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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IN DUE TIME, my offline vacation had run its course. The near-month stint in occupational therapy had flashed past like a single day. 
 
      
 
    Now I was riding a coach with several fellow gamers, heading for the airport. Our return flight was due in three hours’ time. We were going back. Time to get back to work. 
 
      
 
    Berlin bid us a chilly farewell laced with cold rain, grim heavy clouds and a bitter wind. I stared through the coach window, watching trees and houses flash past, pedestrians trotting at the double to escape the elements. 
 
      
 
    “What a weather,” I muttered to myself. 
 
      
 
    The guy next to me chuckled. “You could say that.” 
 
      
 
    He winced, clearly nursing a hangover. Judging by his state, he must have spent the last few days checking out Berlin’s watering holes. From what I already knew, his game moniker was apparently Kraken. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no! Not that douchebag again!” exclaimed somebody at the front. 
 
      
 
    I cast a lazy glance at the sequence of colorful posters lining the motorway. Of course. The biggest one depicted a happily grinning Romulus hugging a beer mug. 
 
      
 
    Yes, you heard it right. Romulus from the Steel Shirts clan, as large as life, now the number one player in Mirror World. 
 
      
 
    Within the last few months, our planet as we’d known it had undergone some very curious developments. The advertising business had found a new very trendy niche: namely, Glasshouse players. Not the actual real-world people, but rather their in-game avatars. Athletes and Hollywood stars had been obliged to move over, making room for these new celebrities as Mirror World’s top players were now at the peak of their popularity. 
 
      
 
    The Reflex Group Corporation continued to pour indecent amounts of money into promotion. Everywhere you turned, on T-shirts and coffee mugs, badges and baseball caps, all you could see were the faces of the game’s top players clad in combat armor or riding awesome mounts. Even some of the most prominent fast food chains had jumped on this crazy bandwagon: I’ll never forget how we’d discovered a tiny plastic figurine of one of the top ten players stuck inside Christa’s kids meal. The girl was actually quite excited, saying that very soon we too might be available for sale — myself, Prankie and Boris, that is. 
 
      
 
    At the time, we’d just laughed it off. Still, throughout that evening I had kept catching my wife’s pensive stare wandering over me. She was up to something, I could see that. I actually wouldn’t be surprised if she’d already divulged her plan to Rrhorgus. I’d walked in on them once having a heated virtual conference, both their desks piled high with paperwork, calculators and office paraphernalia. As I’d inquired of them the reasons for all this, I was reassured this was only a work in progress whose purpose was to make us all stinking rich, and which would soon be presented for my consideration and approval. They also added that I shouldn’t be distracting myself with such petty things but focused on my main task instead: namely, becoming the toughest cookie in the whole of Glasshouse and trying to hoard as much nice juicy loot as was humanly possible. 
 
      
 
    We’d had a good laugh but I’d made sure I warned them not to do anything without running it past me first. The two saluted me in synch, then picked up their discussion from where they’d left it. 
 
      
 
    “They’re just jealous,” Kraken’s voice pulled me out of my musings. “Greedy bastards,” he nodded at the indignant players in the front, still fuming over Romulus’ luck. “They’d be over the moon if the corporation offered them an advertising contract. Personally, I’d be over the moon! With that kind of money, you’re fixed for life, man. Only who would want us with our mediocre levels and pathetic rankings? You need to make the top five hundred, at least. Or have charisma in buckets like that dude with his flying mount.” 
 
      
 
    His last phrase came as a complete surprise to me. It took all of my self-control to keep the poker face and mumble my agreement. 
 
      
 
    “My point entirely,” the guy behind us butted in, sticking his narrow, thickly-freckled face through the gap between our seat backs. From what I remembered, his game name was Cougar. “I’m sick and tired of all those soccer players and movie stars peddling stuff on billboards and TV. Same old faces! It’s about time gamers had their chance. At least it would add a bit variety.” 
 
      
 
    “If you ask me, this is only the beginning,” Kraken said pointedly. “The Glasshouse owners haven’t even started yet. You give them some time. Like, the other night I went to check out Berlin’s nightlife with the boys. We popped into this bar for a couple of beers...” 
 
      
 
    Cougar and I couldn’t help smirking. 
 
      
 
    “They shoved the beer card at us as they always do,” he continued, ignoring our sarcasm. “And what do you think? I started looking through the card, and guess what?” 
 
      
 
    “You passed out just from seeing their prices?” Cougar offered with a guffaw. 
 
      
 
    “Oh do shut up,” Kraken waved the jibe away, then added after a pause, “Actually, there was that to it, too. But that’s not what I’m talking about! Guess what I saw on the list? Dwarven Double Rainbow! Black Gnome! Alven Wheat Ale! A good dozen of them in total! And that wasn’t all! When I asked for the menu, I saw roast lamb Mellenville style, Papa Grudo’s Green Pudding, etcetera, etcetera! Know what I mean?” 
 
      
 
    Cougar shrugged. “What’s there to know? These days, every restaurant worth their salt serves Glasshouse food. Which tastes exactly how it does in the game. It had to be expected. They haven’t even started yet. I’ve just read they’re about to start filming a series set in Mirror World.” 
 
      
 
    They went on talking, discussing all sorts of new stuff introduced by the corporation. Beer, T-shirts, toys, TV series... And still I had a funny feeling we could only see the tip of the iceberg. The rest of it was a giant chunk of ice lurking deep below. 
 
      
 
    Still, what we could see was already a lot. Apart from all sorts of advertising junk, Reflex Group owned at least one airline, a chain of filling stations, and well over a dozen clinics and research labs. Ironically, the clinic that had performed the heart surgery on my daughter Christa also turned out to be one of their own. And so was the occupational therapy center where my brother had transferred me to. As was the Japanese lab where they’d grown a new heart for my daughter. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d spent some quality time on the Internet, I’d discovered that the Glasshouse owners actively invested in cutting-edge medicine and pharmaceuticals. Everywhere you turned, the evidence of their presence was there: from space programs to IT technologies to alternative energy. 
 
      
 
    Actually, the VR pod I’d been using recently was infinitely more advanced than those installed in communal module centers. Even though my extended immersion experience had reduced me to a rather vegetative state, after the initial few days IRL I’d begun to recuperate remarkably quickly. What’s more, despite all that time spent lying belly up inside the pod, I was actually fitter now than I’d been before the immersion. Even my eyesight had improved. 
 
      
 
    And that wasn’t all! Now that my Christa had had her heart transplant, her health was improving in leaps and bounds — all thanks to the newest medications courtesy of Samura Pharmaceuticals which incidentally also belonged to Reflex Group. 
 
      
 
    All of this prompted a logical question. What was the actual purpose of them creating Mirror World? Was it a game or could it be the testing grounds for some revolutionary new technologies? Because if the latter was true, I dreaded to even contemplate the mental state of the first volunteers who’d dared lay in the very first prototype VR pods. Because there must have been some volunteer beta testers involved, right? Incidentally, my Internet search had produced no mention of them. 
 
      
 
    So whenever people started discussing Glasshouse beer and the company’s aggressive promotion tactics, I just smiled. All this hoo-hah around the top players and their rankings was just a bright candy wrapper. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother to reply to Kraken’s new diatribe, just nodded my agreement with a demonstrative yawn, as in, you guys just keep talking and let a guy catch a few Zs. Seeing me close my eyes, the two men toned down their voices while carrying on their discussion. 
 
      
 
    If the truth were known, this wasn’t the right moment for me to start wondering about a mega corporation’s ways of best investing its multi-billion gains. All else aside, it was thanks to their activities that my daughter was alive now. It was true that their services came with a hefty price tag attached — but personally, no costs were too exorbitant provided my girl could live. 
 
      
 
    Thoughts of my family brought a smile to my lips as I remembered a recent conversation I’d had with my wife... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They ain’t gonna leave us alone,” Sveta had said. 
 
      
 
    A fine line ran across her forehead. Her lips were pursed, the corners of her mouth turned down. 
 
      
 
    It had been almost a month since they’d set me “free” — and not a single day had passed without us discussing my future progress through the game in every detail. The thing that my wife was especially concerned about was the clans. The long hours spent perusing Glasshouse forums had only fanned the flames of her clan phobia. The horrors she’d read! I’d skimmed one of their posts once — and had I come across this forum before creating a Mirror World account, I wouldn’t have taken this game half so lightly to begin with. 
 
      
 
    All this time I’d been trying to convince Sveta to stop winding herself up by reading Internet campfire tales. I thought she’d taken notice — but sometimes she just couldn’t keep it all pent up. And this was one such moment. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, sweet,” I said with a smile, giving her a hug. “Trust me, I have something to say to those who attempt to attack either me or the Red Owls. You shouldn’t forget that your husband isn’t some zero-level Goner dude anymore.” 
 
      
 
    She heaved a sigh but didn’t say anything. She was just worried about me. I was about to embark on a new immersion. And having a loved one worry about you is the most natural thing in the world. 
 
      
 
    It was Christa who defused the situation. “Dad? Do you think that Prankie and Boris are gonna grow some still?” 
 
      
 
    Sveta and I turned our heads in unison. 
 
      
 
    Our girl was half-lying on a couch where she’d been asleep for the last half-hour, lulled into a slumber by some book she’d been reading. Her eyes were still sleepy, her face warm and rosy. 
 
      
 
    Sveta and I exchanged glances. It had only been two months since she’d had her surgery but she was a far cry from the sickly kid she’d once been. Her new Japanese heart had grafted just fine. The surgeon himself couldn’t stop marveling at her body performance data. The girl was coming alive before our very eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Of course they will, sweetheart,” I said, perching myself on the couch by her feet. “I think they’re gonna continue to grow with every new level gained.” 
 
      
 
    Christa promptly climbed onto my lap and flung her arms around my neck. “You remember what you promised, right?” she whispered, her warm breath gently tickling my ear. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Of course. You read it yourself, didn’t you? Very soon they’ll be able to allow children to be immersed in Mirror World. On one condition...” 
 
      
 
    She sighed. “Sure. I remember. They need a doctor’s clearance.” 
 
      
 
    “No offense, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she agreed in a very grownup way before changing the subject. “Would I be able to see No-Man’s Lands too?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. We’ve only been talking about Mellenville. But there’re plenty of things for you to do there, trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Christa’s bright blue eyes grew even bigger; a flush of pink touched her cheeks. As I admired the excitement on her face, it suddenly dawned on me that she would have been stunned to find out the extent of my unwillingness to go back into the game. 
 
      
 
    Still, I was obliged to do so. That bank loan wasn’t going to pay itself... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Olgerd! Wake up, man!” 
 
      
 
    Someone shook me by the shoulder. I opened my eyes, looking around shortsightedly. Kraken was already up and about, pulling his backpack down from the overhead storage rack, a cheerful smile playing on his face. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone that can sleep like you! Get up now! Great deeds await us!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hi there, Pilot,” a female Master greeted me. 
 
      
 
    This game and its nicknames! It had only taken the new moniker a few months to become an indelible part of me. No one at the forums seemed to remember my real name anymore. Not that I found it annoying, just a bit weird, if you know what I mean. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, ma’am,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    This was the Master that Rrhorgus had put me into contact with. She was a true blue gnomess if ever I’d seen one, her hands like two shovels, her eyes glaring grimly from under her frowning eyebrows. Her face was covered in a complex pattern of angular tattoo designs. 
 
      
 
    I could read a hint of confusion in her stone-gray squint. She can’t have expected this kind of reaction, that’s for sure, probably waiting for a jibe or a sarcastic sneer. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t seem to be too surprised by my appearance, do you?” she finally asked, confirming my suspicions. Her broad mouth spread into a cunning grin, baring two rows of steel teeth. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Should I be? I learned my lesson on my first day in the game when I met a certain young lady disguised as a ten-foot Horrud. I just can’t be bothered to be phased by someone’s choice of character anymore.” 
 
      
 
    The gnomess guffawed. “Accepted!” She pushed open the two halves of a thick steel door and added, “Welcome to my lair, Sir Olgerd!” 
 
      
 
    What she called a lair was in fact a big two-story stone house right at the center of Reetal, a small town in the East of the Lands of Light. Local mobs were levels 30 to 40 give or take — not exactly backwater but not enough to ensure a steady flow of visitors. 
 
      
 
    This particular location was controlled by an equally mediocre clan that went by the rather ambitious appellation of the Warriors of Light. We’d already looked them up. Apparently, the clan’s strongest player was a certain Leslie, a level-200 Alven archeress. From what Rrhorgus had told me earlier, their clan was some sort of family outfit. 
 
      
 
    They kept their town nice and neat. Never got involved in any major scandals. Basically, they were making an honest buck without stepping on anyone’s toes. Interestingly, they’d refused to meet me until game forums had finally reported me striking a peace agreement with Tanor. 
 
      
 
    “Tea or coffee?” the gnomess asked as we entered a spacious and rather cozily furnished hall. “Or do you prefer something stronger?” 
 
      
 
    “Coffee would be nice, thank you. Black, no sugar.” 
 
      
 
    She gave me a wink. “One moment.” She walked over to an opposite door and barked, “Hey kitchen, whoever you are! Two solos!” 
 
      
 
    A muffled grumbling came from behind the thick walls, apparently confirming the order. 
 
      
 
    “Grab a seat, Olgerd,” she pointed at a massive leather armchair, then slumped into an identical one opposite me. “It’ll do you good to take the load off your feet.” 
 
      
 
    While I made myself comfortable, surreptitiously studying the house’s typically gnomish decor, Lara was watching my every movement. I could see she’d appreciated my gear: judging by her fiery gaze, my 300+ ‘purple’ duds seemed to have impressed her quite a bit. 
 
      
 
    Having finished playing the staring game, she finally got down to business. “Come on, show me this bazooka of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Smiling in anticipation of this seasoned bladesmith’s reaction to my humble weapon, I offered her my Minor Pocket Catapult. 
 
      
 
    Her reaction didn’t disappoint. She laughed so hard that I was afraid she might have a stroke. 
 
      
 
    “Oh nooo! You don’t mean it! A Minor... Pocket... Catapult!” she kept exclaiming in stitches, clutching at her stomach. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged her sarcasm off. “Exactly. Now imagine what it felt like when I’d just logged in for the first time...” 
 
      
 
    Lara shook her head in disbelief. “No way!” 
 
      
 
    A young gnome who’d just arrived from the kitchen carrying a drink tray cast uncomprehending glances at her. A few more bearded faces hovered in the kitchen doorway, looking equally bemused, as Lara’s bout of laughter must have sped up the preparation of our drinks. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after a few more minutes, Lara had quietened down enough to drink her coffee in silence, wiping an occasional tear of laughter with a white handkerchief, all the while mumbling something about the “great conqueror of No-Man’s Lands and his Minor Pocket Catapult”. I hid a smile in my beard: as both of us knew, my catapult wasn’t my only secret weapon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Lara said with a guilty smile. “I just can’t help imagining your face when they’d handed you this wonderwaffle, hehe!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “But at the same time, I can’t but think what you must have been through. The sheer thought gives me goosebumps! You know, don’t you, that you’ve become a role model for many of our clan members? No amount of hardships and clan hostilities could break you.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t flatter me,” I said, waving her words away. “There’re loads of people here whose problems are much worse than mine. And they didn’t buckle under pressure, either. Even you — the way you’re talking about it, one would think that the worst is already over.” 
 
      
 
    “But it is, isn’t it?” she said, faking surprise. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “I wish!” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind,” Lara said, slapping the chair’s leather armrests with her shovel hands. “Let’s cut to the chase. I’d better tell you about your weapon’s potential upgrades.” 
 
      
 
    It took her five minutes to make it clear she could modify my catapult in like fifteen different ways. That’s a Master for you, I thought with a mental whistle of amazement. If she were to be believed, once she’d had her way with my weapon, you’d be hard pressed to call it a catapult anymore. 
 
      
 
    “It will be upgraded to ‘blue’ from its current ‘green’,” she said. “In theory, my level of Mastery is enough to paint it ‘purple’ — but unfortunately, we’re short of certain stones at the moment,” she added grimly. “It’s a rare resource. Our clan, let’s face it, isn’t yet up to farming these kinds of things.” 
 
      
 
    “And what kind of bonus can one expect from it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You talking about ‘purple’? A lot. Like, 20% to all stats, provided it’s already ‘blue’.” 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh really? Not bad.” 
 
