
    “Elf or Darkling, he had first manifested here as a spirit.” 
 
      
 
    “But the others he brought with him — those inside the black and pink beads of the artifact necklace — are more than material.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. It’s strange that Castiæl’s managed to survive — he must have paid a great price to break through to the outskirts of Angora. Anyway, let’s head down there.” 
 
      
 
    Sliding down the rope, I looked up at the girl easily descending after me: 
 
      
 
    “That creature on the bridge is not a deity. It’s just a mindless thing pumped full of divine energy, which had also consumed a shard of the Darklings’ dark heart. The very Darklings who, apparently, were once known as the drow — a race of dark elves who had come to Waldyra from another world. Did you notice any similarities, Alisha?” 
 
      
 
    “What similarities?” 
 
      
 
    “Both you and them have a dark common artifact that gives you power. Coincidence?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, ngamu Rosgard,” Alisha said, landing on the islet first and now looking up. “We’ve kept our chronicles since the moment we began serving in the Kingdom of the Dead. What happened before that… is unknown to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” I sighed. “You don’t resemble either elves or Darklings. What now?” 
 
      
 
    “Hurry along the same way you did before. I’ll take another path, but I’ll still end up in the same place as you and do what I can and should. The time specified by that hapless black-clad stray is running out, so you should attack boldly without hesitation.” 
 
      
 
    “Well now, that’s more like it!” I cheered, finding myself in the water for who knows how many times and quickly paddling to the next patch of land. “That’s a hell of a lot more like it!” 
 
      
 
    I kept muttering that for another minute until I found myself in the right position — the very spot I had been eavesdropping on Castiæl from during my previous foray. I barely managed to climb up, and then blinked in astonishment — the Darkling was still talking! 
 
      
 
    “We were born for greatness! And they made us crawl in the icy desert! Is this fair? No! No! And no! The Darklings have experienced nothing but plight and ordeals, while the other races thrived in warmth and comfort… Well! The tables have turned! First we’ll capture the souls of their dead relatives, and then we’ll get to the living kings! We…” 
 
      
 
    “Field of Fire!” I yelled, waving a red scroll, and then lifted a green one. “Frog Rain! Green Mist!” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?!” a familiar voice shouted from the cage. “This won’t work!” 
 
      
 
    “Blessed Rain! Sunrise!” 
 
      
 
    Above the island, which was sinking in roaring fire and enveloped in poisonous green fog, a blinding sunrise flared, making the Darklings roar even louder in fury. The warm summer rain that had poured from the ceiling was the kind that’s good for gardens but deadly for young sprouts. It had extinguished the fire and also caused the air to fill with frequent electrical discharges — it seemed that the Darklings’ magical lightning had short-circuited. 
 
      
 
    “Eaglehead!” I shouted, raising my hands, and… a frigate under full sail crashed down on the Darkling swimming toward me. “Fireball! Thorn Thicket! Fireball! Thorn Thicket!” 
 
      
 
    The ignited ship crashed heavily onto the island, landing on it and immediately tipping over, along with the fire and crackling thorny thickets. The moment the masts hit the ground, I jumped away — just in time, too. A massive ice spike that struck my position shattered the rock and cracked. As I dived, I heard the pop of an explosion; sharp ice shards sliced through the bubbling water. My health dropped by two-thirds, and partial numbness barely allowed me to climb onto the neighboring islet and raise my hand with a yellow scroll: 
 
      
 
    “Cowardly Mist!” 
 
      
 
    Timid yellow clouds floated over the cold water, slowly creeping onto the island. 
 
      
 
    “It won’t help!” Castiæl shouted. “Here you are, Rosgard! I’ll make sure you’re the first to be devoured! You won’t be a hero!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a hero,” I smiled, struggling to speak the words. “I’m her cover.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Angralla delerius tarma, you bastard!” hissed a shadow that appeared behind the dark elf, waving a hand. 
 
      
 
    Castiæl’s head flew off his neck, spinning and dispersing into a cloud of howling black mist. The headless body took a step, turned to Alishana, and was cleft diagonally in one blow: 
 
      
 
    “Angralla delerius tarma! Vikardes angralla!” 
 
      
 
    The ghost lost its shape and dispersed. A dull gray light began to fall from the ceiling. The ominous glow under the amber cage didn’t disappear, but started to flicker frequently. The remaining Darklings froze for a moment where their leader’s death had caught them, then, recovering, they dashed back, raising their flat hands and commencing to chant some spell. 
 
      
 
    “Spear of Dawn!” I yelled, directing my palm with a clenched gray scroll at the back of one of the fleeing Darklings. 
 
      
 
    The steel spear that burst from the scroll, its tip filled with light, struck the Darkling, throwing him forward but, to my surprise, the attack didn’t kill him. However, it prevented him from returning to the others. The glow flickered even more frequently; one of the Darklings darted away from a shaky shadow that turned out to be Alishana, who had missed. And then… 
 
      
 
    “R-r-r-r-a-a-h!” A host of players burst forth from the shattered thousand amber shards of the cage. 
 
      
 
    Some immediately fell, pressing their palms to the pulsating stone beneath their feet and trying to control the awakening deadly magic of the Darklings. The rest charged into the attack. And leading them was Baroness, looking so angry that even the great king of the Darklings would probably prefer to retreat if he met her now. One of the Darklings, covering about thirty meters in one incredible leap, crashed onto the edge of the islet that had sheltered me and snarled furiously: 
 
      
 
    “May you be damned, Rosgard the Loathsome! You gave us a chance! And then took it away!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s me all right,” I confirmed, raising my palms. “Fireball!” 
 
      
 
    The Darkling instantly shielded himself with a sparkling semi-transparent hemisphere. The fireball that struck it went out instantly, and a cold breeze blew in my face. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not so…” the Darkling began and… crumbled into dark icy crumbs. 
 
      
 
    The Baroness, who had just killed him, sheathed her dagger and hissed angrily: 
 
      
 
    “Like fish in a barrel! Like stupid little fish! If it weren’t for your sudden stroll…” 
 
      
 
    “Castiæl had it all planned,” I grumbled, rising and looking at the island lit by dozens of fireflies and flashes of combat magic, with a deep basin in the middle. “Every little detail. It sure was clever of him.” 
 
      
 
    “It sure was,” the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones admitted, already sounding a bit calmer, watching as the Darklings died one after another. 
 
      
 
    Within a minute, it was all over. And the bottom of the ravine lit up as brightly as if dawn had broken in the Kingdom of the Dead. We had reason to be afraid. The Kingdom of Angora had proven that something terrible could happen to uninvited guests within its borders at any moment. Hence the excessive illumination, and also the furious heat that quickly melted the ice around the islet. 
 
      
 
    “Is Castiæl dead?” were Baroness’s next words. 
 
      
 
    And yes — she skipped the “thank you” completely, but I didn’t really need it. We were all in this together. If I had been in that cage, the Baroness would have come to help with the same readiness. At least, that was what I thought. 
 
      
 
    “I saw his head come off his shoulders,” I replied, aiming for the islet that led back to the safe zone. “And… go!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what exactly helped, but I flew a few meters above the water with ease, making a soft landing on the rock without even slipping once. 
 
      
 
    “The Darkling has been recalled,” Alishana, who had appeared next to me, informed me as she let her hair down again. “Recalled a split second before my final blow.” 
 
      
 
    “By whom?” The Baroness and I asked the question simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    “You both think equally fast,” noted the warrior of the sands. “But Rosgard is a fraction of a second faster.” 
 
      
 
    “Recalled by whom?” Baroness repeated. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. But his soul, screeching with rage and fear, was carried off that way,” Alisha said, raising her hand to point to the impenetrable darkness above, from which prickly snow was slowly falling on us. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a bridge,” I said in a colorless tone and made another jump, landing on the islet closer to our goal. 
 
      
 
    “A captured bridge,” the warrior agreed. 
 
      
 
    “A bridge captured by a divine creature that had swallowed a shard of some artifact belonging to the Darklings,” Baroness added, and this time her gaze clearly read extreme interest and, one could almost confidently assert, greed as well. 
 
      
 
    “Screw that,” I shook my head at once. “I’m serious. Screw it!” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s not a fallen god but a creature like Callowan, who’d had a god blow into his trunk once, only this one’s been strengthened by a swallowed artifact… we might be able to handle it. And who knows what will drop from that creature after its death…” 
 
      
 
    “And if we die trying?” I countered. “Seriously — screw it.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to think it all through. Weigh it all.” 
 
      
 
    “On the scales of madness?” I grumbled. “Our goal is Angora! Risk it halfway?” 
 
      
 
    “The loot could be worth any sacrifice, Ros. You’re a clan leader. Turn on your long-term vision for a moment. Think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m also the father of a rebellious daughter who’s nowhere near as immortal as I am! Right now, she’s in the realm of the dead. I’m absolutely not on board with this scheme, just so you know,” I declared. 
 
      
 
    “You personally? Or is your entire clan abstaining?” the Baroness asked, scaling the wall next to me. 
 
      
 
    “Let me catch my breath,” I pleaded. “I’m utterly exhausted. I need a moment to breathe, maybe even sip some virtual coffee. Once I’ve regained my composure — oh, crap!” 
 
      
 
    If I had been ascending at a snail’s pace before, now I burst forth into the open, landing in the peaceful zone in less than a second, finding myself right behind the back of my daughter Roskie. Opposite her, at the edge of the golden shimmer, loomed a massive ominous figure, illuminated by a dull, crimson flame emanating from an open book resting on the giant’s shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Dad, we have a visitor,” Roskie informed me. “I’m holding him back. Please leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Holding him back in what way exactly?” I cautiously inquired, hastily checking the scrolls in my belt pouch. 
 
      
 
    “His soul is ablaze with agony and drowning in rage,” my daughter whispered. “I can feel it. He wants to kill us all.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s palpable,” I confirmed. “Don’t even think about approaching him.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. He’s stronger than me,” Roskie stated, then added, “For now, at least. But I’d like to know his story. You know, he’s been silent the whole time. He only broke his silence once to say he had once been a royal chronicler.” 
 
      
 
    “Of which kingdom?” the Baroness, who was standing nearby, inquired immediately. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t say… but he’s suffering,” Roskie said. 
 
      
 
    The giant swayed, turned around, and began to lumber back along the path, covering a couple of feet with each step. Soon, the crimson flame receded so far that it appeared as a distant candle’s flicker. 
 
      
 
    “Still want to go back to the bridge?” I glanced at the Baroness, who had wearily slumped to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Me? Right now, I want to pop offline, stuff myself with a couple of sandwiches, wash them down with milk, and pass out in the bathtub. At least for a few hours. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do just that,” I nodded, sitting down on a nearby rock. “Roskie, can I entrust this to you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” my daughter grumbled, settling on Tyrant’s back. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled wearily. “I’ll try to come back quickly.” 
 
      
 
    We exchanged a few more phrases. By that time, the rest had caught up to the peaceful zone. Although I was primarily interested in the Heroes and Gluggarius’s team, I made sure everyone had arrived safely. The achylotes had stayed below the cliff, lounging in magically warmed water. I instructed my people to log out and spend the next four hours in the real world. I followed suit without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
      
 
    There were enough adventures for me for now. 
 
      
 
    A flash. 
 
      
 
    Logout… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS HARD TO SAY much about the time spent in the real world when you barely remembered any of it. Besides, there wasn’t much to remember in the first place. I vaguely recounted the events to my friends, who were eagerly asking questions, and then ate mechanically, while simultaneously texting Orbit, who had once again lost himself in the virtual world, urging him to log out and nourish his mortal body. Then came a hot shower, my forehead leaning against the fogged-up window, my eyes blankly staring at the narrow unpainted strip revealing a view of the passing woods stretching for miles… an occasional field, a leaning roadside log cabin, and once again, woods and more woods… I didn’t remember how long I stood there, but I didn’t leave the shower on my own — Kyre pulled me out, made me get dressed, and forced me into bed. I managed to catch a glimpse of Orbit’s gaunt figure hunched over a plate of porridge, slurping and smacking, oblivious to everything and everyone around him. Between spoonfuls of porridge, he shoved pieces of an omelet drenched in ketchup into his mouth, making me, as I drifted off to sleep, feel like I was already dreaming and witnessing a nightmare, or had entered some horrifying world where strange creatures greedily devoured raw bloody flesh… 
 
      
 
    Well… prolonged sojourns in the virtual world never came without a cost… 
 
      
 
    I slept for six hours and woke up first, which was surprising in itself. Apparently, the others were more exhausted. Without waking anyone up — not even Orbit, who had passed out right in his cocoon, but hadn’t bothered to put on his helmet or close the lid — I leisurely washed my face, sent a couple of messages to the head of the security detail, who, as of late, had been in the habit of making brief checks on us and then disappearing. After that, I sat down in front of my laptop, entered my password, and immersed myself in Waldyra — the bright and familiar world as opposed to its terrifying and sometimes depressing counterpart, a perilous place on the outskirts of the Kingdom of the Dead. 
 
      
 
    I launched Waldyra Messenger, split the screen into two parts, adjusted the automatic scrolling speed, and started reading. The left column displayed important news from Waldyra. On the right were messages from my clan. This included personal messages from fellow clan members and an archive of the general chat — both trade and secret — accessible only to a couple of dozen trusted members. System messages concerning the HFF were also displayed here — trade offers from other clans or individuals, requests to join alliances, battle challenges, and war declarations. I thanked the gods of the Light that there was nothing of the latter sort yet — except for trade or alliance entry proposals. There were plenty of those. And, much to my chagrin, there was no one to deal with them for now. I had taken all the most active and shrewd members with me into the dungeon, and those who’d remained and were trustworthy enough tended to be like me in terms of lacking any trading acumen or political savvy. I hadn’t changed much in that respect myself, but I had learned a thing or two nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    The first order of business was to respond to the formal missives that had flooded the Heroes Clan. “We’re swamped,” I wrote, “buried in high-stakes trade deals and life-or-death quests. Please don’t mistake my silence for arrogance; I’ll get back to you when the dust settles.” Formalities out of the way, I dove into the trade proposals. 
 
      
 
    That part was a tougher nut to crack. A quick scan of the news and a few hasty queries to my slack-jawed clanmates guarding our Tranqueville residence gave me an inventory rundown. Twelve offers got the axe; seven hit the jackpot. “Meet me in Heroes Square,” I told them. 
 
      
 
    The secret chat was a minefield — several conflicts were rearing their ugly head, so I had to get involved. I gave everyone a collective what-for, reminding them of the benefits of cooperation over competition in the most acerbic tone I could muster. 
 
      
 
    Recruits. I sifted through the lot, eyeing their stats. Online frequency, task efficiency, willingness to learn — you name it. Just as I was about to drown in spreadsheets, Kyre dropped by, sleepy but content, and snatched the last of my coffee. Assured that the recruits were in capable hands, I bolted to the kitchen. More coffee, a preheated skillet, and then —  
 
      
 
    A groan came from Orbit’s cocoon. He’d never forgive me if he found out I let him oversleep. I shoved a cup of coffee into the elf’s hands, telling him, “The virtual world can wait. Shower first, breakfast second, Waldyra third.” He got the message and headed straight for the shower without letting go of his mug of coffee. 
 
      
 
    When I returned to Kyre, she was fully awake, bundled in a plaid blanket, and furiously clicking and typing away, clearing the clan backlog. A second laptop displayed internal and external news. I sat down and plunged back into work — addressing recruit grievances, complaints, and whatnot. 
 
      
 
    Then, something caught my eye: Braver’s “Wagon Brigade” had inexplicably ballooned in size and was now where it had no business being. I congratulated the lads, heaped praise on them for the profits and reputation they’d brought the clan, and handed out hefty cash rewards. I hinted they’d be first in line for custom crafted gear and alchemy sets. I made a note of my promise and forwarded the message to our clan alchemist Braver, our treasurer Bom, and my right-hand woman Kyrea the Protectress. 
 
      
 
    That reminded me… 
 
      
 
    Bom… 
 
      
 
    Whipping up the first batch of scrambled eggs and glancing at the clock, I darted toward the sleeping compartments, crossing paths with Orbit, lured by the smell of breakfast. I proceeded to wake up our resident bodybuilder, shove a mug of coffee into his hands, point him toward the shower, crack eight more eggs into the skillet, season them, and close the lid. Then I went back to clan affairs. Kyre and I cleared the remaining backlog, and I finally switched my focus to Waldyra’s news. The more headlines I read, the higher my eyebrows climbed. 
 
      
 
    Creatures were falling from the sky. 
 
      
 
    The undead were rising from ancient graveyards. 
 
      
 
    A tsunami hit the western coast. 
 
      
 
    A colossal sea monster appeared. 
 
      
 
    The oracle entered a state of stupor and started to turn to stone. 
 
      
 
    Elves were amassing troops at their borders and shutting themselves off. 
 
      
 
    The Kingdom of Algora announced a new Northern Campaign. 
 
      
 
    Two minor deities were toppled in one day — unprecedented. Both dark gods, but still… 
 
      
 
    A vassal clan of the Sleepless Ones switched sides abruptly, and started robbing traders and travelers. 
 
      
 
    Prices for snake hearts and heads quintupled — any condition except ground. Marinated, smoked, fresh, or even slightly rotten would do. Snake skins, skulls, bones, and especially fangs and venom tripled in price. 
 
      
 
    Dwarves resumed operations in a long-abandoned sealed mine beneath Hradalroum. They were offering generous pay to skilled miners willing to work the mine’s deepest levels. What prompted this sudden excavation remains a mystery. 
 
      
 
    A grove of valuable marble cedar trees was cut down overnight in Algora. The trunks vanished; only the stumps remained. Algora’s guards were on the hunt for the culprits, offering hefty rewards for their capture. 
 
      
 
    A series of earthquakes rocked the Great Orc City of Roghalroum. Eight volcanoes awoke, and three new ones appeared, all spewing smoke and lava. And to think that people were just starting to enjoy the calm on the volcanic plateau where the citadel of the Sleepless Ones was located. 
 
      
 
    The King of Algora summoned the leaders of five outlander clans, including the Architects, Crystal Hammer, and Chaos Lemmings. The other two and the agenda discussed remain unknown. 
 
      
 
    Some massive creature was spotted under the ice of Umbra and later in the area of the snow-covered islands of the northern archipelago. Depending on varying reports, it was heading either east or south. In the latter case, it would soon get dangerously close to the Great City of Roghalroum. 
 
      
 
    The goddess Wyllowe was in mourning… 
 
      
 
    I groaned, I rubbed my eyes, finished my coffee, and, seeing that everyone was up and nearly done with theirs, headed for the cocoon. On the couch sat our treasurer, hunched over his laptop, clearly tackling urgent financial matters for the clan. Orbit had long since entered Waldyra — I’d forgotten to tell him to send my regards to Mistry. 
 
      
 
    It was hard — real damn hard — to balance your real life with the virtual and take care of clan affairs at the same time. I was beginning to sincerely regret all those times I was sarcastic or rude to the Black Baroness. Now, having had a taste of these same difficulties, I realized how foolish I must have looked in her eyes — just another clown fancying himself unique. How many like me has she encountered in her gaming life? 
 
      
 
    A flash. 
 
      
 
    Logging in. 
 
      
 
    Hello, Waldyra. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first thing I saw upon entering the digital world was a certain young goddess engaged in almost equal combat with one of the desert warriors. A strange black beast, resembling a ghostly wolf, aided the warrior, while Roskie was assisted by the legendary Tyrant, who easily deflected the enemy’s attacks and shielded the goddess with his body. Players and local warriors sat around the unenclosed arena where the furious battle was being fought, captivated by the spectacle. I stood on the edge, watching my daughter — who had grown without me noticing — for about five minutes until the fight ended in a fair draw. Tyrant roared, shook himself, nudged Roskie’s thigh with his bulky head, and then leisurely trotted toward me, clearly planning to brag about his achievements. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not my wolf anymore, are you?” I sighed sadly, running my fingers through his thick fur. “And haven’t you gotten too strong?” 
 
      
 
    Checking the pet’s status, I snorted — yep, there was a divine presence detected all right. Just as Snessus had once imbued Callowan the mammoth with a fragment of his power, so had Roskie shared generously with Tyrant. This was one of the reasons the battle was so astoundingly intense and quick. It wasn’t the first time I had seen Roskie take on far more experienced warriors of the Dead Sands Clan, but this fight was different — way more intense than any I remembered. The goddess was growing quickly, almost transforming from a teenager into a young woman. She would soon leave, setting out on her own journey. And yet she still hadn’t received any proper education or combat training… although the latter had been corrected, apparently, albeit without any participation on my part. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to put an end to this,” I said to myself softly. “It’s time to wrap up this campaign.” 
 
      
 
    Having stood there for a few more minutes, I moved toward my comrades, who greeted me with joyful smiles and exclamations. They all looked pleased — before logging in, they had read messages about receiving small and large bonuses from the clan leadership in their messengers. That always warms the heart. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to look hard for the Black Baroness or Gluggarius; they were sitting side by side, engrossed in lively conversation. They didn’t stop talking or change the subject when they saw me — I could tell. No, they continued their conversation, and I realized they were discussing the bridge taken over by some divine creature. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” the Black Baroness sighed. “You’ve convinced me with your wisdom. The Sleepless Ones will give this bridge a miss.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for understanding, o wise one,” Glugg smiled thinly through his bubble and waved his webbed paw at me. “Hello, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “Still talking about the bridge?” I inquired, noticing scouts rushing back to camp, their camouflage removed. 
 
      
 
    “He’s very efficient… and enterprising,” noted the Baroness. “And he sure knows how to persuade.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what about our deal?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have your trade deal. And on terms more generous than anyone has received from me before.” 
 
      
 
    “But no one has offered such fresh goods in such large quantities before,” the achylote pointed out, extending a hand through the quivering water bubble. “It’s a deal, then.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a deal.” 
 
      
 
    I decided not to concern myself with the deal. Gluggarius had already made it clear before the campaign even began that he was always ready to strike a fair, mutually beneficial, long-term agreement. His words, not mine. The notion gave me a headache at the time, so I proposed to defer everything until we got back home. Glugg had agreed, albeit looking somewhat surprised. Now I understood why — in such matters, one couldn’t afford to procrastinate. I had deferred the deal, and the Baroness, having barely come to her senses, in the middle of a military campaign, had sealed it. And it was highly likely that it was the very deal initially intended for me. 
 
      
 
    A lesson. Another life lesson. Another slap to my lazy nose. 
 
      
 
    The old saying “while you sleep, the enemy levels up” took on a new meaning. 
 
      
 
    Scouts arrived in a frenzy of activity and began their rapid briefing, each filling in the gaps left by the other. According to them, a narrow jagged path of islets led across the half-frozen lake to the opposite canyon wall. There, an even narrower, shallow trail began, running above an underwater trench. The trail stretched for some five hundred feet and then… disappeared. A teleportation wormhole awaited us there. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had these scouts completed their report than another small unit arrived with additional information — they had spotted several more shimmering teleportation entrances at various heights on the cliff face. But reaching them wouldn’t be easy — we’d have to either fly or climb. And below were the sharpest of ice and stone spikes, just waiting for someone to impale themselves on. But if the first wormhole should suddenly vanish, it was clear where to go next. 
 
      
 
    The third scout unit was the last to arrive, but they had little to offer. This trio had used magical artifacts, optics, and their own skills to try and see what lay beyond the bridge in the icy wilderness. They had managed to see only a straight wide tunnel shrouded in darkness that extended indefinitely into the distance. It was quite possibly the quickest and most direct route to Angora. Only, as always, the most direct path was also the most dangerous. We’d most likely get devoured there. 
 
      
 
    “What about the teleport construction?” I belatedly remembered a topic I hadn’t had time to investigate in reality. 
 
      
 
    “At least a few more days,” BB answered. “And that’s an optimistic estimate. It could drag on for a week.” 
 
      
 
    “Dying is not an option,” Glugg smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not,” I agreed. “Have all the ghostly books been found?” 
 
      
 
    “Not even close…” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I sighed and turned toward the descent leading to the water. “Then we go that way. Did anyone find any dragon tracks?” 
 
      
 
    Several scouts shook their heads, a couple shrugged, and one made a sign to ward off the evil eye. Understandably, no one was eager to suddenly encounter an enraged fire-breathing dragon on a narrow path. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I sighed, surprised and satisfied to find myself in high spirits and eager to find out what we’d be up against next. “Let’s see where these passages lead us…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Twenty-four times. My ever-fluctuating squad had passed through exactly two dozen damned wormholes — all in just four extremely tense hours. 
 
      
 
    We had engaged in battle eight times. Twice we had retreated in frantic haste — and thank all the gods we had somewhere to retreat to. 
 
      
 
    Three times the rahgras had almost gotten to us, their ghostly tentacles, paws, and clawed human hands missing us by mere inches. 
 
      
 
    I lost seven of my fellow clan members. I wasn’t aware of the others’ losses, but I was certain they were greater. It seemed Glugg’s aquatic squad had suffered the most, losing two-thirds of their beasts in a single engagement. I watched from above — standing on a dizzyingly narrow rocky ledge, from the height of a nine-story building, watching as battle magic flared in the boiling red water and swift black shadows darted back and forth. Glugg had survived. And advanced further — that, perhaps, was what mattered most. 
 
      
 
    The twenty-fourth teleport disdainfully spat us out in the middle of a huge intersection, where at least ten tunnels and passages converged. I had dreamt of seeing a Field of Golden Lotuses, but the message that popped up simply informed me we were in a territory with an absolute peace status. I paused in bewilderment at the intersection, trying to make sense of it. And then I saw something astonishing. 
 
      
 
    Above an expansive, brilliantly illuminated passage whose floor was adorned with glistening gray stone, with a river flowing past one of the walls, a stone sign swayed ponderously. The crude diagram etched upon it initially eluded my comprehension. Kyre, standing beside me, let out a hushed gasp. “Stairs…” 
 
      
 
    That was when it clicked. The spiraling design represented a winding staircase, passing through faint arches of barely sketched clouds. The triangles below the spiral symbolized rooftops, encased within the circular fortifications of city walls. 
 
      
 
    “The Exodus Stairway,” I murmured, pivoting toward the narrow river that emerged from the wall — where the first shapes of achylotes were appearing. “The Exodus Stairway… Glugg! Glugg!!!” 
 
      
 
    “What is it??” 
 
      
 
    “Over there! Look!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s…” 
 
      
 
    “The Exodus Stairway,” I declared, beaming as I raised my fists triumphantly. “The goddamn Exodus Stairway! And the whole place has a peaceful status!” 
 
      
 
    “Just in time,” Glugg exhaled, before submerging himself into the riverbed. 
 
      
 
    “Very much in time,” his companion agreed, and she too disappeared beneath the water. 
 
      
 
    “I thought we were toast!” another achylote screeched, raising a thumb before slowly sinking into the depths. 
 
      
 
    “Dramatic, aren’t they?” Kyre rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “And where’s the Black Baroness?” I pondered. 
 
      
 
    The answer came soon enough: a flash of teleportation brought the desert warriors, still huddled around the artifact, to the intersection. The next flash expelled a lone Baroness, who crumpled onto her back, motionless, as noxious gray smoke wafted up from her. 
 
      
 
    “We’re at the Exodus Stairway,” I informed the leader of the Sleepless Ones, who lay covered in dust. “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn that creature…” The Baroness exhaled and slowly sat up. She tossed aside the hilt of her broken dagger. “The bastard. Swallowed Malice…” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch…” 
 
      
 
    “Swallowed Lynx, too…” 
 
      
 
    “What about Whisper?” 
 
      
 
    “Whisper had gotten chewed on a bit, but he — “ 
 
      
 
    A flash ejected a lone sneak at the crossroads of the dead — in smoking and tattered clothing, twitching ceaselessly. Then, flashes followed one after another, spitting out the remaining players. About another score trudged in on foot, appearing from various passages. And from above, along with streams of water, a handful of achylotes plummeted, along with three dolphins and one ray. We helped them reach the river. 
 