      
 
    Not bad at all, come to think about it. I’d long written off the catapult as a weapon, putting all my faith in my little menagerie. But if this was how it was... who was I to say no to an extra bonus? 
 
      
 
    “Take your catapult, for instance,” Lara went on. “Upgrading it to ‘purple’ would require a certain number of recipes and blueprints. You know it yourself, don’ you? Plus, logically you need someone capable of creating said recipes.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Plus,” she went on, “I can’t create all fifteen modifications on my own. I’ll need help from a jeweler and a tanner. Both of whom will have to be Masters, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing me open my mouth, she raised a reassuring hand. “That’s not a problem. I’ve got both of them here, working in our cellar. We’ve got some sort of production line here.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. Admittedly, I have no time to walk around looking for the right kind of Master.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a problem at all,” Lara waved my words away. “It’s the stones which are the problem... and the one who farms them must be a Master too,” she added darkly. “And just as a cherry on the cake, all the locations containing these kinds of resources have already been claimed by the stronger clans.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at her saddened face. She hadn’t told me anything I hadn’t already known. This shortage of top-level resources was what had hindered the development of the majority of the Glasshouse clans. Which now played right into my hands. 
 
      
 
    Plus, I knew that what I was about to do now was going to dramatically change the future of her clan. 
 
      
 
    This decision hadn’t been spontaneous. Rrhorgus and I had sifted through enormous amounts of information on each and every one of Glasshouse clans before making contact with one of the groups of Light. 
 
      
 
    For a while, we’d been toying with the idea of offering our collaboration to one of the larger clans — but we soon had to abandon the thought. It would be a bit like letting a seasoned fox into a chicken shed. They would quickly begin to dictate their own rules to us, and would eventually eat us up hook, line and sinker. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, this wasn’t the kind of scenario we were looking for — even though the temptation of approaching the Dead Clan was quite strong. Rrhorgus was already working hand in glove with some of their members — but if we started having problems with the Alliance of Light — and there was not much chance that we wouldn’t — I doubted very much that the Dead Clan would take our side. 
 
      
 
    Which was a shame, really. This was one of the most promising clans which had soared up to top 20 — a good ally to keep up one’s sleeve. 
 
      
 
    So after many a heated discussion which involved all of my family and brothers in arms, we had finally reached a common denominator: we would seek allies among our peers. 
 
      
 
    All this had flashed through my head before I switched my attention to Lara’s disappointed face. 
 
      
 
    Very well. Time to take a first step toward our future cooperation. Let’s see what these Warriors of Light were made of. After all, this was the clan we’d picked after much deliberation. 
 
      
 
    They seemed to be a perfect fit. A family business which did its own little thing without antagonizing anyone — but which weren’t a bunch of wusses, either. It was run by grownups, too. Most importantly, the Warriors of Light were one of the oldest clans in Mirror World. Which meant that they preferred to keep a low profile, playing their own little game. 
 
      
 
    So let’s see what they were made of. It was my turn to surprise them. 
 
      
 
    “Did you say thirty percent to all stats?” I asked, reaching into a little pocket on my belt. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she nodded slowly, eyeing my hand with suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “Then you’d better take your pick,” I said, producing three ‘purple’ stones and slowly laying them out onto the coffee tray next to the cups. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AS I PRODUCED MORE STONES one after the other, the eyes of the gnomess, unreadable so far, were rapidly gaining the likeness to coffee saucers. The sight of the last few, especially, rendered her speechless. 
 
      
 
    “This is... but how? Why?” she muttered, the rapid change of emotion in her eyes betraying surprise and amazement, replaced by the mix of apprehension and refusal to believe. She gulped, then asked hoarsely, “Who sold them to you? Or is it...” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” I replied calmly, revealing some of my profession stats to her. 
 
      
 
    Her jaw dropped slowly, adding to the sight of her already boggling eyes. “An Expert,” she finally managed. 
 
      
 
    While I’d gone out on recon in No-Man’s Lands, I’d found quite a few caves packed with rare resources. I just couldn’t ignore such generous gifts. If the truth were known, I already had quite a few ‘purple’ resources which Rrhorgus was going to sell gradually within our closed circle of friends to make sure we didn’t crash the market. Plus we’d also set a certain number of them aside, exactly for such an occasion: both for personal use and to strike up a good entente with potential allies. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Lara had managed to peel her jaw off the floor. “Listen, Olgerd. Let me be honest with you. We did suspect you were a toughie, but not to this extent, no...” 
 
      
 
    I gave a mental chuckle. Funny really. All those epic battles starring my beasties which had amassed hundreds of thousands of views on social media had failed to impress her as much as my profession stats. Which meant that Lara and her Warriors of Light were more interested in the practical side of things, not in all those fancy magic-powered battles. 
 
      
 
    I cracked a modest smile. 
 
      
 
    “Who would have thought!” the gnomess repeated without taking her dumbfounded stare off me. “An Expert Mine Digger in my own house! Wish they could see you now! Guys like you are every clan’s prized possessions!” 
 
      
 
    “You sure I won’t regret sharing my secret with you? I’d hate to make this public.” 
 
      
 
    Lara threw her hands up in protest. “Olgerd, who do you think I am? I’ll be as silent as the grave.” 
 
      
 
    “So what about my catapult?” I nodded at the stones, trying to steer the conversation back onto its original course. “Is this something you could use?” 
 
      
 
    The gnomess theatrically slapped her forehead. “I’m such a ditz today!” she announced with a broad grin. “It’s not every day that a legendary player and an Expert Mine Digger turns up on your doorstep — and armed with a catapult, of all things!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “You can say that. And you haven’t even seen my beasties yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Jeez, I don’t think my humble abode would survive a visit from your menagerie!” 
 
      
 
    Probably not. My scarab alone was quite capable of reducing her house to rubble in minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Now, talking about stones,” Lara switched to a more businesslike tone. “Let’s do it one thing at a time,” her podgy finger pointed at an elongated dark-purple crystal which I laid down first. 
 
      
 
    “This is deep-earth quartzite. It’s mega hard. We’ll use five of these to up your Strength and Protection. The one in the middle is moon kunzite. If we take seven of those and pulverize them, we’ll be able to improve both your Accuracy and Concentration. And this last one is a twilight sugilite. We’ll only need three of those but they’ll give you a nice big fat bonus to Health. That’s fifteen stones in total. But! That’s enough for twenty-three modifications, not fifteen. I guarantee you won’t recognize your old catapult.” 
 
      
 
    Having blurted all this out almost in a single breath, Lara paused, looking me hopefully in the eye. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I replied, laying out twelve more stones, to Lara’s breath of relief. “Now we’ve only to decide on the price and the timeframe.” 
 
      
 
    Before she could reply, the kitchen door opened, letting in a procession of three gnomes. The clan leaders, all present and correct. One of them a baldie, another gray-haired, the third one a carrottop. All of them Grinders, their stats concealed. Actually, I’d kept some of my own stats open, just so they could appreciate my humble achievements. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was seated, I realized I’d made the right choice. All of them stared in befuddlement at my gear, my levels, and the stones laid out on the tray. 
 
      
 
    This silent staring game was interrupted by the gray-haired gnome called Avaron, 
 
      
 
    “We’re very pleased to finally meet you in person, Sir Olgerd. Admittedly, we’ve been following your progress for quite a while and we’re not disappointed by the choices you’ve made. I’ll tell you more: had you made different decisions in certain situations, we might have never met at all. The maximum you could have counted on then would have been hiring our masters and their services.” 
 
      
 
    He can’t but have noticed the faint skeptical smile that had crossed my lips, so he hurried to smooth out his faux pas. Lara’s grim face, too, betrayed acute disapproval of the way her clan leader had approached the matter. 
 
      
 
    “By the same token,” the gnome went on, “we do understand — especially in view of these highly valuable resources that you’ve brought here — that you could have easily acquired any such services at any other place. In which case, our own masters would have been stripped of this invaluable experience.” 
 
      
 
    Much better. That’s how you should have started, mister. 
 
      
 
    The carrottop whose name was apparently Daryl must have also sensed the strain created by his fellow clan leader. “As regards to the above,” he hurried to butt in, “we suggest that we upgrade your weapon free of charge.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll only have to pay for the consumables,” the bald-headed Kerim hurried to add. This one didn’t give a damn about diplomacy, not where profits were concerned. 
 
      
 
    It still worked out well. Rrhorgus and I hadn’t counted on such an outcome. Still, judging by this show of generosity, the leadership of the Warriors of Light was interested in our cooperation even more than we were. The funny glances that Lara kept casting in their direction were proof enough. I could bet all you want, things hadn’t gone according to their initial plan. It looked like the little demonstration of my abilities had disturbed the still waters of their existence. Hard as they tried to control themselves, they couldn’t keep their excitement in check. 
 
      
 
    Oh right. Let’s not disappoint their expectations. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” I said, nodding my agreement. “I accept your proposal.” 
 
      
 
    The faces around me beamed. Lara appeared the happiest of all, grinning from ear to ear, her steely smile glinting in the sunrays peeking through the window. 
 
      
 
    “In which case, we shouldn’t make our Master wait,” the gray-haired Avaron said. “Let her go and do the work while we can sit and talk...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh by the way,” I suddenly remembered. “There’s one other thing I have, take a look...” 
 
      
 
    I reached into my inventory for the ‘red’ buckle I’d discovered in the Nest of Rocks and handed it to Lara. “I’d love to have a belt made for it.” 
 
      
 
    She studied the buckle and announced, her voice ringing with hope and excitement, “If you have two more stones of each kind, the resulting belt would be ‘purple’ but the buckle itself will remain ‘red’.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing me trying to say something, she hurried to add, 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, there’s no way we can make it completely ‘red’. For that, we would need ‘red’ stones and Experts with levels to match.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I sighed, unable to conceal my disappointment. 
 
      
 
    “If our earlier conditions suit you, we could have the belt made using the same scheme,” the voice of the bald-headed Kerim disturbed me from my ruminations. “We’ll only need the stones...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, yes, of course. Here you are,” I replied, adding six more ‘purple’ crystals to the tray under Lara’s flabbergasted stare. 
 
      
 
    The casual ease with which I kept producing such rare resources from my inventory must have finally had its effect on them. The three gnomes looked confused to say the least. Lara was beaming like a full moon polished to perfection. Something was telling me that both she and her clan’s leaders were looking at nice little bonuses to their professions before the day was over. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to have the following items upgraded? 
 
    The buckle of the Wings of Death combat belt (1) 
 
    Minor Pocket Catapult (1) 
 
    Yes / No 
 
      
 
    Having accepted, I activated the following transaction: 
 
      
 
    Would you like to hand over the following items: 
 
    Deep-earth quartzite (7) 
 
    Moon kunzite (9) 
 
    Twilight sugilite (5) 
 
    Yes / No 
 
      
 
    Oh yes. 
 
      
 
    My heart filled with a nostalgic longing as I handed her the catapult. We’d been through a lot together... 
 
      
 
    With a cheerful wink, Lara left the room. Well, let’s see what she can do. 
 
      
 
    Having watched her leave the room, I switched my gaze to the gnomes still sitting around. “So, gentlemen? If I understand it correctly, you’ve got something to discuss with me?” 
 
      
 
    The leaders of the Warriors of Light exchanged stares, as if plucking up courage before one final plunge into the unknown. Each nodded. Then, as was rapidly becoming a habit, the gray-haired Avaron was the first to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Allow us a little backstory, dear Sir. We aren’t infringing on your precious time, are we?” 
 
      
 
    In a nutshell, he said the same thing as I, my wife and Rrhorgus had already discussed at our family meeting. Their clan needed to evolve. If before they could keep a low profile, they wouldn’t be able to pull off the same trick anymore. At any given moment, a stronger clan could come to this cute little town and reclaim it. In fact, they were late already, chased at the heel by speedier groups who had no scruples about gaining power. 
 
      
 
    Avaron promptly confirmed my suspicions. “We’ve achieved a lot, you have to agree. Over a dozen Expert Grinders and a well-equipped combat group of levels 150-plus is nothing to sniff at. Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough. Mirror World lays down its own law. The clans which at the time wouldn’t have dared look in Reetal’s direction are now beginning to show interest in our property. At the moment, we’re quite capable of handling them on our own — and we could always sign up some mercs if needs be — but it’s a lot of money, you know. Besides, in view of the prospects offered by the colonization of No-Man’s Lands, the best mercs have already been contracted by the strongest of clans.” 
 
      
 
    “All this is highly enlightening — but why are you telling me all this?” I asked, giving them a chance to make the first step. 
 
      
 
    Once again they exchanged stares. The bald-headed Kerim was the next to speak. He was even more short-spoken than his cousin. “Because we have seen in you the opportunity that could allow us to evolve.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep talking.” 
 
      
 
    “I have to be honest with you,” the carrottop Daryl joined in. “Only a few hours ago, our opinion of you was as of someone who’d caught the game’s luck by the coattails — but, if you’ll excuse me, who had little idea of what to do with his good fortune. But this brief demonstration of your abilities — which I suspect are only a fraction of what you can do — has radically changed our opinion of you.” 
 
      
 
    Hiding a triumphant smile in his thick beard, Kerim added, “You have your own NPC army, a pocket squad of high-level steel monsters, and the ability to fly to any point in Glasshouse. The powers that be seem to treat you with certain deference, otherwise they wouldn’t have struck a truce with you. You have access to rare and valuable resources — and most importantly, you can procure them too. You have no shortage of new instances and high-level mobs. I’d venture a guess that there’re at least a couple of top quests involving you. Taking all of the above into consideration, there’s one question that begs for attention.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is?” I asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    “Why us?” Kerim blurted. 
 
      
 
    Three pairs of intelligent gnomish eyes focused expectantly on me. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. They hadn’t bought into my little show. Which was logical. Never mind. Time to lay some of my cards on the table. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My conversation with the gnomes — predictably punctuated with a hearty break for dinner — lasted well into the night. The leaders of the Warriors of Light wanted to know everything. How many NPCs I had under my control. Their respective levels. How many of them were civilians and how many actual warriors. Whether we’d already begun working on the new settlement. Whether we were planning on sending caravans across No-Man’s Lands trading with other clans. How aggressive our current location was and whether we had access to sea. 
 
      
 
    Basically, they tried to squeeze me for every bit of information they could get — and I meted it out, bit by bit, making sure I didn’t share any more than suited my purposes. 
 
      
 
    I kept a lot away from them. I hadn’t divulged our coordinates nor the exact number of our warriors, but shared eagerly the peaceful achievements of my Caltean craftsmen. You got the drill. 
 
      
 
    In their turn, the gnomes introduced to me their top fighters who couldn’t take their doting eyes off me. I added to the effect by taking them to the back yard where I showed off Boris and Prankie who predictably became a sensation. The entire household, whoever happened to be in, poured outside to watch, presided over by Lara herself and the clan leaders. Avaron did warn everyone not to film them though. No idea whether everyone obeyed him but all the faces around us were suitably solemn. 
 
      
 
    If I could characterize today’s meeting, I would describe it as testing the waters and breaking the barriers. Overall, we parted ways quite happy with each other. 
 
      
 
    A layman might ask, what was the point of it all? The answer was simple: this was long-term thinking. Or as Rrhorgus likes to say, “If you have to sell, do your homework”. One might think that I could have just as easily sold the rare stones at an auction, minding my own business in anticipation of the profits turned. But then again, why do so if you can gain some useful contacts on top of actual dosh? Wasn’t it worth a few hours of your time? 
 
      
 
    For an admittedly average but relatively wealthy clan like the Warriors of Light, I could become some sort of springboard to a better future. Basically, we’d just started growing a new clan, potentially strong and — most importantly — initially friendly to me. 
 
      
 
    And once that done, what prevented us from “growing” several clans like this one? Several more clans awaited their meeting with me now, each of them similar to the Warriors of Light in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I’d bidden goodbye to the clan leaders, Lara stormed back into the room like a snowstorm. Cheerful sparks glistened in her eyes; a cunning grin flitted across her face. 
 
      
 
    Her hands appeared to shake slightly. Her strong fingers clenched something with looked like a beetle or a crab the size of a saucer. 
 
      
 
    My first thought, once I’d realized what I was looking at, was that my catapult must have died in the pangs of childbirth, transforming into this arthropodal monster with a mini gun on its back. 
 
      
 
    “So!” I drawled, studying Lara’s creation. 
 
      
 
    A steel bracer which almost completely covered my entire right forearm served as a support for a thing which looked like a fist-sized scorpion. Its “tail” was a six-faceted gun barrel about two hands long. Its muzzle was about half an inch wide. The entire weapon was covered in angular Gnomish writings. 
 
      
 
    What about its stats, then? 
 
      
 
    Name: a Magic Arbalest 
 
    Category: Epic 
 
    Weapon type: Main (non-transferrable) 
 
    Weapon class: Automatic (15-chambered) 
 
    Reload rate: 15 sec 
 
    Level: over 150 
 
    Restriction: only Ennan race 
 
    Range: +100 
 
    Accuracy: +135 
 
    Protection: +150 
 
    Strength: +125 
 
    Concentration: +75 
 
    Stamina: +150 
 
    Damage: +550... +650 
 
    Durability: Unbreakable 
 
      
 
    “So?” Lara demanded impatiently, anxiously watching my reaction. 
 
      
 
    “You’re full of surprises, you!” I cracked a happy smile. “But what about the ammo? I have a funny feeling that pebbles won’t cut it anymore!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” she chuckled victoriously. “Don’t worry yourself about that! As soon as I’d finished modifying your pea-shooter the system offered me three new ammo blueprints — each of them epic! Here, take a look.” 
 
      
 
    She poured three cone-shaped bullets into my open hand, each as long as my pinkie. They were enveloped in a faint purple haze, a standard visual effect for epic items. Oh well, let’s see... 
 
      
 
    The one on the right was the biggest. It was also the darkest of the three, almost black, its surface streaked with complex runic writings. 
 
      
 
    I switched the other two to my left hand, then flipped the bulky bullet a few times in my right hand. “Heavy,” I commented. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Lara agreed. “Now go look at its stats.” 
 
      
 
    Okay... 
 
      
 
    Name: Crusher (armor-piercing bullet) 
 
    Category: Epic 
 
    Weapon type: Ammunition 
 
    Level: over 150 
 
    Restriction: only Ennan race 
 
    Cooldown: 10 sec 
 
    Damage: +500 
 
    Special effects: 
 
    Additional damage to all physical shields: +5% 
 
    Additional damage to all magic shields: +3% 
 
    Durability: single-use 
 
      
 
    “So!” I managed. “Talk about pebbles...” 
 
      
 
    Lara chuckled. “Nice, eh? The damage in itself is nothing to sniff at — but think of all the energy shields these thingies are gonna gobble up!” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, where did you get the resources to make them?” I asked in surprise. “I didn’t have any extra stones to give you, did I?” 
 
      
 
    “Production bonuses,” she replied. “Sometimes we do get double whammies for the amount of resources spent. You keep working on an item and then bang, you get twice the result, just like our jeweler had with your stones. There’re certain caveats though. The rarity of the recipe or the blueprint play a part, as well as that of the resource itself. As does the frequency of the item’s production. We’ve already noticed that normally all such double whammies happen when you’re just starting out on a new profession level. Basically, they encourage you on your way to the next objective. Hasn’t it ever happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “Not that I know of.” 
 
      
 
    “It will,” she reassured me. “It always does.” 
 
      
 
    I doubted it. Still, it was nice of her. “So how many of those double whammies did it take?” I asked with a cunning smile. 
 
      
 
    “Now this, mister, is very bad form,” she replied, mirroring my grin with her own. “Seriously. Let me give you some free advice: no Master worth their salt would appreciate this kind of question.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay,” I threw my hands in the air. “I’m sorry!” 
 
      
 
    She chuckled. “You must have forgotten how to keep good company in those No-Man’s Lands of yours. Never mind. Keep looking.” 
 
      
 
    Her finger pointed at another cone-shaped bullet. This one appeared to be cast of indigo ice, with the same runic writings encircling its surface. 
 
      
 
    “Cold, eh?” she asked, seeing me focus on my sensations. 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I proceeded to study its stats: 
 
      
 
    Name: Ice Thorn (charmed bullet) 
 
    Category: Epic 
 
    Weapon type: Ammunition 
 
    Level: over 150 
 
    Restriction: only Ennan race 
 
    Cooldown: 7 sec 
 
    Damage: +100 
 
    Special effects: 
 
    Slows the enemy’s speed 100%. Duration: 3 sec. 
 
    Durability: single-use 
 
      
 
    And finally, the last one. This one was a murky purple color and felt sticky to touch. 
 
      
 
    Name: Fang of a Spotted Adder (charmed bullet) 
 
    Category: Epic 
 
    Weapon type: Ammunition 
 
    Level: over 150 
 
    Restriction: only Ennan race 
 
    Cooldown: 8 sec 
 
    Damage: +100 
 
    Special effects: 
 
    Poisons the enemy with the Venom of a Spotted Adder. Duration: 3 sec. 
 
    Damage: 350 pt. Life per sec 
 
    Durability: single-use 
 
      
 
    I stopped reading and looked up at Lara. She watched my reaction in silence, folding her arms across her chest Judging by her pleased expression, she was happy with the effect. 
 
      
 
    Very well. I could please her even further. 
 
      
 
    In one smooth motion, I produced another handful of ‘purple’ stones and said with a smile, 
 
      
 
    “Think you could make me some more?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BORIS HABITUALLY TOOK to the sky. In the glow of the giant moon, his plumage glinted silver. Every one of his colossal wingbeats brought us closer to the borders of No-Man’s Lands. 
 
      
 
    How long had I been gone? Just over a month? Well, it felt like a couple of years, even though my offline break had flashed past like a single day in the company of my dear girls. 
 
      
 
    Now I was alone again. 
 
      
 
    The familiar crimson alert popped up before my eyes, wrenching me out of my reverie and warning me of crossing into No-Man’s Lands. I checked the map. I was curious how the Twilight Castle was advancing in control of the Alliance of Light... or was it already in the hands of the Dark clans? 
 
      
 
    Would the castle’s new owners be able to get along with the crazy ghost? Judging by the absence of news, the obelisk hadn’t been activated yet. What were they waiting for? 
 
      
 
    Ennan City was about forty minutes’ away as the crow flies. Boris growled contentedly as if reading my thoughts. A level 300-plus mount is nothing to sniff at! I smiled as I gave him a pat on his broad armored back, 
 
      
 
    “Good boy!” 
 
      
 
    The next few minutes I was busy patting and rubbing my armored birdie. I’d missed him so much. Finally, I stopped all the caressing nonsense. Time to take a better look at my new gadget — or should I say my rejuvenated gadget? Whatever. Let’s do it! 
 
      
 
    The scorpion-like weapon clinging to my right forearm looked unusual. Having said that, who was I to complain? This was definitely an improvement on my old catapult. 
 
      
 
    I shook my arm, moving it around. It felt okay. Quite snug, in fact. I felt no discomfort. My new toy was virtually weightless. 
 
      
 
    I tried to mentally move the “arbalest” to my pocket, then retrieve it. It worked. What was even better, it didn’t invoke the usually inevitable confirmation message. Easy. 
 
      
 
    I stretched my right arm out in front of me, trying to take aim. Immediately a round panel appeared before my eyes: the virtual sights, complete with crosshairs. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I lowered my arm, the panel disappeared too. 
 
      
 
    How cool was that? Why hadn’t Lara told me about it? Then again, how was she supposed to know? This was a non-transferrable weapon, tailor-made for me alone. 
 
      
 
    I reached out again, taking aim at the snowy peak of a gray mountain looming on the horizon. The sights came to life, slightly zooming in on the summit. A new message appeared under the crosshairs: 
 
      
 
    Range to target: unknown 
 
      
 
    Warning! Maximum range: 300 ft 
 
      
 
    You couldn’t argue with that. Stats were stats. Still, the very existence of these sights suggested the future possibility of an even more advanced upgrade. Which was very good news. 
 
      
 
    I moved my arm around in search for a more suitable target but predictably found none, with the exception of clouds overhead, which the system just refused to highlight as potential extermination material. Never mind, I could always practice later. There’d be plenty of targets once I was back on terra firma. 
 
      
 
    Let’s take a look at the bullets, then. 
 
      
 
    Apart from the three top-level types already mentioned, I’d also asked Lara to crank out 400 regular ones for me. 
 
      
 
    Name: Regular Bullet 
 
    Category: Rare 
 
    Weapon type: Ammunition 
 
    Level: over 150 
 
    Restriction: only Ennan race 
 
    Cooldown: 1 sec 
 
    Damage: +70 
 
    Durability: single-use 
 
      
 
    Lara warned me not to do anything stupid, especially not to try and draw any runes on them. All these bullets were single-use, so any attempt to modify them would simply result in destroying them. Shame. 
 
      
 
    Now, what next? Judging by the arbalest’s own description, it could accommodate 15 projectiles. Then, once the entire clip was spent, it was followed by a 15-second cooldown. Which was normal, really. After that, you could throw yourself back in the fight. 
 
      
 
    Okay, that much was clear. Let’s load the clip, then. 
 
      
 
    Warning! We’ve discovered 4 types of projectiles suitable for your Magic Arbalest! 
 
    Would you like to load it with the bullets of one type? 
 
    Or would you like to create a particular sequence of projectiles of different types? 
 
      
 
    A sequence, oh. Let’s have a think. It would probably be most logical to start with an Ice Bullet which would slow my enemy down 100%. It had a cooldown of 7 seconds. I could follow it up with a Crusher which had a cooldown of 10 seconds, followed by number three: a venomous debuff with an eight-second cooldown. By then, the slow effect of the first one would expire. 
 
      
 
    I added four regular bullets — seven seconds in total — followed by another Ice Thorn plus two more regular ones. Shot number eleven would be another Fang of a Spotted Adder, followed by another Crusher and two more regular ones. Finally, to complete the sequence, I entered another Ice Thorn which would slow the enemy down for three more seconds, followed by a 15-second cooldown, after which my weapon would be ready for another clip. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to save the existing sequence? 
 
    Yes / No 
 
      
 
    Oh yes please. 
 
      
 
    I built a few more clips, just in case, and made a few more bullets of each type. Good. Clear enough. 
 
      
 
    Now how about firing single rounds? 
 
      
 
    Apparently, the devs just couldn’t be bothered to come up with something original, but simply copied the spell interface similar to the one used by mages. Four new icons appeared under the crosshairs, depicting my new projectiles. The pale blue one stood for Ice Thorn, the dark purple depicted the Crusher, the acid green stood for the Fang of the Spotted Adder, and the gray one meant Regular Bullets. The highlighted digits in the corner of each icon signified the number of projectiles available. 
 
      
 
    I practiced switching between them. It worked. It did take some kind of knack but with time, I was pretty sure I’d get used to it. 
 
      
 
    That was all as far as the arbalest and its settings were concerned. All the finer pros and cons I would have to learn from practice — and practice, as my daughter Christa would have said, was “major key” in my situation. 
 
      
 
    Now, the belt. 
 
      
 
    Name: the Wings of Death combat belt 
 
    Category: Legendary 
 
    Type: Armor 
 
    Level: over 50 
 
    Restriction: only Ennan race 
 
    Effect: +170 pt. Strength 
 
    Effect: +10 pt. Protection 
 
    Effect: +270 pt. Stamina 
 
    Effect: +170 pt. Vigor 
 
    Warning! The item is non-transferrable! 
 
      
 
    What a strange collection of effects. Funny what the ‘purple’ belt leather could do in combination with the ‘red’ buckle. Still, the system had recognized the item as part of a legendary set of armor. Its stats had also grown, which was nothing to sniff at. 
 
      
 
    According to Lara, the belt was still modifiable — provided it was done by an Expert-level tanner and bladesmith respectively. Plus it would require some resources to match. In other words, a fully ‘red’ belt might take some patience. 
 
      
 
    Not that it mattered. The most important thing was, I was wearing it already, buckle and all. I’d been getting pretty fed up with the buckle being a waste of space in my inventory, its awesome stats staring me in the face all this time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Warning! You’re approaching the vicinity of Twilight Castle! 
 
      
 
    “We’ve arrived, kiddo,” I whispered in Boris’ ear. “Now you can start dropping altitude. No need to fuss. There’s absolutely no rush.” 
 
      
 
    That’s because I had no idea who might be gallivanting about below. Landing right on top of some sharpshooter dude was the last thing we needed. 
 
      
 
    Obeying the order, Boris dove into the thick cloud layer. After a few more moments, we were already soaring over the mountain which once used to house the Ennans’ forbidden city. 
 
      
 
    The view below sent shivers up my spine. What the hell had happened here?! 
 
      
 
    The entire valley by the foothill now resembled a giant battlefield. I got the impression that it had been blanket-bombed with every weapon under the sun. It was pockmarked with shell holes and bore evidence of some serious magic damage. Heaps of vitrified rock were still smoking in places, some of the craters filled with black goo which looked very very toxic. 
 
      
 
    Oh. Had my squad arrived here now, doubtful we’d be able to even approach the city. Wherever you turned, you’d be obliged to walk into some nasty surprise. Whatever you say, leaving this place well alone had been the right decision. 
 
      
 
    Oh yes. All of the Noctean hordes were nothing compared to what the players’ clans had done to this place. 
 
      
 
    The thought made my blood run cold. Sooner or later, they were obliged to reach the Silver Mountains. It was time I took care of Caltean defenses. Human players seemed to be progressing at a rate of knots. 
 
      
 
    As we were wheeling over the ruins of the city which now looked more like a chunk of Swiss cheese, I tried hard to make out what was left of our fortifications... as if! Everything around us had changed beyond recognition. 
 
      
 
    Strangely enough, I was yet to see a single player. Could they all be hiding underground? I had no desire to find out. 
 
      
 
    Still, I was yet to receive the answer to my main question: why hadn’t they activated the Twilight Obelisk yet? 
 
      
 
    Were they short of energy to do so? Nonsense. For a group of clans, raising even a million points of energy wouldn’t have been a problem. 
 
      
 
    Some sort of system restrictions, maybe? Doubtful. The devs had made it clear I wasn’t the guardian of this place any longer. They were bound to have left some kind of loophole to circumvent racial restrictions. 
 
      
 
    What could it be, then? It was on the tip of my tongue but still I couldn’t quite pinpoint it. Never mind. Plenty of time to think about it. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all right, kiddo. Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I sensed something was wrong just as I approached the Silver Mountain Valley. The Calteans’ new home. Just like the area around Twilight Castle earlier, the place was completely deserted. Not a single soul around. What the hell was going on? 
 
      
 
    My heart missed a beat. Sensing my anxiety, Boris flew faster. 
 
      
 
    I breathed easier when I finally managed to make out the first houses. Thank God! Everything was intact. Not a trace of the horrible desolation of the Twilight Castle Valley. Which meant that players hadn’t gotten here yet. A good sign. 
 
      
 
    It looked like my Calteans had put their time to good use, too. So many houses were restored already. Still... why did all roofs appear to be damaged? It was as if some giant used to jump down from a great height, trawling through thatched straw and clay tiles. What was it now? 
 
      
 
    I desperately turned my head this way and that, trying to make out familiar figures below. Where were they all? 
 
      
 
    Wait! I slapped my forehead. What an idiot! The break from the game had done me no good. 
 
      
 
    I hurried to open the menu and located the Red Owls Clan tab. 
 
      
 
    FYI: The Red Owls Clan currently counts 2864 Non-Player Characters: 
 
    Warriors, 8500 
 
    Military Engineers, 50 
 
    Heroes, 4 
 
    Great Shaman, 1 
 
    Shamans, 5 
 
    Apprentice shamans, 20 
 
    Civilians, 1934 
 
      
 
    Big sigh of relief. Thank heavens they were alive! Only... where were they? 
 
      
 
    The long note of a bugle made me turn round. A tiny figure stood on one of the watchtowers, waving its hands at me. 
 
      
 
    Boris banked into a smooth turn, carrying me toward it. Finally! 
 
      
 
    Who was that? Could it be Lavena the Vixen? That’s right! She’d advanced quite a bit: she was level 377 already! 
 
      
 
    I waved back to her — but she ignored my greeting. Instead, she raised her bow, aiming it directly at me. 
 