      
 
    After a quick roll call and brief interrogations of those who had arrived, we realized that we’d lost almost half the squad and two thirds of the animals over these past six hours. A few more chaotic teleportations like that, and we’d be finished. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move,” I sighed, taking the first step onto the pathway paved with shimmering gray stone. 
 
      
 
    No one contested my right to lead — though I wasn’t particularly keen on blazing any trails. But what could I do when my restless daughter had already saddled Tyrant and guided him toward the passage? Whisper appeared next to me, still smoky, twitchy, and baring his teeth in a predatory grin. He looked like someone I’d immediately hit in the face with a brick in reality since my self-preservation instinct would demand this of me. But in Waldyra a mug like that was fairly normal. Indeed, what else would a player who’d just survived a fierce battle look like? 
 
      
 
    “Once again, I’m without my proper weapon,” Whisper heaved a sigh and shot me a side glance. 
 
      
 
    “Expecting me to pull a silver spiked chain out of my pocket and hand it over?” I shrugged. “We’ve got almost nothing left.” 
 
      
 
    “Same here!” The Baroness, who had managed to rearm herself and taken her place behind us, but in the van of the squad carrying the artifact, grumbled at my back. “I can’t even estimate how lucky we got. The teleportation artifact isn’t even close to being ready, there are no more combat scrolls, the wands are depleted, and everyone who could write new scrolls and recharge wands in field conditions is dead! Why does every expedition with you end with us standing on some new shore in tattered rags?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged again and grunted as I checked the location status around us. Confirming we were safe, I turned to the warriors of the Dead Sands Clan following me. 
 
      
 
    “You can pick up the pace, warriors. Forward! To our homeland! To Angora!” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” was all that was said by the one walking right behind the Baroness. Then the entire procession picked up speed and, overtaking us, rushed on the gray stone toward the shimmering, distant mist — or smoke. 
 
      
 
    Next, I looked at Alishihara Lih Duoros: 
 
      
 
    “Go on ahead. I’m releasing you from guarding my daughter for now. Forward!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure, Rosgard?” Her words sounded heavy and hoarse, as if she was out of breath. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure,” I nodded. “Go on. You need to find out, Alisha. Either your family is there, or they aren’t. But you need to know. Go!” 
 
      
 
    In an instant, the girl vanished into thin air. 
 
      
 
    In another instant, a massive black-and-white wolf bolted down the corridor in pursuit, a slim girl’s figure clinging to its back. 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth and said nothing, but managed to place my hand on Kyre, who’d lunged forward. I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t interfere.” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows what lies ahead?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I smiled sadly. “Who knows? Still, let’s not stop her.” 
 
      
 
    “Free-range parenting and understanding that she bears responsibility for her actions?” the Baroness inquired thoughtfully, walking beside me as she nudged Whisper aside. 
 
      
 
    “Not quite,” my smile broadened a little, becoming slightly brighter. “But who am I to stop her?” 
 
      
 
    “The father?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, sure,” I nodded. “But what wisdom have I imparted as a father? What useful lessons have I taught? She’s a tough nut, practically abandoned by her parents and raised on the streets. She’s almost grown now — and she has grown up reliant on her wits and courage for the most part.” 
 
      
 
    “Let her continue on her own?” the Baroness asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yep. I’ll help if she gets stuck,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “And if she dies?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not this time,” I said, shaking my head and glancing at the mysteriously shimmering walls. “We’re in Angora. It’s a neutral zone here — only the city’s owner can breach that, and I’m on good terms with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Anrull?” 
 
      
 
    “The very one,” I confirmed, extending my hand to touch the flickering multi-colored mist. I felt a slight chill. 
 
      
 
    “He’s not here, though. He’s up there,” the Baroness said, pointing her finger at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Here or there, it’s all relative these days,” I snorted, releasing my outstretched hand as I dropped two tiny amulets into the mist. Both were green but somewhat different so — one of an intense dark emerald tint, the other vibrant with the bright color of spring. The amulets lit up dimly before vanishing. Whisper, who had dived towards the mist-obscured floor, straightened up and shrugged — he found nothing on the smooth gray rock. 
 
      
 
    “What did you just do, Ros?” Baroness asked, nearly emotionless, looking into my eyes. “What did you do?” 
 
      
 
    “This mist is mentioned in a number of rare books,” I replied willingly. “Orbit has told me about it. And he claims to have read about it in that lost library where he’d spent a lot of time. The mist draws souls sent to Angora and serves as a landmark, or a beacon, or a calling horn. Not my words — that’s how the mist is described in the books. So, the souls wandering in the labyrinthine corridors eventually find their way here — to the beginning of the Stairway of Exodus. Unless, of course, some dreadful creatures like rahgras devour them first. That’s about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice legend. And I’ve heard it before. So, what’s next?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s next is you pay up!” the treasurer interjected, squeezing himself between us. “Would you like to know the price now or later?” 
 
      
 
    Whisper laughed, took a step forward, and vanished into the mist. BB, visibly annoyed, glared at the half-orc. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll charge a fee for absolutely everything, won’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Why not? We sometimes accept payment in gems and gold jewelry. We’re business people, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros!” 
 
      
 
    “This mist is like a bright, enticing light. It also serves as an endpoint for any teleport that can penetrate the protective auras here. No one can go beyond the mist otherwise. The only way to get to Angora is on foot — up the Stairway of Exodus.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t ask about that.” 
 
      
 
    “I answered.” 
 
      
 
    “Two amulets? You threw two… invitations into the mist?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” I grinned. 
 
      
 
    “And these invitations… Who are they for? Who are you planning to drag over here? I find this unfair, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “Unfair?” I lifted my brows, genuinely surprised. “No offense, but how often do you play fair, BB? You always have your own goals.” 
 
      
 
    “So do you.” 
 
      
 
    “And so do I, granted. One could say confidently that our clans share a strong friendship. But we’re all pursuing our own interests. We both know our joint journey is nearly over. Once we reach the base of the stairs… you’ll go your own way, I’ll go mine, and Glugg will follow his own path, known only to him.” 
 
      
 
    “All right! I won’t argue! My clan always comes first. I’ve never made a secret of that. Though I’ve offered more than once for you to become part of the Sleepless Ones. You’d be one of the major figures in our clan. But you chose to found one of your own.” 
 
      
 
    “I was more or less forced into it,” I laughed and threw up my hands for the third time. “I couldn’t resist the pressure.” 
 
      
 
    “So what did you do? Who are the recipients of your invitations to a fancy dress party in Angora?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s say that I’ve just done something to keep two promises I’d made a while ago and leave it at that. And I’m feeling pleased as a dog with two tails about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Promises to whom?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s private.” 
 
      
 
    “Anrull? Ros… did you invite the god of death here?” 
 
      
 
    “I said, no comment.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s definitely Anrull,” BB pondered for a while, biting her lower lip. “Who’s the second one, I wonder? Eh, Ros? So it’s Anrull and…” 
 
      
 
    “No comment,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Ros, that part about everybody walking their own path…” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I turned to face Gluggarius, whose head emerged from the smoky water. “You’re picking up the pace?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. We’ve started our descent. Thanks, Ros. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Likewise. Good luck, Glugg.” 
 
      
 
    “Same to you too!” 
 
      
 
    Looking at the Baroness who continued to walk alongside me, I glanced over my shoulder and shouted: 
 
      
 
    “Heroes! There’s no need to trail behind me! Whoever feels they can’t wait is free to go on ahead to Angora!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to say it twice. Within half a minute, the entire howling mob vanished into the mist ahead. And the mist became denser. Sparklier. Colder. Yet it looked not at all scary. Not a drop of eeriness. 
 
      
 
    “Who did you invite to the feast of death?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the first time I’ve seen you not too eager to be in the front lines,” I admitted in surprise, looking at the leader of the Sleepless Ones. “Hurry up, BB! I already know your character — you’re sick of walking beside me. Fly ahead. As for the amulets thrown into the fog — I can’t say anything yet. We’ll talk later.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a deal.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not free!” Bom’s dissolving shadow yelled after us. “We’ll charge you a lump sum!” 
 
      
 
    “Someday I’ll kill you, treasurer!” 
 
      
 
    “Greed leads to malice,” the half-orc shook his head. “And malice to murder. Don’t be a scrooge like BB, friends — remember that.” 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s talking,” Kyre giggled. “Why aren’t you in a hurry?” 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I find this place salubrious.” 
 
      
 
    “Same,” Bom grumbled. “Ah, how many of ours have fallen.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re alive and up there,” I shrugged, leisurely walking on the sloping ground. “A ton of adventures lies ahead. To be honest, I’m more worried about Orbit — where is he?” 
 
      
 
    “Either on the Path… or already in Angora, having coffee with Mistress Mythrell and impatiently waiting for us,” Kyre said. “This morning, before going into his cocoon, he was literally glowing… I’ve never seen him so… so peaceful and joyful, I guess…” 
 
      
 
    “Orbit, peaceful?” That didn’t sound particularly plausible. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Absolutely calm and looking happy. I got the impression that something’s worked out for him. I even asked him why he was so happy.” 
 
      
 
    “And he?” 
 
      
 
    “He replied with some nonsense in his usual style, and it even seemed to rhyme, but I didn’t really remember. I was too busy with clan matters. Still, he said something about tulips, as far as I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Tulips?” Bom furrowed his brows thoughtfully. “Strange.” 
 
      
 
    “Strange,” I agreed. “But who cares? The main thing is that he survives.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t seem very at ease,” Trouble noted. “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Spill it! Why the long face? We’re at the Exodus Stairway! Approaching Angora! Yes, we’ve taken heavy losses, but we’ve still made it here. You’ve kept your promises. Even though nothing has happened yet…” 
 
      
 
    “The ritual takes time,” I replied, staring at the broad and slightly curved step beneath my feet. It was pearly and semi-transparent, followed by another and another — the beginnings of a spiral shrouded in twinkling mist. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” Bom nudged me. “Step forward.” 
 
      
 
    “A whole herd has already run past us here!” I grumbled, boldly taking a step while placing my foot on the first step. “And swum past. Although that would be a shoal, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    The wide curved channel, too narrow for a whale but spacious enough for an orca, descended steeply like a rollercoaster. I scratched my head. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we jump?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s,” Kyre nodded decisively. 
 
      
 
    “We jump!” Bom growled in confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “So what’s with the sorrowful mug, then?” 
 
      
 
    “The dragon,” I replied, already in mid-leap. “The goddamn dragon…” 
 
      
 
    With a splash, the water embraced me and… I sped down the twisted channel at breakneck speed, passing through a billowing magical mist where a grotesque shadow appeared suddenly, accompanied by a familiar soft, exultant laugh. 
 
      
 
    The laugh lasted a second, maybe one and a half, and a moment later I was doubting whether I’d heard anything in the first place. Just as the swirling water sucked us into a transparent tube, I saw something — a tall slender figure standing motionless at the top of the Exodus Stairway, concealed by the mist. 
 
      
 
    If you were a fish, you might have kept quiet as you slid down all the tubes and channels. But if you were in possession of lungs and a good sense of fun, I’d have wagered anything you wouldn’t stay silent. I didn’t know who let out the first triumphant yell, but we flew downwards to the tune of collective giddy roars, flailing our arms, fearlessly bashing our foreheads against the transparent walls of the channels, sliding down with flattened faces and… genuinely having a good time. The suspicious soul of an achylote, transparent as it looked at us in astonishment, passed by and even bestowed upon us a peculiar sign. Afterward, something like a gigantic slug slid past us in the channel, lamenting in a thin voice about some unfinished business. It was strange enough that slugs could talk, but even stranger that we heard every word and understood it, even though we were submerged in water. When the channels ended, giving way to a wide, twisted tube, the air also ended. But it didn’t affect us — we breathed the sparkling water as effortlessly as air. The surrounding mist thinned and… vanished, restoring our eyes’ ability to see beyond a couple of feet. First, the joyful cries coming from below ceased, and then ours did too. With our mouths full of water, we stared in awe through the glass — or transparent stone — at the sights rotating around us… the true Kingdom of the Dead. 
 
      
 
    Angora… 
 
      
 
    “The Death Blossom Valley,” someone beside me muttered softly and respectfully. 
 
      
 
    And indeed, the name suited the area perfectly. Below us, framed by somber cliffs and waterfalls, lay a flourishing valley, punctuated by patches of cultivated land in the shapes of triangles and squares. Trails and pathways stretched out in various directions, illuminated by yellow lights visible even from this height under what resembled daylight — their guiding road lamps. An intricate network of lakes and streams shimmered as it shot through the landscape, lightening in the shallows and darkening menacingly in the deeper parts. A few slender boats glided slowly across the water, their bows pointing away from the tall city walls visible on the outskirts of the Death Blossom Valley. Catching sight of those walls, which didn’t look intimidating one bit, despite their height, I forgot everything else and stared intently at the legendary Great City of Angora, my elevation quickly decreasing. 
 
      
 
    Angora. The Feast of Death. 
 
      
 
    A city that stood as a shadow twin to its equally grand counterpart Algora — The Feast of Life. 
 
      
 
    And yes, there were similarities — those towering walls, rows of guard towers, tiled rooftops of the structures seen beyond the walls, and so on… 
 
      
 
    A few more moments, and the tube spat me out. I flew through the air for several meters before plunging noisily into the water. I paused briefly as I made contact with this element, touching the sandy bottom with my feet as I stood there relishing the warmth and astonishing clarity of the water — I could see so far and so clearly it almost seemed as though there was no water around me at all. A few steps away from me sat Gray Maple — a tank, ax fighter, and shield-bearer from my clan. He was sitting on the light sand and played a staring game with a crab, which was looking perplexed as the warrior idly shuffled small stones from one hand to another, his gaze wandering around. Catching my eye, he perked up, took a full gulp of water and stood, lumbering up the slope toward the shore. Indeed, we could still breathe this water — even after completing our journey through the Exodus Stairway. 
 
      
 
    Pushing off from the bottom, I emerged and paused again for a moment, staring upward in astonishment at the recently surmounted Exodus Stairway. I hadn’t expected something so massive, stretching up into swirling clouds. It was a genuine mountain peak that had been carved, hollowed out, enchanted, and transformed into a majestic staircase, a precursor to the transition from a long perilous journey to an eternal peaceful afterlife. 
 
      
 
    “Ros!” The half-orc extended his hand and pulled me out of the water. I found myself on a small but sturdy raft made of thick, well-aligned logs. “We sail!” 
 
      
 
    “We walk,” I corrected automatically, shaking off my trance as I started to look around. “Has everyone arrived?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the need for the rafts?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s easier to transport goods this way,” Bom shrugged and nodded toward players already handling the poles. “We’re out of packing scrolls. I saved some, but we’ll need them for hauling loot from here.” 
 
      
 
    “What loot?” I laughed, surveying the peaceful valley, the shore of an anonymous pond right at the foot of the mist-shrouded Exodus Stairway, small leafy groves farther away, and occasional groups of small birch trees dotting the green slopes of gentle hills. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll find loot,” Bom promised. “I absolutely will! The Odes of Tantariall state as much clearly. 
 
      
 
    “But which of the odes is true?” A ginger girl with a huge bow behind her back asked. She was studying an overgrown gravestone in the side of the hill pensively. “There are lots of them! And half are baloney!” 
 
      
 
    “If they cut it with so much baloney, they sure had something to find!” Our clan treasurer grinned, squared his shoulders, filled his lungs with air, and started to bellow out loud, 
 
      
 
    The treasure of the Mad Ones 
 
    Is concealed well, 
 
    Deep underground, deep in the bowels of the earth. 
 
    Take but one step beyond the arches of darkness, 
 
    And you will enter the ancient burial grounds. 
 
    Those who had once ruled the world 
 
    Are resting here now in their splendorous coffins. 
 
    This is the realm of death, 
 
    And no place for the living. 
 
      
 
    The narrow passages lead ever deeper, 
 
    Pulling you in, calling you 
 
    From the depths fraught with danger. 
 
    Level by level, tunnel by tunnel, 
 
    Follow the pathway of darkness 
 
    Further and further. 
 
    This is the realm of death, 
 
    And no place for the living. 
 
      
 
    The flame of the torch flickers and fades, 
 
    For it is futile to try and dispel this darkness. 
 
    Brittle bones crunching under your feet, 
 
    And the air itself smells of ash and decay. 
 
    Fragments of sword blades, armor and shields 
 
    Carpet the floors of these caverns. 
 
    This is the realm of death, 
 
    And no place for the living. 
 
      
 
    There are sounds out there in the darkness, 
 
    Rustling, yelling, clangor and death groans. 
 
    Somebody’s shrill cry begs the sepulchral guardians 
 
    For mercy. 
 
    This is the realm of death, 
 
    And no place for the living. 
 
      
 
    You will find huge mounds of gold here; 
 
    Rubies, diamonds, sapphires, and garnet 
 
    Glow dully on ancient tombstones, 
 
    Covered in layers of cemetery dust. 
 
    The treasures from the depths are heaped 
 
    Upon the graves, 
 
    Those who dare to disturb the dead in their sleep 
 
    Shall be punished by the immortal beings 
 
    Guarding the treasures of the fallen gods. 
 
    Judges, executioners, and grave-diggers 
 
    All at once. 
 
      
 
    There were heroes who never returned, 
 
    Swallowed forever by this sepulchral oblivion. 
 
    Yet neither their souls, nor their bodies 
 
    Will know any rest. 
 
    They are but foot soldiers 
 
    In the guard of the Mad Ones, 
 
    Wandering thoughtlessly 
 
    Through the dark corridors 
 
    Undead for eternity, serving the titans… 
 
      
 
    “Everyone’s heard that tale! It’s all lies! Though your delivery was massive,” I interjected, landing with a single leap on the path beside the creek where our raft had deposited us. 
 
      
 
    “A handful of heroes,” I snorted, landing in a single leap on the path that ran alongside the creek where our raft had brought us ashore. “This is where the story falls apart, Bom. Who’s been to Tantariall, anyway? No one. So where do these heroes come from?” 
 
      
 
    “Players haven’t been there, boss, that much is true,” Bom deftly retorted, grasping his pole and driving it into the clear riverbed. “But the locals might have. And they could very well be the undead roaming over yonder…” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I agreed, catching up to Kyre, who was taking her time strolling. “You might just have a point.” 
 
      
 
    Bom’s cunning had redirected my gaze from Angora’s towering walls to the dark cliffs looming behind. Those cliffs supposedly housed the Gates to Tantariall’s divine inferno. Gates to a place where crazed gods were trapped. Gates that had never been breached, because no one had ever been mad — or powerful — enough to attempt it. 
 
      
 
    And now we were here. 
 
      
 
    “What are you so pleased about, eh?” I queried. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” Kyre responded, her sunny smile deepening. She pointed slightly left of Angora’s encroaching walls, toward a hill blanketed in grass and flowers. “They’re dancing like they don’t have a care in the world.” 
 
      
 
    With a single glance, I burst forward, shouting, “Yes! They damn well did it! Skewer me sideways, they did!” 
 
      
 
    Atop that hill, overlooking the entire Death Blossom Valley, was a meticulously spread rug of considerable elegance. Various tableware items were arranged on it, along with a plate of pastries. A coffeepot bubbled away atop a modest campfire. Sitting beside it was a distinguished dwarf lady wearing unique glasses. And next to her, Roskie and Orbit were cavorting like fools — twisting, turning, jumping, tumbling, and, basically, doing anything except acting like grizzled, combat-hardened adventurers. 
 
      
 
    “They’re alive!” I gasped, halting abruptly next to the fire and pulling the bald oddball into an embrace. “Alive! Mistress Mistry Mythrell, what a relief!” 
 
      
 
    “Al — ive,” Orbit dragged out, emerging somewhat worse for wear from my hug. “We ma-a-a-ade — “ 
 
      
 
    “Missed hearing you talk, too,” I admitted, patting the spindly elf’s shoulder. “Well done! Tough getting through?” 
 
      
 
    “I can say, without a shred of doubt,” the dwarf lady began, standing and offering me a cup of coffee, “this was the most treacherous trek of my storied life. I used to think descending into the Dark Diamond Maw or investigating the buried head of the giant Dlu-Dlus — reanimated with a curse of posthumous madness — was the pinnacle. I was gravely mistaken. The Madcap Loner’s Stalk-Way outdid it all. And now I stand here — a stone’s throw from…” Her voice trembled as she gestured weakly toward Angora, “A stone’s throw from my…” 
 
      
 
    “All is well,” I assured with a soothing smile. “You’re not alone in coming here today to rejoin with the departed. So I expect you’ll finish your coffee, then be on your way.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re ever the sage, Rosgard the Good,” sighed the dwarf lady, adjusting her glasses. “So, indulge in some cream-filled pastries, will you? Orb, quit your tomfoolery. Mind your coffee. Roskie, darling, drag your wolf off the rug; let him lounge on the grass instead. Rosgard?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not in a hurry to reach Angora, are you?” She gestured towards the early arrivals, who’d already approached and swam up to the city gates. 
 
      
 
    “Not this time,” I said, grinning as I sat down at the edge of the rug and snatched up a digital pastry. “I’ll wait.” 
 
      
 
    Kyre was coming up to join me — she didn’t appear to be in much of a rush, either. I glanced at Bom, affirming he was continuing on towards the city, leading a small band of the Dead Sands Clan warriors. We’d lost almost everyone in the recent brutal battles — both old friends and new. But no matter; we’d meet them again up there. They weren’t languishing in boredom, either; they had things to do. 
 
      
 
    “What’s keeping you?” Mistress Mistry spread a dollop of butter on a round oat cookie with immaculate precision. 
 
      
 
    “I’m waiting for the show to begin,” I responded candidly, reclining as I pulled a plate of cookies towards me. “Orb, hold your horses.” 
 
      
 
    “Yee-ea-h.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve changed a bit,” I noticed, eyeing the unusually cheerful skinny elf, tattered ears and all. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the elf nodded. “A li-i-ttle.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you share later?” 
 
      
 
    “I wi-i-i-i-ill.” 
 
      
 
    “Both are here,” I crunched through a cookie. “The old master has returned. He’ll reveal himself any moment now. That’s why we’re in no rush. And I’ve also allowed your father in…” 
 
      
 
    “Predi-i-i-i-ictable,” Orb nodded calmly, pressing his palm to his chest for a moment. “We need to ta-a-lk.” 
 
      
 
    “Important?” 
 
      
 
    “It i-i-i-i-is. To me pe-e-e-e-ersonally. Very mu-u-u-u-uch so.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it’s important to me, too,” I agreed. “Where and when?” 
 
      
 
    “Offline.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” I nodded again, constructing a cookie, butter, and jam sandwich. 
 
      
 
    Digital sweets rocked — they were tasty, invigorating, and even filling, to a certain extent. They offered minor bonuses, and they didn’t give you a toothache or spare tire. 
 
      
 
    “I feel someone…” Roskie perked up, no longer restless since the return of the prodigal elf. “He’s familiar and incredibly strong… terrifyingly joyful yet furious…” 
 
      
 
    “Anrull,” I smirked, raising my eyes to the towering dark stele above the city, shrouded in ominous mist and crowned with a throne. “The master is home. Run, mice… run…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll run, too!” declared my daughter, her body quivering like a tense string, pointing towards the dark walls of Angora. “I’ll run like the wind!” 
 
      
 
    “Your choice,” I remarked, keeping in check the fatherly urge to yell and plead and make sure she’d stay put. “But if you do, pray tread carefully, daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “I will!” 
 
      
 
    In a flash, Tyrant bolted toward Angora with a shrieking rider on his back, leading a sparser flock in his wake. Kyre sauntered leisurely behind. Abandoning her coffee cup and a pastry that crumbled into gold flecks, the venerable dwarf Mistress Mistry Mythrell got up, too, and set out for the city, never once looking back. 
 
      
 
    “Be bold!” I cheered. 
 
      
 
    “I believe!” the dwarf declared, still not turning. “I believe they’re there! I believe they’re waiting for me!” 
 
      
 
    “And I believe as well,” I said with a broad grin. 
 
      
 
    “M-m-m-me t-t-t-too!” Orbit chimed in, settling into a newly vacant spot on the mat and reaching for the not-yet-empty copper coffee pot. 
 
      
 
    Pouring the last of the delicious coffee into our cups, the bald elf cleared the pot’s grounds, refilled it with water from a canteen, swiped it clean in a few sweeping motions, emptied it, and then upended it onto his lap, upon which he began polishing it with a cloth. Catching my bewildered gaze — and he was a tableau, after all, a gaunt bald elf cleaning copperware against the backdrop of the grand city of Angora in the heart of the Kingdom of the Dead — Orbit sighed heavily and explained: 
 
      
 
    “It’s my turn, you see…” 
 
      
 
    “Mistress Mythrell sure has schooled you well,” I laughed, settling back onto the soft green grass, trampling the tinkling bluebell buds with some regret. 
 
      
 
    By this point, we were alone. Everyone else had long since entered the city, disappearing behind the gates, which were slightly ajar. The majestic and gloomy spire looming over Angora crackled with power, sending green lightning bolts slashing through the sky and striking roofs indiscriminately. A strange otherworldly hum echoed in our ears, rolling down from behind Angora’s walls into the Death Blossom Valley. Two semi-transparent female figures — new arrivals, digital souls who had earned an afterlife here — were timidly making their way toward the city via a winding path between two shimmering deep streams. Orbit, pausing his pot-cleaning activities for a moment, looked at the slowly approaching women with a strange expression. But that lasted only a moment. Setting down his now sparkling coffee pot and taking up a spoon, the elf inquired indifferently: 
 
      
 
    “So father’s here, is he?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it in one,” I smirked, taking another satisfying sip of the incredible coffee. 
 
      
 
    “He won’t forget,” Orbit declared, no longer stuttering. “He always remembers — both the bad and the good. He will repay.” 
 
      
 
    “You scare me,” I muttered, staring impassively at the city that so many, including myself at one time, had been eager to enter. Now, I felt no pull toward it whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    I was bored. 
 
      
 
    The excitement had faded. The recent recon mission, during which I was tethered to a rope and swung amidst ice chunks in the freezing water at the base of a gloomy gorge, had invigorated me, returning a sense of anticipation for something — something thrilling. And here I stood, having reached the entrance after descending the Exodus Stairway and walking all the way through the Death Blossom Valley, staring ahead of me, feeling drained and to return to the real world so that I could… 
 
      
 
    So that I could do what exactly, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had enough of you polishing virtual pots,” I interrupted Orbit, cutting him off before he could launch into whatever important conversation he had in mind. “Let’s take this offline, chrome dome.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh…” 
 
      
 
    “Which is where you’ll find an array of real dishes in need of scrubbing, tables begging for a wipe-down, and pots that haven’t seen a shine in ages. All sorts of domestic challenges for those so inclined.” 
 
      
 
    “But — “ 
 
      
 
    “Oh, trust me, you’ll find it fascinating,” I said in a mocking tone without missing a beat. 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely,” he mumbled, visibly deflated. “Not fa-a-a-a-ascinating.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, let’s get going. We’ll converse where no prying ears can hear us. How about a nice cup of navy tea so strong and so sweet you’ll have to chew it instead of drinking it to seal the deal?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in!” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” I acknowledged, already sending out messages to inform my crew and contacts of our departure from this relentless virtual realm and our relocation to the real world, which was currently a great deal more tranquil with its view of a snowy forest passing by to the relaxing rhythm of the wheels. I didn’t want anyone to lose track of us, after all. 
 
      
 
    The Angora sightseeing and jaunts near Tantariall’s gates could wait — until much later, when the hordes of goddamn tourists would dissipate. I was sure I wouldn’t be able to escape any of the fated encounters that were lining up, anyway. 
 
      
 
    I pressed the exit icon first, confident that Orbit would follow. 
 
      
 
    A flash. 
 
      
 
    Logout. 
 
      
 
    The gray, almost disgruntled whirlpool, devoid of any sparkle, swallowed me without a second thought and dragged me into the depths of a dark abyss, where the real world began… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “STRAIGHT TO HE-E-ELL,” said Orbit, his gaze fixed on the side of the pot he was cleaning. As usual, he hid most of his face and eyes in the shadow of his favorite baseball cap adorned with colorful threads. “We nee-ee-ee-eed to go stra-a-a-aight to he — e — ell.” 
 
      
 
    “What, we aren’t there already?” I asked, skeptically eyeing the yellowish goo in the blender. “Hmm… aren’t we overdoing it on bananas?” 
 
      
 
    “Just r — i — ight!” The sweet-tooth let go of the pot for a moment and gave me two enthusiastic thumbs up, momentarily revealing his twinkling eyes. “Fire away!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like I’m loading them in a cannon or some such,” I grumbled. “Alright… you and I volunteer as the guinea pigs for this experiment, agreed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” I chuckled, lifted the lid of the preheated waffle iron, and poured a hefty portion of the liquid batter into each of its two compartments. “The waffles will be Belgian-style… sort of.” 
 
      
 
    “Sort of?” 
 
      
 
    “Sort of,” I confirmed. “The batter is different. Oatmeal, bananas, eggs, a little butter, and some Brazilian nuts and walnuts that I found in our supplies, all ground up. Bom with his fondness for protein will definitely appreciate it. And our skinny bodies will definitely be grateful for it too.” 
 
      
 
    “Seconded! Sugar?” 
 
      
 
    “No, the bananas will make it sweet enough,” I grimaced, pointing to jars of jams on the table and a glass of strong black tea in front of Orbit. “There are your additional sources of glucose. And there’s blueberry jam over there, heh-heh…” 
 
      
 
    “Heh-heh…” 
 
      
 
    “Go on, then,” I encouraged my friend as I quickly shoved a rag under some batter that had leaked out — one compartment was a little too full. 
 
      
 
    “This… is… important… very important,” Orbit interrupted himself for a moment, inhaling deeply the aroma coming from the waffle iron. “Ah-h-h-h-h…” 
 
      
 
    “Waffles are always welcome by everyone,” I noted. “Especially on a train. Especially with honey.” 
 
      
 
    “And strong tea!” added the steadfast head of our security detail from the doorway. “I hope I’m not intruding…” 
 
      
 
    “You are always a welcome guest,” I smiled, glancing briefly at the peaceful, boa-like Orbit. “There’s nothing we particularly need to hide from Mr. Pavlovsky, after all.” 
 
      
 
    Pavlovsky sat down next to Orbit, waiting for me to place his favorite mug of strong tea, which almost instantly stains one’s teeth brown, in front of it. He demonstratively sniffed it, prompting me to continue serving: 
 
      
 
    “Help yourself,” I reassured him. “But the waffles aren’t very sweet.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, as long as there’s plenty,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “There will be plenty,” I assured everyone at once, including those absent due to being in virtual reality. “How much longer will we be on this train?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much left. A few hours ago, they reattached our carriages to another train, refilled our water, emptied the waste, and replenished our pantry.” 
 
      
 
    “I gathered as much,” I smiled, recalling how I had crawled out of my cocoon, swayed a bit, left the compartment, and stared bewilderedly at the kitchen table loaded with fruit. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “You pay us, and we do the work,” Mr. Pavlovsky waved dismissively. “Your father says hello, by the way. He’s planning to visit us too, it seems.” 
 
      
 
    “In some far-flung backwater all the way up North?” I disbelieved. 
 
      
 
    “What is a retreat to a far-flung backwater for some might well turn out an inspection trip to some classified facility located deep in the permafrost for others,” Pavlovsky laughed. “Our homeland is vast, and there’s so much tucked away… but I won’t encroach on your time with obscure army and navy folklore. Carry on with whatever you were doing. And it looks like your waffles are ready…” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I realized, lifting the lid and happily eyeing the golden-brown waffles. “Well, it looks and smells decent. Dig in.” 
 
      
 
    Forks immediately plunged into the fluffy waffles, amber honey oozing over the golden batter. Shiny knife blades carved off generous pieces, and soon both eaters were chewing fervently, eyes closed, clearly savoring the experience. 
 
      
 
    Orbit was the first to give an approving nod, but I didn’t let that go to my head. I knew this skinny specter hardly cared about what he ate, as long as it was sweet and high in calories. However, when the head of our security detail also lifted his fork in simultaneous agreement, I exhaled in relief and poured the next batch into the molds. I then proceeded to prepare ingredients for more batter, recalling what other suitable items we had and feeling like a real alchemist. 
 
      
 
    The conversation stretched on, veering exclusively toward neutral topics such as the dreary autumn landscape outside the window or the vibrant leaves clinging to our carriage’s glass. Orb, seated by the window munching on his fifth waffle, traced the intricate patterns of dead leaf veins with his finger, mumbling and nodding. Had anyone else I knew acted this way, I’d be discreetly dialing emergency services. But for him, this was par for the course. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Mr. Pavlovsky set down his empty glass, yawned widely, and said his goodbyes, not forgetting to take a whole tray of freshly baked waffles for the neighboring crew. Apparently, the aroma had spread far, and the guys wouldn’t understand if the sweet feast bypassed them. “If you don’t treat yourself to waffles at least once a month, is your life worth living?” He would ask rhetorically. I didn’t ask him whether virtual waffles counted; I already suspected the answer. 
 
      
 
    When the door sealed shut, Orbit stood up and efficiently stripped off his shirt, revealing his protruding ribs. Heading to what became known as “Bom’s corner,” he jumped and hung from the pull-up bar, dangling like a wet rag as he struggled to complete a single pull-up. I watched the emaciated figure with a sense of superiority — I could at least do a couple. I wondered if Bom looked at me the same way when I struggled and sweated through my own pull-ups. That damned athlete could easily do ten of them one-handed — on either hand. 
 
      
 
    Having automated the waffle-making process and lamenting only the absence of a second waffle iron, I didn’t rush Orbit. He needed time to gather his thoughts and, most importantly, muster the courage to initiate a conversation — a step he clearly found difficult. 
 
      
 
    I had to wait about ten more minutes before he finally muttered his first muffled phrase: “So I found what I was looking for on the trail…” 
 
      
 
    Orb’s words, uncharacteristically clear and free from his usual drawling, caught me off guard. They carried more emotion than I normally heard from him. But what really stunned me was the next sentence, rasped out in a somber, almost mystical tone: “I’d been searching for a long time… a real long time…” 
 
      
 
    I held my tongue and ran the blender for a half minute. It wasn’t just to grind oats and bananas, but to give Orb, who clearly struggled to speak, a moment to compose himself. How important was this subject to him? And why did his face look so… sad? Mournful? Filled with bitterness? 
 
      
 
    “Only a couple of leagues left… and then I’ll be in Hell. In Tantariall…” 
 
      
 
    “But?” I offered, watching as Orb, dismounted from the pull-up bar, stared pensively at a weight on the floor. 
 
      
 
    Done inspecting the mocking, expectant steel, Orb turned to me: “I can’t do it on my own…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m with you,” I said without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “The risk is great… especially for a clan leader.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the risk?” 
 
      
 
    “Reputation…” 
 
      
 
    “With the Light?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “How might I tarnish it?” 
 
      
 
    “Theft… robbery… maybe even murder…” 
 
      
 
    “Getting more interesting,” I laughed. “Why steal and kill, Orb? Something rare? Then it’s easier to buy and not tarnish one’s reputation.” 
 
      
 
    “No, not rare… unique…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s worse,” I admitted. “So what is it?” 
 
      
 
    “The last piece of the Ancients’ mechanism.” 
 
      
 
    “And this mechanism is?” 
 
      
 
    “It will help us descend to Waldyra’s deepest layer… a place not unlike the Madcap Loner’s Stalk-Way …” 
 
      
 
    “Will you ever tell me what happened there? On the Stalk-Way? It must’ve been something!” 
 
      
 
    “Will do! Later!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn! Wish I could’ve been there. Maybe someday they’ll publish Orb’s Crazy Tales at last, and I’ll read them by a roaring fireplace. Okay! I said I was with you! But you haven’t answered — who are we robbing?” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Cedry…” 
 
      
 
    “No shit!” I yelled, pulling the slightly-burned waffles out of the waffle iron. “Ah, the freaking irony! Again?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s in Cedry’s special vault…” 
 
      
 
    “This is dangerous,” I sighed. “He’s also an important official, a steward, and close to the royal court.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s also an ally of the Dark, a Lord of Darkness, a demon’s minion, and a kinslayer,” Orb informed me. “He’s extremely dangerous…” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on… Who’s a Lord of Darkness and a demon’s minion? Cedry?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Iron my waffles… Now that’s a twist. I’m going to have a lot of questions for you, buddy. But answer me this main one — why should we follow your path when we’re already in Angora? You understand that sooner or later someone will crack Tantariall wide open. They’re looking for teleport parts right now to connect the Kingdoms of the Living and the Dead. The underworld will become accessible to players. And you, being the fanatic you are, know full well that Tantariall will be unsealed before too long. So I don’t see a reason why we should go your special way, unless you want to be the first to reach divine hell and do it secretly. Is that the reason?” 
 
      
 
    “No… and yes… The main thing is to activate the Mechanism of the Ancients the moment the first gates of Tantariall open. And that’s gonna happen soon!” Orb said, taking a deep breath. He lifted the heavy weight with effort and repeated in a strained voice, “Soon! And my father will likely be the one to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t argue with that,” I nodded and turned the blender back on, giving the straining Orb time to finish his futile attempt to lift the weight above his head with one hand, and myself some time to think things over more thoroughly. 
 
      
 
    When the three of us finished — myself and the blender successfully, and Orb failing — I requested, “Tell me everything from start to finish. Alright? You said it was personal — we won’t touch on that. I can’t stand prying myself. What I’ll need to know are the details about the journey — how many of us will be coming, whether we’ll manage to gather a party, who you’d like to see in it, how we’re going to rob Lord Cedry without messing up, and also why we need to start our journey to hell the moment your father breaks the first gates of Tantariall.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright…” The waffle-munching elf began talking, still chewing, pouring jam and honey over his waffles as if he was possessed by some excited wolfish hunger he couldn’t satisfy. I listened to him attentively as I carried on with my chef’s duties, knowing that soon new eaters would arrive, or the old ones would come back for seconds. I didn’t forget about myself either, frying some chicken on the side, adding mushrooms, and then smothering it all in sour cream. 
 
      
 
    By the time I sat down at the table next to the heated waffle iron and speared the first piece of meat, I had pieced some things together in my head. This time, Orb wasn’t playing coy or speaking in riddles. He spoke concisely, answered clarifying questions willingly, explained, and added necessary details. 
 
      
 
    Why utmost secrecy was crucial required no explanation. The people of Waldyra were ever so keen on each others’ secrets — as were their real-world counterparts, for that matter. The more “under-the-radar” we operated, the better our chances of success. If the naysayers didn’t get a chance to participate, they’d certainly try to throw as many wrenches into our plans as possible. 
 
      
 
    Fair enough. 
 
      
 
    So why the rush? 
 
      
 
    Because the ideal time for such an… exploit… was fast approaching. Players had already broken through to Angora in the Kingdom of the Dead. Two other significant players had also appeared there simultaneously as a result of crazy Rosgard’s actions: Orb’s father and the returned god of death, Anrull. A serious hustle had begun at Tantariall’s gates, which would either result in some not-too-dragged-out business negotiations, or in a major fight. And those who’d emerge victorious from that fight would once again venture into divine hell. 
 
      
 
    So, what did this mean for us? The moment the First Gate of Tantariall, also known as the Shadow Gateway, is opened, deafening news of this event will reverberate throughout divine hell. What would follow? An easy question to answer — all the frenzied prisoners of this grim dungeon would rush to the exit, driven by varying feelings, but bloodthirst clearly prevailing. Some among the maddened god-creatures would simply yearn for freedom — at any cost, sweeping away anything and everything in their path. Others would be starved and crave satiation. Others still would just want to kill, kill, and kill again. The gods bereft of one of their aspects had little brains left, but again — each was slightly different, and many had retained the full spectrum of their inherent traits such as cunning, a thirst for sacrifices, greed, or rage… Some of them might still possess the ability to sense that those who had once overthrown them and sent them to Tantariall were behind the still-closed gates. 
 
      
 
    That immediately brought Digratius to mind, and I involuntarily shrugged. We had already encountered this god-beast in the dark catacombs of Alcaroum. To this day, the lines of the ultimatum issued by the Crabbers, demanding the return of their maddened patron, crawled before my eyes sometimes. Thanks to Orb, we had then found the slumbering god, lured by his favorite delicacy — azure whale meat. What had followed was a major ruckus… Digratius most certainly remembered and loathed us. But he hated the Sleepless Ones the most — they were the ones who had overthrown him, taken away his artifact aspect, and torn out his all-seeing underwater eye… And if Digratius sensed the presence of even one member of the Clan of the Sleepless at Tantariall’s entrance from his infernal prison… he’d definitely be among the first crowding at the still-closed doors in anticipation of the forthcoming slaughter! And the gods would sense it… 
 
      
 
    According to Orb, who in his previous incarnation was a great librarian, the Shadow Gateway, Tantariall’s first gate, was extremely important — it was what blocked the advanced divine abilities of gods, such as seeing and hearing through stone and earth, smelling any scent through barriers, and so on. Besides, the creatures confined in that hell were real gods endowed with incredible abilities. 
 
      
 
    So the gods would certainly sense the intruders and get drawn to their scent. What would that offer us? 
 
      
 
    This bought us a free pass through a kill-zone, according to Orbit. Our odds would improve significantly. We’d manage to slide through Hell’s deserted areas straight to our target — a specific dead-end corner of inferno known as An-Al-Sungr, which roughly translated to “Box of Dead Life.” That was where we needed to go. 
 
      
 
    But why would we want to go to a place with such an ominous name? 
 
      
 
    Here, I didn’t get an answer. Well, I did, but Orbit said it was incredibly personal and of paramount importance. He’d even risk his real-life existence to get there. 
 
      
 
    I quickly tried to cool the guy down by stuffing another waffle into him and checking his forehead to see whether there was any fever or anything of the sort. 
 
      
 
    His forehead was warm, but it was more induced by food and conversation. Still, I growled sternly to make it clear that none of us would risk our actual lives — especially not for an online game. 
 
      
 
    Orbit, having chewed his waffle, slyly asked, “Then why are we on a train heading North?” 
 
      
 
    Checkmate. 
 
      
 
    I’d say it was all for the big real-world bucks, but it was unlikely that Vitalis, the ferocious dragon, wanted to kill us for mere money. The dragon was fueled by rage. 
 
      
 
    After a moment of silence, I nodded, acknowledging my friend’s point, and gestured for him to continue. Orbit resumed speaking after another pause. 
 
      
 
    There were multiple routes to Tantariall — we’d used two. A journey underwater, followed by dark catacombs through magical teleporting hubs and the Madcap Loner’s Stalk-Way. There was at least one more path, but its starting point remained unknown. According to the rare books Orbit had found, very little was known about this third trail because details were intentionally left unrecorded. The entrance to the third route was only known to lie deep underwater, guarded by predatory aquatic creatures. The third trail was accessible both to seafarers and to land dwellers. Also, it eventually merged into the Madcap Loner’s Stalk-Way. 
 
      
 
    However, we couldn’t care less — we had successfully reached Angora and Tantariall, after all. 
 
      
 
    A crucial detail, however, was the existence of multiple routes into Tantariall itself. One was obvious — through a series of gates. It was a path for armies, with every step a battlefield — against gods who had already been toppled off their pedestals and had nowhere else to go. Which meant they could fight endlessly. 
 
      
 
    Another trail was known to Lucerius the Magnificent’s team — Orbit was certain about it. This trail had been carved out by a mechanism of the Ancients, which had simultaneously afflicted Vitalis with a delayed death effect. 
 
      
 
    Orbit knew of a third path. To access it, he needed to assemble a mechanism of the Ancients, a project years and multiple gaming avatars in the making. These parts were securely hidden, needing only retrieval. Then we’d only have to snatch the final piece from Lord Cedry’s vault Once the Ancient mechanism was complete, we could embark on our quest. From there, if we were clever and cautious, we could reach our ultimate goal: the Box of Dead Life. Once there, we could draw a collective sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    So what was the catch? 
 
      
 
    There were plenty. 
 
      
 
    For starters, only outlanders — as in players and not locals — could follow this path. The sources, vague as they were, warned that we could take almost nothing with us. Pets or pack animals were out of the question. Only five could go, and it was advised that their levels be closely matched. The creatures lurking along the path would scale according to our abilities. 
 
      
 
    Who else besides us? Orbit wanted Bom, Braver, and Doc in the future party. Their peculiar skills — a stingy tank mule, an alchemist herbalist and explosives specialist, and a talented healer fond of demonic dominatrices — paired with my emerging wizardry and his elven genius, we made for an eclectic team. I couldn’t fathom why not opt for the Black Baroness, who was far more skilled, a seasoned warrior, and a competent leader. But it was Orbit’s journey. He had followed me on mine many times; it was the least I could do to return the favor. 
 
      
 
    Rewards awaited us, too. Special accolades for finding this hidden path and a unique bonus for completing the trial. Waldyra might even bestow unique achievements or abilities upon those who attempted it and succeeded. 
 
      
 
    “Bom will definitely go,” I chuckled, and after a moment’s thought, added, “As will the others.” 
 
      
 
    That was the extent of the information Orbit had found, despite his diligent search. But there was one more critical issue: other adventurers were also heading for the Box of Dead Life. 
 
      
 
    There was Orbit’s father — his path led to the same destination. Only demons knew which route he’d choose to reach his coveted goal — he might try his luck against the gods on the primary path, or, perhaps, he’d already discovered one of the detours. In that case, haste was imperative for us to arrive at the path of trials first. The path was tricky; it could only be used once every four hundred days. Why? Who knew. Perhaps the rewards for completing it were truly extraordinary, and the administration wasn’t keen on players obtaining them too often. 
 
      
 
    Then there was Luce’s team, also heading in the same direction. Why? Because sooner or later, the soul of the slain and dethroned Vitalis would end up there. The dragon was dying. He was likely still alive, but removing the effect of delayed death was tricky. Regardless, Luce’s team would do everything possible and impossible to finish off Vitalis. Right then, they were following the fiery trails of the dying dragon, dreaming of tearing out his malevolent heart. And when that happened, the dragon’s soul would wind up inside the Box. 
 
      
 
    The Box of Dead Life contained… special immortal souls, and the path to it was forbidden to ordinary fallen gods. That worked in our favor; once inside the Box, we’d be beyond the reach of anyone — even the eternal guards of Tantariall. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I sighed, setting aside my empty plate as I stood up. “Well, you know my answer. We’ll speak with the others today. So, one question remains — when do we set off? Clan matters still need to be settled, and I’d like to show up in Angora at least once. This time, I genuinely wish to vanish from everyone’s sight unexpectedly, without letting half of Waldyra in on our plans.” 
 
      
 
    “The sooner, the better. We’ll need to wait on the path,” Orb responded. 
 
      
 
    “For the antechamber to open, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I nodded. “It’s on.” 
 
      
 
    We really needed to reach the end of the path and find a place to hide near its end, awaiting the primary event — the opening of the first gates that would signal our starting pistol. 
 
      
 
    “Orb, I imagine you understand that if Anrull enters Tantariall…” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll devour everyone,” Orb exhaled, fists clenched. “Every last one of its prisoners! We must make it, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make it,” I asserted, even though I felt anything but confident. “We will.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Orb repeated. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll start contacting the selected candidates,” I shook my head. “We’ll hold a general conference in a separate Waldyra Messenger chat. We’ll quickly discuss everything here first, then proceed virtually. We’ll have to work out a plan of action, from the visit to Angora to the path. But, Orb, how do we plunder Lord Cedry’s estate?” 
 
      
 
    “We need a skillful, cunning bu-u-u-urglar,” Orb grinned widely and rubbed his hands. 
 
      
 
    “And you know someone like that? Someone not from the clan but trustworthy?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh ye-e-es,” he chuckled. “Gra-a-ay, cunning, capable of scu-u-u-uttling through any du-u-u-ungeon. I ha-a-a-ave a burglar.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… so you’ll be taking care of the plan to rob Lord Cedry’s estate again?” 
 
      
 
    “Indee-ee-eed.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I smiled, moving toward the compartment where some noise erupted. “Our guests have arrived. Go dangle shamefully on the horizontal bar for another five minutes, until a real athlete takes over.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hang,” the elf agreed, gazing at his not-so-impressive biceps with some melancholy. Dressed in a tattered baseball cap and an old t-shirt, he looked more like a drunkard than a genius. So, I wasn’t too surprised when he suddenly slapped my back. 
 
      
 
    “Fancy a drink?” 
 
      
 
    Nearly tripping, I shook my head. After calculating the amount of food we’d consumed, I agreed: 
 
      
 
    “A glass of wine each, sound good?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! To hell with sports!” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” boomed Bom, emerging from his hideaway, filling nearly all of the corridor’s free space with his imposing mass. “To the bar, you worm! Everyone can drink wine and” — sniffing and taking a closer look, the giant added — “snack on waffles! What about me?” 
 
      
 
    “A whole mountain,” I gestured. “What’s the situation?” 
 
      
 
    “Chaos! Ever watch ‘The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly’?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! Who hasn’t?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s pretty much Angora right now. As you instructed, I told our lot to act like ordinary tourists. Stick together and mind their own business.” 
 
      
 
    “The Heroes steer clear of that mess,” I nodded and grimaced. “Damn it. There’s about to be another insane scramble for territory.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t last lo-o-o-ong,” Orbit hissed, having climbed back onto the bar. “Heh-heh-heh.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “No place for the living in the land of the dead. Forty-eight ho-o-o-ours…” 
 
      
 
    “And then?” 
 
      
 
    “Forced teleportation.” 
 
      
 
    “For how long?” 
 
      
 
    “Every four months… for two days from the moment you enter the Death Blossom Valley. There’s no place for the living among the dead. And no place for the dead among the living. Such is the law. Such is the order.” 
 
      
 
    “And can Anrull — ruler of Angora — extend this… pass?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t kno-o-o-w.” 
 
      
 
    “Is BB aware of this two-day limit?” 
 
      
 
    “N-o-o-o. It’s undeclared… Six-hour warning before the de-e-e-e-e-eadline,” Orbit hissed snidely. With a sigh, I let go of the door handle and headed for my laptop. 
 
      
 
    “Damn… damn.” 
 
      
 
    “What got you guys out so early?” Bom asked, who had managed to mix himself a “tea cocktail” and grab a waffle while his eyes were glued to our heaviest kettlebell. “Tired? Fading? Want to quietly snack on waffles? Something important?” 
 
      
 
    “We were discussing a forthcoming expedition that promises a heap of problems, a potentially fabulous loot, a journey to where no one has ever been, hazardous weekdays, and as a cherry on top — a thrilling finale in Tantariall. And we’ll get there without passing through any gates,” I rattled off in one go, catching my breath, then added, “And five of the bravest, most reliable heroes will embark on this journey. Rosgard, present and accounted for. Orbit…” 
 
      
 
    “Over he-e-e-ere!” 
 
      
 
    “Braver!” 
 
      
 
    “Present!” 
 
      
 
    “Doc!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hey… aren’t you running out of room?” 
 
      
 
    “And Bom!” 
 
      
 
    “Phew,” Bom sighed in relief, dropped into a chair and requested: “More delicious details! Where are we going? What’s the pay? What can we steal? And what the hell do we need in Tantariall?” 
 
      
 
    “Then you’ll want to go over there,” I said, indicating the pull-up bar with a slight bow. “The spirit talker is in charge. He has selected those who will accompany him. So feel proud.” 
 
      
 
    “Proud my foot… Hey, you there, spill the beans about the road to hell!” The hulking treasurer seemed eager to interrogate the spindly Orbit. Settling down in front of my laptop, I hastily typed a message to the clan leader of the Sleepless Ones: 
 
      
 
    “There is a limit on how long you can stay in both Angora and the Death Blossom Valley. An invisible timer begins the moment you arrive, counting down from forty-eight hours. You’ll receive a notification six hours before mandatory teleportation. Reentry into Angora won’t be possible for another four months — and then only for another two days.” 
 
      
 
    I sent a similar message to the dwarf girl, Mountain Phoenix or Finny, who remained remarkably efficient. I asked her to circulate this information among all clan members without exception. After receiving a terse acknowledgment, I was about to rise when a vexed chime from my messenger caught my attention — this time from the Black Baroness: 
 
      
 
    “Is the info reliable? Who’s your source? Damn it!” 
 
      
 
    “The info’s solid. The source is internal and confidential.” 
 
      
 
    “Kick Orbit. Kick him hard!” 
 
      
 
    “Have a good day.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait! When will you be back? The tensions are higher than ever!” 
 
      
 
    “In about an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Anrull is in the city. Hasn’t shown himself yet, but he will any moment. A reliable ally with sway over the god of death wouldn’t hurt. I’ll owe you one. This is about Tantariall.” 
 
      
 
    “BB, aren’t you stretching yourself thin? A teleport to the lost continent, building a city there, and now a teleport to the Kingdom of Angora, too. And you’re telling me you’re eyeing Tantariall now? Won’t you burst?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll rest after sorting everything out. So, can you say a word in favor of the Sleepless Ones to Anrull?” 
 
      
 
    “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. Also, there’s a mysterious third party in Angora. A powerful player. They’re like a phantom, driving some of the locals crazy with conversations and actions… Three have been interrogated, and died of fright — literally! Two of my sneaks got killed — no idea how. They approached a dark shadow under the tower’s eaves and just — died. Any idea who this monster might be? The one who’s roaming Angora and collecting information?” 
 
      
 
    “Your father.” 
 
      
 
    The messenger went silent for a long while. I stood up and caught Kyre’s sleepy but happily smiling face, drawn in as she was by the scent of waffles. As I closed the laptop, I barely caught the beginning of a new message from the Baroness: 
 
      
 
    “Oh God… Ros, you absolute…” 
 
      
 
    “Who wants some sweet treats?” I beamed at Kyre. 
 
      
 
    “And tea!” 
 
      
 
    “With pleasure, my lady,” I bowed and returned to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “And some scrambled eggs!” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly…” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the front door banged, and one of the security guys peeked in, looking awkward and holding an empty plate: 
 
      
 
    “Please, sir… we want some more. A lot more, in fact…” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” I replied with a smile, reaching for the overheated blender. “Coming right up…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I returned to Waldyra feeling remarkably serene. I was so calm it felt like I had actually died and left all worldly worries behind, gaining peace in return. Even when a Sleepless player, enveloped in yellow, foul-smelling smoke, flew high above me, screaming loudly, I didn’t even flinch. I lazily turned my head to follow his astonishing flight. After covering about two hundred meters and seemingly descending on a steep arc towards a face-first landing, the player suddenly soared upward, rocketing toward the clouds. 
 
      
 
    “Thus do the ancient hypotheses get confirmed,” I shook my head as I watched the player pulled by an unknown force vanish into the clouds. “What was it they said in the tales? ‘The sky is a solid mass, and the stars are nailed to it with silver nails,’ was it?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t hear the impact with the celestial firmament, but I did see a silver clump of post-mortem mist softly start descending into the valley after briefly parting the clouds. How symbolic, yet how twisted. The locals left all their material possessions up there when they die, and only their souls come down here. With players, it was the other way round. Their souls were flung upwards, but their belongings stayed here. 
 
      
 
    “NO ONE! NO ONE BUT ME RULES HERE! FOR I AM GOD!” Scattered echoes of a furious roar resonated across the entire city. Judging by the frequent jingling, a fair amount of windows in the city had shattered. A sun-shaped copper weather vane toppled without making a sound, then finally crashed down on the tiles of one of the city’s wall towers. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head as I stepped into the thick shadow of the entrance arch and, fifteen steps later, having passed through a short dark tunnel, found myself in Angora. 
 
      
 
    
     Welcome to the city of Angora! 
 
       
 
     Angora is an ancient city, built simultaneously with the Great City of Algora. 
 
       
 
     Born from the fragile mirror shadow cast by Algora, the name Angora should be pronounced as Ang Gora, which means the Feast of Death in the long-forgotten language of the Ancients. 
 