      
 
    What the hell? I’d just checked my reputation with the clan, and it was all maxed out. Logically, she just couldn’t attack me. Was it some sort of bug in the game? 
 
      
 
    A deafening screech resounded overhead, forcing me to look up. 
 
      
 
    Now it all clicked. The empty settlement, the ravaged roofs, Lavena’s bow pointing “at me”. Not at me — but at some new kind of flying mob which had since arrived in game. 
 
      
 
    With a nauseating screech, the monster was now diving at me. If I could compare it to anything at all, I’d say it looked like a velociraptor with a pair of broad leathery wings in place of its front legs. Its skin was gray and scaly. A bony ridge ran along its back, from the top of its head to the tip of its long tail. Its broad jaws sported three rows of needle-sharp teeth. 
 
      
 
    The system promptly informed me that I had been attacked by a level-390 wyvern. 
 
      
 
    While I was trying to take it all in, Lavena’s black arrow whooshed overhead, piercing the monster’s right shoulder. The furious shriek of the wounded animal threw me out of my stupor, forcing me into action. 
 
      
 
    ‘Boris, bank to the right! Let’s immobilize it!” 
 
      
 
    My flying mount did as he was told, drowning the area with his paralyzing Triumphant Crow. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the arrow lodged in its shoulder, the wyvern attempted to mirror Boris’ maneuver, only to fly right into his stunning debuff. The gray body of the paralyzed monster careened past us like a stone, heading for the ground. Like a log dropped from a great height, it smashed down not far from the stockade, raising clouds of dust, rocks and lumps of clay into the air. 
 
      
 
    The system hurried to inform me that the monster had less than 50% Life left. Not bad for a fall. The stun effect was to last another ten seconds or so. 
 
      
 
    I was about to tell Boris to drop altitude in order to finish it off — but no, too late. They didn’t need my help. I grinned happily as Caltean warriors poured out of the houses like a swarm of ants. Within seconds, the wyvern’s body was ravaged with spears, swords and axes. 
 
      
 
    Attack of a Wyvern (390): Battle over! 
 
      
 
    They’d given me no XP, but that was my own fault. I should have thought faster and fire at it at least once. What a shame. 
 
      
 
    Another screeching noise put an end to my exercise in self-pity, followed by the now-recognizable flapping of leathery wings. Another squawk echoed it, slightly to its left. 
 
      
 
    And another one. And yet another. I counted fifteen monsters in total! 
 
      
 
    Oh wow. It hadn’t even started yet. 
 
      
 
    A cloud of arrows rose into the air to meet the reptiloid squadron. Surprisingly, they failed to do much damage to the monsters whose fast wingbeats created a powerful air current which threw the arrows off course. 
 
      
 
    Why didn’t they use glaive throwers? And what about Brocks? A volley of stone mortars would have come in very handy. Still, I thought I knew the reason for their silence: our engineers must have run out of energy. That was the price we’d paid for leaving the Calteans on their own for a month. 
 
      
 
    While the wyverns were busy dodging the arrows, I nudged Boris toward the watchtower where Lavena the Vixen was busy making signs at me. 
 
      
 
    As Boris banked into a circle around the tower, I could already make out Lavena’s happy face. “Hi Vixen!” 
 
      
 
    “What took you so long?” she shouted back. 
 
      
 
    “I had my reasons!” I replied, then added with a cunning squint, “Fancy a ride?” 
 
      
 
    Her face slackened in a predatory grin. Had I been a wyvern, I wouldn’t like the expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    In a single long leap, the warrioress took a place behind my back. “I’m ready!” 
 
      
 
    “Off we go, then!” 
 
      
 
    With a single powerful wingbeat, Boris regained altitude. Two of the wyverns noticed us and went for us, screeching happily, trying to outrace each other. 
 
      
 
    I reached out my right arm with the arbalest mounted on it. As soon as I caught the nearest monster in its crosshairs, the creature’s outline started blinking green. 
 
      
 
    Distance to target: 270 ft 
 
      
 
    Excellent. My new gadget fired almost soundlessly, a bit like an air gun. The first three bullets sank into the monster’s chest almost simultaneously — but Crusher, as the heaviest one, was the last to hit the target, dealing the most damage. 
 
      
 
    The wyvern seemed to have hit an invisible wall. Awkwardly flapping its wings, it began to drop as the three-second slow effect took in. Its screeching stopped, replaced by guttural cackling. 
 
      
 
    The system happily reported the damage dealt. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring its wounded friend, the other wyvern was still impatient to get into the fray. 
 
      
 
    Distance to target: 180 ft 
 
      
 
    This time I met it with the sequence of four regular bullets. Between my Strength numbers and the bullets’ own damage, they had no problem piercing the monster’s scaly hide. Even though the creature’s protection had cushioned the damage somewhat, it still suffered. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, the first monster awoke from the slow effect literally a few feet above the ground. I pointed the arbalest at it. I had one single Ice Thorn left in the clip. The range was 270 feet, excellent. 
 
      
 
    I fired. The reptiloid slowed down again, this time collapsing onto the ground where he was instantly attacked by swarming Calteans, stabbing and piercing him with their spears and arrows. 
 
      
 
    Attack of a Wyvern (390): Battle over! 
 
    You’ve received Experience! 
 
    Congratulations! You’ve received a new level! 
 
    Congratulations! You’ve received a new level! 
 
    Current level: 337. 
 
      
 
    Two levels in one go — how cool could it get? 
 
      
 
    Seeing the death of its wingman, the other wyvern I’d shot down rushed forward, squeaking desperately. Boris expertly dodged its attack. Lavena, too, was fully alert, her composite bow loosing off another arrow. The monster’s screeching informed me of more damage dealt. 
 
      
 
    Boris approached it from the flank. The wounded monster snapped its teeth but it was too slow for my mount. 
 
      
 
    I reached my arm out again, loosing off a few more rounds: two regular bullets, followed by a venomous and an armor-piercing ones. Together they ripped through the creature’s belly and part of its left wing. 
 
      
 
    Croaking, the monster nose-spun to the ground, impaling itself on Caltean spears. Done! As dead as a dodo. Three wyverns down, two more levels in the kitty. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the remaining group of thirteen wyverns paid some attention. One of the things was especially large. The system hurried to inform me that it was an “Alpha Wyvern level 410”. It croaked hoarsely, sending the entire pack after us. 
 
      
 
    “That’s their queen!” Lavena shouted excitedly, pointing at the monster with her bow. “We just can’t shoot it down! She’s been bringing her whole mob here for a month already! They’ve already killed several families and gobbled them up! People are too scared to come out into the open!” 
 
      
 
    “Why won’t you use glaive throwers?” 
 
      
 
    “We have no amulets left! There were at least a hundred wyverns when they first came! I think we’ve done a good job thinning them out! But then we just ran out of energy. I suspect that Pritus still has a dozen amulets stashed away for a rainy day though.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled my understanding. “Are you ready?” I asked her. “The birdies are getting close.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, I’m ready,” Lavena replied with a predatory grin. 
 
      
 
    “Watch out, kiddo,” I slapped Boris on the nape of the neck. “Off we go!” 
 
      
 
    The group of wyverns was already close. The first monster was within range. I fired two regular bullets, topping them up with an Ice Thorn. 
 
      
 
    Then it dawned on me. 
 
      
 
    The fifteen seconds’ cooldown. 
 
      
 
    Dammit! 
 
      
 
    After all, what’s fifteen seconds? Nothing. But not in combat! Then they can last like an eternity... 
 
      
 
    The slowed-down wyvern had almost reached the ground when it shot back up — but only to meet Lavena’s black arrows. The archeress aimed at its eyes. The blinded monster flapped its wings, screeching desperately. The other flock members replied with a furious battle cry. 
 
      
 
    “They’re trying to pincer us!” Lavena shouted. 
 
      
 
    Her strongbow twanged non-stop. Other archers tried to back us up from the ground but they did so without much success. Having said that, they managed to aggro some of the monsters despite the pressure from their alpha female. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the system informed me that the clip was fully loaded and I could continue firing. 
 
      
 
    “Lavena, get ready!” I shouted. “We’re going for the queen! Once we kill her, the others will be much easier to tackle!” 
 
      
 
    The wyverns went for us from every direction at once. Still, Boris dodged their clumsy attacks with ease. Finally, he looped a loop, sinking his claws into the back of one of the less lucky creatures. I shot it in the head with an Ice Thorn while Boris hammered its head with his armored beak. 
 
      
 
    Under his weight, the monster dropped like a stone. When we were a few mere feet away from the ground, he opened up his wings, soaring back up. Below, Calteans greeted us with battle cries, shaking their spears. 
 
      
 
    Attack of a Wyvern (390): Battle over! 
 
    You’ve received Experience! 
 
    Congratulations! You’ve received a new level! 
 
    Current level: 340 
 
      
 
    Several scaly monsters careened past us. Boris dodged their approach with a playful ease. My visit to Master Rotim was fully paying off now. A maxed-out Flight is a sight to behold. Boris’ speed, agility and maneuverability were ten times that of the monsters’. 
 
      
 
    A long whistle made me turn round. 
 
      
 
    Colonel Droy the Fang waved his right hand to me, hiding a smile in his beard. His left hand rested on the release mechanism of a glaive thrower. I smiled back, pointing at the alpha. 
 
      
 
    He instantly knew what I meant. He readied his machine and nodded to me, as in, “Come on, bring it here already.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you Pritus had stashed a few amulets away!” Lavena cheerfully commented on our silent exchange. 
 
      
 
    On my command, Boris began gaining altitude. 
 
      
 
    The female alpha soared over the battlefield, croaking snapped commands to her soldiers. 
 
      
 
    “Four birds behind us!” Lavena growled, loosing off a rapid sequence of arrows. 
 
      
 
    The queen let out another squeak, sending three wyverns to intercept us. Unfortunately, they weren’t fast enough. 
 
      
 
    I took aim. 
 
      
 
    Distance to target: 150 ft 
 
      
 
    “Closer,” I whispered to Boris. 
 
      
 
    Soon we were a mere 60 feet away from the queen. 
 
      
 
    She was huge! Its hide was a dirty gray color, its back lined with two bony ridges. Her wings were enormous. She had a jawful of razor-sharp teeth and a bony thorn as long as my forearm topping her long tail. Her lilac serpentine gaze was seething with fury. 
 
      
 
    Once again I reached out and fired. And again. As if knowing what was about to happen, the alpha threw her right wing up sharply, dodging a Crusher and a Fang of an Adder which had been coming for her. 
 
      
 
    Dammit! Angrily clenching my teeth, I loosed off five more slugs. The queen dodged four of them with effortless ease but failed to avoid the last one which sank into her right shoulder. Luckily for me, it was an Ice Thorn with its slow effect, freezing her for three seconds. 
 
      
 
    The queen’s lilac eyes betrayed surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Olgerd!” Lavena shouted. “They’re coming!” 
 
      
 
    I loosed off a long spurt into the slowed-down monster. Much better! All the bullets hit the center of her scaly chest, wrenching a squawk of pain and fury. 
 
      
 
    On my command, Boris swung round to face our pursuers and performed his signature Triumphant Crow. Three of the closest monsters which were almost upon us froze like stone statues, then began to drop. I hurried to fire a bullet at each to make sure I got experience. 
 
      
 
    Now the queen. 
 
      
 
    Boris banked into a vertiginous turn right in front of her nose, changing direction and heading for the watchtower where Droy froze expectantly. 
 
      
 
    The wyvern’s teeth snapped through the air a couple of inches away from my shoulder. Behind my back, Lavena the Vixen was spitting out curses — her only weapon now that her quiver was empty. 
 
      
 
    We were playing chase with death now. 
 
      
 
    “She’s catching up!” Lavena screamed at the top of her lungs. “Quick!” 
 
      
 
    Boris was already giving it his all. His energy was down. I prepared to switch him to myself. 
 
      
 
    The flapping of the giant wings was getting closer. The familiar snapping of teeth sent shivers down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “Aaaah!” Lavena shouted. “That bitch! She nearly snipped my leg off!” 
 
      
 
    Droy gave me a thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
    Now! 
 
      
 
    One more powerful wingbeat, then Boris dropped like a stone to the ground. I turned round. The queen’s eyes betrayed amazement. She spread her giant wings like two parachutes, momentarily hovering in place. 
 
      
 
    That single moment was all Droy needed. The Ennans’ glaive thrower spat out several thick bolts which ripped the queen’s chest apart. 
 
      
 
    The system reported some crazy damage numbers. Boris and I added to our victory: he by emitting his Triumphant Crow and I by loosing off another full clip at the Wyvern Queen, putting a decisive end to our confrontation. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “FINALLY!” DROY BOOMED, scooping me up in his steely embrace. 
 
      
 
    We stood by the dead body of the Wyvern Queen. Interestingly, the moment she’d died, all the surviving monsters had fled the scene, squawking their protest. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell’s going on here, guys?” I asked, nodding at the rapidly shrinking black dots in the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you see? As soon as you were gone, they started coming, the bastards. The very next day!” Droy spat in the direction of the dead monster. “They’ve pillaged all the far-off farms. We suffered some losses. But our guests were the ones who really suffered!” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind,” Lavena kicked the wyvern’s ginormous clawed leg. “We’ve smoked their queen! Now the pack will leave us alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you say guests?” I asked. “Do we have some reinforcements?” 
 
      
 
    Both Droy and Lavena cringed as if on cue. “Not really,” Droy replied. “You’ll see for yourself....” 
 
      
 
    “There he is!” a happy growl came from behind. 
 
      
 
    A bear hug lifted me off the ground. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. This was Orman the Bear. 
 
      
 
    Having sufficiently bruised my ribs, Orman set me back down on the ground. I looked around me. So! The entire clan seemed to be here, grinning and screaming greetings at me as they victoriously shook their weapons. 
 
      
 
    They stood there unanimously like a single man. I saw Droy’s son who was a man himself now. Laosh the Great Shaman stood surrounded by other shamans and their apprentices. Pritus was watching me from behind his cracked pince-nez, smiling. 
 
      
 
    And Lia, her funny childish face covered in paint as usual. Her grandfather, old Crunch, laid his hands on her shoulders, looking intently at me. Badwar the Thunder Warrior; Gukhur the Black Serpent; Pike... and there stood our entire group with whom I’d crossed the No-Man’s Lands... gosh I missed them all! 
 
      
 
    “Finally you’re back!” the old shaman grunted, looking pleased. “We’ve got a to-do list the size of that cliff!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My return merited a party. Everyone was celebrating while preparing the feast. Long tables and benches were dragged out from every house; giant roast racks were being set up, flames glinting cheerfully below. Fat beer kegs were being rolled onto special pedestals. 
 
      
 
    Crunch and a few buddies of his got busy bringing cartfuls of food. Wine splashed inside thin murky green glass bottles. Basketfuls of freshly baked bread still steamed; the clansmen’s wolfhounds showed keen interest in great chunks of meat and sausage links. Colorful heads of cheese were awaiting their hour. 
 
      
 
    I immediately remembered Orman’s culinary skills and the rather lengthy presentation he’d set up on our return journey back to the Silver Mountain Valley. He’d laid out several types of Caltean cheeses before me, with wines to match, all the while lecturing me on their benefits. Now I knew that the flattish roundel of dark yellow cheese was Tender Rendall, named after the fabled cheesemaker. It was soft with a sharply salted and slightly acidic taste. And that pale beige slab over there was Mountain Rock, the hardest of all Caltean cheeses. It took ages to ripen and was very crumbly when cut — but it left a very pleasant tender aftertaste, perfect with a dark red wine. 
 
      
 
    The pinkish cheese was known as Floral. According to Orman, it owed its pale pink color to various pollens. It was sweet and piquant. Calteans melted it in special pots, adding garlic, pepper and a few other spices, then ate it by dunking slices of bread in it. It was a filling and warming dish, perfect on the march. 
 
      
 
    And in a separate box lay the neatly stacked nuggets of nut cheese, the color of ivory. It was soft enough to be spread on bread; you were supposed to sprinkle it with salt and pour some vegetable oil over it. Yummy! 
 
      
 
    I was already thinking hard, planning cheese deliveries to the real world. And not just cheese. The brief offline stint I’d just had had really changed perspectives. Before, I was constantly busy, ever in combat mode, completely ignoring petty details — like Caltean cheese, wine and sausages. Which I shouldn’t have done. Largely thanks to Rrhorgus’ dropped hints I had finally begun to realize the sheer scope of this money-spinning machine I’d chanced upon. 
 
      
 
    We could sell everything that the Calteans produced. True, deliveries could be a problem. Auctioning it all off would have been much easier. But in fact, it was even better this way. It added a touch of exclusivity to the goods we offered. 
 
      
 
    Because Mirror World wasn’t just one big battlefield. A lot of people came here simply to take a break from real life, changing their mundane existence for something entirely different. 
 
      
 
    I was sure that Rrhorgus would find enough innkeepers and restaurant owners interested in buying exclusive treats delivered all the way from the Silver Mountain Valley. Which meant I had my work cut out for me. 
 
      
 
    Having set the cartful of cheeses on its way, I gulped, drooling. 
 
      
 
    Droy nodded his understanding. “This feast is going to empty our clan treasury,” he said with a grin. “But it’s worth it. Your return and our victory over the Wyvern Queen is a good reason! Besides, our people are exhausted. They need a celebration.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a treasury?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Of course we do,” Droy replied calmly. “How can a clan be without a treasury?” 
 
      
 
    “But... but how did it come about?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” he raised a bushy eyebrow in surprise, “the taxes, the duties, trade proceeds... plus all the loot, of course...” 
 
      
 
    Oh well. I scratched the back of my head. I’d only been away for a month but judging by all the changes, it could have been a year! 
 
      
 
    But the loot? They could now pick up the loot dropped by monsters! Not just hunt them, as they did earlier, no — these NPCs seemed to have every right to the loot just like regular players had. 
 
      
 
    Having said that, the loot they could pick up differed quite a bit from mine: it was the system itself which decided what I could claim and what I couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    Take the wyverns we’d just killed, for instance. While I’d been hugging and greeting my old friends, Caltean hunters had got busy taking the dead monsters apart. Pelts, claws, flesh, bones, blood and internal organs — they had a use for everything. 
 
      
 
    Afterward, I too collected my own loot which lay forlornly on the ground amid puddles of blood. Mainly it was fangs, claws and various glands. Calteans seemed to be totally ignoring them — most likely, they couldn’t even see them. 
 
      
 
    Those must have been the latest developments: the new patches which the devs released almost on a daily basis now. 
 
      
 
    “You’re trading?” I continued showering Droy with questions. 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you do so before?” 
 
      
 
    “Because we were on the march, weren’t we? And now that we’ve finally settled down, people can go back to their crafts. Some work the land, others hunt. Others open shops and bakeries. Tomorrow we have a market day. How else do you want it to be, brother? The war is over. We’re a peaceful people now. Families have started new households under the protection of clan warriors who need to be fed and supported. How else should it be?” 
 
      
 
    How else, really? The only difference being, I’d thought I would have been part of it. What’s more, that it would unfold under my very own guidance and supervision. And the way things were, everything seemed to work perfectly fine without me. They’d even set up a treasury and found ways to fill it. Then again, I of all people shouldn’t be moaning about it. 
 
      
 
    “So how is it going?” I asked. “Does it bring up much money?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re like a babe in the woods,” Droy said with a sarcastic grin. “There’s no such thing as too much money. Most of the revenue goes toward fortifying the settlement. Materials have to be paid for, as well as the workers. By the way, our little settlement has a name now that the council proposed. We called it Laketown. Because we built it on the shores of this lake, didn’t we? And in any case, people have been calling it that for a long time. D’you like it?” 
 
      
 
    “Great name,” I replied absent-mindedly. “It captured its very essence.” 
 
      
 
    Even as I was saying so, I was thinking about something completely different. They’d already got a clan council together! What a bummer! Now I’d be obliged to do my little song and dance in front of every stubborn council member whenever I needed to do something. And I’d only been away for a month! Only a month! How the hell had they found the time to do it? 
 
      
 
    “You said something about far-off farms,” I reminded him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Droy nodded. “Not everyone was willing to stay here in Laketown. Many of them set up their own farms. It’s true that some were luckier than others...” he heaved a sad sigh. 
 
      
 
    “What about your fortress back on Silver Mountain?” I asked. “Aren’t Crym and Pritus in charge of it?” 
 
      
 
    “The fortress!” he grumbled, rubbing his chin. “We’ve got no access to it anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s that possible?!” 
 
      
 
    What kind of nonsense was that? This little town was all well and good but all of my plans were linked to the fortress perched atop the Silver Mountain, which was the former home of the Black Axes. Before I’d left the game, I’d scoured the place from top to bottom. Its defenses were second to none. In view of any future altercations with players’ clans, a fortress like that could have become a very powerful argument. 
 
      
 
    My face must have reflected my train of thought because Droy laid his calloused hand soothingly on my shoulder. “I know, my friend, I know. You placed great hopes in that fortress. Unfortunately, it looks like the God of the Great Inferno doesn’t want to share his riches with us.” 
 
      
 
    By then, I was struggling to keep myself in check. “What the hell had happened there?” 
 
      
 
    “On the fifth day after your departure, when we had everything ready to move up there, there was a terrible earthquake. It lasted all day and all night. I can’t describe the thunderous noise of all the rocks colliding. You can’t imagine how scared we were. At some point during the night, the earth stopped shaking. And in the morning, we decided to send some guys up into the mountains to check everything out.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “A week later they came back with sad news. The canyon which led up to the fortress had been blocked by rockfall. The passage to the Silver Mountain is now cut off by many tons of rubble. God of the Great Inferno sealed the entrance, forbidding us ever to re-enter it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay...” I said slowly. 
 
      
 
    I’d have to fly to the mountains first thing once the festivities were over. I needed to check how bad it really was. Could it be the devs making my life difficult? Somehow I doubted it. They wouldn’t interfere with gameplay for such mundane reasons. They had their hands full as it was. Mirror World had long been living a life of its own, reducing the role of developers to that of arbiters and problem fixers. Most likely, some digital-brained AI responsible for this particular area of Glasshouse must have fancied creating a small earthquake up in the mountains. I might have to look into it later. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you say something about some kinds of guests you were having?” I remembered. 
 
      
 
    The next moment, I had the pleasure of watching my friend’s face turn sour like he’d just eaten a lemon. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even ask,” Droy grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to tell,” Droy began. “As it turned out, we’re not the only Calteans in this world. There’re a great many Caltean clans living further downstream. And another couple who dwell behind the Silver Mountains.” 
 
      
 
    So! This was getting interesting. If you thought about it, this was excellent news. “I thought that Badwar, Gukhur and Lavena had brought you the last survivors?” 
 
      
 
    I struggled to conceal my excitement at the thought of more Calteans out there somewhere. That could change an awful lot of things. The devs may have cut off our access to the fortress, but this gave us an opportunity to grow our army. I doubted very much that this could be the result of somebody else’s tinkering with the game. 
 
      
 
    Droy shrugged. “That’s what I thought, too. On the other hand, I’ve learned a lot of new stuff over this past year. Before, I used to be perfectly happy in my own little bubble oblivious of the great wide world around me which turned out to be too huge and too unpredictable.” 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head. Droy was becoming a philosophical type. His Mirror World Soul was changing as its AI continued to evolve. 
 
      
 
    For some time, we sat in silence. Droy was the first to speak. He startled as if waking up from a dream and began explaining, 
 
      
 
    “You asked me about our guests. They represent the Golden Lions. As far as I gathered, it’s a royal clan. Or at least that’s what the visitors had told us. According to them, their clan had produced all of the Northern Caltean rulers. Right now, they have a dozen tents set up on the lake shore. One of them is currently sheltering Zoran Steel Fist who is supposed to be a future king.” 
 
      
 
    First the flying mobs, then the earthquake up in the mountains, then the news of the clan achieving its own self-determination, and now a future Caltean king! Life in Glasshouse had come a long way since my last stint. 
 
      
 
    By the way, purely hypothetically, could this future king threaten my Reputation with the clan? At the moment, all my stats seemed to be in order. Was I getting alarmed about nothing? 
 
      
 
    Whatever the case, I might have to adapt. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The celebrations were over by the evening of the following day. No matter how impatient I was to get things done, I couldn’t start until the next morning. I’d been obliged to show due respect and hospitality to all of my friends over the course of the festivities. I’d had to listen to their inebriated legends and campfire stories which they so generously bandied around — and which sadly added nothing to gameplay and its stats. 
 
      
 
    Several times I’d tried to start talking about business — either with Droy or with Laosh — but they made constant excuses, refusing to talk shop during the celebrations. Oh well. After just a month, I seemed to have completely forgotten what these guys were like. I might have to get used to their little idiosyncrasies once more. 
 
      
 
    If I too became a king, would they obey me any better? The thought brought a sarcastic grin to my face. Yeah right. These pig-headed creatures were incorrigible. 
 
      
 
    Early in the morning, while all the revelers were still asleep, I took a quick spin over the settlement. What had they called it again? Laketown, wasn’t it? A nice no-frills name. It made perfect sense for a settlement — or, let’s face it, what was already a small town — lying on the banks of a gigantic lake fed by a great many mountain streams. Only one large river flowed out of it, namely the Northern River — or at least that was what the Calteans called it. It was by this river that the Golden Lions had arrived in their two Drakkar boats. 
 
      
 
    Boris and I carefully circled the future king’s camp. A dozen tents, just like Droy had said. Very decent tents, too, by the way. Not as ugly as the Red Owls used to have at the time. You could tell they belonged to the entourage of an heir to the throne. 
 
      
 
    One of their boats was encased in scaffolding. It must have been damaged during one of the wyverns’ earlier attacks. 
 
      
 
    I left them alone so as not to upset our future allies, then flew on to study the settlement. 
 
      
 
    The Red Owls hadn’t wasted any time. They’d built on a grand scale, partly due to my input with all the blueprints and new recipes. Their builders seemed to be evolving: their numbers had expanded into several teams, at least half of whom were already ‘blue’. 
 
      
 
    The town of Laketown lay on a small plateau almost at the center of the valley. It was almost concentric; if viewed from above, it resembled a giant wheel with a massive one-story log building at its center. It was the townhall, and I was due to visit it today. 
 
      
 
    At its entrance lay a large square the size of a soccer pitch. This was where last night’s festivities had taken place — and this was where the market day would be held, mentioned by Droy earlier. From my vantage point, I could very easily make out the tiny figures of vendors setting up their tents and stalls. 
 
      
 
    The square was lined with similarly neat log houses — even though some of them were already beginning to develop stone walls. 
 
      
 
    Roads radiated from the central square, crossed by more concentric streets dividing groups of houses into blocks. The block closest to the townhall was the most developed one. It must have housed the most important buildings, but I was yet to find out which ones because the system was very tight-lipped about it. 
 
      
 
    The farthest and biggest of all of them was still being built, surrounded by a paraphernalia of temporary tents. This must have been one of the town’s fortifications which the clan council must have viewed as priority. 
 
      
 
    And talking about the fortifications... A tall wooden wall ran the entire length of the town. In some places it had already been replaced with stone. Despite all the preparations for the market day, the builders were scurrying around like ants in several places at once. 
 
      
 
    Which was a good thing. The Calteans must have learned the lesson they’d received in Ennan City. Had it not been for that flimsy wall that our builders had thrown together, we would have had a tough time staying alive. So here, they were investing their all into the task. Good lads. 
 
      
 
    The town had two entrances: the Western Gate and the Southern Gate. The former could take you to the lake shore while the latter — which was the sturdiest of the two — cut the town from the road leading to the sea. 
 
      
 
    There was still a lot of work to be done, but overall, my Calteans had done well. I had every reason to be proud of them. But still, this wasn’t the kind of place from which we could successfully repel attacks from either Light or Dark clans. We needed that fortress on the Silver Mountain pretty desperately. 
 
      
 
    Once I was done with my quick inspection of the town and its rapid developments, I headed off to check on the fortress just like I’d planned. 
 
      
 
    Well, what can I say? The canyon was indeed blocked by a giant rockfall. Still, it wasn’t as bad as Droy had told me. 
 
      
 
    The fortress had taken a hit, too. Several of the walls and towers had collapsed — but it was nothing we couldn’t rebuild provided we worked at it all together. 
 
      
 
    And as for the rockfall... I already knew how I would handle it. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t conceal a smile on my way back. There lay a shedload of work in front of us but I wasn’t afraid of that. A very interesting period was about to begin both in my life and in those of my Caltean friends. 
 
      
 
    A period of new possibilities. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT IS IT YOU WANT to know?” old Laosh asked, offering his withered arms to the campfire. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d finished my inspection of the area, I decided to check on the old shaman. Now that he’d received all the boosts of ‘blue’ clothes and spells, the system recognized him as “Great Shaman”. Which pleased me no end. 
 
      
 
    Now we were sitting side by side by the fire just like we used to, watching the play of flames. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me everything,” I said curtly. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Let me guess. You must be really interested in our guests, may the Great Inferno take them!” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “You can start with them, if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. This is what I found out. There’s a great city over in the north, way past the Silver Mountains. The name of it is Royalville.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “They aren’t known for their modesty, are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what did you think?” Laosh said with a cackle. “It’s the home town of their royal dynasty.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, grinning. “From what we heard, there’re other towns and villages in its vicinity — but it’s Royalville which is the seat of their king who is also the leader of the Golden Lions clan. They also have a clan council because the clan itself is comprised of dozens of smaller ones. Five of them are renowned as the most powerful. Their leaders compete with the king in their greatness and pedigree. As you can guess, they’re constantly at each other’s throats fighting for power. And it’s been like that for centuries already.” 
 
      
 
    I locked his gaze with mine. “Did you know about them?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I didn’t,” he shook his head, perfectly calm under my inquisitive stare. “But they did. They always knew about us. Apparently, we’re the descendants of the outlaw tribes who attempted to dethrone their king at the time but were defeated and banished from the city.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “The plot thickens.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “I don’t know what to think about it myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” Laosh said, then grumbled unhappily, “Even these bits of intel cost me a pretty penny. I got them from the Prince’s entourage.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “So what’s a whole prince doing here? Seeing as we’re outlaws and all?” 
 
      
 
    I slightly stressed “we” as I said it, and judging by the spark in Laosh’s eyes, he liked it. H rubbed his hands over the flames, 
 
      
 
    “That’s the question we should be asking ourselves. See for yourself. The current king is one Oruk the Thunderbolt. According to Shorve the Hasty and his guys, the old king has literally one foot in the grave. The pressure from the Golden Lions’ opposition is great — and in the meantime, his only son and heir, Zoran, is wasting his time visiting some outlaws in some far-off backwater. Don’t you think it strange?” 
 
      
 
    “But what does he say?” 
 
      
 
    “What can he say? Says, they’ve come to start trading — but the hulls of their boats are as empty as a drum! Disgusting! He’s as sleazy as they come. But he can talk the hind legs off a donkey, that’s for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “But what do you think?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He squinted. “What’s there to think?” he hissed angrily. “They’ve come to claim us as their subjects! Cunning bastards! They can dream all they want but the Red Owls will never be theirs!” 
 
      
 
    He giggled. “You should have seen their posh faces when they’d just disembarked. You’d think every one of them was a king’s heir! And then Colonel Droy arrived with his company on duty. Those bastards were drooling when they saw our guys’ gear! And Ennan siege machines! Those groomed idiots didn’t know what hit them when they watched one of the wyverns being killed! That beast literally offered itself to one of our stone mortars. We stuffed it full of rocks right before their very eyes! They didn’t even have the time to get scared, hehe!” 
 
      
 
    I suppressed a triumphant smile. Our Royal visitors must have been clad in ‘gray’-class gear, just like my Calteans once. They must have been duly impressed by Droy’s soldiers in their ‘blue’ armor. Bet the Prince and his advisors hadn’t expected to see anything like it. 
 
      
 
    “I hope we haven’t made a new enemy,” I said pensively. 
 
      
 
    “You still can’t forget your ancestors’ story?” Laosh’ voice rang with understanding. 
 
      
 
    “You could say that. We need to tread carefully here — but still we should comport ourselves with dignity...” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” the old man threw back a proud head. “We’re not some traveling ragamuffins anymore! We’re a power to be reckoned with!” 
 
      
 
    He was incorrigible, wasn’t he? Where the hell did he even get the strength from? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’re founded a city! 
 