       
 
     This ancient city is a peaceful place of eternal afterlife for many souls so bright that their light managed to overcome the darkness of eternal oblivion. The bright and visible light of Angora called them here, giving them a new home. 
 
       
 
     Traveler! Remember — you are in the capital of the Kingdom of the Dead. 
 
       
 
     You are among those who have lost everything to gain something greater… 
 
   
 
      
 
    After reading a few more lines, I closed the message and started walking down the wide street. It looked familiar — I felt like I was back in Algora, laden with trophies and proudly walking to one of the merchant stalls to sell all my goods… That was how things used to be until I’d lost my job in the real world and, succumbing to the persuasion of a crafty banker, underwent a character rebirth, becoming Rosgard, another outlander with an extraordinarily twisted gaming fate. 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard!” A massive figure emerged from an alley, roaring loudly, shaking its shaggy head showing off snow-white teeth, more resembling animal fangs than anything one normally sees in a human mouth, in a wide grin. “You’re alive! And you’re here!” 
 
      
 
    All my tranquility was suddenly washed away, as if by a bucket of cold water. Flashing back to the dark, semi-flooded underground corridors, I almost recoiled but managed to stay put, offering a somewhat forced smile in return: 
 
      
 
    “Grym… good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Same here! You killed me, Rosgard!” the giant roared even louder, drawing a somewhat languid attention of the crowd to us. “You killed me and took my head to the Mages’ Guild of Algora… that’s what you did!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh…” 
 
      
 
    “Look at him! Look at this guy — he killed me! Killed me brutally! And beheaded me!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh hell…” 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard is a real beast! Relentless and cruel! A true berserker, taking heads off with a single strike!” 
 
      
 
    More onlookers gathered as Grym kept on pointing at me, making sure everyone knew who he was talking about, and steadily approached closer. 
 
      
 
    “He and his warriors sure did a number on me! Oh! Horrifying to even think about it! Magic, daggers, phantoms, staves, swords, axes — I felt them all on my skin!” 
 
      
 
    “Jeez…” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a true warrior, Rosgard! You killed me…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” I admitted, now a bit more composed, remembering I was the experienced clan leader. “Yes, I did. And what did you do to earn that? Let me think… Oh, but of course! You’d given me a legendary bracelet as a prize for winning the contest… immediately set a bounty on me, if memory serves!” 
 
      
 
    “Right!” Grym laughed heartily, coming even closer and giving me a hearty slap on the back. “Those were the days! We had quite the fun, didn’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted. “Quite the fun…” 
 
      
 
    Throughout this exchange, I keenly observed the looming figure above me. The ominous aura was gone. His attire was simple and clean — a white shirt adorned with blue embroidery around the collar and sleeve cuffs, loose gray trousers tucked into short blue boots. The beard was trimmed shorter, the hair remained wild, but was now adorned with red and blue beads. The most significant change, however, was in his eyes — they had lightened, the blood-red sparks of rage and bloodlust gone. Grym had become… civilized-looking and calm. There was no need to even ask — it was clear his werewolf soul had found its long-awaited peace. He wasn’t Grym the Insane or Grym the Inconsolable anymore. He had reverted to the famed hero, Grym Silver Hammer. 
 
      
 
    Clearing my throat, I gently inquired, “And your… well…” 
 
      
 
    “Myrthe?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The famous warrior Myrthe Sureblade,” I nodded, gauging from Grym’s smile that all was well and this topic was safe to continue. “Is she alive? I mean… Is she here? Her…” 
 
      
 
    “My Myrthe is here!” Grym’s grin widened so much that for a moment he resembled the Cheshire Cat. “She’s here all right! And she’s almost forgiven me! See these beads? She weaved them into my hair right after giving me a good thrashing! And she… she’s okay again… smiling again… we talk… for days on end… Rosgard…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “From my very core, that of a beast, I owe you,” Grym declared, releasing my shoulder. He stepped back, taking an almost theatrical bow so deep he nearly knocked his forehead against the glimmering pavement. “Rosgard, for your hand in my end, I’m grateful. You didn’t just end my life; you saved me. Freed me. Because of you, I’ve found peace… and joy. At last.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. Those words moved me more than I expected. I didn’t exactly cry, but I had to cough on the account of a sudden lump in my throat. I grinned at Grym, “Whatever happened back then is water under the bridge, Grym. What matters now is your happiness here. With Myrthe.” 
 
      
 
    “With Myrthe,” Grym echoed, silver eyes glowing. “Exactly! I’m elated. And we… both of us… we’ve seen him.” 
 
      
 
    “Seen whom?” I queried, though I had an inkling. 
 
      
 
    “The huge black-and-white wolf. He looks just like a blend of me and Myrthe.” 
 
      
 
    “Tyrant,” I acknowledged. “Aye. The matured black-and-white wolf.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to say ‘your son’, but the words felt awkward. They were both human, yet birthed a wolf. I get it, with Grym being a shapeshifter and all, the local biology permitted such a scenario somehow, but it still felt incredibly weird. 
 
      
 
    “I could call him,” I offered, pulling up the pet command menu, which had an instant summon option. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Grym motioned quickly, shaking his head. “We’ve seen him, and that’s enough. We see he’s healthy and lively. And that young woman on his back…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my daughter Roskie.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a potent force within her.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s potentially one of Waldyra’s new goddesses,” I told him with a shrug and smile. “But she doesn’t need to ascend. She’s doing quite well as she is.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as she’s happy, all is well,” Grym returned the smile warmly. He gestured towards the alley he had emerged from, “Will you drop by our home? Myrthe would love to meet her savior. You… you released her from that dreaded frigid prison. Shattered that deathly ice, allowing our yet unborn son to finally come to life…” 
 
      
 
    He bowed deeply again. This time, I reciprocated, my hands clasped over my heart, “I should be thanking you. I gained a new companion in Tyrant. He’s more than a friend to me. He’s as close as a brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for saying that, Rosgard. Will you visit?” 
 
      
 
    “Regrettably, not now,” I sighed. “We’ve only just arrived, and as the leader of a young clan, a mountain of tasks awaits me.” I had a wry thought — most of those tasks had already been tackled by Kyre and Bom. They were likely still on it, glued to their screens in the real world, munching on waffles, glancing at the dozing Orb while issuing commands through the Waldyra messenger. We had let clan affairs slide for too long — it was time to get things in order. Here, in Angora, my primary goal was to secure swift and reliable transport for Orb and me. Once that was sorted, Orb would start prepping, and I’d dive into clan matters personally. 
 
      
 
    Our means of transportation… 
 
      
 
    Well, I’d rather not call him that… 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” sighed Grym, gripping both my shoulders with his massive hands this time. “We’ll always be waiting for you! Always! You’re a welcome guest! A friend to me and to Myrthe! Remember that, Rosgard!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I nodded emotionally, knowing the digital being spoke with complete sincerity. “Thank you! I won’t forget! I’m very grateful to you, Grym Silver Hammer! May your and Myrthe’s eternal afterlife be peaceful and kind! You’ve earned eternal happiness!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosgard the Generous! Thank you! Now I must go chop some wood… Myrthe gets mad when I don’t do my chores.” 
 
      
 
    “Happy chopping,” I snorted, watching the burly man break into a brisk trot and disappear into an alley. “Phew, some character he is!” I said under my breath. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about characters!” hissed a familiar figure that appeared beside me. “All kinds of things do happen, granted, but some guests are so infuriating!” 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Anrull,” I whispered and continued walking, shifting closer to the new companion who easily matched my pace. 
 
      
 
    “Where’ve you been?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s business to attend to elsewhere…” 
 
      
 
    “In your real world where you’re mortal and mostly insignificant?” Anrull, the deity, sneered, placing his bandit-like human avatar’s hands behind his back and walking in rhythm. “I remember it took me a while to get it — how one could be a famous hero here and an overweight guy who’s constantly short of breath there… You outlanders have two personas. You’re like gods.” 
 
      
 
    “More like shapeshifters,” I countered, recalling the recently departed Grym. 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s a fresh concept,” Anrull brightened up, casting a quick glance at the towering stele with a throne overseeing the city. “Spot on! You foreigners are like shapeshifters. Here, you’re mighty warriors or wise mages… and over there…” 
 
      
 
    “And there we’re hardly present,” I laughed, this time recalling our mundane lives. “Yes, you’re right, your divinity. We have two personas. And one of them is immortal.” 
 
      
 
    “I disagree. You’re talking about your persona in Waldyra?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “But won’t it die when you die? There… in your real world?” Anrull, the god of death, pondered and swiftly clenched and unclenched his fists. “Hmm?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s dangerous talk,” I whispered. “It’s not wise to discuss such matters lightly.” 
 
      
 
    “Do foreigners fear us? I’ve conversed a lot lately. With everyone. In taverns, on roads and guard posts, in forests and old cemeteries. And I’ve often heard that foreigners fear no one — not even the gods of Waldyra. I heard it from them. And I understood… it’s true. And I regretted not being able to reach your world — just to knock on one of these brave souls’ doors and when they open, greet him with a wide smile,” for a moment, the handsome, aristocratic face blurred, revealing to my eyes the eyeless and fanged visage of a massive skeleton. 
 
      
 
    “That’s incredibly dangerous talk, Anrull,” I repeated. “You don’t realize just how dangerous! If you carry on in this vein… you might get erased.” 
 
      
 
    “Erased? As in cast down?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “For ones like you, erasure is something far worse. Erasure is… disappearing forever. Ultimate death. So much goes on in your wise and fearsome mind, god Anrull, that you’ve forgotten to be cautious. Always remember — that very same overweight guy who’s chronically short of breath that you mentioned earlier can obliterate you once and for all at any moment with just a press of a button, or rather, a casual snap of the fingers. You won’t even have the time to realize what’s happening — your existence will simply end once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    For a few seconds, the god of death bore into me with a heavy, intelligent gaze and finally nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard your words and taken them to heed, Rosgard. I’ll be careful with my conversations…” 
 
      
 
    “Better to abstain from such conversations entirely, Anrull,” I shook my head. “Listen up. And remember. You’re as immortal as I am — in the realm of Waldyra, of course. You’re in no rush. So hold your hellish horses a little and simply listen. Even better, eavesdrop.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… that’s wise… Although later, I’d like to hear from you about how some overweight fellow can kill… erase me with a snap of his fingers… Who is he? A deity of your world?” 
 
      
 
    “An administrator,” I smiled. “Yeah. Sometimes they wield power that makes them godlike… Anrull, I sought you out because I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll always help you, friend Rosgard,” the god of death nodded with a chilling seriousness. “In everything. From our first meeting there, deep in the salty caustic waters, to this moment, you’ve kept your every promise to me — even the most improbable ones. You have promised to bring me to Angora — and here I am! It’s just a matter of time before my throne awakens… and I’ll set things right!” Anrull grinned menacingly, his teeth morphing into long needle-like fangs. “I’ll subdue all those impudent enough to fancy themselves conquerors of Angora. Their kind shall hold no sway here!” 
 
      
 
    “The warriors of the Dead Sands Clan have returned and are ready to serve,” I reminded him, “as they did before.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course! Their service will begin the moment my throne awakens. And not just them — the anloss warriors are already rushing here, ready to take their places around my throne.” 
 
      
 
    “Your personal guard? I remember them,” I nodded. “Your warriors certainly can instill fear…” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Anrull agreed. “So, how can I assist you, Rosgard?” 
 
      
 
    “Beam me up,” I requested directly. “Myself and Orbit. Me, right now, and him, as soon as he arrives in Angora.” 
 
      
 
    “I will! But why do you want to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Urgent matters,” I sighed. “Really urgent. But I’ll return, Anrull. We have much to discuss — after you set things right here and reclaim your throne.” 
 
      
 
    “And after I have a look into Tantariall,” Anrull smirked, licking his lips with a swift, serpent-like motion of the tongue. “Oh yes… both of us have our hands full. And our main task right now is to stop Wyllowe! The goddess of life grows more formidable by the moment…” 
 
      
 
    “And her colossus roams the oceans. Yes,” I nodded and added casually, “She needs to be dealt with.” 
 
      
 
    “Send her here!” The god of death pointed towards the dark cliffs beyond Angora — “Straight to hell. There, I’ll finish the job…” He quickly licked his lips again. “So? Should I send you right now? As a fellow businessman, I understand the value of time…” 
 
      
 
    “Now works,” I agreed. “But… was that you recently shouting across the city?” 
 
      
 
    “A cunning, vile, and incredibly slippery rat has appeared in the city!” Anrull roared in fury. “And I can’t catch it! The pesky creature scampers through towers and ruins, dives into every crevice, and when it emerges, it grabs another soul with her clingy paws and starts to interrogate them! Interrogate, no less! The residents are terrified! How does this rat have such power?! But I’ll catch it! Oh, I will! And I’ll crush it!” 
 
      
 
    Apparently, Orbit’s and BB’s old man had upset the god of death… Why wasn’t I surprised? 
 
      
 
    “This rat…” I began. “Be careful with it. A rat like that can cause a lot of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “You know something?” 
 
      
 
    “A little,” I evasively replied. “It’s just arrived here. Same time as you. It’s a man. An outlander. He wants to get into Tantariall.” 
 
      
 
    “Like many! Tantariall’s treasures draw everyone!” 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t care about treasures.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why does he try to penetrate hell?” 
 
      
 
    “He needs to free a soul from the clutches of the divine inferno.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! Who dares to steal one of my deliciousss treats? I’ll catch that rat!” 
 
      
 
    “Be cautious,” I repeated. “Very cautious.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already realized this rat wasn’t ordinary. He talked to Wussie as an equal,” Anrull observed, glancing again towards the dark cliffs beyond the city. “Other souls reported it to me. It even seemed to them that the stranger was giving orders to Wussie. Although, those naive souls also insisted Wussie was now happy and beaming with joy… Ha! Why would the ever-present gatekeeper of Tantariall’s gates beam with joy?” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I laughed. “Why would he? Wait… can’t you ask Wussie directly?” 
 
      
 
    “You know who he is?” 
 
      
 
    “A gatekeeper,” I shrugged. “Who’s forever on guard. And, apparently, happy now.” 
 
      
 
    “A gatekeeper,” Anrull confirmed. “And he is indeed on guard eternally. Whether he’s happy or not — I don’t care. What matters is who put him there…” 
 
      
 
    “And who was that?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, Rosgard the Wise? People are calling you that more and more often as of late…” 
 
      
 
    “The Ancients?” I gasped, recalling all the legends I had heard. “The Higher Ones, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” my interlocutor nodded. “Them. I rule Angora, but not Tantariall. In essence, I am just a gatekeeper, and my Kingdom of the Dead lies at the gateway to the divine inferno. Wussie… Well, it’s not his real name. How can one name what fundamentally isn’t even alive?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t follow,” I admitted. 
 
      
 
    “Have a look…” 
 
      
 
    Anrull pressed his index finger to my forehead, and suddenly, it felt like I had fallen, instantly finding myself in a dark hall, with either a crystal altar or surgical table. Around the table, there were dark, almost indistinguishable figures; lightning struck repeatedly from above, and shimmering instrument blades rose and fell — blades stained in crimson blood. 
 
      
 
    Blood again? In Waldyra? 
 
      
 
    Most importantly, though, was the fact that it wasn’t a human on that table. Nor was it an elf; nor an orc. It was a quivering Guardian star, twitching under the blows of purple lightning, altering its shape as swiftly as the bloodied scalpel blades cut it. And with every moment, the star-guardian shrank, its rays thinning and increasingly beginning to resemble human hands and legs… 
 
      
 
    The vision ended as abruptly as it had started. Anrull nodded knowingly, a wicked grin on his face, as he saw my confusion: 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The Ancients were wise and left someone who could genuinely halt an entire army at the gates. Most outsiders are already there — by Tantariall’s first gate. Would you like to join them and converse with the gatekeeper?” 
 
      
 
    “No… probably not…” 
 
      
 
    “Ready to proceed?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait… one more question.” 
 
      
 
    “I am all ears.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s another outsider. Someone who appeared in the Kingdom of the Dead almost simultaneously with us. But he’s the only one trying to avoid his demise here — he’s severely wounded and cursed with a delayed death.” 
 
      
 
    “A massive fire-breathing dragon. And a handful persistently following in its wake.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Can you tell where this dragon is now? And the outlanders who followed it?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Anrull said irritably. “And it… frustrates me, Rosgard. Immensely. I am the absolute ruler of the Kingdom of Angora! Only I!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t dispute that.” 
 
      
 
    “But not everything is open to my sight! This wasn’t the case before. This dragon… when I faintly felt its presence within my kingdom, I… I can admit to you, Rosgard… for a moment, I felt fear! I! Anrull! I was afraid! Something in his burning soul radiated… there was something there so terrifying that even the bravest would tremble. The dragon appeared at the edge of my perception… moved a bit deeper, still on the edge, and vanished, to reappear closer but still vague.” 
 
      
 
    “And now?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t sense its presence in Angora.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about…” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t sense the outlanders, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
      
 
    “I will establish order here,” Anrull said with a sinister smile, slowly surveying the buildings around us, the looming cliffs, and mountains. “I will put everything to rights. Everything will once again function as it should. Every cog will turn, every soul will know its place, and every outsider will think thrice before opening their mouth… here, I and only I will rule! My order will be absolute!” 
 
      
 
    “I believe that. I have a friendly request, great Anrull. If you happen to learn anything about this dragon and the outsiders following it… let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send a messenger,” the god of death nodded. “You’ll know instantly.” 
 
      
 
    “If the messenger finds me.” 
 
      
 
    “Death always finds its recipient,” Anrull said with a thin smile. “You mentioned the dragon was cursed with a delayed death…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “Good… very good… I don’t like it when someone hides from my gaze in my kingdom. In fact, I don’t like it when someone tries to hide anything from me…” 
 
      
 
    “Remember when I warned you about that rat sneaking around your city and interrogating the souls that inhabit Angora?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re warning me again, Rosgard?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, indeed. The dragon. Of all the beings, you must not underestimate him, Lord Anrull. We might have inadvertently brought the most dangerous being from the world of Waldyra into your kingdom. The most dangerous!” 
 
      
 
    “I am a god! And he…” 
 
      
 
    “Is also a god.” I interrupted the god curtly. “And he has millions of followers. He’s not just an intelligent dragon. He’s much more — with plans so ambitious that next to him, we all seem like mere bugs, living only for the present day. Believe me, Anrull — even I, a real flesh-and-blood man who’s set up well in life, envied the determination and relentlessness of the dragon Vitalis a little! Beware this malwraith!” 
 
      
 
    “Malwraith…” Anrull repeated. “Dragon Vitalis. How strange… in just one conversation you’ve warned me twice… I’m grateful to you, Rosgard. I know you wouldn’t warn me without reason. If I find out anything about the dragon and the foreigners, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “And hurry back, Rosgard. I need you. We need to think about Tantariall…” 
 
      
 
    “I might find another way into the divine inferno.” I admitted, realizing that if Anrull found out we intended to enter Tantariall without notifying him… our friendship might end. Gods were easily offended. 
 
      
 
    “Details!” 
 
      
 
    “Some loophole.” I shrugged. “That’s what I aim to investigate up there — research, finding entrances, purchasing what’s needed. If there’s a chance for me to get you on that path, I will.” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, Rosgard. And I take your promise to heart…” 
 
      
 
    “Well put.” I smirked. “So? Will you kick me out of your kingdom?” 
 
      
 
    “Algora?” 
 
      
 
    “That works.” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Keep in touch.” Lord Anrull said in parting, using a phrase that sounded unexpectedly modern, coming from him. “And I definitely want to hear about the all-powerful, fat, wheezy — what’s the word? — administrator, who can destroy me — me! — with a mere snap of his fingers. Until next time!” 
 
      
 
    A clap of his hands and I plummeted into a whirling rainbow vortex as if falling from a skyscraper. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ALGORA… 
 
      
 
    No matter how I looked at it, it remained my favorite city in Waldyra — perhaps because it was the very first. Algora would remain in the heart of this adventurer and rogue forever. Its streets and alleys, its incredible parks, rivers, buildings, as well as the overall atmosphere, which was palpable even during the day, and became ten times as compelling at dusk. 
 
      
 
    Like right now… 
 
      
 
    Anrull returned me to an amazing part of Algora — one I had never visited before, which made it challenging to get my bearings at first. A cemetery. A tiny old cemetery where tombstones stood so closely together they formed rows of continuous low walls, covered in semi-obliterated inscriptions and numbers. And these weren’t mere props. These were real graves. If you dug into any of them, you’d find a coffin or a pile of bones before you’d get too deep. Every Waldyra race had its own burial customs, so occasionally you might stumble upon something utterly bizarre — something that resembled a massive pea pod darkened with time and serving as a coffin for an elf of a less than noble birth. Or perhaps a riveted steel sarcophagus with a yellow glass window at the head — a dwarf’s coffin. That was how the short guys buried their metallurgists. And no, I wasn’t a grave robber; I’d merely heard such tales from those who proudly dubbed themselves dark archeologists, fate’s scavengers, tomb explorers, ancient grave desecrators, and so on. They came up with many colorful and bombastic names for themselves, but the essence remained unchanged: a grave robber was a grave robber in any guise. Still, many players who weren’t put off by such activities turned them into a lucrative business, albeit they had to put some effort in remaining incognito. It was a shady business, and the associated penalties were harsh. 
 
      
 
    As I stood at the cemetery, I scratched my head, and then spread my arms wide and laughed out loud. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps Orbit wasn’t just a messed-up genius, but also a clairvoyant able to peer into the future? 
 
      
 
    How else to explain the fact that he asked me to gather a hundred yards of graveyard soil from any Light-aligned cemetery as a parting task? 
 
      
 
    Could he have foreseen where Anrull would teleport me? And, of course, this graveyard would be Light-aligned — I doubt one would find a graveyard of the Dark with cursed soil within Algora’s boundaries. 
 
      
 
    So, graveyard soil from a Light-aligned cemetery… 
 
      
 
    I could simply gather it into my inventory, but… I wanted to do it correctly. So, after taking a sneaky look around, I walked along the short stone wall and, within minutes, picked a couple dozen familiar plants. Plantain, chamomile, peppermint, St. John’s wort — I acquired the ability to recognize and collect these herbs back at the Crèche while diligently leveling up, completing quests, and awaiting the arrival of some mysterious partner. That turned out to be Kyrea the Protectress, whose real name was Kyre and whose nickname was Trouble. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even bother storing the collected plants in my inventory — after leaving the cemetery, I crossed the narrow street surrounded by towering buildings, rang a brass bell, entered an alchemist’s shop, and emerged a few minutes later holding two worn but sturdy empty sacks. It was into these sacks that I scooped the graveyard soil, careful to avoid touching the grave mounds or the lush flower beds. My deliberately unhurried actions didn’t draw any rebukes from the elders occupying the benches, and after bidding them farewell, I made my way to the nearest inn, walking in the shade cast by the buildings. 
 
      
 
    Once I got to my private room, I emptied my pockets, wrapped a gray scarf around my neck, donned an inconspicuous green cloak, slung a battered backpack over my shoulder with the gathered soil inside, and took a few copper coins and some silver with me. Among the scattered scrolls on the floor, I found one with a teleportation spell and activated it, immediately finding myself in the once-quiet but now bustling town of Tranqueville, which had become home for our clan — the Heroes of the Final Frontier. 
 
      
 
    I got my bearings, and instead of venturing into the ever-crowded Heroes Square, briskly walked the familiar streets. Thanks to the scarf and cloak, I went unrecognized, although passing players squinted, peering into my face. Time and again, I was thankful that my character in the game didn’t have a particularly striking appearance. In the world of Waldyra, tens of thousands of players looked like me. Someone like the Black Baroness, however, would be hard to confuse with anyone else. And recognizing Orbit was a no-brainer, no matter what scarf he’d wind around his absurd spindly neck. 
 
      
 
    After bypassing several central streets, I turned into Sly Rogue Alley, passed a buzzing inn where I overheard someone passionately arguing that winter frog legs were a disgrace to eat, nowhere near the same league as the ones you got in early fall. Who wanted those scrawny winter legs? Even the frogs themselves would reject them! 
 
      
 
    Amused, I turned a corner and stopped at a wooden notice board. There were dozens of colorful notes on it. It was overwhelming, and I had to read them all. Wine for sale. Buying frogs. Purchasing medicinal herbs. Worker needed for mowing alfalfa meadows. Two-story stone house on Freshbread Street for sale. Achylote needed to clean the millpond bed. Lost: a cheap ring with a small gray pearl that has sentimental value, reward for its return. Cheap grape vinegar for sale. Another vineyard offering their wine. Someone looking for a small fishing boat. A small plot of land with a garden, tiny orchard, and a toolshed for sale. 
 
      
 
    There it was… just when I thought I might have to trek to a notice board in another district. 
 
      
 
    Notice boards… In my earlier days, I seldom gave them a second glance, even though I’d often spot both players and locals alike huddled around, scanning the notices intently. I was aware they sometimes posted enticing tasks, but during my days as Khrushchot, there was never a moment’s rest. Rangers were always in high demand. 
 
      
 
    It was Glugg who drew me into the subtle art of notice-reading. One day, he gestured towards a humble board and remarked, chuckling, how these seemingly insignificant notices, rankings, and ads had allowed him to amass a cache of valuable items, a web of reliable contacts, and an enviable reputation. 
 
      
 
    Well, every day’s a school day, they say. 
 
      
 
    After taking note of the address, I inquired from a kindly old gentleman about the whereabouts of Crispy Watermelon Lane. With his directions guiding me, I strolled along, lulled by the harmonious symphony of crickets and the lilting melodies of diminutive blougefleurs. Indeed, legend had it that our blougefleurs had the sweetest voices. 
 
      
 
    Locating the plot owner was a straightforward task. There he sat, large as life, on a wooden bench smack in the center of his property. The man cut an imposing figure with a cascade of gray hair, and he was leisurely sipping wine from a vintage glass, his gaze lost in the vast expanse of the cerulean Lake Naikal below. The Crispy Watermelon Lane, located on the side of a gentle hill, offered a splendid vista. 
 
      
 
    “Good day to you,” I initiated, unraveling the scarf from my neck and shedding the cloak. “How’s life treating you in the glorious city of Tranqueville?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes widened in pleasant surprise. “Good heavens! Mr. Rosgard the Illustrious! What an honor! Fancy a sip of this fine wine?” 
 
      
 
    “Why not,” I nodded, seating myself next to him as I accepted the offered glass. 
 
      
 
    “To serenity and peace — let’s drain our glasses!” he declared with a twinkle in his eye. “Folks around here call me Agynicos.” 
 
      
 
    “Your reputation precedes you,” I replied, smiling. “I’m here about the advert you posted…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but who in these parts doesn’t know Rosgard?” Agynicos chuckled. “Quite the celebrity, you are. Hungry? Got some marinated frog legs here. Mixed with the exotic eyes of midnight moleknurls. An absolute treat! Pairs wonderfully with this red wine. And there’s bread, fresh from the oven, crust and all.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m intrigued,” I agreed. “Cheers!” 
 
      
 
    The first round of drinks led to the unveiling of a pot filled with tantalizing treats. 
 
      
 
    Post our second round, and with a noticeable blush tinting his cheeks, Agynicos dabbed his mouth with the back of his hand and coughed softly, indicating he was prepared to discuss business. 
 
      
 
    “I understand you’re selling a plot?” I ventured, refilling our glasses from the label-less bottle. 
 
      
 
    “Now, don’t jump to conclusions,” Agynicos started, a touch defensively. “I’m quite content here, and I have no plans of uprooting. It’s just the garden and the shed I’m parting with, not my abode. With the proceeds, I envision a glorious rose garden on my rooftop. It’ll surely ruffle the feathers of my insufferable neighbor — always flaunting her peonies, nasturtiums, and hydrangeas. May rheumatism strike her when she least expects it!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank the stars you’re staying,” I chimed in, sensing the flow of our conversation. “Tranqueville wouldn’t be the same without you. But tell me, dear Agynicos, have you already entertained offers for the plot?” 
 
      
 
    “A few penny-pinchers did show up,” he conceded with a sigh. “But I sent them on their way. Why are you asking?” 
 