    From now on, no one will dare to call your people a bunch of human rabble! 
 
      
 
    Rewards: 
 
    The title of a City Planner. Rank: 1 
 
    The scroll of Accelerated Development (1) 
 
    The Strong Walls scroll (1) 
 
      
 
    The moment I’d entered the townhall, I was showered with system messages. They were followed by another one: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’re now a City Planner! Rank: 1. 
 
      
 
    Remember this day! You’ve just taken the first step on the road to fame and glory! As long as you keep building your city and fortifying its defenses, you’ll meet with new success, new titles and achievements! 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! Now you can assign assistants to help run your city! Take your time as you select your helpers — you can only do it once! 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
    +35 to Spirit 
 
    +20 to Discipline 
 
      
 
    They were followed by not-so-good news: 
 
      
 
    Warning! Due to your prolonged absence, the city has been switched to the self-governing mode. 
 
      
 
    Council members have been appointed automatically by voting, in order of their Reputational status at the time of voting. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to switch city controls to Manual? 
 
      
 
    Not quite yet. Let it stay as it was for the time being. First I had to work out what was going on. Especially because their self-governing mode allowed me to look unhindered into every aspect of the city lifestyle. 
 
      
 
    So before I turned my attention to the city settings, I decided to study the two scrolls I’d just received. I started with Accelerated Development. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d activated it, I received a new skill. Now I could cast a speed buff on all builders, improving their productivity 15%. That was an excellent addition to the existing 6-hour acceleration followed by a 6-hour cooldown. And this was only the first level of City Planner, so eventually I might upgrade this skill even further. 
 
      
 
    The second scroll contained a permanent buff of +15% Durability to all finished buildings. And it didn’t even have a cooldown! The devs had done a good job there. Greatly appreciated. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d sorted out the skills and even tried the latter out by improving the Durability of the townhall’s walls, I got busy studying the Red Owls’ patrimony so generously bestowed on me. 
 
      
 
    Overall, the Red Owls — and I, for that matter — owned a rather large chunk of land: namely, the entire location known as The Silver Mountains and Their Environments. No one had claimed it yet, so I fully intended to defend it and claim it as mine. 
 
      
 
    Enough of all that roaming around. Time to settle down. Especially because this was a rich and very conveniently situated place. 
 
      
 
    The location was divided into several uneven parts. The first and most important one was the actual Silver Mountain and the fortress on its top which could easily house three clans the size of ours. And if we managed to take apart the rockfalls blocking the lower levels of the fortress... the sky would be the limit. 
 
      
 
    Still, it was a lot of work. I just hoped we still had the time. First we needed to clear the road and rebuild everything that had been destroyed. And then... then we’d see. 
 
      
 
    The biggest part of the location was the wide valley which spilled out in every direction from the foot of the mountain. We also had the lake and the rivers that flowed out of it. And last but not least, the two forests: the West Wood and the East Wood. 
 
      
 
    In the north, the Silver Mountain joined the long mountain range with the North River snaking along — the very North River which had carried the Drakkar boats of our Royal guests. 
 
      
 
    Laketown lay almost at the very center of the valley — and at the moment, I firmly believed that continuing to build it would be a total waste of time. The very first clashes with players’ clans would reduce it to heaps of rubble. We needed to focus on restoring the mountain fortress first and foremost. 
 
      
 
    I knew I wouldn’t be able to talk all Calteans into moving up into the mountains. Not that I needed to. Some of them had to stay in the valley in order to tend to the fields, fish, hunt and grow cattle. We would simply move all the strategic production to the fortress, as well as supplies and the treasury. We’d also set up shelters for the valley dwellers so that everyone could be safe in case of danger. 
 
      
 
    Having finished studying the location map, I turned my attention to the city structure. I was especially interested in the treasury that Droy had mentioned earlier. I was dying to find out how much they’d managed to amass and whether I could lay my grubby hands on it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh wow,” I said, staring at the treasury report. 
 
      
 
    The clan’s coffers contained no less than forty thousand gold coins. Where had it all come from? Then again, I shouldn’t be surprised. Every Caltean must have had his or her own savings which I didn’t know anything about. It’s just like Droy had just said, while the clan had been at war, they’d brought all of their resources together for survival’s sake. 
 
      
 
    These days, however, the situation was different. Now that the war was finally over, the Red Owls continued living according to their old rules and customs, most of which I was still to figure out. Plus, all the recent upgrades were to blame too, because the devs had passed them without much forethought. 
 
      
 
    It was Laosh who’d appointed himself treasurer. Surprise surprise. He was also the one in charge of the collection and distribution of all funds. Apart from the actual gold reserves, he’d also appointed his trusted men to oversee several warehouses where they stored resources, armor and weapons, as well as the offerings of clan craftsmen who paid part of their taxes with their own industry. 
 
      
 
    By now, they’d amassed a great deal of stuff. The warehouses groaned under all the spare goods and resources, especially of the ‘green’ variety. The builders were now busy erecting a sixth warehouse. The clan was desperate to start getting rid of all the extras. 
 
      
 
    In view of this, the freshly-arrived Prince couldn’t have found a better moment to visit them. I just hoped he’d brought enough gold with him. 
 
      
 
    Interestingly, although I had full access to the treasury, I still couldn’t move any of the gold to a real-world account even if I’d wanted to. First I would have had to inform the clan council of my desire to get the money out. Secondly, I would have had to provide a valid explanation of what I intended to spend it on. The council would then deliberate and announce their decision — and I would need their approval in order to claim some gold from the treasury. The entire process was rather complex and involved, making it clear that no one was going to let me control the clan’s money and transfer it to the real world. 
 
      
 
    Well, tough. Never mind. I could always find a way around it. Especially as at the moment, I had no desire to leave the Red Owls penniless. Besides, the contents of their treasury wasn’t going to break the bank. First, we’d have to grow this forty thousand gold into something substantial. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Receiving a descendant of the fabled Golden Lions clan is a great honor for us!” Laosh announced with a deadpan face as he looked over the townhall. There, at a richly laid long table, all of our heroes and lieutenants were rubbing shoulders with Prince Zoran and his retinue. 
 
      
 
    As the old shaman continued his introductory speech, I could take my time to casually study our “welcome guests”. Having said that, Laosh showed no intention of bestowing any oratory praise on them, making it clear he had more important things to do with his time. A Prince, so what? What were we supposed to gain from his visit? In other words, he was doing his best trying to cut the new arrivals down to size. 
 
      
 
    They, by the way, didn’t look as if they were used to this kind of treatment. The Prince pursed his lips but was obliged to suffer in silence. After all, it was them coming cap in hand to us, not the other way round. 
 
      
 
    Prince Zoran, the future heir of Royalville — or should I say one of them — didn’t differ much from an ordinary Caltean. The only distinctive feature was his lighter hair and blue eyes, typical of the Northerners. 
 
      
 
    His level was 400+. His armor was ‘gray’ — but if you remembered that a Caltean Royal was most likely a Hero-class character, all of his gear should have been ‘purple’ at least. 
 
      
 
    A broad-shouldered, gray-haired shaman was sitting next to him, listening magnanimously to Laosh’s monologue. A sleazy type. I had a funny feeling his AI was full of surprises. The rest of the prince’s entourage were regular warriors, with one difference: all of them were levels 400+. All were wearing ‘gray’ gear. 
 
      
 
    The levels of my Calteans were lower — but their ‘blue’ gear made them ten times stronger than our visitors. We knew it — and so did the Prince. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Laosh finished speaking, and everyone turned their attention to the food. For a while, all I could hear was the clinking of plates, the snapping of bones, happy chomping and exclamations of pleasure. 
 
      
 
    I ate little, too busy studying the Prince and his men from under my frowned eyebrows. He was doing the same. I could read impatience in his eyes — and I was sure the feeling was mutual. 
 
      
 
    Once the revelers had quenched their first hunger, Laosh took the floor again. The few well-mannered phrases he uttered failed to conceal a single question: “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Aguid the Raven — as was their shaman’s name — glanced at the Prince who nodded, then rose from his seat. 
 
      
 
    “Valorous warriors of the Red Owl clan!” he said pompously, running a triumphant gaze around the room. “And you, Great Shaman! We thank you for your hospitality and warm reception! Please lend your ears to the words of my Prince, the future king of Royalville, who will announce his will to you. Zoran Steel Fist, the heir of the Golden Lions clan!” 
 
      
 
    While the Prince was getting up, we exchanged glances. I could read the same question on my friends’ faces: What’s this for a bunch of clowns without a circus? The shaman’s words about the Prince “announcing his will” to us made me especially uncomfortable. What was all this supposed to mean? 
 
      
 
    “I am Zoran Steel Fist!” the Prince growled, drawing himself up to his full height. “I am the descendant and rightful heir of the great Royal lineage which rules all the lands behind the Silver Mountain Pass! By the right of my bloodline, I grant forgiveness to the Red Owls Clan and pardon the misdeeds of your ancestors!” 
 
      
 
    He stuck his chin out, running another regal gaze over the room before continuing, 
 
      
 
    “And by the right of my bloodline, I summon you, the Red Owls Clan, to fulfil your duty to your liege! I urge your warriors to take up arms and help me, the rightful heir to the throne, to claim power in Royalville!” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell. At first, my Calteans just stared at him in disbelief. Some — like Orman the Bear — hadn’t even listened to him, too busy emptying their plates. 
 
      
 
    At first, I felt really uneasy. Could it be the devs’ way of taking the control of the clan away from me? 
 
      
 
    Still, a quick check of my Reputation numbers put my mind at ease. The Prince’s speech had had no effect on my Calteans whatsoever. Or rather, its effect wasn’t what he must have intended it to be. 
 
      
 
    The silence was shattered by the thunderous guffawing of several dozen throats. The Red Owls were laughing out loud, clapping each other on their shoulders and backs, all the while nodding at the Prince who was frozen in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    I could see his face erupt in angry red blotches. His broad hands clenched in white-knuckled fists. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. What had he hoped for? Had he really expected everyone to burst into a show of love and loyalty, ready to lay their lives down for him? 
 
      
 
    Zoran Steel Fist kicked his massive chair from under him so hard that it flew to the opposite corner of the room, then strode out. His warriors hurried after him, stone-faced. 
 
      
 
    Only one of the visitors hadn’t lost his cool. Aguid the Raven slowly stood up and said with a good-natured smile, 
 
      
 
    “Friends! You really should forgive my lord’s shortness of temper! I hope this little misunderstanding won’t cast a shadow on our friendship.” 
 
      
 
    Having said that, the shaman pressed his hand to his heart, bowed lightly and left the room. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say now?” Laosh asked me, nodding at the closing door. 
 
      
 
    I could sense several dozen pairs of eyes alight on me. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “I have a funny feeling this was only a show put on specially for us. No idea why they felt the need to do it but I can tell you that that shaman of theirs is not who he purports to be. In any case, if we want to keep leveling up, we need them just as much as they need us.” 
 
      
 
    Everybody started nodding. Droy grinned. “If they don’t leave our town straight away, it means you were right again.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    SO I WAS RIGHT... again. None of them left our town the next day. Nor the day after, neither a week later. Our Northern visitors showed no intention of leaving our shores empty-handed. 
 
      
 
    Having swallowed his pride, the Prince kept on sitting it out in his lakeside camp. He seemed to be waiting for something — and I had a funny feeling I knew exactly what he was waiting for. 
 
      
 
    While the rightful heir of the Golden Lions clan had been chilling out in his tent, his shaman hadn’t wasted his time. He’d gotten a habit of roaming the unfinished streets of Laketown all by himself, chatting with the Red Owls. Unlike his master, Aguid the Raven had a friendly, simple manner; he didn’t stand on ceremony with our boys. In just under a week, he’d managed to win round almost everyone he’d come into contact with. He was respectful with old people, gentle with children, deferential with warriors and pointedly courteous with ladies. The Red Owls seemed to like him. 
 
      
 
    I tended to turn a blind eye to his antics. My Reputation numbers hadn’t even budged, which was the only thing that mattered. As for all the rest — if he wanted to be our friend, he was very welcome. Who were we to say no? 
 
      
 
    The only person who didn’t like the Red Owls’ rapidly growing fondness for the visitors’ shaman was Laosh. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you see what he’s playing at?” he told me, anxiously throwing his hands in the air, while we sat by the fire in his house as had already become a habit. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “He’s inciting people to leave this place and move over to Royalville!” the old man blurted out. 
 
      
 
    Me, I was differently informed. “Did any of our guys say as such in as many words?” 
 
      
 
    He shook a disappointed head. “No, they didn’t. No one’s said anything directly. But I swear to you that this son of a bitch is stirring up trouble! He’s trying to poach our warriors and craftsmen!” 
 
      
 
    Now this was indeed true. Shorve had already reported to me about it. 
 
      
 
    “So what?” I replied. 
 
      
 
    Laosh stared at me incredulously like I was some kind of idiot. “Are you kidding me?” he said with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I just don’t understand,” the old man said in disbelief. “How can you stay so calm while I’m telling you about all this?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, how do you want me to react? I always thought that Calteans were free to choose where to live. If some of them decide to leave this place in search of greener pastures, neither of us has the right to keep them here. The Red Owls aren’t slaves. Besides, I’m yet to see a single Owl who expressed the desire to join the Northerners. They’re just too happy here.” 
 
      
 
    “You think?” Laosh asked, his voice filled with hope. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Of course. Think for yourself. Here, they’re free to do as they please. They can build a house in the city, there’s plenty of space here. Or they can found a new settlement, there’s loads of land in the area. The clan can give them all the tools and supplies they need, even building materials...” 
 
      
 
    “Why building materials?” Laosh demanded, ever the tight bastard. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Why do you think? Each new settlement has to become a small fortress. The more of them we have the better, because that’s how we’ll set up defenses on our borders. Later, each of those little fortresses will become a city just like Laketown. Our clan has a great deal of promise. And as for our unwanted guests... What if we let the Prince go, escorted by a hundred or so of our warriors?” 
 
      
 
    “We what?!” Laosh exclaimed, shaken from his dreams of the great future awaiting the Red Owls. “Are you completely off your head?” 
 
      
 
    “Why, what did I say? We were going to send a recon group up north anyway to see what kind of life they had there. And as if on cue, two big boats have arrived! Much better sailing up river than hacking your way through the woods, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “But you’ve just suggested we give the command of a hundred of our warriors to this pompous upstart!” Laosh protested. 
 
      
 
    “When did I say that?” I asked, faking surprise. “Our warriors would be led by one of our captains. Preferably the most prudent one.” 
 
      
 
    Instinctively, Laosh nodded his understanding of what I was trying to communicate to him. “You mean Horm the Turtle. Horm would be perfect for the job.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly what I myself thought, too,” I said. “His intuition and sense of danger are beyond reproach. Plus, warriors have a lot of respect for him. He can always cool down even the hottest of heads. He’s the kind of commander we need in charge of a hundred-strong escort.” 
 
      
 
    “A hundred-strong escort?” Laosh echoed. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Aren’t we offering our guests a guard of honor? We need to make sure that their precious Prince returns home in one piece from his travels. But no more than that. No military action under his leadership. Only escorting him back home.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh shook his head. “That’s not what Zoran wants.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s nothing to do with us, is it?” I chuckled. “It’s either this way or no way at all. You wait and see: this is even more than he counted on. Returning to Royalville at the head of a hundred elite warriors clad in awesome armor! His chances will immediately soar. The sheer presence of our soldiers will be a convincing argument in his favor. He has no intention of fomenting a war in his home country, on the contrary: his goal is to draw as many influential aristocrats to his colors as he can. Because it’s them who’re gonna be the king makers. Besides, that would allow him to show himself off in the most favorable light as a great negotiator capable of striking unions with strong clans like ours.” 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you really think we need all this?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I said with a patronizing smile. “We most certainly do. The banks of the Northern River are populated by smaller Caltean tribes. As we make stops in each of them, the Red Owls will trade with them, telling them about Laketown. In Royalville, too, the news of a powerful clan in the Silver Mountain Valley will spread like wildfire. It will attract countless caravans of traders and drifters from every corner of the land.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just hope they won’t try and put us to the sword,” Laosh said grimly — but I could already see that his pessimism was pure theater. He could clearly see all the advantages offered by such a journey. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think that after everything they’ve seen and heard the Northerners would still want to go war with us?” I said. “Well, I don’t think so. There’s a risk, of course, you just can’t help that. But that’s life for you. That’s the kind of life we’ve chosen. If they want to come and fight it out with us, let them come. A few volleys from the stone mortars will soon take the wind out of their sails. By the way, I still need to show you something in a few days’ time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why did you have to drag us all out here?” Zoran demanded haughtily, turning to me. 
 
      
 
    We were standing by the entrance to a broad ravine which was blocked solid with huge boulders, chunks of rock and clumps of earth. 
 
      
 
    Apart from the prince and his entourage, all of our captains and heroes had arrived to see me work yet another one of my “miracles”. They were followed by all of the clan’s waggoners whose empty carts lined the route all the way to the mountain’s foothills. In the last month, our clan had drummed up a considerable transport force. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you might be curious to see our fortress,” I replied, nodding at the mountain. 
 
      
 
    The Prince’s eyes glittered. “Do you want me to fly with you on that awesome beast of yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” I said. “We can simply walk up there, all of us.” 
 
      
 
    Our guests exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean there’s a secret passage which leads up to the fortress?” Zoran perked up. “Why would you want to share this secret with us?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “There’s no secret passage. We’ll simply cross the ravine once we’ve cleared the rockfall.” 
 
      
 
    The Prince frowned and looked at me. Then he glanced at his retinue and exploded in a bout of laughter. His entourage promptly joined in, guffawing cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    The Red Owls were smiling too — but not at my expense. Theirs were grins of anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the Prince stopped laughing and laid a condescending hand on my shoulder. “I’ve heard a lot of praise in your regard over the last few days — not only as a skillful warrior and a lucky general, but also as a wise ruler. And now I’ve once again ascertained myself that rumors are just rumors. I’m sorry, Sir Olgerd. In order to clear this ravine, you might need decades of toiling round the clock. If anyone ever reaches the mountain, it’ll probably end up being your children.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so, Your Highness,” I said with a grin. “We have no intention of waiting so long. Allow me to leave you for a moment.” 
 
      
 
    The Prince removed his hand from my shoulder and gestured toward the ravine with an open hand, as if inviting me to put my money where my mouth was. 
 
      
 
    I turned round. I locked my gaze with Droy’s, nodded, then started forward. 
 
      
 
    After about fifty paces, I stopped and opened my pet control tab. Following a few familiar manipulations, I was confronted with the familiar message, asking me if I wanted to create a scarab. Having checked all the available materials and the system’s readiness, I initiated the process. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I’d done so, a row of giant steel machines the size of a tank started materializing before me one after the other. Once the last scarab had been made, the system bestowed a bonus upon me: my Control skill had grown. 
 
      
 
    You've built the simplest mechanical creature: an Armor-Plated Scarab! 
 
    Current level: 330 
 
      
 
    Your Control skill has grown! 
 
    Current Control: 21 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t conceal a smile as I looked over my little army of ten giant armor-clad insects. Today, they were going to do what Master Brolgerd had actually made them for. They were about to take this rockfall apart, unblocking the road to the fortress. 
 
      
 
    If I remembered rightly, I’d still been a level-zero player when I’d cleared my first rockfalls. That was already after the Calteans had attacked the Citadel. At the time, I had to use my pick — but now, I had a whole bunch of ginormous steely machines at my beck and call. 
 
      
 
    As I ordered them to start, I took a look back. All the Calteans were frozen some fifty paces away: the Royal visitors in front, presided over by their Prince, with all of our captains and heroes behind them. 
 
      
 
    The Red Owls showed little reaction to the scarabs’ arrival, as if it were business as usual. I couldn’t say the same about our guests though. Prince Zoran, Aguid the Raven and all the other Golden Lions’ warriors stared at the monstrous insects in disbelief, watching their rounded flanks gleam in the sun. 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, the scarabs sank their mandibles into the rock. The clangor of metal was deafening. 
 
      
 
    I motioned for the first carts to approach. A few seconds later, the system began showering me with messages: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve just cleared a Rockfall. 
 
    You’ve received Building Stone: 3000 lbs. 
 
    You’ve received Rock Rubble: 6000 lbs 
 
    You’ve received Sand: 2650 lbs 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve just discovered under the Rockfall: 
 
    Claws of a Mountain Lion, 6 
 
    Pelt of a Mountain Lion, 1 
 
    Fangs of a Mountain Lion, 4 
 
      
 
    To the unanimous gasp of everyone present, the carts began to fill with excellent building materials which until now our mine diggers had been obliged to procure in a far-off mine behind the East Wood. 
 
      
 
    Our masons and waggoneers beamed as they watched the rocks drop into the carts. They couldn’t bring new wagons fast enough. From now on, they wouldn’t have to travel across the entire location just to get their building gear. 
 
      
 
    I was especially pleased to receive the unexpected loot. It looked like the poor mountain lion had got caught up in the rockfall. Judging by his 400+ level, I might be able to fetch a good price for his remains back on the continent. 
 
      
 
    “If it goes like this, very soon our builders will have all the materials they need,” Droy said, stopping next to me. “Where have you been all this time?” 
 
      
 
    By midday, the canyon was free from rubble. Sadly, only one scarab had survived the marathon, and even he had less than 10% Durability left. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, I’d managed to surprise our Royal guests. They were especially impressed by the aftermath of the scarabs’ self-destruction. The explosions were quite spectacular! Droy added fuel to the fire by telling our guests about the losses sustained by the Nocteans. 
 
      
 
    After that, nobody laughed anymore. I kept sensing our visitors’ glances on me, filled with fear, envy and respect. Aguid was the only one who smiled as he looked at me. He seemed to be sincerely happy to witness the developments. 
 
      
 
    What an interesting individual. I’d already had some ideas about this guy — or his AI controller, rather — but it was too early to jump to conclusions. 
 
      
 
    My Calteans were thrilled like little children. Still, the Royal Northerners kept frowning, exchanging glances between themselves. Today, we’d managed to show them that we weren’t some rag, tag and bobtail tribe of outlaws. We were a force to be reckoned with. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A week had gone by. No matter how much the Calteans wanted to carry on building their own houses, I’d managed to convince them at the general council that they really should get busy restoring the fortress first. Everybody knew that the castle sitting atop the mountain summit was our only salvation in the case of a surprise Noctean attack or invasion by some player clan from the South — whether a Light or a Dark one. 
 
      
 
    So now, the restoration of the fortress was well under way. We were busy hauling glaive throwers and stone mortars up onto its watchtowers. We’d only left a couple back in Laketown to make sure the city wasn’t completely devoid of artillery. 
 
      
 
    The work was only halted for the farewell feast marking the departure of our insufferable Royal guests. They were to be accompanied by fifty of our volunteers under the command of Horm the Turtle. Just as I’d expected, the Prince had been thrilled by our suggestion. He’d been especially happy to find out that our company of fifty warriors would be escorted by one of my scorpions. 
 
      
 
    I’d used my finest materials to make it, and the result hadn’t failed to impress. The giant insect had become a real sensation. Zoran was overjoyed. 
 
      
 
    Before they left, I’d told Horm that if it came to a battle, he should send the steel insect into the thick of it without hesitation. Our warriors’ lives were priceless — and as for these steely bugs, I could always make more of them. 
 
      
 
    Just as we’d expected, the number of potential volunteers was much higher than places on the ships. Many Calteans wanted to travel to those new lands: to show off their ‘blue’ armor and see the city of Royalville that our Northern visitors had told us so much about. In the end, they had to draw straws. 
 
      
 
    Apart from the escort, we also filled the ships’ hulls with ‘green’ goods and foodstuffs. We also gifted ‘blue’ clothes and gear to all of the prince’s retinue. 
 
      
 
    Early on the morning of their departure, I had a very curious conversation with Aguid the Raven. 
 
      
 
    “Olgerd my friend,” the shaman said, smiling benignly. “I would like to ask you for your hospitality and all your help. We’ll make sure to spread the word of the Red Owls amid the Golden Lions!” 
 
      
 
    “I do hope that we manage to strike a military alliance,” I said, “as well as a trading agreement, as soon as you become King.” 
 
      
 
    My words startled him. No, scratch that. Aguid was both the shaman and the real heir to the throne. 
 
      
 
    Aguid — or should I say the real Zoran Steel Fist — glared at me grimly. “Who betrayed me? Tell me your secret! Surely you can render me this small favor? I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “No one betrayed you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “So you worked it out?” the real Prince asked with a squint. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Yep. It was a good move though. Admittedly, your people are bad actors. Which makes sense: they’re warriors, not traveling comedians. They showed you too much respect — much more than they were supposed to show their pretender Prince.” 
 
      
 
    The real Zoran threw his head back, grinning. “You never cease to surprise me, Sir Olgerd. I really need to be more careful.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “We’re friends. Let our enemies be careful.” 
 
      
 
    He paused. “True,” he said with a deadpan face. “May I ask you a question?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, tilting my head to one side. “You’d like to know why we aren’t all coming with you?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re remarkably insightful.” 
 
      
 
    Ignoring his flattery, I continued, 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you understood it yet? The Red Owls are a free clan. They live where they choose to live. They only fight for themselves. For their land, their houses and their clan. Why should they give a damn about your rat race? What’s the point spilling our blood to put a stranger on a throne?” 
 
      
 
    Zoran didn’t like it. He might be intelligent and acceptant, but he was still a prince. 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re angry now,” I said. “But once you’ve calmed down a little bit, you’ll have plenty of time to give my words some consideration. And the sooner you understand my point, the sooner the relationship between our two peoples reaches a new height.” 
 
      
 
    Zoran pursed his lips, thinking, then shook a decisive head. “I’ll remember what you’ve just said.” 
 
      
 
    He was on the point of leaving when I stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness,” I said. “If it just doesn’t work out for you up there, you’re very welcome to come back to the Silver Mountain Valley. Plenty of place here for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    He gave me an unblinking squinted look as if trying to second-guess a sarcasm or a secret double meaning to my words. Then, as if awaking from a long slumber, he smiled an open, good-natured smile. “Agreed!” 
 
      
 
    He proffered me his hand, and I sealed our handshake. 
 
      
 
    Immediately the system informed me that Zoran Iron Fist put his Trust in me. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “AND WHAT DO YOU GUYS want this stupid chunk of rock for?” I wearily asked Laosh. 
 
      
 
    The thing was, the self-destruction of one of the scarabs had revealed a giant pitch-black slab of cliff face. At the time, I’d been too busy with the clan’s diplomatic affairs (if I may call them so) to pay too much attention to their discovery. But some of the older and more experienced Calteans had immediately recognized the rock for what it was and promptly reported the major find to Laosh. 
 
      
 
    That’s how it happened that while I’d been busy ushering the Prince and his entourage away from our shores, the old shaman had arranged for the slab of rock to be transported to the fortress. 
 
      
 
    Judging by system reports, it weighed all of two tons, give or take. Still, Laosh had managed to talk a few waggoneers into moving it onto the largest cart pulled by eight horses, had it taken to the fortress and unloaded at the central square right next to the citadel. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, the Red Owls obeyed him willingly and toiled away for forty-eight hours non-stop, investing all of their heart into the job. 
 
      
 
    At the time, I’d been too busy with other things to pay much attention to it. Or should I say, I could see them working hard on something but I had no idea that Laosh had envisioned this black monstrosity to take up part of the fortress’ main square. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d been faced with a fait accompli, I did try to voice my objections. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand, do you?” Laosh exclaimed, admiring the gigantic slab of rock, as smooth as glass. “This is black granite!” 
 
      
 
    I heaved a desperate sigh. Black granite, exactly. A highly valuable resource, judging by its ‘purple’ background. Almost two tons of it! It could fetch me a hell of a lot of money — but not if Laosh, supported by other shamans and older-generation Calteans, managed to have their own way with this rather large piece of equity. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Black granite. And? Do I have to drag every word out of you?” 
 
      
 
    Laosh took his eyes off the rock and looked at me as if I were the village idiot. “You don’t know anything about it, do you?” he asked in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “No I don’t,” I said, struggling to keep myself in check. Sooner or later, this guy and his stubborn AI would drive me out of my mind. 
 
      
 
    Laosh nodded. “All right. Let me ask you another question. What do you know about clan totems?” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth, about to tell him everything I thought about him and warn him that if he carried on talking in riddles, I’d be obliged to shove him off the cliff. 
 
      
 
    Then I promptly shut up. 
 
      
 
    A clan totem! 
 
      
 
    Every self-respecting clan in Glasshouse was supposed to have one. Incidentally, they were also very costly. I remembered reading about it in different forums. I honestly hadn’t expected to be confronted with the necessity to have one so soon. The truth was, not every clan could afford one. And it wasn’t just about the price. In order to have a clan totem, you had to perform a whole number of tasks. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, no one would reveal anything about its size or potential effects. What’s more, every clan in possession of a totem would go to any lengths to keep its true abilities under wraps. One thing I knew for sure was that it could make a clan at least ten times stronger. 
 
      
 
    A heavy wave of chills ran down my spine. Was I finally in luck? I stole a look around to make sure no one had laid their eye on our little treasure. 
 
      
 
    Laosh must have misunderstood my pantomime. “Don’t get so wound up,” he said in a conciliatory voice. “You think it’s not worth it? I beg to differ! This chunk of rock would make us a great totem.” 
 
      
 
    He paused, then added, staring dreamily at the rock, 
 
      
 
    “I never thought that I’d live to create a totem for my clan. You couldn’t possibly understand... I wouldn’t have believed it either, had I not seen it with my own eyes. Had it not been for my great-grandfather who’d taught me to recognize this type of stone, I would have just passed it by. It’s been a long while since we had our own totem. Same applies to all the other clans. Common Calteans only know about these things from ancient legends. And now this! We’ll have our own totem!” 
 
      
 
    “So what do we need to make it?” I asked, my voice suddenly hoarse. Surprises like these did make one’s throat dry up. I already imagined Rrhorgus’ face once he found out what we’d managed to lay our hands on. 
 
      
 
    Laosh switched his gaze to me and said with a smile, “I can see it’s made a real impression on you too? Hehe! See now?” 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t drag it out,” I finally said, overcoming my excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, we’ve already got everything we need,” Laosh said with a cunning smile. “Of course, the only thing that’s missing is your permission as our leader. So what do you say? Do we get the go-ahead?” 
 
      
 
    Oh really? He’d just made it clear that the final decision lay with me and not with the council. On the one hand, it did sound promising — but on the other, it laid a huge responsibility on my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Once Laosh had finished talking, a new system message appeared before my eyes: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’re invited to create a clan totem! 
 
    Reward: the Red Owl Clan Totem. 
 
    Would you like to make a start? 
 
    Yes / No 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several days had passed since Laosh had begun making the clan’s totem. Admittedly, it looked a bit weird. The old man had simply slumped into the lotus position next to the stone and started meditating. 
 
      
 
    In all this time, he hadn’t come round at all, not even to grab a bite to eat or to drink something. Finally on the third day he came out of his trance, his weary gaze filled with satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    I witnessed his awakening as I hadn’t left the old boy’s side at all that day. 
 
      
 
    “All done,” Laosh wheezed, touching the rock’s anthracite flank with the palm of his hand. “I managed to summon the spirit of the Red Owl. He agreed to help us.” 
 
      
 
    The few Calteans who were present at the scene met this new development with shouts of joy. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see him faint neither did I see them carry him away. Nor did I hear the crowd cheer the arrival of their legendary new relic. I was just too busy studying the new message the system had just bestowed on me. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve managed to summon an ancestral spirit in order to create a clan totem! Level: 1 
 
      
 
    Now your people will enjoy the protection of the Great Spirit of the Red Owl! 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
    +250 to Spirit 
 
    +200 to Discipline 
 
      
 
    Having read the message, I double-checked the black obelisk. 
 
      
 
    Name: Red Owl Clan Totem 
 
    Category: Relic 
 
    Type: Magic support artifact 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    Restrictions: 
 
    The totem’s effects only affect Red Owl clan members as well as the clan’s property. 
 
      
 
    Effects: 
 
    +350 to Accuracy 
 
    +350 to Protection 
 
    +350 to Strength 
 
    +350 to Stamina 
 
    +350 to Endurance 
 
    Accelerates all production by 10% 
 
    Accelerates all wound healing by 15% 
 
    Increases your chances of creating a bonus artifact by 15% 
 
    Increases your chances of mining a bonus resource by 15% 
 
    Durability: dematerializes following the clan’s death or dissolution. 
 