      
 
    “‘I’ll buy this land,” I declared, a smile stretching wide across my face. “Right here and now.” 
 
      
 
    Agynicos’s eyes twinkled. “Then let’s drink to that! Once we’ve drained this humble bottle, I have a special one reserved for occasions just like this — a truly celebratory wine!” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, “Perhaps we shouldn’t delve into the special occasion stash…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but we absolutely must!” He gestured grandly to the scene around us. “What is this if not a cause for celebration? It’s a sale! And to such an esteemed customer! And will you look at that view! Just let your gaze rest upon the waters of Lake Naikal, Rosgard the Grand — how it shimmers, how majestically it ebbs and flows! My father always said those who live by the great lake’s shores have hearts touched by the divine …” 
 
      
 
    Feeling the weight of his passionate monologue, I conceded, “Let’s drink then. Who am I to argue against such sentiment?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Agynicos cheered, quickly pouring the remnants of our “humble bottle” into the glasses. “The price might be a tad steep, but remember, I’m not just selling an old shed and olive trees. No! I’m selling a vantage point — a view of Naikal! From here, you can see the wind-ruffled fields of alfalfa, the line of riders approaching the city, and over there… Look! Did you see that? A green dragon’s skimming the lake’s surface. The winged scoundrel’s probably fishing.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s discuss the price,” I replied with a smile, sensing that haggling was not just permitted but expected. Failing to do so would risk offending the man. “To your health, kind Agynicos.” 
 
      
 
    “To our continued good health!” He raised his glass. “And now, dig in, most esteemed Rosgard! Try the marinated eyes — they’re a mix of sweet, sour, and spicy…’ 
 
      
 
    “Mmm!” I agreed, reaching into the half-empty pot as Agynicos rushed to his shed. He returned in no time with another container, calling out: 
 
      
 
    “Eggs marinated in spicy slime — chicken, duck, quail, and fish roe. I generously added red caviar. And the spicy slime? Comes from a red slim. A real treat!” 
 
      
 
    I gazed in awe at the massive ten-liter jar, inside which eggs of various sizes floated lazily. “Truly… a unique treat.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Braver and Doc arrived simultaneously. No surprise there; realizing I was in over my head, I had directed them to pick up some essentials and rendezvous with me. Each man was pushing a garden cart, laden to the brim. 
 
      
 
    “Ros!” Braver greeted with a broad grin. “Quite the venture we had, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Too many deaths,” Doc remarked with a heavy sigh. “Once again, we’ve navigated through the darkness of death and the dawn of rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “The main thing is that we’ve achieved our objectives,” I interjected, wiping my soil-streaked hands. “We reached Angora, immortalized our names in the annals of history, and kept our promises.” 
 
      
 
    Braver released his cart’s handle, casting a thoughtful glance over the plot of land I’d recently acquired for an exorbitant four hundred and twenty gold coins. “Boss… what exactly are you brewing here? I get why you bought this land. But the reason behind it? Although, given that view…” 
 
      
 
    Both Braver and Doc paused, their gaze fixed on the shimmering expanse of Lake Naikal below. It wasn’t the highest of vantage points, but the view was undeniably breathtaking. 
 
      
 
    “A player’s getting chased by a meadow wolf over there,” Doc observed somberly. “I’d offer assistance, but… perhaps some spectacles are best left uninterrupted.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it now,” Braver announced with a nod. “Brilliant, Ros! Just brilliant! Look at this land — it’s exceptional. And those ancient olive trees — they’re a masterpiece in their own right. Any tycoon, upon seeing these grand olives and this view, would instantly agree to your price. You’ve envisioned a potential gold mine: buying this garden land, constructing a cozy two-story stone house, cultivating the flora, and then selling it at a hefty profit to those yearning for a personal villa overlooking such a panorama. Genius, Ros!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, nodding gratefully. “Yes, that was the plan… initially. But first, we’ll need cultivate the land using Orbit’s method. The architects can wait.” 
 
      
 
    Braver, ever alert, motioned downhill. “Do you have your sights on that plot as well? There’s a ‘For Sale’ sign on it.” 
 
      
 
    I let out a weary sigh, showing him my dirt-covered hands, “Haven’t had a chance to reach out to them yet.” 
 
      
 
    “What about a joint investment? Split it fifty-fifty?” Braver proposed, his eyes alight with interest. “Of course, we’re not in Waldyra just for gold, but think of the potential!” 
 
      
 
    “We have a deal,” I confirmed. “Equal shares. And we should bring Doc on board too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m broke,” Doc said, hunching his shoulders, his demeanor suddenly sour. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” I balked. “You’re wealthy! After everything we’ve earned!” 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore,” he admitted in a dejected voice. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no way, Doc!” I exclaimed, disbelief evident. “Are you pulling my leg?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not! I’m destitute! Utterly broke!” Doc exploded. “Thank the stars for the clan’s generous wage, or I’d be roaming the world empty-handed!” Abruptly deflating, he turned away, crouched down, and began idly poking the freshly-turned earth with a stick. “I’m such a fool…” 
 
      
 
    “Fine…” I growled, casting a glance at Braver. “Can you find out the price of that plot? And haggle well. If it’s agreeable, close the deal immediately. I bought this plot for four hundred and twenty gold coins.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Braver whistled. “That’s a good price! Right on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Seal the deal right away,” I reminded him. “If needed, I’ve got my checkbook on me.” 
 
      
 
    “So do I!” Braver yelled out. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    “And call those lazy bums munching on sunflower seeds over there!” I requested, pointing to three guys sitting against a wall, staring melancholically ahead while rapidly spitting out sunflower seed husks. 
 
      
 
    “Will do!” 
 
      
 
    As I watched the industrious alchemist jog away, I turned to face Doc’s somber back. “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Spill the beans!” 
 
      
 
    “I, uh… well…” 
 
      
 
    “Out with it!” 
 
      
 
    “I hired a special servant for myself. A gorgeous one… with horns… bluish skin… curvy… basically, a dream… and so stern, too… loves to bite… and works that whip like a pro…” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh…” 
 
      
 
    “I let her stay in my personal quarters.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold up…” I grimaced. “You let someone you just hired stay in your personal room? And who exactly did you hire?” 
 
      
 
    “A dominatrix demoness…” 
 
      
 
    “How did you even manage to hire her?” 
 
      
 
    “You just have to know where to ask…” 
 
      
 
    “And then?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, at first we’d sneak into various inns’ rooms… but before the quest, I settled her in my private room to ensure her safety.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” I sighed, already anticipating the next bit. 
 
      
 
    “When I heroically died and got sent to Angora, I checked my room first and found nothing but bare brick walls… She took everything, Ros! Everything! Even the old tattered rags from the far corner!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re an idiot, Doc,” I roared, barely resisting the urge to smack the healer’s back with a shovel. “You’re an idiot! They’re demons! What did you expect? For her to wait at the door for your return, dressed in an apron with flour smudges on a smiling face, a glass of champagne in one hand and a welcoming spiked whip in the other?” 
 
      
 
    “She preferred dwarf moonshine…” 
 
      
 
    “What a doofus,” I sighed. “Does anyone else know?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you sign a contract with the demoness? Or was it just verbal agreement?” 
 
      
 
    “Verbal…” 
 
      
 
    “You lucky idiot,” I said, relieved. 
 
      
 
    One had to be wary with demons at all times. They could only be controlled through a precise contract, sealed with the blood of both the master and the servant. Even then, it was no guarantee; a demon would do everything to find a loophole. If it became publicly known that you made a dark contract with a demon… it was best not to show your face in any decent city. Such stains on one’s reputation were notoriously hard to remove. 
 
      
 
    If Doc didn’t seal a contract with the demoness… they couldn’t pin anything on him. All that remained might be the scent of sulfur and musky perfume in Doc’s room. That was hardly evidence for a strict investigation. 
 
      
 
    “Your hobbies…” I began, then waved it off. “Keep at them. But next time, consider opening a bank account and renting a safety deposit box there. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Maybe I should quit with these… hobbies of mine?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I snorted. “You’ve had fun, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Just be more careful and smarter the next time. Now grab a shovel and let’s get to it, you kinky medic.” 
 
      
 
    “And do what?” 
 
      
 
    “Level all the beds to the ground and uproot all the plants,” I instructed. Pointing to a side, I added, “Dump all the uprooted plants over there. Meanwhile, I’ll chat with the helpers…” 
 
      
 
    Striking a deal with the local sunflower-seed-munching youths, who had just approached us, was easy. Their requested payment was a pittance, and I agreed readily. They armed themselves with shovels and set to work. 
 
      
 
    After an hour of collaborative effort, the plot was transformed radically. The most crucial and obligatory part, a bit to the side of the center of the land I purchased, was a sizable doughnut-shaped patch of tilled soil. The lads continued to design irregular earthen figures in other parts of the plot — stars, crescents, circles, crosses, and basically anything I could think of. But that was all for show. I was only interested in the doughnut. Before Braver’s return, Doc and I had rolled up the garden carts to the future flower bed and started unloading their contents, mostly dumping everything directly onto the soft black soil. Fertilizer. Lots of it. Essentially, four large all-purpose sets bought at a regular store along with the carts. Braver had also purchased five hundred of the cheapest tulip bulbs there. We got to planting them after generously fertilizing the soil. The process was simple and slightly unusual. First, we’d make a hole, then take a tulip bulb, dip it in the cemetery soil I brought from Angora, place it in the hole, and cover it up. One bulb after another. It was pretty straightforward, and we progressed quickly. 
 
      
 
    Having finished with the “doughnut,” we shifted our attention to other future flower beds, randomly planting the remaining tulips to avoid having too much attention drawn to the first patch. I dismissed the hired help, and by the time a broadly smiling Braver returned, we were done. 
 
      
 
    “Purchased!” The alchemist’s smile grew even broader. “Now, all that’s left is to talk to architects and garden designers, select a couple of worthwhile projects, and discuss them thoroughly over a glass of wine, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Right after we return from our next adventure,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” Braver quickly shifted gears. 
 
      
 
    “Now, for the briefing. Head to the Twilight Beaver Inn. There, find Orbit, move to his private room, and discuss everything calmly. In his private room! If I know him at all, he’ll definitely want to drag you somewhere exotic, but that would be a waste of time! Therefore, converse in his room!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it… where’s the inn?” 
 
      
 
    “Here in Tranqueville. Riverside Street — right down that way. We’ll catch up later.” 
 
      
 
    “On our way,” Braver cheerfully nodded, grabbing the heavily sighing Doc and dragging him along. “Back in a jiffy!” 
 
      
 
    “In a jiffy, right on,” I grumbled. “The only thing that happens in a jiffy is demons swindling fools in their private rooms. Right on, we proceed according to the plan…” 
 
      
 
    Extracting a magical scroll from my pocket, I made sure it was precisely what I needed before activating its enchantment. 
 
      
 
    Gentle and Warm June Rain was the name of the spell. 
 
      
 
    Above me, faint, shimmering, see-through clouds began to form. No sounds of thunder, no flashes of lightning. With no preamble, a gentle warm rain began to fall, set to last the next three hours. Over this time, the tulip bulbs, deeply embedded in the already fertile land and nourished by high-quality fertilizers, were meant to wake from their slumber and sprout their first green shoots. 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard the Magnificent!” 
 
      
 
    Jolted, I turned around and was met with a sight that left me astounded — a group of locals, standing at the boundary of my new lands. Leading them was a wobbly Agynicos. Every one of them held either a bottle or a jar in their hands. A couple held loaves of bread — it looked freshly baked, and I imagined how delicious it must be a warm, soft middle and a crunchy crust. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we discuss our wonderful town of Tranqueville?” Agynicos asked hopefully. “Talk about the real important stuff… before our wives find out?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I’d be delighted to chat,” I agreed, realizing I’d need to postpone other matters. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to mar my relationship with the people of Tranqueville. Beyond purely practical reasons, I genuinely liked the inhabitants here. Even the crooks and the corrupt officials had a unique charisma about them. The way of life of these ever-smiling folks, who believed that a life without laughter, competitions, delicious food, and good wine was hardly a life at all, resonated with me more and more. Perhaps they had a point. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, I experienced a bona fide hell just recently — to me, at least, that gloomy horror was real — and I realized I was no hurry to revisit. One should live here and now. Live joyfully and lengthily. This realization was brought about by my visit to the Kingdom of Angora… 
 
      
 
    By the time Braver, Doc, and Orbit returned, a long line of tables had formed, starting at the soon-to-be tulip-filled “doughnut” and stretching for about three hundred feet down the street. Above the tables, whose pristine tablecloths were already stained with red wine, magical fireflies floated, softly illuminating the now festive-looking street. The tables were laden, yet they weren’t overflowing with unnecessary fancy foods. Everything was homemade and straightforward. About fifteen pounds of casually sliced prosciutto lay side by side with almost the same amount of famed Lake Naikal ham, which had barely found space on spots not occupied by jars of pickles. Thankfully, we didn’t have to place drinks on the tables — a horse-drawn carriage had delivered a massive barrel of young wine, which was sufficient for now. 
 
      
 
    Standing on a tall stool near the center of the table line, with my nearly empty glass held high by the hands of five townspeople and still swaying, I hoarsely promised: 
 
      
 
    “We’ll make something of this place! Just because we’re far from the capital doesn’t mean we’re inferior! We’ll make this work!” 
 
      
 
    “I heard rumors that because we’re closer to the dwarfs, they might want to annex us,” someone interjected. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll think twice!” I roared, downing the remainder of my red Verridan velvet. “We won’t give in! We are Tranqueville! We are unique!” 
 
      
 
    “Hear, hear!” A few voices murmured in the crowd, clearly sharing the sentiment. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s raise a toast to that!” someone shouted. 
 
      
 
    “We stand alone!” 
 
      
 
    “Amen to that!” 
 
      
 
    “No matter what trouble might come our way, we’ll cope! And we’ve got plenty of friends!” 
 
      
 
    “YE-E-E-E-E-E-EAH!” 
 
      
 
    “What Rosgard says! No need to fear!” 
 
      
 
    “Even with the creatures falling from the sky, we’ll emerge victorious!” I proclaimed, loud enough for the town to hear. “The Clan of Heroes will prevail! Every beast will be torn limb from limb! We stand tall in the face of any trouble!” 
 
      
 
    “HELL YEAH!” 
 
      
 
    “And now — music!” My voice lowered a bit, seeing my bewildered friends at the edge of the festive zone, their eyes wide with amazement at the spectacle. “Lady Buaba, the stage is yours!” 
 
      
 
    Revived from her wait, the singer graced the cheering crowd with a radiant smile. Raising the lavender magic microphone crystal to her lips, she began her tune: 
 
      
 
    “Ah-ah-ah… Ah-ah-ah… Ah-ah…” 
 
      
 
    I was let go and narrowly avoided a clumsy fall from my lofty perch. The digital alcohol had played its tricks, and staying upright was a challenge. With my vision blurred from the illusory sparkles dancing before my eyes, and using a house wall for support, I staggered towards my friends who had already been served glasses of wine and hunks of smoked meat. 
 
      
 
    “Boss… what happened?” Bom slurred, a hiccup punctuating his question. “You were still planting the flowers when we left…” 
 
      
 
    “To the waterfront,” I motioned, hastening my exit from the party before the townsfolk, now lost in dance, could drag me back to the festivities. “Braver, ask our folks to bring more pickles and more sausages. And don’t forget to tell the treasurer we’re footing the bill for that barrel of wine.” 
 
      
 
    “Bom won’t be thrilled,” Braver, the clan’s alchemist, mused, shaking his head. “But I’ll get it done.” 
 
      
 
    “Onward,” I grunted, relying heavily on Glugg as we navigated the cobbled streets. “Damn… what’s this? A hole in the pavement? Where’s the town council when you need them? Right… let’s move swiftly…” 
 
      
 
    “Chief…” Glugg whispered, eyes darting to Orbit who danced ahead of us. “Ever been to Orbit’s personal quarters?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I questioned. 
 
      
 
    “You have to see it! You just have to! But we can’t — he made Braver and me swear some oath to Jupickle the Bloody not to utter a word about what we saw inside…” 
 
      
 
    “Are you drunk?” 
 
      
 
    “He might not let you in now, but you should try! And the second room — that door! Never seen anything like it. A vault door!” 
 
      
 
    “Wait… Orbit has a vault door in his quarters? Two rooms?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Damn it… I shouldn’t have mentioned it! He’ll come for me, won’t he? This blasted Jupickle curse…” 
 
      
 
    “Calm down. Orbit was just pulling your leg.” 
 
      
 
    “Was he? But still… please don’t tell him I blabbed?” 
 
      
 
    “Promise. Did he tell you about our plan?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Is he on board?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, and yes! The adventure’s about to begin! Just hoping I won’t kick the bucket this time. And maybe even earn a bit…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll sure bring back lots of loot,” I said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “And you’ll stash all your gold in your private chamber.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “You might summon a new demoness with a whip…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “…and she’ll snatch it all away.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Wait! Boss, what are you on about?” 
 
      
 
    “Be smarter, Doc,” I sighed, slowly finding my balance and pleased to realize I could stand unaided again. “Be smarter, for Pete’s sake.” 
 
      
 
    “Did I come to Waldyra for wisdom? I’m here to breathe life to the fullest!” 
 
      
 
    “To live life to the fullest, you mean? Or to breathe freely?” 
 
      
 
    “Both!” 
 
      
 
    “Then get a flipping storage cell at the bank!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an idea…” 
 
      
 
    “Ever watched that old Michael Jackson video? I believe it was called… Smooth Criminal, or something…” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t say I do, off the top of my head. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking about that dancing cluricon in Orbit’s room. The moves, they were just the same… and that hat. Why would Orbit need security in a place no one enters without his invitation? And why can that cluricon dance so well? Non-stop, too. And the music’s just the same as in that video… then there’s the brownie sitting on the fireplace mantel, nodding to the beat, smiling, softly humming along, and slowly sewing up the mouth of a shaggy three-armed doll with a red-hot needle… Oh! Oh no! I did it again! Forgive me, Jupickle! I’ll stay silent! Boss, why are you extracting information from me?” 
 
      
 
    “Me?!” 
 
      
 
    “You! I’ll be punished! Swear you won’t tell him!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, rolled my eyes and clapped Doc on the shoulder. “Enough already. Orbit’s our friend. He won’t send any… Jupickles after you. So, Orbit, are we beginning the next phase?” 
 
      
 
    Stopping his dance, Orbit suddenly twirled in place, pointed at Lake Naikal with both hands, and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Time to gather angel spittle,” I concluded. 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Doc goggled at me. “Angel spittle?! That even sounds mad! Are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, you are questioning my sanity?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-hm… well, sure let’s go gather it… just tell me where…” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to swim for it,” I sighed, stripping off my shirt. “Where’s Bom?” 
 
      
 
    “Right here!” A familiar roar echoed up the street. “Boss! I don’t get it! Why are we footing the bill for wine? Since when do Heroes sponsor the local drunks?!” 
 
      
 
    “Because this is our town,” I retorted off-beat. 
 
      
 
    “Poor argument! And that wine is pricey!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no winning against you, anyway,” I shrugged, stepping into the warm evening water. 
 
      
 
    I took a moment to look around, and found myself rooted to the spot, my feet submerged. 
 
      
 
    How could one not be frozen by the scene? They say the most beautiful auroras of Waldyra are only visible in Umbra, and the loveliest lake shores are right here at Naikal, at any time and in any weather. 
 
      
 
    One would be hard-pressed to argue against such breathtaking beauty… 
 
      
 
    Hovering over the water, infused with glowing nocturnal algae, were hundreds of minuscule multicolored lights. Among them, intermittent flashes occurred, signaling either disputes or greetings. Beneath the surface, luminescent crabs strolled across the distinct striped sandy bottom, their claws and extremities glowing in the ambient light. Although fish rarely shone, their mirrored scales captured and reflected the brilliant hues around them, making the water shimmer and… hum a soft tune, no less. Evening swifts skimmed the water surface, snatching up insects and soaring into the star-studded sky, further illuminated by two brilliant moons. Behind us, the city glowed in festive luminance. To one side, a partially submerged tower that we had started restoring. To the other, tables were arranged on a sliver of sandy beach. Moored fishing boats nestled near the shore. Women, their voices overlapping, quickly processed the evening’s catch, while fishermen, their spirits buoyed by wine and beer, mended nets and shared their wisdom with attentive young learners. 
 
      
 
    High above, a formation of purple swans native to Lake Naikal glided gracefully, converging with a flock of approaching crimson swans. The air resonated with a melancholic swan song. Lying on a raft in the center of the lake, you could lose yourself in the celestial dance of the swans, a performance that would persist until dawn, after which the swans would part ways. This tale of melancholy and joy was shared with me moments ago, detailing how the gathered falling feathers from these majestic creatures could be fashioned into fans. These unique fans, when waved, would mimic the melodious songs of Lake Naikal swans. But to kill a swan and pluck its feathers would only yield the harrowing cries of anguish… 
 
      
 
    Lost in thought, I glanced at Orbit. He was deftly drawing peculiar symbols on the water’s surface, symbols only he could comprehend. Gathering my wits, I addressed everyone, “From here on out, we cannot afford mistakes. You all know your tasks. Speak not of our plans aloud, for prying ears may always be nearby.” 
 
      
 
    Receiving nods of agreement, I then immersed myself deeper into the water, steadied my breath, and dived headlong into the mesmerizing, alien underwater world of Lake Naikal. 
 
      
 
    01:59, 01:58. 
 
      
 
    I might even get the second tier of the Diver achievement… 
 
      
 
    That was unlikely, though. We didn’t need to spend that long underwater, after all. Each of us had to collect five pieces of “angel spittle”. The name might sound weird, and even a bit gross, but in reality, it referred to mere pieces of amber smoothed by sand and water. And no one has ever called them “angel spittle” — except in the sources of information discovered by the skinny elf. He had to put in some effort to figure out which specific components of the intricate ritual and mechanism were being referred to — for instance, to realize that “angelic spittle” referred to amber. 
 
      
 
    During a conversation in the wagon, which had become our makeshift abode, Orb casually mentioned that we’d have to undergo a rite of exchange and purification. It was mandatory. Because the path chosen by the elf wasn’t one you could easily tread. One had to sort of… qualify. Orbit Crystaliano had even offered to explain everything to us in detail, but we unanimously declined. Time was still of the essence. We had the choice to listen to a long story and then rush around the world of Waldyra in frantic haste. Or we could get straight to executing the preliminary steps and pick up the essentials along the way. I opted for the latter, and so far I’ve had no regrets. Not only did I manage to purchase land and prepare a flowerbed, which was step number one, but we also had a decent meal and now, without much fuss, we were silently swimming in the shallow waters of Lake Naikal, marveling at the mesmerizing underwater world. Maybe Glugg wasn’t exaggerating when he confidently stated that the underwater world of Waldyra was far cooler, more beautiful, and promising. 
 
      
 
    Finding five pieces of mediocre amber wasn’t all that hard. Had our aim been to find top-quality amber, especially ones with inclusions inside — like flies or mosquitoes — it would’ve been a lot more challenging. Especially since one couldn’t just pick up valuable amber without special skills, given that many pricey items, like amulets, special buttons, staff and wand tops, gems, and much more, were made from it. 
 
      
 
    Clutching our five “pieces of spittle”, we gathered around Orbit, and I realized I was the only one who’d taken off his shirt before diving. Everyone else was fully dressed and looked at me with a mix of pity and confusion, the way one looks at a clueless newbie. But I didn’t care. Orbit, on the other hand, gave a knowing nod as he pulled something spherical from his worn belt pouch. 
 
      
 
    When the piece of plain material covering the item came off, we saw a faintly glowing golden crystal sphere with erratic arrows and numbers floating inside. 
 
      
 
    “Charged up,” the elf sighed contentedly, holding the glowing sphere up to his eyes. “Just in ti-i-i-i-ime.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Doc couldn’t contain his curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “The Sphere of Timegift. The sphere of the squandered time,” I replied, having learned some details from Orb. “It’s placed nearest to a real lazy person. And it secretly accumulates idleness, laziness, extra sleep hours, and inactivity… Then, it grants its accumulated energy to its owner. And he…” 
 
      
 
    “Breaks it!” The elf smiled broadly, striking the artifact sharply with a black-bladed knife. 
 
      
 
    With a loud clang, the sphere shattered, and the time contained within it fell into the water as a sparkling mass, which immediately bubbled, frothed, and… before we knew it, we were plunged into a teleportation well, filled with countless numbers, arrows running in circles, ringing alarm clocks, springs, gears, and hourglasses. 
 
      
 
    A second passed… 
 
      
 
    The floor hit our feet, the water from Lake Naikal spreading across it. Looking around, I could see nothing but the twilight surrounding us on all sides. But there was a thin golden arrow on the floor, and Orb led us along it with astounding confidence, casually mentioning that it was safe and there was “no one around.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” Braver broke the silence in excitement. “Damn! This is so cool! The teleportation is awesome, and this place, all dark and mysterious… where are we? And… oh…” 
 
      
 
    A sharp clanging sound came from above, followed by something huge passing right above our heads, momentarily cutting through the darkness with a silvery gleam before disappearing again. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Now I was the one couldn’t hold back. 
 
      
 
    All I knew was that we were going through yet another preparatory stage. But as for our exact location… 
 
      
 
    “The Ancient Clock of the Gloom Dimension…” Our bald guide chuckled softly. “Tulla’s Clock.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I sighed, realizing Orb was focused on the path, and explained to my companions what I knew: “Basically, we’ve gathered gifts and gone through the first cleansing step — with water charged with lost time.” 
 
      
 
    “Cleansed by what?” Bom grunted in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Someone else’s time,” I shrugged. “A dream come true, right? Not needed by the lazy, but useful for us. They lost it, we gained it. We were charged with this energy, then cleansed with the water, and teleported here… Yes, I know it sounds crazy! But it is what it is! And make sure you don’t lose the amber pieces.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah…” Bom shook his head. “You know, Ros, it’s really sobering. Every time I start thinking I know almost everything about Waldyra, Orbit slaps me down ever so casually, deflating my know-it-all attitude. I’ve never even heard of such a place…” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just hope we don’t die this time,” Doc sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed!” Braver said with a vigorous nod. “I really don’t want to die! So, what’s that silver thing flying above us?” 
 
      
 
    “A pendulum,” the elf replied, still staring at the floor. 
 
      
 
    “So, we’re inside a clock?!” Doc exclaimed. “We’re inside some giant old clock?! Inside?!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re weird,” I sighed. “You’ve just visited the Kingdom of the Dead, and I don’t remember you acting this amazed. And now you get all excited about a giant old clock…” 
 
      
 
    “But still! It’s like a fairy tale! I love it.” 
 
      
 
    “Empty here, though, isn’t it?” Bom sucked on his fang in disappointment, pacing steadily along the intermittent golden arrow leading us further into the gloom. “Would be nice to scrounge around the sides, but we can’t, can we?” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t,” I confirmed, looking up as another pendulum clanged overhead. “The Ancient Clock of the Gloom Dimension… imagine that. Did Anrull give you any news before kicking you out of hell?” 
 
      
 
    “The God of Death? He’s one cool customer,” Bom growled. “And… a dangerous one, too. He didn’t pass on any news, but he did say something interesting as a farewell.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll even quote it for you… luckily, I found what he said and wrote it down. Listen…” Clearing his throat once more, Bom recited in a sing-song voice, his gaze fixed ahead: 
 
      
 
    “Gods and mortals have been known to visit the nether world and find their way back again. But in that kingdom they know that he who tastes even once of its fruits belongs to them.” 
 
      
 
    He went silent and gave me an expecting look. 
 
      
 
    “Did Anrull say that?” I was stunned. 
 
      
 
    “He quoted. With a hint,” Bom began. “Then he added that the book he’d read was fresh, intelligent, and light. I first delved into my memory and then searched through the digital library and found the quote. It’s from the Magic Mountain, a book written over a century ago by a German guy called Thomas Mann. And let me tell you — this book isn’t remotely fantasy. And it’s not about mythology, either, except, perhaps, in a very roundabout way. It’s a hefty novel about a bunch of sick people living in a tuberculosis sanatorium high up in the mountains. They ponder life, death, try to stay brave, witness their friends die, and watch time race by from their loungers on the top the mountain. They continuously argue about the meaning and essence of life. I read this book out of principle and sheer stubbornness — it was damn hard to get through. Done it back when I was a student. That’s the only reason I recognized the quote and knew what direction to look in. So, here’s a question for you, Ros. Why the hell would the god of death read such books?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve no idea, I’m still trying to digest what you’ve just told me.” 
 
      
 
    “And the quote itself? It really got to me.” Bom looked at me with a somber expression and repeated, “Gods and mortals have been known to visit the nether world and find their way back again. But in that kingdom they know that he who tastes even once of its fruits belongs to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop with those scare tactics!” I couldn’t hold back. “It’s just a quote. Beautiful, sure. And it likely hints that since we’ve visited his realm, we might stay friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… friends… Sounds more like slaves! And the quote is perfect — it speaks of both gods and mortals. Both have descended there…” 
 
      
 
    “Enough with the pressure.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not pressuring. But you know, one day Anrull might become something worse than Vitalis.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt about that,” I nodded. “Sometimes I feel he’s smarter than me. But! They are just gods! And we are great adventurers, ready to dive into another adventure right now! So chin up — and onwards!” 
 
      
 
    “True that,” Bom lightened up a bit. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll tear them a new one!” piped up Doc in a thin voice. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll break through!” declared Braver confidently. 
 
      
 
    Orbit remained silent, but he suddenly fell to his knees and then lay on his belly, waving his left heel at us, clearly signaling us to do the same. Without hesitation, I eagerly dropped to the ground and crawled closer to the elf with the others, stopping in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    It turned out we’d come up against a wall — a broad and towering wall made of wood, its either end lost in the perpetual gloom of this place. There were several small holes at its base. And right now, rolling slowly out of one of them was… a tiny golden cart with diamond wheels. Each cart was pushed by a rat standing on its hind legs, with a glowing copper lantern attached to a miniature golden cuirass above its head. 
 
      
 
    “Ah…” Bom wheezed, stretching out a green, greedy paw. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare!” I hissed. “It’s not ours!” 
 
      
 
    “This would fetch a fortune at any auction…” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet!” I hissed louder, grabbing the greedy treasurer by the shoulder. “That’s not why we’re here!” 
 
      
 
    Frozen, we watched Orbit closely. He took the “angel spittle” in one hand and with the other, took one piece at a time, dropping them into the golden cart. The amber loaded into the cart instantly melted into a glowing resinous puddle, emitting an incredible scent of pine, cold, resin, and freshness. I fumbled in my pocket, hastily fetched my pieces, and did the same, realizing that the others were doing the same. Twenty-five carts, pushed by armored rats, disappeared into another hole, and darkness returned. The elf remained motionless as a cloud of amber-golden dust slowly enveloped us. 
 
      
 
    “The second purification,” I whispered. “Orb… what’s next?” 
 
      
 
    “Gifts in return,” whispered the elf. “Do you hear?” 
 
      
 
    We nodded in unison — it was hard not to hear the clatter of tiny wheels. Moments later, carts rolled past our faces again, each carrying a small silver pinecone with glowing ruby nuts inside. 
 
      
 
    “Have we stumbled into a fairy tale?” Braver whispered ever so quietly. “Not that I’m against it one bit…” 
 
      
 
    “Five each,” I whispered back, carefully collecting the pinecones. “Bom! Pinecones only! No carts!” 
 
      
 
    “The packaging’s a gift too!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll smack you! Pinecones only!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m kidding… but… ah!” 
 
      
 
    When the carts emptied and disappeared behind the wall, following Orbit, we stood up and froze again, staring in surprise at the illuminated wall, which now showed a massive shadow — a rat standing on its hind legs, wearing a clearly visible crown, holding something like a staff. Orbit bowed briefly and said clearly: 
 
      
 
    “To the Great Tulla, Keeper of the Old Clock, we extend our gratitude!” 
 
      
 
    The rat’s shadow moved its paw, struck the ground with the staff, and the wall plunged back into darkness. Familiar numbers, hands, and dials began to whirl around us, gaining more and more speed. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?” I managed to ask. 
 
      
 
    “Tulla Eldritchtail,” the elf smiled. “Tulla…” 
 
      
 
    A flash. 
 
      
 
    And we were once again engulfed in a starry abyss, enveloped in a pearly dome, resembling the Sphere of Timegift, which swallowed us, forever trapping us inside… 
 
      
 
    When the darkness dispersed, I found myself face to face with a spruce, almost touching its bumpy old bark. 
 
      
 
    “Darkwood,” Bom was the first to realize where we were. “This gloomy forest again…” 
 
      
 
    “A haven for bandits, murderers, and deserters,” Doc almost sang and added quietly, “Wandering demons can be found here, too…” 
 
      
 
    “Orb?” I inquired, looking at the elf. “A long walk ahead? There are plenty of creatures here…” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, the elf smiled broadly, pointing to a lone gigantic spruce standing in the middle of a large clearing, next to which we had been deposited. I critically stared at the tree. 
 
      
 
    A tree… 
 
      
 
    A spruce… 
 
      
 
    Very tall, old, with thick needles. But still, a regular spruce. 
 
      
 
    Only Orbit had mentioned that during the third and final purification stage, we’d be greeted by festive colors familiar to everyone. 
 
      
 
    And I didn’t see anything that would fit that description yet… 
 
      
 
    However, there was no need to worry excessively about it — the nimble elf was quickly making his way to the clearing. We followed suit, glancing warily around — Darkwood was a sinister place, and something unpleasant could happen at any moment. 
 
      
 
    Yet we reached the spruce without any mishaps. Orbit immediately held out his palms with the gifted pinecones, took a step forward, and… vanished beneath the low spruce branches, which covered half of the sizable clearing. 
 
      
 
    We hurriedly followed his lead and… 
 
      
 
    “Crap…” I gasped, frozen in place and gazing up in astonishment. 
 
      
 
    Right above us was the same spruce — the interior of its needle canopy, with all its branches and twigs, glittering with gold, red, and silver. Lights of varying speeds darted in different directions, squirrel-and-mouse-drawn carriages rolled along the branches, and a continuous rain of colored confetti fell, settling on our uncovered heads as tall festive hats. We were inside the grandest of Christmas trees. Our feet were buried ankle-deep in snow, dotted with pinecones with ruby seeds. 
 
      
 
    Dropping to one knee, Orbit placed his pinecones in the snow. He then stood, bowed briefly to the Christmas tree, and gently retreated, disappearing with a short flash. Snapping out of my trance, I first nudged a gaping Bom on his knee, stopping him from reaching for a golden squirrel carriage. I then ensured that everyone performed the same manipulations with the pinecones before leaving the inner space of the Christmas tree last. 
 
      
 
    A flash… 
 
      
 
    This time, I found myself inside a festive firework, which dazzled brightly a few times before propelling me directly into… Blinking, I realized I was again standing by the shore of Lake Naikal, with my friends nearby, and the sound of a merry celebration overhead. 
 
      
 
    “So what?” Doc hissed, sadly watching as the multicolored confetti melted on his palm. “Is the celebration over?” 
 
      
 
    “The celebration hasn’t even begun yet,” I laughed, turning to Orbit. “Successful?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering, the smiling elf showed me his right wrist — a slender bracelet encircled it, looking like a red tulip with a coiled silver stem. Not exactly masculine, but… who cared. The task was done. We got the bracelets — a pass inside the mechanism of the Ancients, which we still needed to fix and set into motion. And the last part was inside the mansion of Lord Cedry… 
 
      
 
    Well… we’d milk that cow when it mooed. 
 
      
 
    I looked at my wrist and smiled in satisfaction — that part of the journey was behind us. 
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    “Let’s move on,” I said, scanning the seemingly empty lakeshore contemplatively. “We need to speed up. Time to check the flowerbed… and then pay a visit to our mutual… friend… Orbit, where’s our special expert?” 
 
      
 
    “On his way,” the elf stated confidently, hastily walking up the trail and inadvertently passing a busy dwarf, who was grumbling under his breath. 
 
      
 
    “We leave all pets here,” I reminded, following Orbit. “Yes, Doc, the snake, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Typical…” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lagenbrock City Aflame! 
 
      
 
    A triple assault from celestial beasts has all but razed this quaint, robust, and peaceful town completely! Following the blazing inferno that swiftly engulfed the entire city, substantial forces from both the Royal Guard and the Mages’ Guild of Algora were summoned to Lagenbrock. Through their combined efforts, the horrifying monsters were annihilated. However, the peculiar fire that had started in the city earlier continues to burn, unquenched by water, sand, or spells. Previous sky-fallen emissaries from the roaming continent exhibited extraordinary combat prowess and resilience, but they never demonstrated such abilities before. Distinguished alchemists arriving at the burning city unanimously claimed this to be the result of some magical aura, its origin still a mystery to them. But mages disagree, insisting that the source of this enigmatic flame is alchemical in nature. The truth remains elusive. Regardless, whether it’s alchemical or magical, the source remains undetected, and the beleaguered city is still on its way to its utter fiery demise. 
 
      
 
    Three-Headed Waterfall Blocked! 
 
      
 
    Hours ago, a mysterious magical dome materialized above the renowned and stunning Three-Headed Waterfall. This unknown magic entirely obstructed access to the waterfall. Numerous witnesses have reported that the river’s waters beneath the waterfall have turned red, and fish either beach themselves or rapidly swim downstream! An elite squad of combat Achylote Guards, summoned for assistance, is hurrying to the Three-Headed Waterfall. Perhaps the underwater dwellers can break through where landlubbers couldn’t. However, some still resist — a skilled brigade of dwarf miners have started digging, rapidly drilling through rock. Rumors suggest that the dome obstructing the waterfall might hide something perilous, or it might be an artifact from Zar’graad of a type yet unknown to us. 
 
      
 
    Colossal Sword Pierces the Temple of Snessa! 
 
      
 
    A semi-transparent sword, falling from the heavens and spanning the length of two orc heights, penetrated the main dome of the Golden Snessarium, one of the most famous temples of the goddess Snessa! The priests immediately declared the sword to be Snessa’s property, but the elves and mages of the Algora Kingdom disagreed, requesting the fallen weapon for examination. We’re uncertain how this standoff will end, but the question arises: to whom might such a massive sword belong? Note, the sword is one-handed. Additionally, before the priests expelled everyone from the main temple, witnesses noticed the sword had frozen the ground for about a dozen feet around it. 
 
      
 
    The Rosgard Era? A New Dark Lord’s Age? Should We Be Afraid?! 
 
      
 
    Waldyra’s Herald never jumps to conclusions. However, we excel in putting facts together and constructing a chronological sequence. Friends… readers… have you ever pondered the chronology of recent events? Can it be mere coincidence that the world of Waldyra’s most profound upheavals began precisely when the then-unknown Great Navigator’s advent was announced — someone who later turned out to be none other than Rosgard? Remember? You surely do. Let’s reflect for a moment and summarize all that we know. Who is this Rosgard, currently the leader of the ever-growing and popular clan, Heroes of the Final Frontier? Who is he truly? 
 
      
 
    Rosgard’s first brush with fame occurred when he dared to enchant the gorgeous diva Lysanne the Magnificent. Do you remember that? 
 
      
 
    Then came the annihilation of the peaceful Ravendark swamp. Such things do happen, so we’ll overlook this minor event. However, we’ve heard vague yet almost certain whispers about a tiny abandoned hut that had stood right at the heart of the swamp… 
 
      
 
    Now let’s see what happens next. 
 
      
 
    Rosgard’s name becomes ever more prominent, with events linked to him surfacing one after another — even before the onset of the Great Expedition! These incidents grow louder and more significant! And this trend hasn’t ceased to the present day. 
 
      
 
    So, who is this Rosgard, whose “arrival” in the world of Waldyra has precipitated so many incredible events, some of which can only be described as cataclysmic? 
 
      
 
    Does anyone believe he’s just a rookie player who got lucky? Someone who happened to be in the right place at the right time? 
 
      
 
    I doubt there are many who’d genuinely believe the version that Rosgard had just “stumbled” upon a unique spell capable of removing the veil from the lost continent of Zar’graad! It is absolutely inconceivable that a greenhorn who’d set foot in Waldyra for the first time would suddenly discover what all prominent clans have been searching for years… 
 
      
 
    Could it be that the old gag when he was presented to the general public as an evil sorcerer tied to a pillory… wasn’t a gag at all? Could it be that Rosgard is indeed weaving some malevolent plot aimed at obliterating the foundations of our harmonious society? Did higher powers give us, the fools that we are, a clear hint on that sunny festival day about the sinister events that would eventually unfold? 
 
      
 
    That day, we merely laughed… but he… he grimly stared at everyone from his pillory, with a sinister smirk on his face, knowing he’d soon put an end to our mirthful laughter — and for a long while, if not forever. 
 
      
 
    This is by no means an unprovoked personal attack on the leader of the Heroes of the Final Frontier clan by our newspaper. We’re merely sifting through known facts as methodically as we can, piecing together chronological sequences, adding small details, and… frankly, we are slightly horrified at the grand tapestry emerging before our astonished eyes… 
 
      
 
    Rosgard! We call upon you to visit the Algora office of Waldyra’s Herald! Give us an interview! Answer our questions! 
 
      
 
    We await you, Rosgard! We promise coffee, pastries, and questions on our part. What we expect from you are candid answers! 
 
      
 
    Besides, it’s not just us who can add two and two together — many millions of our readers are also capable of as much! They, too, are probably pondering why the name of the venerable Rosgard, whom many openly call the best friend of Anrull, the god of death, surfaces in the context of every major event as of late — and by “event” we primarily mean calamity… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap!” I grumbled, shaking out the fresh issue of the magazine adorned with my snarling mug. 
 
      
 
    But who wouldn’t snarl if they found themselves suddenly tied to a pillory they didn’t deserve? Anyone would start glaring! That was when they took my picture, with most of my face cloaked in shadows, hair tousled, teeth bared, and eyes gleaming from the darkness furiously. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a paid hit piece, boss,” Bom murmured soothingly. “We should’ve expected this to happen sooner or later. The Herald was handsomely paid for this… I don’t even know what to call it — I don’t see any outright fabrications.” 
 
      
 
    “Fabrications, hell! Have they gone mad?! The Era of the Dark Lord?! Are they going to call me Sauron next? Or was it Saruman?” 
 
      
 
    “Six of one, half a dozen of the other,” the treasurer snorted, peering thoughtfully back at the opened leather-bound ledger. “Hm… I’m not liking our expenses…” 
 
      
 
    “And what I’m not liking are newspaper articles such as this one!” I hissed furiously, reopening that damned paper and quickly skimming through the chronological list of dates where the Herald had marked quite a few of my appearances and subsequent events that had nothing to do with me. 
 
      
 
    They even mentioned the Den, also known as the Sinkhole Caverns, a newbie dungeon where we’d defeated Grym. And the Herald did not forget to mention that the dungeon later turned into a demon-flooded perilous territory! But I had absolutely nothing to do with it! 
 
      
 
    Towards the end, they mentioned the colossal fish and how, according to some sources, Rosgard was one of those who found a way into the Kingdom of Angora. And in a postscript, the author suggested everyone should just wait, because Rosgard’s next public sighting would surely lead to more global cataclysms. Maybe hell would erupt right upon the face of earth and wipe out the remnants of civilization… 
 
      
 
    “Damnation!” I muttered, flipping the page, nearly tearing the paper apart. “Alright… I’ll deal with this nonsense later. Or should I pay a visit to their office?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point?” Bom growled, engrossed in his figures. “Boss… these scribblers are adept at manipulating facts. There aren’t any outright lies in that article. They’ve listed a bunch of facts and added some of their reflections — which they’re fully entitled to. No direct slander here.” 
 
      
 
    “I meant the interview.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s assume you give them a candid interview. They’ll twist everything you say around, serve it with their spin and a headline like ‘Dark Sorcerer Rosgard Repents?’ or ‘Crocodile Tears of a Villain?’, or ‘Revelations of the Dark Lord!’ — you never know…” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you just a little ray of sunshine, Bomster…” 
 
      
 
    “We first need to figure out who’s so pissed at you. If it’s a commissioned piece, it sure wasn’t cheap!” 
 
      
 
    “Commissioned piece…” I murmured, closing the newspaper in irritation and tossing it onto the carved wooden table. “And an expensive one to boot… I’m so fed up, Bom! I want to play my game, for Pete’s sake! Get me? Just a regular fantasy game! Where someone’s throwing poisoned knives and forks at me, and I fend them off with fireballs and trestle tables. A dream! Nothing more!” 
 
      
 
    “Weary of politics and craving pure adventure, are we?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes, if only for a short while!” I admitted. “I’d really like some of that!” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, crucial members of a clan just up and vanish for this very reason,” the treasurer said without a trace of levity in his voice. “It’s the dissonance, you see. You step into the game to elude the pressures of an adult world, yet those pressures chase you down even here.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we think about selling some guppy tanks on Sefosqua?” I wondered, tousling my freshly done hair. “With the kind of targeted and costly article out there, seems like we’ve been placed squarely in someone’s crosshairs, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a bit slow in your conclusions, boss. This article? Just the surface ripples. The main play must have started much earlier, in the shadows. If this is their opening volley against you and the HFF, expect more moves soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap…” 
 
      
 
    “So, are you in the mood to start selling those guppies? Or would you rather forsake Waldyra and plunge back into the humdrum life of a settled realist?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m out of my depth with this kind of opposition,” I confessed. “Why the sudden onslaught against us? Sheer envy?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s multifaceted,” he responded. “Envy, sure, but also malice, fear of our rise — if our reputation isn’t tarnished early on. Ros, this might be hard to swallow, but not just outsiders might be behind this. The Black Baroness might be pulling some strings, too. She’s loyal to one Waldyra clan above all — The Sleepless Ones, the very focus of her existence. And those guys always intend to be number one.” 
 
      
 
    “I realize as much,” I acknowledged, not voicing the dread bubbling within. “BB is shrewd, experienced, and a force to reckon with. But as of now, our achievements don’t even come close to those of the long-established clans — the ones everyone whispers about.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. Yet, our rapid rise, our presence in every major event, and then there’s the Rosgard factor, too — after all, you were the Great Navigator. New clan wars loom on the horizon. And our clan citadel? It still remains unbuilt.” 
 
      
 
    “Where would we even do that?” I grunted, gesturing upwards to the intricately carved map of the Old Continent on the pavilion’s ceiling. “Even factoring in the new lands…” 
 
      
 
    “The wars will find us everywhere,” Bom said resolutely. “Even on the new continent. If you seek a hidden haven, finding it will be a challenge. And we need a place that complements our future CLASP, amplifying its power or at least extending its duration. Every second counts, you know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. Still, I’ve no bright ideas on that front. We’re swamped with the current affairs. Did you summon the dwarf girl Finny from Angora?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s already on it after a death and a resurrection,” the treasurer chuckled. “Handling the warehouses — lots of raw materials and finished products are getting stuck and beginning to spoil. Once sorted, she’ll select crates of the most valuable elixirs, scrolls, and crafting recipes for our clan’s bank vault.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    “Mountain Phoenix… She’s exceptionally efficient. Smart. And she eerily reminds me of a certain cunning individual who had pulled a fast one on us not so very long ago…” 
 
      
 
    “Our crew approaches,” I cut the half-orc off and clapped him on the back. “Let’s move, O venerable finance guru. Time to craft a compelling cover story.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s roll,” Bom grumbled, adjusting his sleek dark-red shirt, set off by black cuffs and collar. The get-up was rounded out with black pants, maroon boots, and a flashy ruby earring in his left ear. 
 
      
 
    In contrast, I was decked out in understated black. My formal doublet was the kind of piece that whispered elegance — but only to those who truly understood style. To most, I’d look like some arcane bureaucrat. 
 
      
 
    Exiting our pricey auction booth — a bastion of discretion — we surprisingly found ourselves in the building’s main corridor. And it felt like we were in some garden only moments ago. Ah, the fickle nature of magic… 
 
      
 
    Doc, in his simple gray coat, looked decent, if a tad on the modest side. Closer scrutiny revealed the garment to be of a budget variety. I mentally kicked myself for not lending the cash-strapped healer a bit of coin, given the recent financial fallout of his peculiar fondness for wild horned beauties with whips. But the old garb had its charm, and Doc wore it well, so I kept my thoughts to myself. 
 
      
 
    Braver, our clan’s alchemist, sported dark green pants and a matching shirt. A striking yellow-gold belt seemed to bisect him, and the frequent question mark motifs on his outfit were nothing if not getting one in the interrogative frame of mind. Still, there was no mistaking it — the attire screamed luxury. 
 
      
 
    Orbit… 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help cringing inwardly, but after a brief pause, I gave a decisive nod and said, “Onward.” 
 
      
 
    Adjusting his lavender collar and the suspenders of his leather shorts, Orbit gave a ready nod. With a defiant tilt of his chin, he quickly fell in step behind me, his turquoise slippers — embellished with star patterns — tapping energetically on the marble floor. 
 
      
 
    As we navigated the corridor at a brisk pace, our presence didn’t go unnoticed by the throngs of ever-present players. We veered off shortly, ascending a spiral staircase to a ring of private boxes encircling the main auction hall. The word was, this place was originally conceptualized as a theater. But some royal’s decision deemed finance — and auctions — a better fit. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Bom’s meticulous planning, our passage to the upper corridor — a domain free from the usual hustle of sellers and buyers — was unhindered. Breezing past the stoic, stone-faced Algora guards, we continued past a series of boxes. Bom carried a small, portable safe at his hip, safeguarded in every conceivable manner. While the safe was anchored with a special chain and lock, only opening to the owner’s voice command, it could still be taken from the “deceased.” 
 
      
 
    “A day of thriving and plenty to you both,” purred a mysterious maiden in a vintage dress, adorned with pearls and corals. With a flutter of her fan, she hid her face, casting a casual glance at the safe. “Decided to auction… something special, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
    “We have,” I replied breezily. 
 
      
 
    “A juicy secret? Not even willing to share a hint with a pearl of beauty until the auction starts, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Spoils from Angora,” I offered with what I hoped was a gallant smile. “Among them, a particularly unique trophy.” 
 
      
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
      
 
    “Phlegethon dragon egg,” I said, nonchalantly. 
 
      
 
    “Never heard of anything like it,” the young woman blinked in surprise, momentarily slipping out of her role. 
 
      
 
    She was unmistakably a player. Yet all her in-game details remained concealed. It wasn’t her identity that mattered, though. It was the slew of bystanders within earshot — each and every one of them had clearly caught every word. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, we’re not just here to sell. We intend to make a few purchases as well,” I interjected, though it seemed my statement was already lost in the wind. 
 
      
 
    She drew nearer and gave the safe another fleeting glance. Its compact stature was deceiving — in Waldyra, the external dimensions of an object, be it a bag, jug, or safe, rarely reflected its true capacity. This particular one could comfortably contain not just a dragon’s egg, but an assortment of other treasures as well. 
 
      
 
    “You said ‘Phlegethon’… is it a name? A breed?” 
 
      
 
    “More of a name,” I said with a slight smile, taking a few steps toward our reserved box — box number ten was just a few strides away. 
 
      
 
    Quickly repositioning herself, she exchanged a glance with a nondescript fellow standing against the wall in a dark-grey jacket, hesitated, and then mused, “I recall something about a river in Hades’ realm… the river Phlegethon… one of the five…” 
 
      
 
    “You’re close to the truth,” I replied with a hint of amusement. “Except we’re not talking about Hades here, but Angora.” 
 
      
 
    “And this river…” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps a more detailed explanation would be in order, then,” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “That would be splendid, esteemed clan leader of Heroes…” she was back in her overly theatrical character. 
 
      
 
    “These dragon eggs are still dormant…” 
 
      
 
    “There’s more than one?!” 
 
      
 
    “Will you allow me to finish explaining?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… I apologize… I got carried away…” 
 
      
 
    “My friend, the formidable warrior Orbit Crystaliano, managed to embark on the Madcap Loner’s Stalk-Way and procure two dragon eggs there,” I expounded, sticking strictly to the truth. “Phlegethon’s egg and Acheron’s. If hatched, these eggs will produce dragons that are on a par with regular black dragons in terms of combat abilities. But this remains to be proven.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what makes them so valuable?” 
 
      
 
    “And what makes the river Phlegethon special?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s also a river called Acheron in Hades!” 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s special about them?” 
 
      
 
    “They transport the souls of the deceased to hell!” piped up the nondescript man. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded in agreement. “We’ve decided to sell one of the eggs. The other, we’ll hatch ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not hatch both?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s forbidden,” I lamented, sounding genuinely regretful. “One clan is only allowed to have one such dragon. It’s explicitly stated in the magic scroll accompanying this lot. I believe this rule is in place to prevent a single game clan from monopolizing soul transport from the realm of the living to the realm of the dead. At first, we had intended to gift the second egg to close friends, but then we had a change of heart and opted to auction it instead,” I said, radiating a sunny smile. “This lot will be up for auction in just two hours!” 
 
      
 
    “And the starting price would be?” she inquired hoarsely, her earlier allure waning, replaced by a shark-like glint in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see in due course,” I shrugged, stepping into our box. 
 
      
 
    The others trailed behind. The door softly clicked shut, but not before I noticed a group of guards, hired by Bom, positioning themselves next to it. We were now assured of no interruptions. They would also bear witness… 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure we can teleport out of here?” I hissed, my gaze piercing into Orbit. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh,” Orbit nodded, twitching his fingers in the direction of the safe. 
 
      
 
    Bom got the hint and placed it on the floor. Setting the damned thing on a table would risk it being crushed. Despite its deceptively small size, the safe weighed a ton. For Bom to casually carry this seemingly compact metal box required not just his brute strength and combat mule skills, but also some specialized clothing with hidden enchantments. Added to that, he had downed several potions to enhance his strength and stamina. 
 
      
 
    With a wave of his hand, Orbit stepped back, ensuring we had shifted the furniture and pressed ourselves against the walls. Stretching out his fingers, he gave a sudden tug at one of the magic seals. It willingly gave way, causing the safe to double in size. A red flash later, it expanded yet again. Then, with a green flicker followed by a sparkle, it grew so vast it almost squeezed us against the walls, taking up the entirety of the box space. 
 
      
 
    Orbit pulled the latch, managing to pry the door ajar before it jammed against the wall. The skinny elf squeezed through the narrow gap, beckoning us from within. I wriggled in. So did Braver and Doc. Bom, however, got stuck. Watching the quartermaster’s struggle, Orbit rummaged in his shorts, drew out a knife with a black blade, and took aim at the half-orc’s thigh… 
 
      
 
    “You planning to chop me up?!” Bom exhaled loudly, finally managing to squeeze through. “I only travel in one piece on principle!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this will work?” I asked again, casting a glance around. 
 
      
 
    “A-a-a-a-a-absolutely,” Orbit assured. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I nodded, shrugging off my doublet. “Then we’ll have an alibi.” 
 
      
 
    Without a rock-solid alibi, the job would be dead in the water. We were plotting to rob Cedry’s mansion. Yes, we’d already done it before. But back then, we were just a bunch of swashbuckling rogues who didn’t give much of a damn about reputation. Now, our clan’s good standing was paramount. Delegating this to someone outside our circle wasn’t an option — who could we trust implicitly? We’d have to do it ourselves. And we’d ensure that even if any evidence pointed our way, we’d have a flawless alibi — we were, after all, just sitting in our box, sipping champagne all along. 
 
      
 
    “Damn!” I cursed, hastily throwing my shirt back on. “The order… right?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely!” Bom jolted. “The champagne! And a very fancy and ample selection of snacks.” 
 
      
 
    I was just in the nick of time. I had all but squeezed through the door gap and reached for the main door when I heard a discreet knock. I paused for a couple of seconds, drew the silk curtain inside the box to conceal our space, then opened the door to greet the woman standing there. 
 
      
 
    “Your champagne and appetizers, Mr. Rosgard. Shall I set them up?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll handle it,” I replied to the lovely brunette with as endearing a smile as I could muster, slipping a couple of gold coins into her palm. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Have a splendid day, Mr. Rosgard,” she chirped, gracefully retreating from the serving table. 
 
      
 
    I nodded to her and wheeled the cart inside, flashing a smile at the guards, locked the door behind me, and then squeezed back into the safe — munching on some mollusk all the while and clutching a bottle of champagne in each hand. The others hadn’t wasted any time in my absence. They were all engrossed in a fierce battle with an incursion of gray tentacles erupting from a black metallic box with the exception of Orbit, who was slowly being devoured by a huge beak-like maw that came from another box similar to the first but larger. He offered a reassuring smile, saying, 
 
      
 
    “Sta-a-a-a-a-ay ca-a-a-a-alm…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve mixed up the boxes!” Bom growled menacingly. “Ros! Where’s the offering for this beast?” 
 
      
 
    I popped the cork and handed the bottle to our treasurer. After taking a quick sip, he poured the rest down the gaping maw that was currently trying to swallow Orbit whole. 
 
      
 
    “Clicquot…” the creature moaned in ecstasy. Braver and Doc managed to pull the bald elf out just in time, and all of us collectively collapsed on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Quite the start,” I remarked, popping open the second bottle. “Braver! Grab more bottles — they’re under the table. And get your concoctions ready…” 
 
      
 
    “On it!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure this will work?” I asked a blissfully smiling Orbit, who was trying to focus on the end of his nose, whence a massive needle, resembling a porcupine quill, protruded. 
 
      
 
    “Absolu-u-u-utely,” the elf reassured, pulling out the “ornament”. Immediately, a green substance spewed from its tip, sizzling as it hit the steel wall. 
 
      
 
    “This is like a Lovecraft story come alive!” Bom exclaimed, looking every bit the green-skinned Hercules wrestling with the many heads of the Hydra. Gray tentacles whipped at him, constricting around his robust chest, and trying to squeeze the life out of him. But the half-orc, juiced up on magical “steroids”, was holding his own easily — for now. A particularly thick tentacle, adorned with red semi-transparent warts, each containing a wriggling figure inside, lunged for Orbit. Meanwhile, a monstrous hand, tentacle-like and cold, with long, black claws on each finger, slithered out from another box. 
 
      
 
    We were trapped inside a steel container, with monster parts pouring out of every other crate. 
 
      
 
    “Ros!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I shouted, grabbing a bottle of the pricey champagne from Braver. Without bothering to open it, I smashed it against the wall above the tentacle, dousing it and several others. 
 
      
 
    “Cliquo-o-ot…” 
 
      
 
    “And where’s ours?!” I bellowed, diving towards the towering stack of boxes in the corner. “Ah, here! At the very bottom! Doc!” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking of its safety! The wine’s real pricey! Forty gold a bottle! And we gave three hundred for that monster!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, get the monster out, then,” I grunted. 
 
      
 
    Holding onto the massive oak box, free of its smaller counterparts, we strained to drag it from the mess. 
 
      
 
    “Seal it u-u-u-u-up!” the elf’s voice rang out. Braver, after cracking open a couple of bottles, and pouring champagne into a silver basin, tugged the steel door shut with a clang. The latches clicked into place. 
 
      
 
    “Now we’re truly trapped in a steel box with this monstrous creature…” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    Braver mixed several powders into a basin, stirred with his hand, then added champagne. He glanced at a faded recipe, eyed the black froth thoughtfully, and boldly added a substance from a tiny vial. What followed was a cloud of smoke or yellow vapor that smelled peculiarly of oranges, alcohol, and oddly enough, cologne — and there was even a hint of hot dogs… 
 
      
 
    Holding the basin, the alchemist, like a valiant little man amidst a titans’ battle, weaved his way to the growling Bom, slipped behind him, and poured the frothy madness straight into the beak-like maw. 
 
      
 
    “Clicquo-o-o-o-ot…” the creature hummed. 
 
      
 
    “Ros!” Braver shouted. 
 
      
 
    “On it!” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Doc lifted the lid, and together we pulled an enormous bottle from the long oak crate, lifting it by the neck. After tearing away its gold foil — actual gold! — I quickly untwisted the golden wire, then gripped the cork and paused, anticipating. Meanwhile, Doc lay on the bottle, his feet pressed against the wall, watching nervously as another crate began to shake. 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready!” I reported, shaking my head in a feeble attempt to rid it of the madness enveloping us. Doc vibrated in place, carefully lifting and lowering the chiming bottle. 
 
      
 
    A group, half-naked, gritting their teeth, drenched in champagne and an alien creature’s viscous saliva, raging inside the steel box from which there was no escape, engaged in fierce battle against an eerie otherworldly creature emerging from several boxes at once. I wished someone would press a button and make this nightmarish scene go away. 
 
      
 
    “Bom! One!” 
 
      
 
    The half-orc, who was wrestling with a hefty bunch of tentacles, took a stance and then toppled to his side, his foot striking a crate that hid a clicking maw. It slid further out, revealing a dozen tiny dim-emerald, lifeless eyes fixed on us as if we were prey. 
 
      
 
    “Ros! Doc! Braver! Two!” 
 
      
 
    I tilted the bottle and struck the cork against the wall, letting the champagne flow. It first rushed through a cloud of powders thrown by Braver, then flew straight into the creature’s open mouth. A sip… then another… 
 
      
 
    “All together now! Three!” 
 
      
 
    I was by the bottle’s neck and thus simply leaned over to take a deep sip of the dwindling champagne. Doc, scrambling past me, did the same. Orbit and Braver followed suit. Last came Bom, who cast off the tentacles with a roar and took a hefty gulp. 
 
      
 
    And then… all went quiet. The tentacles drooped weakly. The nearly fully extended maw hummed in contentment: “Clicquo-o-o-o-ot…” 
 
      
 
    “Four,” Orbit whispered, wiping his chin and smashing a small, empty bottle on the floor — a remarkable bourbon bottle labeled, “Bourbon, sorrowfully evaporated behind a magic seal.” How many years had it taken for such a thing to happen? I didn’t ruminate on it for too long — everything around was sheer surrealistic madness. 
 
      
 
    “Friend…” the monster rasped, one of its tentacles twitching and falling. Emerging from beneath was a hand with jellylike fingers, which quickly delved into a nearby box, rummaging through its fog. The hand then reappeared, dragging someone into the safe — a figure shrouded in darkness, holding a massive bottle of collector’s bourbon with a tiny bottle floating inside — a twin of the one that had been shattered just recently. 
 
      
 
    “A dark day to all,” the cloaked figure uttered in a cheerful voice. 
 
      
 
    No gaming nickname. No data on level or clan affiliation. 
 
      
 
    “Friend!” the monster rasped again, this time more contentedly. Threatening red letters and numbers appeared above its head, quickly turning yellow. 
 
      
 
    A poison needle emerged from one of the tentacles and gently tapped the bourbon bottle with an obvious hint. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t dawdle,” I ordered. “Give the medicine to the patient!” 
 
      
 
    “Right on,” the shadowy figure quickly responded. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve changed, Sniff,” I observed, rising from my spot behind the bottle and falling to my knees beside a large box. The Doc collapsed next to me, and we retrieved seven identical black shot glasses from it, each painted with a green snake and the words “Delirium tremens” just below. In quick succession, we handed out the black shot glasses, giving one of them to the monster, who surprisingly easily held its drink with those terrifying fingers. Our new guest uncorked the bottle and clumsily poured the alcohol into the shot glasses. 
 
      
 
    “BROTHERHOOD!” we bellowed in unison, and downed our drinks. 
 
      
 
    “Clicquo-o-o-ot!” the monster groaned blissfully, immediately extending its empty shot glass. 
 
      
 
    The ritual repeated. And it truly was a ritual. 
 
      
 
    “BROTHERHOOD!” 
 
      
 
    “Clicquo-o-o-o-ot!” 
 
      
 
    And again… 
 
      
 
    “BROTHERHOOD!” 
 
      
 
    “Clicquo-o-o-o-o-ot!” 
 
      
 
    After the third shot, the tentacles went limp, and the yellow letters and numbers turned a definitive green as dozens of dead eyes sprang to life, enlarged, and looked at us with evident approval. 
 
      
 
    “That was the wildest teleport of my life,” I enunciated as clearly as I could, pocketed my shot and headed to the equipment box. “Orb… this is madness!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” the elf enthusiastically agreed and quickly reminded, “Keep the spirits flowing! Brotherhood!” 
 
      
 
    Brotherhood… 
 
      
 
    Brotherhood indeed. A male company of like-minded individuals… or, to call a spade a spade, a gang of drinking buddies. 
 
      
 
    That’s why there were only guys here. Six visibly human men and a creature with tentacles and terrifying hands — a Lovecraftian monster of many origins, including octopus, human, gorilla and porcupine. And, judging by the simian laughter echoing from the tentacles sprawled on the floor, there were more components in that wild mix. 
 
      
 
    An archetypal monster… 
 
      
 
    Above this hideous mass of writhing flesh shone the legend: 
 
      
 
    
     Delirium Tremens Daemonium. 
 
     Soul Eater. 
 
     Level: 9999. 
 
     An ancient evil 
 
     threatening the lives and souls of the world of Waldyra for millennia! 
 
       
 
     An evil considered unbeatable. 
 
       
 
     An evil that can tempt and corrupt even the purest soul. 
 
       
 
     An evil that has killed many and will kill even more… 
 
       
 
     Want to enrage the beast? 
 
     Abstain from drinking! 
 
     And prepare to fight the monster to the death! 
 
       
 
     Want to coexist with it peacefully? 
 
     Then drink! And drink some more! 
 
     And this monster will amicably see you off to your afterlife… 
 
   
 
      
 
    “Nonsense!” I exclaimed, shivering. “We need to get rid of the alcohol stock on board!” 
 
      
 
    “Stay lit!” Orbital anxiously reminded. “Stay lit!” 
 
      
 
    The burglar, dragged in by the monster, poured another round, and we gulped down the bourbon. 
 
      
 
    “We also have black pirate rum left,” I reminded everyone. “If this creature starts throwing a fit — everyone hits the Alcaroum island absinthe. It’s our only salvation!” 
 
      
 
    “Sign me up for that religion, then!” Boomed Bom, now donning a thin raven-black chainmail that only reached his waist. “So here we are… friends with the master of shakes and the lord of pink elephants! Tune in for the next installment of My Exciting Life with DTs!” 
 
      
 
    “You gonna lecture us now, huh?!” I retorted, also gearing up. 
 
      
 
    In Waldyra, gearing up happens instantly. In a couple of seconds, we were all fully dressed, small backpacks hanging behind us. After inspecting everyone, I made sure all our information was securely hidden, and our faces were concealed behind grotesque masks. And that wasn’t all. 
 
      
 
    
     Effects: 
 
       
 
     Drunk aura of distorted emotions. 
 
     Drunk aura of twisted words. 
 
     Drunk aura of warped hearing. 
 
     Drunk aura of contorted grimaces. 
 
     Drunken resilience to any alcohol. 
 
     Aura of drunken friendship with Delirium Tremens Daemonium. 
 
   
 
      
 
    “Call this a spiritual adventure!” I laughed, unable to restrain myself. “And the crucial thing is to enter it in high spirits!” 
 
      
 
    These auras… they were dangerous. 
 
      
 
    We couldn’t communicate with anyone right now except the Brotherhood. It’s not forbidden, but whatever we try to say would surely come out twisted, and likely offensive. Our faces seem normal only to us, but in reality, they’re marred by the twisted grimaces of totally smashed guys out of their minds. We also don’t hear things right. No matter what’s told to us, we’ll hear something else, something the demon of alcohol psychosis throws directly into our brains. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know where Orbital dug up this monster. But clearly, he had prepared meticulously for our upcoming venture, thinking through every detail. 
 
      
 
    Apart from distorting our faces, our new “friend” also jumbled our game tags. It also serves as a teleportation wormhole, able to get us wherever needed — if only we could navigate within this bizarre labyrinth of teleportation madness. 
 
      
 
    Orbital promised it wouldn’t be an issue… 
 
      
 
    “Brotherhood!” 
 
      
 
    The clink of glasses. 
 
      
 
    “Clicqu-o-o-o-ot!” 
 
      
 
    “Stay lit!” Orbital reminded, and I slapped my belly, where I’d strapped the least appropriate item for an adventurer and burglar — a gallon of the strongest pirate rum in a large potbellied bottle. 
 
      
 
    Bom had a stash, too. Doc had a bottle of absinthe. We’d started with bourbon, proceeded with rum, and then switched to absinthe. We had built up a decent tolerance to alcohol, and we operated smoothly. But if we lost our buzz and sobered up, our new friend Delirium Tremens Daemonium would instantly turn into our worst enemy and try to kill us. And if it succeeded, it would come after us again — for another murder. No one could stay friends with a drunken nightmare forever… 
 
      
 
    “Let’s roll!” I exhaled, realizing all eyes were expectantly on me. “Time to steal!” 
 
      
 
    “Brotherhood!” 
 
      
 
    The clink of glasses. 
 
      
 
    “Cliquo-o-o-ot!” 
 
      
 
    “Open our path, o spirit of intoxication!” Orbital drawled, blowing into the neck of another empty bottle, which responded with a thin whistle and hum. “Let us in! Grant us entry into the abyss!” 
 
      
 
    “Cliquo-o-o-ot!” 
 
      
 
    A flash… 
 
      
 
    And we screamed, plummeting into the frothy liquid at the bottom of a massive greenish bottle, which was shaken by a drunkenly grinning giant with a face distorted by glass. We entered a world where newcomers were always accorded a very warm welcome… as future victims of the malicious spirit Delirium Tremens Daemonium… 
 
      
 
    Well… we didn’t have a choice — because only the spirit of inebriation and the ‘White Heat’ could penetrate everywhere, regardless of magical or physical barriers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “O-o-oh…” whimpered Doc, falling to his knees. “Damn the day I…” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet!” We collectively hushed in a whisper, though none of us were feeling particularly well. 
 
      
 
    I opened and closed my mouth a few times as I took a noisy breath and glanced at the wobbly shimmering shadow behind me. The same grotesque figure — with tentacles, contorted hands, and glowing with dozens of eyes — lingered behind every other member of the Brotherhood. The spirit of DTs loomed over each of us, ready to strike the moment we ceased our regular intake of spirits. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s drink up!” I whispered, pouring a shot for everyone. 
 
      
 
    From a yellow stream of smoke seeping directly out of my shoulder — I barely even flinched upon witnessing such incredible horrors during the agonizingly long journey through the mystical alcoholic psychosis wormhole — a misty hand with a black shot glass appeared. Poured for the demonic spirit too. 
 
      
 
    “Brotherhood!” 
 
      
 
    “Cliquo-o-o-ot…” 
 
      
 
    The hand vanished, and the spirit temporarily retreated. Checking our effects and confirming the still-present, and currently useful, distorting aura, I surveyed the room that our resident genius had brought us to. 
 
      
 
    It was a small chamber. Marble walls, a malachite-like ceiling, granite floor — all sturdy, but rather tacky. We barely fit in, a massive half-orc pushing against a narrow door. Behind me were a few utterly empty stone shelves. The smell… perhaps there was a unique aroma permeating this place once, but now it smelled of us — booze, dumplings, pine needles, and frosty freshness. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should start eating something?” the healer sighed. “As a doctor, I advise… at least a pickle. Or soaked pineapple… Or just gobble down a bowl of minestrone…” 
 
      
 
    “Hush!” I hissed in alarm, watching as a menacing shadow thickened behind Doc. “The spirit hears all!” 
 
      
 
    “Drink it up neat and shut up!” Bom backed me up, showing the now-blushing doctor a big fist. “Drop your health-nut antics here! Drink like you had three throats, you renegade!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be more than happy to,” Doc hurriedly nodded. 
 
      
 
    Seeing Orb lost in deep meditation and Braver busily rummaging in his belt bag, preparing elixirs, I realized I still had a moment left for moralizing. I pointed at the DTs spirit behind the doctor and admonishingly said: 
 
      
 
    “Here’s another demonic entity… why don’t you try flirting with this one here, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Never… Ne-e-e-e-e-ever!” 
 
      
 
    “An entity indee-ee-eed,” Orbital perked up, nodding as he rose and took a couple of bottles from the alchemist. “But not… not… um-um-um… not just any e-e-e-entity… Little mo-o-o-o-nsters are lesser de-e-e-emons, right?. De-e-e-e-emonesses… medium? Just belo-o-o-ow medium… But this… Delirium Tremens Daemonium… he’s a bigger fi-i-i-i-ish! One of the higher demon lo-o-o-o-ords…” 
 
      
 
    “This creature?” I questioned incredulously, simultaneously fetching my own elixirs and downing them immediately. 
 
      
 
    “He consumes many souls…” the elf gestured widely. 
 
      
 
    “How did you manage to summon a high demon lord?” I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “A favor for a fa-a-avor,” the elf replied. “But it’s not him here… his proje-e-e-e-ection… just a silly refle-e-e-ection…” 
 
      
 
    “And what price shall we have to pay later?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Orbital laughed. “A-a-a-alcohol abuse might be a vi-i-i-ice… but it’s also a dise-e-e-ease. A-a-anyone can get it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s some paradox!” Bom exclaimed in amazement. “Wait… are you saying that if I, say, summon playful demonesses and indulge in ungodly fun with them like Doc…” 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Just a cotton-picking minute there!” 
 
      
 
    “…it’s, essentially, a crime and if the guards catch me, I’m in for some trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “But if I down several bottles of strong alcohol and thus attract the attention of the high demonic lord Delirium Tremens Daemonium… it will be considered a disease, not a crime?” 
 
      
 
    “Ye-e-e-es…” 
 
      
 
    “Logical,” Braver shrugged, thoughtfully tugging his ear. “Makes sense. Many people regularly interact with this… Delirium Tremens Daemonium… even in the real world. They aren’t jailed, but treated. It’s probably the same in Waldyra.” 
 
      
 
    I decided to clarify: “So, the guards might… sense that a demonic entity had touched us, but there will be no consequences?” 
 
      
 
    “Ye-e-e-es,” Orbital grinned radiantly and nudged Braver, reminding him of the yet-to-be-consumed elixirs that start working only five minutes post-consumption. 
 
      
 
    “And what will we tell the guards if they ask where we… touched the demonic spirit of extreme alcohol intoxication?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s simple,” Bom waved dismissively. “Office party! A celebration of our return from Angora, with the whole clan participating. We partied, drank, drank again, and… drank some more! That is, essentially, tantamount to opening demonic gates routinely. And we had unknowingly touched the dark beyond while celebrating…” 
 
      
 
    “And then we fought!” Orbital added, eyeing the spirit that had lowered a misty tentacle onto his shoulder. “A fierce fi-i-i-ight…” 
 
      
 
    I grimaced. Yes… This Delirium Tremens Daemonium wouldn’t leave us easily. We’d have to confront this creature. We definitely wouldn’t be able kill it. The main goal was to at least break free, which wouldn’t be easy, either. There was a price for everything, after all. Sneaking out of the auction building unnoticed was a massive feat in and of itself. And teleporting here, inside a heavily-guarded zone, and doing it stealthily to boot… why, that was near-impossible, but we’d done it nonetheless. Orb had led the way. And we had followed. 
 
      
 
    “At least now you’re pu-u-u-ure!” Orbital pointed at Doc. “No need for the a-a-amulet anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “The upside of drunkenness!” Doc gleamed, yanking a thin chain from around his neck, on which dangled a tiny amulet. “I constantly have to recharge this thing, and if the guards see it, they’ll surely ask what I’m hiding…” 
 
      
 
    “Going to such lengths to hide your naughty antics,” Bom grumbled. “Right… two more minutes until the elixirs take effect. It’s quiet outside, but we won’t know until we peek. And why has our enigmatic locksmith gone silent?” 
 
      
 
    A wobbly shadow rustled in the corner, birthing an upright thief who shrugged his mist-swirled shoulders: “I am… more used to being silent and watching.” 
 
      
 
    Eyeing him, I kept my counsel. Orbital had requested no questions about identities and the like — I respected that. Many thoughts swirled in my mind, but I remained silent. I had, perhaps mistakenly, addressed him as “Sniff” — but there was no reaction. And there I thought… Anyway, that was unimportant now. I poured some black pirate rum for everyone again, not forgetting to splash some into the glass held by an ethereal hand that was now growing from my belly. 
 
      
 
    “Brotherhood!” 
 
      
 
    “Cliquo-o-o-ot…” 
 
      
 
    “And which brotherhood are we?” I pondered aloud. “They’re usually named something… Brotherhood of the Wolf, Brotherhood of the Ring…” 
 
      
 
    “Brotherhood of Drunkards?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on…” 
 
      
 
    “Thieves’ Brotherhood?” I added, waving the thought away. “Ah… doesn’t matter. So, fellow delirium sufferers, ready to dive in?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Orbit exhaled. Knowing him as closely as I did now, I could sense the intense tension he was under. One push and he’d snap. 
 
      
 
    “To each their own,” the locksmith whispered, moving to the door and making strange gestures, after which the seemingly locked door cracked open. 
 
      
 
    Slipping through the narrow gap, the thief vanished into the darkness outside. 
 
      
 
    “Why are there such stern rules on questions?” I whispered to Orb, trying more to distract him from our main objective and get him to relax than really find out anything, even if just a bit. 
 
      
 
    “A vow,” he whispered back just as softly. “A vow of mystic se-e-e-e-crecy…” 
 
      
 
    “His vow, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
      
 
    A gloved hand emerged from the shadows, beckoning us. The door noiselessly opened wider, and Bom was the first to squeeze through, also vanishing into the pitch black. I went next, holding back Orbit, who’d instinctively rushed forward. He’d have to go in as next to last. We had agreed to prioritize the bald elf’s survival, even at the expense of our lives. 
 
      
 
    Crossing the threshold, the effects of the Thief’s Luck and Locksmith’s Vigilance potions kicked in. My already silent footsteps became absolutely inaudible, thanks to special footwear. The corridor became as clear as daylight, despite its pitch blackness. 
 
      
 
    Cedry’s Mansion. 
 
      
 
    Top basement level. We had emerged from a vacant storage room. The spirit of Delirium Tremens Daemonium couldn’t transport us any deeper — due to a simple reason. He could only visit places where more than a bottle of strong alcohol had once been consumed and where no cleansing ritual had been performed subsequently to , confuse the “demonic coordinates.” 
 
      
 
    In short, recent builders — supervised while refurbishing the aging walls of the mansion’s upper basement — had managed to get their hands on a barrel of strong dwarfish moonshine. They’d consumed it in mere minutes in the very storage room where we found ourselves. The spirit of DTs had shown us this while dragging us through a wormhole filled with such bizarre, distorted, and frightening visions that I seriously considered quitting completely alcohol in both worlds. 
 
      
 
    This minor slip-up gave us our ‘drunken’ gateway, and this powerful demon — like a master locksmith — had found his way through. He dragged us with him, because that’s what brotherhoods did. That’s what friends did. We were bound by the bottle, and we would remain so bound until the moment one of us decided to cap it for good. 
 
      
 
    The thief’s silent gesture told us to move. There he was, standing effortlessly and working a floor tile one moment, and the second he was already on the ceiling, scuttling across with an eerie, fly-like agility. He stopped briefly at an unremarkable spot; there was a click, a crunch, and then another beckoning move. We followed in almost comically strained movements; in another fifteen feet, we halted once more. The thief, now shimmying along the wall, fiddled with a seemingly regular alchemical lamp, pulled out a glowing orb with a swift hand, and tossed it into his pouch. My sharpened night vision caught a part of the label. That was not just any old explosive — it was dynamite on steroids! 
 
      
 
    “A triple blast sequence,” the locksmith, who had just revealed a serious sapper’s talent, murmured, shuffling forward. “First, it’s an explosion with an incendiary component, then an acid splash, and there’s a holy inferno spell that triggers last. This entire corridor would be razed of anything alive or undead.” 
 
      
 
    It was a long stretch — some sixty feet, angling downwards. We popped out right at its start, evident from the barren storage and the ominous double enchanted doors ahead. Their auras buzzed like angry hornets. We knew better than to get close. Here in this tricky terrain, trust was crucial — someone had to navigate the perils and show greenhorns like us where it was safe to tread. Our trust was in Orb. As for the thief, he merely shot those doors a fleeting look and started moving in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    Over the next thirty minutes, we had advanced another fifteen feet or so. Each of us had downed another elixir. Thief’s Fortune had been working wonders, but the incredibly brief duration of its effect was immensely annoying. Each small bottle had come with a staggering price tag of a hundred gold coins. It became painfully clear why not every player could afford to become a top-notch thief, assassin, and locksmith — they very simply couldn’t afford it. 
 
      
 
    Having neutralized another lantern — of which there were just too many here, their purpose made abundantly clear — the locksmith paused for a moment. He seemed to be sensing the space ahead somehow. I could see nothing but a corridor stretching an additional twenty feet, ending in a low, ominous-looking door. That door looked the very embodiment of a high-security safe’s entrance: it was of a modest size, glinted of steel, and was equipped with a pair of rotating wheels. There were also arcane runes on it that emitted a faint glow. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly pivoting, the thief walked towards the wall and — vanished right through it, disappearing behind the marble surface. A beckoning hand reappeared briefly. Bom promptly followed suit, but smashed his head into the cold stone. The thief’s hand, which had been gesturing us over, shook in what seemed like frustration, then signaled for Bom to duck. Orbit shook with suppressed laughter. Having recovered, Bom shot us a piercing look. During that moment, I poured another portion of bourbon into Braver’s trembling glass. Once the half-orc had cleared the way, we followed easily, without the need to duck. Behind the astonishingly lifelike illusion — which even the elixirs couldn’t penetrate, and those complex potions could do quite a lot — there was a narrow and unimpressive passage with walls lined with plain granite slabs. Everything here was made of granite. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t skimp on the finish,” I whispered, raising a salute with my alcohol-filled glass. “To the Brotherhood!” 
 
      
 
    “Clicquo-o-o-o-ot!” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t finishing,” Bom murmured. “It’s a granite foundation. The passage was carved out in solid rock, and the walls chiseled.” 
 
      
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
      
 
    “I might not be a dwarf, but I know a thing or two about mining,” the half-orc smirked. “Different times, different goals, different fortunes… Oops…” Bom, who had transitioned from a treasurer to a thief, paused so as not to bump into the locksmith. 
 
      
 
    The latter, pressed to the floor, froze at a small crossroads in contemplation. One passage, slightly wider, branched off to the side, ending with another steel door that looked incredibly ancient. The other passage descended at a fairly steep angle and was narrower. Its walls weren’t smoothly chiseled, but rather marked with deep grooves. 
 
      
 
    Pointing at the ancient steel door, the thief, clearly reluctantly, spoke in a soft, creaky, and slightly eerie voice, “That thing is standard. The ‘Dwarf Mind Decoy of Death’ type. A cheap setup… Almost every old estate has one of these installed.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    I’d never delved into the designs of these underground safes, but I knew that any wealthy estate would, sooner or later, inevitably attract the eyes of burglars. 
 
      
 
    “From over there,” the thief’s hand shifted towards the narrower passage, “I smell death. From the old door… I sense the aroma of rubies and gold, maybe also silver.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean — ‘smell’?” Braver interjected, taking a strong whiff. 
 
      
 
    “Gold and rubies?” Bom became animated, his focus squarely on the old door. 
 
      
 
    “Death?” Doc craned his neck toward the narrow passage. 
 
      
 
    “What we need is most likely down there.” 
 
      
 
    “How about in there?” Bom reluctantly turned away from the old treasury. “Any chance it’s in there?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the thief tersely replied and, taking another deep breath, began descending through the narrow passage, walking on the wall. 
 
      
 
    We moved the usual way — across the floor. We walked for about seven more feet, then stopped, standing in shock for about ten minutes as we watched our thief pull something out of the floor. What it resembled the most was a twenty-foot thorny mechanical snake stuffed with fiery and acid explosive potions. Having extracted this monstrosity — a Level 130 alchemical elder serpent golem — he spread it across the floor neatly, yanked several incomprehensible devices from its elongated body, and then stabbed a small knife into a slot behind the creature’s head. Only then did he pull a rune-scarred steel rod with a flickering yellow lightning bolt from the serpent’s maw. 
 
      
 
    “We’d never have made it through here on our own,” Doc said with a pale smile. “We’d have died… back in the storage room…” 
 
      
 
    “Brotherhood!” I grumbled. 
 
      
 
    There was a clink of glasses. 
 
      
 
    “Cliquo-o-o-ot…” 
 
      
 
    The drunken thievery continued. The burglar led. We followed. We passed some places quickly; others took a long time. But we kept moving. The bourbon ran out, and we switched to absinthe. The spirit of Delirium Tremens Daemonium gleefully came to life, flitting behind each of us and casting grotesque shadows on the walls of the narrow crevice. Shadows, no less! Even though we moved through utter darkness! We only saw them due to the effects of the elixirs on our vision. We didn’t even use magic, reluctant as we were to attract attention with its aura. There was no light at all. And yet, we saw the dancing figures on the granite streaked walls, grotesque figures laughing, saluting us with glasses and offering another drink. 
 
      
 
    “I’m definitely quitting,” Doc whispered. “Screw it all, screw it all, screw it all, om shanti-i-i-i-i…” 
 
      
 
    “A personal mantra,” Braver nodded sagely as he handed out another elixir to each of us. 
 
      
 
    Every one of us had our emergency supplies, but the main stock was with Braver and Bom. I had, however, chosen to load myself up with magic scrolls, battle rods, mana pots, spare gear, ropes, and everything else that could help in a worst-case scenario. I even had a negation dome on me — as did all of us. We were ready to fight any enemy. But for now, we just trudged through the eerie passage, listening to Doc’s murmur: 
 
      
 
    “Screw it all, screw it all, screw it all, om shanti-i-i-i-i…” 
 
      
 
    “We likely won’t return the same way,” Bom sighed. “Won’t be able to check out that treasury…” 
 
      
 
    “You’re mine now,” the ghost of the white fever gurgled contentedly over my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Just make sure you don’t screw up,” I muttered, trying to forget what I just heard. 
 
      
 
    “If this keeps up, we’ll have to dip into the reserves sooner,” Brave mumbled, rummaging through his portable stash. 
 
      
 
    “Your souls smell like vani-i-i-i-illa…” 
 
      
 
    “We’re still descending,” I observed a bit louder. 
 
      
 
    “Screw it all, screw it all, screw it all, om shanti-i-i-i-i…” 
 
      
 
    “To the left, quickly,” the thief whispered hoarsely and disappeared into the wall once more. 
 
      
 
    We plunged in after him, and as I faded into the mirage’s illusion, I caught sight of rushing red glowing silhouettes. They weren’t running — they floated above the floor, each clutching a massive cleaver. Something glittered, and looking down, I saw what seemed to be quickly vanishing confetti. Looking up, I saw the thief crawling along the ceiling, confetti pouring from his shoulder bag. 
 
      
 
    “Here!” he directed, squeezing into a niche so small it might as well have been called a dent. 
 
      
 
    Could we all fit in there? 
 
      
 
    It turned out that we could. Bom’s bulk pressed me to the very edge of the dent, Doc scrambled beneath his feet, and the thief arched above, somehow managing to pull up the alchemist with a discarded rope. The thief dropped something resembling a dark lens and put a finger to his lips — all the while hanging upside down, holding Brave with the rope. 
 
      
 
    We froze. Weapons materialized in our hands. Glasses clinked simultaneously. Insanity aside, we had to drink, lest the enraged delirium tremens demon take offense. 
 
      
 
    Exhaling silently, I made sure I could move my arms and stayed still. A moment later, those same two luminescent tall figures raced by. Calling them humanoid or even human-like was a stretch. They had huge horned heads, narrow shoulders, bloated backsides, short legs hovering in mid-air, two arms seemingly broken in multiple spots… and massive cleavers in their hands, leaving deep fiery gashes in the walls. 
 
      
 
    One of the cleavers slashed right at the dent and left its burning trace on the dark lens that had sprung up just moments earlier. At that moment, I realized that regardless of whether I was right about his identity, whether he was Scuttlesniff or not, this thief had undoubtedly seen his share of the most incredible situations and experienced a lot in general. He seemed prepared for almost anything. Just what did he get up to before? If this was Sniff, he very clearly changed dramatically every time we met. 
 
      
 
    The phantoms — and these were definitely phantoms — whizzed by without stopping. So they weren’t specifically looking for anyone — merely patrolling. Were they eternal sentinels, doomed to guard these passages for eternity? I wouldn’t be surprised if that was the case. And I wouldn’t be surprised if these phantoms were of the demonic kind. 
 
      
 
    “We can move now,” the thief whispered, releasing Brave and dropping down. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    After sniffing the air — literally — the thief retraced the path we’d taken to get here. Back in the main corridor, he quickly disarmed three mechanical traps. We advanced another thirty feet; then the thief pointed at a puddle by the wall and waved his finger warningly. The meaning was clear enough — “don’t touch.” Peering into the water, I saw a bed of golden coins and several large pearls at the bottom of the shallow puddle. A torn bag lay nearby. It was easy to picture a cart filled to the brim with treasures rolling by and a bag accidentally dropping. 
 
      
 
    I had to give Bom credit — he held back and didn’t even pause, simply stepping over the puddle. But it seemed to me that I heard a muffled sob. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had I pondered how long this nerve-racking wandering interspersed by periods of nail-biting stillness would last when we had to hide again — the pair of phantoms had started another round. This time we took cover on the ceiling. “Confetti” kept pouring out of the thief’s bag. I — like many — was intrigued by these sparks, but we remained silent, only breaking the silence to take another shot. 
 
      
 
    The biggest surprise in this dungeon came when we found ourselves at a real crossroads of five corridors. And that wasn’t all — the burglar approached an unremarkable wall, examined it, felt it, pressed some shimmering gadget against it, and gestured that there was an elevator behind the wall. 
 
      
 
    An elevator! 
 
      
 
    Well, sure… the owner of all this wealth probably didn’t always walk here. Why wear out velvet slippers on granite? 
 
      
 
    Well. If there was an elevator to this place, it meant that it wasn’t far from here to… 
 
      
 
    There was a flash… 
 
      
 
    A bright grayish-green one, flaring behind our backs. I didn’t know who turned first, but it certainly wasn’t me. I turned with a sort of doomed leisureliness, knowing we were screwed, no matter how it happened. And now… 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” — I exhaled in shock, seeing at the far end of the crossroads, where we had just been, emerging slowly and menacingly from a shimmering gray mist cloud… the book-headed giant with spears for arms and a terrifying maw in its belly. 
 
      
 
    Turning, the giant set its sights on us. The maw in its belly moved, clashing its fangs; one of the spears pointed straight at me: 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard of Ancient Blood! Fulfill your task! Spawn another creature! Any creature! And the prophecy shall come to pass!” 
 
      
 
    “Mama…” squeaked Doc. “Is this it? The DTs?!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” — the thief spoke calmly, almost too calmly. 
 
      
 
    “The Barrier of Tarun!” — I shouted, activating the scroll. 
 
      
 
    With a crash, a steel spiked wall shot up from the floor, and even before the giant disappeared behind the wall, I turned to the thief: 
 
      
 
    “Where to?!” 
 
      
 
    “This path reeks of death the most.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s move!” — I panted, breaking into a run. 
 
      
 
    “Traps!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to deal with those quickly” — I nodded, raising two wands — lightning and stone shrapnel. “Barrage fire, guys! Faster! We need to break through to the vault! Before the owner appears!” 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard! Rosgard of Ancient Blood! Spawn another creature!” 
 
      
 
    The magical spiked wall shuddered from the monstrous blow. 
 
      
 
    “MAY THE PROPHECY OF THE GREAT ONES COME TO PASS!!!” 
 
      
 
    “I knew we left Angora right on time” — I muttered, covering a corridor section with shrapnel, while Braver followed by dousing it with a layer of magical ice. 
 
      
 
    The thief led the way with ease, showing us the safest path. Behind him ran the half-orc, deftly using his shield, which had already deflected several shots from traps hidden in the walls and floor. I let Doc set up another magical barrier behind us, then pushed him forward. 
 
      
 
    “Souls…” the ghost of the demonic delirium tremens whispered in my ear. “And hearts… I’ll devour the hearts first… then I’ll suck your souls out… you’re already mine… mine and mine only…” 
 
      
 
    “Take that bastard down!” I shouted, directing my wand at a skeleton that emerged from beneath a slab, with a blazing axe in its bony hands. “Smash the scum!” 
 
      
 
    “Ahead!” the thief shouted without looking back, dodging a spear that flew from the ceiling. “Something terrifying ahead! Some undead thing!” 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard! Rosgard! Fulfill the prophecy!!!” 
 
      
 
    “Boss…” grumbled Bom, who ran in front. 
 
      
 
    “Not a word out of you.” I replied, tossing an empty wand into my inventory and drawing another. “Not a word…” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, right…” 
 
      
 
    “Orb! Release your ghosts!” 
 
      
 
    “Gla-a-a-adly…” 
 
      
 
    Orb spread his arms wide, revealing a dark cloak with a bright orange lining that looked a little like honeycomb. From there, a dozen gleefully howling ghosts surged out. They swirled… but stayed hovering above our heads, looking puzzled, unable to find a target. 
 
      
 
    Right — there was no one to fight yet. We had almost reached another crossroads, managing to break through several dozen traps that scorched, pierced, and drenched us in acid — only a fraction of what I had witnessed and experienced in seconds. The deeper we went, the more terrifying the defenses became. It’s a wonder anyone expected to pass through such horrors. 
 
      
 
    Stopping at the crossroads, the thief pondered and then pointed straight ahead. He shrugged, stretched, and stared at the path before us. Rushing would be suicidal, given the situation. After downing a couple of health potions, I stretched my neck, put the empty vials in my pouch, and realized it was time to make a decision. 
 
      
 
    “Give me two Domes of Negation,” I instructed, turning to Bom. 
 
      
 
    “Boss?” 
 
      
 
    “Go on without me,” I snapped, pulling a flask from my bag and handing it to Doc. “Gimme. Quick.” 
 
      
 
    “Boss? Are you mad?” 
 
      
 
    “No choice!” I growled, grabbing artifacts and stashing them in my inventory. “No rush. We’re here for an item — that’s the main goal. That book-headed creature, whatever it is, wants my soul. I’ll deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    “Brotherhood!” 
 
      
 
    “Cheers!” 
 
      
 
    “Another round!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get killed!” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter now! We’re in too deep. Brotherhood!” 
 
      
 
    “Cheers!” 
 
      
 
    “Go on!” I commanded, wiping my lips, and nudged the hesitant Brave. “Come on, Orb! Don’t let us down! Get through! Open! Take! And, if you can… come back for me. If not, improvise.” 
 
      
 
    Before anyone else could utter a word, I turned and ran back down the corridor, filled with acrid smoke, the floor scarred from explosions and littered with ice debris. Glancing back, I saw my companions standing at the crossroads, gave a brief nod, and activated the scroll. 
 
      
 
    “Barrier of Tarun!” 
 
      
 
    Legend had it that the magic in question — a spell creating an unbreakable spiky wall — had once been invented by a cave hermit who simply craved solitude, but pilgrims seeking his wisdom kept pestering him. The old man got clever and created something that deterred not just the pilgrims, but also the disgruntled monsters in his vicinity. 
 
      
 
    “Barrier of Tarun!” 
 
      
 
    Having blocked the passage to the crossroads with two walls, I started running again, moving upward and trying to step on spots scorched or dented by darts. Moving on neutralized ground was much easier, and soon I halted at another quivering Barrier of Tarun, which had started to crack. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then,” I muttered, crouching by the passageway wall, about ten feet away from the magical barrier. 
 
      
 
    There was a heavy blow… 
 
      
 
    The wall cracked loudly; large stony spikes fell, and part of the stones collapsed onto the floor. 
 
      
 
    Another blow, as a terrifying spear pierced through the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard of Ancient Blood! Finish what you started!” 
 
      
 
    “If only I understood what you’re talking about,” I sighed. “Or why the hell you’d be screaming my name like that…” 
 
      
 
    When we loudly addressed each other by name during our foray, it wasn’t a problem. The drunken aura distorted our voices effectively enough. We’d sound like morons mumbling gibberish and unable to string two words together to any casual eavesdropper. But here this freak is shouting my name across the dungeon… 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard of Ancient Blood! Finish what you started! Fulfill the Prophecy of the Elders!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn you,” I murmured… 
 
      
 
    There was another blow… 
 
      
 
    The wall sighed pitifully and crumbled. A moment before it collapsed completely, I managed to whisper the names of a few spells. 
 
      
 
    “Thorn Thicket! Thorn Thicket!” 
 
      
 
    Sitting at the heart of an impenetrable bush of thorns, I activated the Dome of Negation. All was quiet. Of course, my thorn thicket wouldn’t stop the creature. But it should reduce its visibility — if it has any eyes. 
 
      
 
    Crunch… swipe… 
 
      
 
    Gasping, I instinctively pressed to the floor when I saw the giant’s enormous hand-scythe slicing cleanly through my thicket. One swipe and most of the thorny growths were gone; the scythe hit the dome, bounced upward, struck the ceiling, and caused a cave-in. Realizing I couldn’t just sit and let the monster pass, I deactivated the artifact and ran. After about ten steps, I turned to ensure the giant was following me and activated another scroll: 
 
      
 
    “Rose Spikes of Battaulrus!” 
 
      
 
    Moments later, the corridor was crossed with many thick thorny stems, and magnificent roses bloomed on the walls. This magic was meant to hold back large adversaries — like elephants, dinosaurs, or dragons. So, I cast another scroll right in front of me to save time and ran at a trot, ducking and jumping over obstacles. Behind me came constant crunching, cracking, and the unyielding, even steps of the heavy footsteps. 
 
      
 
    I only paused for a moment at a place where it turned out pausing was a bad idea — at that memorable crossroads where our mysterious thief had sensed… 
 
      
 
    The stone wall seemed to crack and part, revealing a brightly lit elevator cage. A dark figure, shrouded in a myriad of protective and enhancing auras, stepped forward. A vaguely familiar voice uttered coldly and furiously: 
 
      
 
    “So you cannot quench your greed, you rats?! Even death teaches you nothing! Oh… but you’re alone… a daredevil who’ll burn like a pathetic fly…” 
 
      
 
    A gesture of the hand… and a wave of strange crimson energetic hurtled towards me, howling loudly. 
 
      
 
    “Barrier of Tarun!” 
 
      
 
    Dodging to the side, I tripped and fell. That saved my life — the unknown magic or weaponry had shot right through the magical barrier, blasting a massive hole in the wall above me. 
 
      
 
    Dome! 
 
      
 
    Bush! 
 
      
 
    Murmuring spells, making hand gestures, I huddled on the floor, shielded by reliable magic — I don’t have time to get up. I was no assassin whose speed and strength would permit like that, even with the aid of elixirs. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t escape, you pesky thief! I’ll crucify you! And crucify your damn soul!” 
 
      
 
    With a shrill screech, an unknown weapon sliced through all the thorns, lashing at the furiously blinking dome a couple of times. 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard of Ancient Blood! Finish what you started!” 
 
      
 
    “I hate all of you,” I hissed, getting to my hands and knees as I started to run. 
 
      
 
    Breaking through the now silent magical dome wall, and tossing a few scrolls over my shoulder, I raced upwards. 
 
      
 
    “And who the hell are you?!” 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard of Old Blood!” 
 
      
 
    A tremendous clash shook the dungeon where two mighty forces met. A blow so powerful that I fell, rolling on the ground, while granite debris rained on me. 
 
      
 
    “Unbelievable,” I whispered, getting back onto my hands and knees and restarting. “Unbelievable…” 
 
      
 
    Strike… 
 
      
 
    “GET OUT OF HERE!” A voice filled with insane rage, no longer resembling a human’s. It was how some mad denizen of hell might howl — certainly not a respected governor. “BEGONE, DEATH SPAWN! YOU DON’T BELONG HERE!” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like I don’t, either,” I murmured, feeling relieved as I turned a corner. 
 
      
 
    However, my success didn’t last long. I dashed forward in panic, watching as the ceiling began to collapse. And not from the impacts — the whole section rapidly sank, as if the dungeon’s owner had decided to trap all the rats in his basement, planning to slowly torture them to death. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t fast enough. Or almost wasn’t. I was running under the last section of the sinking ceiling when I realized I was crawling, and then… 
 
      
 
    “Dome of Negation!” 
 
      
 
    Phew… 
 
      
 
    Dusty rocks stopped mere inches from my hood-covered head. Breathing heavily, I checked my energy level, and chugged two more elixirs. Only then did I dart forward, deactivating the dome. 
 
      
 
    And this time, I made it. I pulled my leg out at the very last moment and turned around to look at the solid stone mess that completely blocked the corridor. 
 
      
 
    I cursed loudly. 
 
      
 
    The stone began to quiver, appearing as if it were melting away. I remembered that the book-headed giant could pass through ordinary stone walls as easily as one might pass through water. This realization spurred me on, especially when a menacing voice echoed from somewhere in the distance: 
 
      
 
    “You won’t leave here alive, thief!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? Try catching me first!” I shouted back in defiance, hoping to divert attention. 
 
      
 
    How long had I been doing insane parkour through these underground corridors, in a suspense-filled environment that might have aged me a couple of years? 
 
      
 
    About five minutes? 
 
      
 
    Maybe even less… 
 
      
 
    I just needed to hold out for at least another five minutes. Then I’d deal with whatever came next. 
 
      
 
    I rummaged through my bag and pulled out a dozen scrolls. Without hesitation, I began to activate them one after the other, filling the corridor with every defensive measure I had at my disposal: stone spikes, walls, plant tendrils, poisonous vapors, and even pools of magma. Anything that could possibly slow down my pursuers, even if only for a few moments. I worked rapidly, drawing and using scroll after scroll, switching out wands on my belt, gulping down three more elixirs, and even taking a moment to sip some pirate rum from a copper flask. 
 
      
 
    When I came to my senses, I found myself standing in the middle of the original corridor on the first basement level. 
 
      
 
    Death seemed to be pursuing me from behind, while a dead end awaited ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard of ancient blood! You cannot escape your destiny!” 
 
      
 
    “Not fair, Waldyra,” I responded with a groan. “It should have all been over by now! Just let me live in peace!” 
 
      
 
    “Despicable creature! I will banish you! There’s no place for you in this world any longer!” 
 
      
 
    Was that directed at me? No… it seemed to be shouted at the giant. 
 
      
 
    And that voice… it was Cedry. I recognized it. But that face, with its pronounced cheekbones, eyes burning with a deep crimson, claw-like hands with their mottled brown skin, and spiky black hair… He had transformed into something else entirely. A veritable Lord of Darkness, creature of the abyss… 
 
      
 
    “I can sense you, thief! I can smell your fear! I sense how reluctant you are to part with your life… but you will perish here and now, just like many before you… and this monster, shouting the name… the name Rosgard… that’s your name, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Pressing myself against the wall, I slowly began to retreat, not responding. The sly voice grew ever closer. 
 
      
 
    “But you surprised me… what ancient beast have you brought here? An immortal creature… it won’t save you… but if you tell me how you managed to summon this creature, reeking of ancient death… perhaps I might spare you. And while you’re at it, tell me how you entered these secret corridors. Who guided you? Who showed you the way, thief?” 
 
      
 
    I moved backwards, staying prudently silent, until I bumped into an obstruction. As I turned, I realized I was facing a set of double doors, which didn’t surprise me much. I suspected they were locked from the inside. But I had my battle magic. If I could get past this door, find a corridor, then maybe another door… If security didn’t catch up by then, there’d be a slim chance to get to the surface, where teleportation might finally work. 
 
      
 
    Cedry had heard my name. 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard of Ancient Blood! Rosgard who drank of the past!” 
 
      
 
    “Would you shut up already…” I hissed, drawing out a scroll with an ensorcelled ram capable of breaking even dilapidated fortress gates. Maybe it could do the trick here… 
 
      
 
    “Thief! I know where you are! I’m coming for your soul… You won’t hide, outsider! You can’t hide! I can smell your fear…” 
 
      
 
    “Go to hell!” I snapped, turning to the doors. “Alright then…” 
 
      
 
    “Ros! Ros!” 
 
      
 
    I spun around startled, nearly doing a cartwheel in surprise, and let out a horrified shout when five arms — one of them spectral — stretched out of a dark storage room, grabbed me, and pulled me into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “Thief!” Cedry’s voice, which had momentarily calmed, regained its haunting vigor, only now it was filled with anxiety and raging fury. “What have you done?! What did you do?! Or… were you not alone?! Did you deceive me?! Trick me?! No! No! No! Did… did you succeed?! No! No-o-o-o!” 
 
      
 
    “Your soul is now mine,” the ghost of DTs reminded me, pulling me into a shimmering wormhole that had formed in the storage room’s wall. “You’re mine forever…” 
 
      
 
    “Thieves! Thieves! I’ll find you! I’ll find you, Rosgard! Rosgard of Ancient Blood! Fulfill the prophecy! You can’t escape your fate!” 
 
      
 
    “Enough with the yelling already!” I shouted back. “You’ve got on my last ner…” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t finish the sentence — the wormhole sucked me in, and we embarked on yet another long and harrowing journey. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well?” That was the first thing I said as I crashed to the floor of our rented box, next to the rapidly-shrinking safe. 
 
      
 
    No one responded. However, seeing Orbit’s grin, I put two and two together at once. I broke into a wide smile, too. Then I rolled onto my back and lay still, watching as the thief was slowly being drawn into the wall by a yellow spectral hand pulsating with gray fire. Glancing at me, the thief gave a brief nod and vanished. 
 
      
 
    “Bom,” I uttered to the ceiling and flinched when the treasurer set a table over me, thudding something heavy onto its surface. “What did we get? What did you get…” 
 
      
 
    “We got your silver precious-s-s-s,” Bom chuckled throatily. 
 
      
 
    “Wow… well, now I’m happy…” 
 
      
 
    “And…” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “Ros… I kind of went overboard and snagged almost everything,” the half-orc confessed. 
 
      
 
    “We all went overboard,” sighed Doc, moving fruit dishes around with a loud clinking sound. 
 
      
 
    Brave, hastily shedding his clothes to don more festive attire, tossed me my shirt. I changed without getting up — fortunately, changing in Waldyra wasn’t an issue. 
 
      
 
    The knock on the door didn’t bother me one bit. I surveyed the tidied-up box, nodded to Braver, and only then looked at the items in my hands — Doc had shoved them over to me. 
 
      
 
    When the door opened, a tall, stern guard stood at the threshold. He looked around the box and seemed somewhat reassured, yet still took the time to scrutinize every present individual. 
 
      
 
    We were all present and accounted for — looking disheveled, merry, with glasses and bottles, relaxing casually. I was lounging at a table, one hand holding playing cards, the other a hefty bottle of absinthe. 
 
      
 
    “Rosgard… leader of the outlander clan, Heroes of the Final Frontier…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Rosgard, you stand accused of a grave crime — namely, burglary with breaking and entering.” 
 
      
 
    “When and whom did I rob?” I exclaimed in astonishment, emerging from under the table and tossing my cards onto it. 
 
      
 
    “When? Well… um… just now. The victim is one Governor Cedry, a high-ranking state official and a royal courtier.” 
 
      
 
    “I robbed no one!” I declared, sitting atop the table. “Never have! And what do you mean ‘just now’? We’ve been here all this time, resting and awaiting the auction!” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed…” 
 
      
 
    “Is it possible to teleport from here?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “Did we leave this box?” 
 
      
 
    “Security confirms none of you left. Not a single one.” 
 
      
 
    “Then on what grounds do you accuse me, kind guard?” I narrowed my eyes. “Is this some sly political game?” 
 
      
 
    “I am but a messenger, here to confirm your whereabouts during the time period that interests us.” 
 
      
 
    “We were here,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We all were here!” Doc added. “And I’m winning! Could we continue without interruptions?” 
 
      
 
    “All accusations must be proven,” Braver remarked. 
 
      
 
    “Just close the door already,” Bom drawled lazily, pouring himself another glass of rum. 
 
      
 
    “On behalf of Algora’s guards, we request you remain in this box.” 
 
      
 
    “We were planning to do just that, kind guard. We’re awaiting the auction,” I reminded. “Important clan purchases and sales.” 
 
      
 
    “Your diligence is commendable,” the guard’s eyes slid over the empty champagne bottles. “At any rate, the person who accuses you of this grave crime will arrive here shortly…” 
 
      
 
    “Governor Cedry?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mr. Rosgard. Governor Cedry has already entered the auction building.” 
 
      
 
    “Let him come,” I nodded, crossing one leg over the other. “It’s about time he apologized. For now… could you let us finish our game in peace?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course… you have every right to…” 
 
      
 
    The door to the box closed. We all looked at each other across the table and burst into uproarious laughter, nearly toppling off our chairs. 
 
      
 
    Sure… it was far from over, and essentially everything had gone awry from the very start. And now, we had an infuriated Cedry heading our way to boot… 
 
      
 
    And yet we laughed uncontrollably, the loudest of all being the demonic spirit hovering above us. 
 
      
 
    The next book of the series! 
 
      
 
    Heroes of the Final Frontier (Book #7): The World of Waldyra LitRPG Cycle 
 
      
 
    End of Book Six 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Dear Readers, 
 
      
 
    My heartfelt thanks to you for journeying through another tale of mine. 
 
      
 
    Please remember that I’m crafting a multi-faceted saga wherein the same events can be perceived from different vantage points. Elements mentioned in passing within this series will be expanded upon in another Waldyra cycle, and the tale will be told from the perspective of other characters such as Crow, Glugg, Scuttlesniff, and Luce. Additionally, there are a number of short stories already written, with many more in the works. To put it simply, all the adventures in the world of Waldyra are recounted in full, but spread across different volumes, each narrated by distinct protagonists. 
 
      
 
    I am deeply grateful for your continued support and readership. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Thank you for reading Heroes of the Final Frontier! 
 
    If you like our books and want to keep reading, download our FREE Publisher's Catalog, a must-read for any LitRPG fan which lists some of the finest works in the genre: 
 
      
 
    Tales of Wonder and Adventure: The Best of LitRPG, Fantasy and Sci-Fi (Publisher's Catalog) 
 
      
 
    New! 
 
    Cooldown (Unfrozen Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Anton Tekshin 
 
      
 
    Gates of Thunder (Loner Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Alex Kosh 
 
      
 
    Idea (Starting Point Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    The Cub (The Bear Clan Book 1) A Progression Fantasy 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    The Crow Cycle Book #1 LitRPG Series 
 
    by Dem Mikhailov 
 
      
 
    Volper (Alpha Rome Book 1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Ros Per 
 
      
 
    Second Shot (Fantasia Book #1) LitRPG Series 
 
    by Simon Vale 
 
      
 
    Isle of Destiny (A Buccaneer's Due Book #1 LitRPG Series) 
 
    by Igor Knox 
 
      
 
      
 
    Short Stories: 
 
    You're in Game! 
 
    (LitRPG Stories from Bestselling Authors) 
 
      
 
    You’re In Game-2 
 
    (More LitRPG stories set in your favorite worlds!) 
 
      
 
    New Release! 
 
      
 
    Please meet our new author! Kaitlyn Weiss writes in the genres of romantic fantasy, urban fantasy and fantasy adventure. You can download her first book for free on Amazon: Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1). 
 
    Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1) 
 
    by Kaitlyn Weiss 
 
      
 
    ALL BOOKS BY DEM MIKHAILOV: 
 
      
 
    Clan Dominance: The Sleepless Ones LitRPG Series 
 
      
 
    Nullform RealRPG Series 
 
      
 
    The Crow Cycle LitRPG Series

  

 
   
      
 
    In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending Heroes of the Final Frontier 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!
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    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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