      
 
    FYI: 
 
    The distance to the target does not affect the totem’s effects. 
 
      
 
    Having finished reading, I cleared my throat as I slowly slumped onto a small rock next to the totem. 
 
      
 
    Oh wow. Now I understood all that hoo-hah around these things and their secrets. And this was only level one! I remembered reading on some forum or other that some clans boasted totems which were level 8 or even 10. Could you even imagine the kinds of effects they came with? 
 
      
 
    A happy smile formed on my lips. As soon as players got wind of our totem, this place would be chock full of new applicants. 
 
      
 
    Now we could scrap! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Warning! Breach of frontier detected! 
 
      
 
    I startled, rereading the new message with surprise. “Already?” I whispered, then heaved a sigh and climbed onto Boris’ back. 
 
      
 
    Obeying my command he leapt over the parapet of the watchtower where we’d been lounging all morning and dashed in the direction of the supposed frontier breach. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, I’d finally managed to sort out Brolgerd’s new blueprints from his book, namely the one about ant colonies which I could now create, among other things. He also had spiders but they were much easier to build. 
 
      
 
    According to their descriptions, Master Brolgerd had created them for the purpose of guarding some territory or other. And if the ant colony played the part of a signal system which grew as the territory expanded, the spiders served as guards which informed their owners of any uninvited guests and were even capable of spitting venom at the latter. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t made any spiders yet. Their time would come later, once we’d finished renovating the fortress. Still, I already had a few ideas of how to use those eight-legged golems. 
 
      
 
    But as for my two existing ant colonies, I’d already found a task for them. I’d built two anthills of two hundred steel insects, each the size of an index finger. One I’d placed at the edge of the West Wood, and the other in the Northern Canyon which ran parallel to the river. It was from that particular direction that we’d expected the arrival of new Calteans. 
 
      
 
    Horm the Turtle had already left on board the Northerners’ Drakkars, having received detailed instructions. They’d been sailing for a good week already. They must have already visited quite a few Caltean settlements further downstream. Their inhabitants were sure to love the new wares we had for sale, and their leaders must have much appreciated the gifts we’d prepared for them earlier. 
 
      
 
    We expected our first scouts to return any day now. And finally, I’d received my first trespassers message. Unfortunately, it hadn’t come from where we’d expected it to come from. This was a signal from the West Wood ant group. 
 
      
 
    As I flew over the city walls, I sounded an alarm. Immediately the Calteans started fussing about, preparing for a potential attack. As I flew toward the West Wood, I glimpsed a group of thirty riders follow me under the command of Lavena herself. 
 
      
 
    While we were flying toward the breach site, I half-expected to see a group of either Light of Dark scouts. Sooner or later, we were bound to bump into them. Shame we weren’t quite ready yet. 
 
      
 
    Tormented by these and similar thoughts, I finally got to the spot of the frontier breach. But once I’d seen what had caused the alarms to go off, I breathed a big sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “Phew,” I said, running a relieved hand over my face. “That was close!” 
 
      
 
    This hadn’t been a glitch in the alert system, no. It’s just that the trespassers weren’t quite what I’d expected. It was just a small herd of wooly rhinos that must have decided that grass was greener on our side of the valley. Three dozen giant beasts levels 400+. According to the system, they were “unicorn buffaloes”. 
 
      
 
    The leader of the herd was a level-500 hairy black monster the size of an eighteen-wheeler truck. He confidently led his expanded family further down the valley, to the exact spot that the Red Owls used as a pasture for their cattle. 
 
      
 
    Besides the leader, there were seven more enormous males protecting the herd, not much smaller than their patriarch. Those eight were a power to be reckoned with. Each of them was covered in an armored hide and armed with a long hooked horn mounted on their noses. 
 
      
 
    The levels of the herd’s females and young varied from 300 to 400. I was about to turn back in order to warn Lavena and her group about the false alarm when my alert system came back to life. 
 
      
 
    I peered curiously ahead, barely able to make out the dark line of the West Wood’s fringe, when something made me sit up and pay attention. 
 
      
 
    The herd was being followed. Five ginormous level-500 reptiles advanced in its wake, looking suspiciously familiar. The game designers clearly hadn’t bothered to exercise their imagination in either their appearance — which was the good old T. rex — or their name, which was Growler. 
 
      
 
    When the predators had almost caught up with their prey, the first of the reptiles emitted its signature roar. The yet-unsuspecting rhinos startled and made a dash, following their leader. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, their pursuers were rapidly closing in. 
 
      
 
    Just as I’d thought that the herd’s weakest members might lag behind for the reptiles to attack, a totally different scenario began to unfold. The herd’s leader stopped and turned round, letting the females and youngsters escape past him. With a thunderous roar, he prepared to repel the reptiles’ attack. 
 
      
 
    All the other males did the same. On their leader’s command, they turned round. Lowering their heads to the ground, they dashed toward the enemy. 
 
      
 
    When they were only several feet away from the reptiles, I finally came round and hurried to take aim at the nearest T. rex. So much free XP! 
 
      
 
    I also glimpsed Lavena’s group approach, excellent. Plenty of loot and XP for everyone here. 
 
      
 
    Then I heard a thunderous clash as the two mob groups collided in a mortal scuffle. Their desperate roaring mixed with screams of pain, guttural growls and the stomping of feet. With the very first stab of his sharp horn, the rhinos’ leader ripped open a reptile’s belly. I wasn’t too far behind, lodging several bullets in the head of a screaming, agonizing T. rex. 
 
      
 
    The other rhino males attacked their enemies with mixed success. Some of their blows had all but glanced off their victims while most of them had missed their targets entirely. Surprisingly for their size, the reptiles turned out to be quite agile. I wasn’t surprised. A level gap that big trumps everything else in a game. 
 
      
 
    In fact, that very first momentum-driven attack proved to have been the most successful. Once the rhinos had slowed down and began shuffling their feet around, the reptiles struck back. 
 
      
 
    This was a massacre, pure and simple. After a mere half-minute, several of the male rhinos were already lying on the ground, bellowing with pain. 
 
      
 
    I was about to join in finishing them off when my eye caught at a small note next to a rhino’s level: 
 
      
 
    Tameable 
 
      
 
    It took it a split second to sink in, then it dawned on me. I could tame some of these giant rhinos! 
 
      
 
    My throat was as dry as a bone. I gulped, then promptly jumped into action. Three scarabs and two scorpions I made, then set them off onto the selected reptiles. 
 
      
 
    The system highlighted five rhinos our of eight as “potentially tameable”. I decided to focus on saving them first. The herd’s valiant leader was among them too, which pleased me no end. 
 
      
 
    My intervention played a pivotal role in their confrontation. Despite their superior levels, the reptiles began losing their battle. In just a few minutes, everything was already over. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the rhino herd had lost three of the males. Those were the ones not bearing the system’s marks. That’s because I’d been obliged to focus on those whom I could use in the future. 
 
      
 
    My insect army had suffered some losses too. All of the scarabs and scorpions had been destroyed; three nests of fleas were all I had left. Normal. A group of level-600 enemies is a power to be reckoned with. 
 
      
 
    But my insects were only machines, after all. I could make more of them anytime I wanted — but a group of tameable top-level rhinos wasn’t something you came across every day. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” Lavena asked as we stood over the reptiles’ dead bodies watching the surviving rhinos hurrying to catch up with the rest of the herd. The air quivered with their triumphant roaring. “You really think it was worth it?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled without taking my eyes off the expanse of prairie lying before me. “Of course. I’d like you to send a few riders after this herd. Tell them to keep an eye on it.” 
 
      
 
    She winced her displeasure. “What would you want them for? Their meat is tough and tasteless. Is it for their hair? Please. We have loads of choicest sheep. Maybe their horns...” 
 
      
 
    I swung round, surprising her with my overreaction. “Have you seen them here earlier?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. There’re loads of unicorn buffaloes living on the other side of the mountains. Herds and herds of them grazing on the Gray Plateau. Sometimes they do wander off here, like they’ve just done.” 
 
      
 
    She frowned, seeing me grin at her reply. “What’re you up to?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re gonna need a lot of saddles,” I said with a meaningful wink. “Lots and lots of real big ones.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A WEEK HAD ELAPSED since we’d defended the rhino herd from the predatory reptiles. For me, it had flashed past like a single day. 
 
      
 
    I was like the proverbial hamster in the wheel, unable to slow down. Even worse, if the said hamster could escape the boring wheel any time he wanted to, I had no right to do so. 
 
      
 
    The development of both our clan and the city was just beginning to gain momentum. The Red Owls had just returned to the lands they’d once abandoned, and were obliged to reclaim them again. Laketown too was in full swing of development, starting with the rapidly growing city walls and ending with townsfolk’s houses. 
 
      
 
    In all that time, the council wouldn’t even listen to my suggestions to focus on restoring the fortress. I was so desperate that I even tried to turn to last-resort measures and attempted to switch clan control to Manual. 
 
      
 
    At first, it had worked just fine. I’d sent all the builders to the fortress — and much to my satisfaction, all the stonemasons, waggoneers and builders’ hands followed my orders, leaving their current work alone and heading for the mountains. 
 
      
 
    You’d think it would go really well, wouldn’t you? The fortress restoration had picked up pace; I was rubbing my hands in glee, celebrating my new potential. I already imagined myself using the Manual mode in order to solve the clan’s most pressing issues. 
 
      
 
    Still, after only a few hours I’d begun to understand that Mirror World wasn’t just any old computer game. It was a living breathing world with its own laws which strove to mimic those of real life. 
 
      
 
    After only a few hours, I was showered with alerts warning me of all sorts of clan problems, from the urgent task of restoring a collapsed warehouse wall damaged by a neglected bull — to the food and building materials deliveries to our far-off farms and villages. 
 
      
 
    At first, I sincerely tried to put out all such fires personally — but the more time I’d spent solving all the problems, the more frustrated I became as the number of alerts kept growing exponentially. Before my activating of the Manual mode, the clan’s control panel had pleased my eye with a smattering of green signals. Now it was ablaze with red with all the problems which had accumulated. Predictably, the clan’s Spirit started dropping too — and that within only a few hours! 
 
      
 
    The Red Owls had started giving me the evil eye. Apparently, Laosh was looking for me too. By midday, I’d been obliged to shut down the Manual mode for fear of a major catastrophe. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t mean I’d given up, no. But I’d received a very good lesson in humility. Everything had to be tackled wisely and in its own sweet time. 
 
      
 
    I also knew I had very little time left. Like desert sand, it just kept slipping through my fingers. 
 
      
 
    Mirror World kept sucking me in, deeper and deeper. These days, whenever I’d resurfaced from the game, I sometimes didn’t get the chance to have a proper chat with my family. I’d just grab a quick dinner and go to bed. 
 
      
 
    But strangely enough, my old weakness and fatigue seemed to be gone completely now. There were some serious changes taking place in my body, and they were undoubtedly for the better. I definitely had more energy. My eyesight had stopped deteriorating — if anything, I could see better now. I even felt like going to the gym. I spent increasingly more time doing laps in the pool and running on a treadmill, much to Dmitry’s and my wife’s commending remarks. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I decided I shouldn’t postpone the conversation with my wife any further. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, it puzzled and confused her. When I’d told Rrhorgus and my wife that our clan had a totem now, the two were ecstatic, to the point where we even toasted our success. Never mind we were located on different continents and each of us nursed their own respective choice of drink. Nothing could dampen our joy. 
 
      
 
    Later that night, once Rrhorgus had finally vacated our video conference leaving Sveta and myself in each other’s company, my wife admitted, 
 
      
 
    “This is wonderful news,” she half-closed her eyes dreamily. “This has just hiked up the price of everything you’ve done manifold! If we find the right customer, very soon you might be able to come back to us and leave this wretched game for good. We’ll pay our debts and finally will be able to live a normal life. Enough playing chase with death. Christa’s so much better now. She’s getting stronger every day.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled but didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    Sveta tensed. “Darling?” 
 
      
 
    She could always divine my state of mind like no other. Now, too, she must have sensed something was off. 
 
      
 
    Our eyes met. 
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” she asked uneasily. 
 
      
 
    I heaved a sigh. Sooner or later, this conversation had been bound to happen. 
 
      
 
    “I have no intention of selling the clan,” I said firmly, looking her straight in the eye. “Or its land.” 
 
      
 
    For a while, she stared back at me, nonplussed, trying to take in what I’d just said. That had always been her habit. She would hit pause in order to digest whatever news had just been spilled. Nor did she panic, which was one of the reasons I loved her. She always tried to keep her calm, outwardly at least. 
 
      
 
    “But that was our plan,” she finally said. “It was your strategy. You suggested it. Basically, it’s your plan.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I know. But I’m afraid it’s different now.” 
 
      
 
    “No, wait a sec,” she interrupted me. “You wanna say you’re prepared to go and confront player clans now? They’re gonna wipe you out! Whatever you’ve built, they’ll raze it to the ground. They’ll kill all the Red Owls! All you’ll do, you’ll lose control over the very territory we’ve been planning to sell for a nice profit! You’ve just told me about the totem. It doubled the price of the property — probably tripled! So can you please tell me what could have possibly changed in that head of yours in these last few days?” 
 
      
 
    “I can,” I said. “A lot of things have changed. I had a chance to give it a good think. You know, I suddenly realized that we hadn’t been ready for any of this. Not that I hadn’t been thinking about it before — but I tried not to. I was hiding from it. Pretended I was working, taking care of my family, all that sort of thing.” 
 
      
 
    “But before Christa got sick, we weren’t doing so bad, were we?” Sveta offered. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. We ‘weren’t doing so bad’. Which is exactly my point. We weren’t ready for any of this. And I don’t mean just Christa’s affliction. Think of all the stuff we’d amassed in our earlier years — and how swiftly everything disappeared! Christa’s disease has drained us of vital juices. I know what you’re gonna say: no one is immune to terminal illness. I completely agree. But that’s not my point. I’m talking about new opportunities.” 
 
      
 
    Sveta frowned. “We’ve done everything we could.” 
 
      
 
    “You and I — yes, we must have. Given the situation and the window of opportunity. But if you try to get an outside prospective, you might see that on more than one occasion, we were just lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I don’t get it...” 
 
      
 
    I blew a sigh. “Okay. Look here. Our biggest piece of luck was finding enough money for Christa’s initial surgery. Yes, we had tried hard to find a solution. We’d sold everything we had — but we made it. For some reason of their own, God — or Universe, or the Higher Being, or whoever is up there — gave us some grace time to solve the problem. That, and also the fact that Christa turned out to be much stronger than we thought she was.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point of all this?” Sveta said, still frowning. 
 
      
 
    “The point is, we took a huge risk by spending so much time trying to raise money for Christa’s surgery. Her life was literally hanging by a thread. I don’t want to even mention what would have happened had I failed to have that first loan approved.” 
 
      
 
    Sveta was silent. I could see she was angry with me for making her relive those dreadful days. Still, she was beginning to understand what I was driving at. 
 
      
 
    “The amount of time I spent looking for a solution could have cost Christa her life. Do you see now? We were lucky. Christa has battled through and she’s even stronger and healthier now than she was before she’d gotten sick. This was a lesson I learned well. Let me repeat that no one’s immune to this sort of thing. But this time I want to be properly prepared to make sure we don’t lose any precious time next time round. And to do this, we need to be independent and financially secure.” 
 
      
 
    “But this future deal is quite lucrative, isn’t it?” Sveta said. “According to Rrhorgus’ calculations, it’ll be enough to pay off the loan. We could even afford a small apartment somewhere in the South of Spain, and still have some left over. Isn’t it what you wanted for us?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “It was. But then I asked myself a very simple question: What next?” 
 
      
 
    Looking into her wide open eyes, I continued, 
 
      
 
    “All it would do, it would take us back to the same situation we were in before Christa got sick.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s good,” Sveta’s voice rang with surprise. “What’s bad about it?” 
 
      
 
    “And then what?” I asked. “And before you say anything, remember: Never say never. No one’s immune to anything. So let’s imagine we strike a lucrative deal with one of the clans. We’ll pay off the loan. Buy an apartment. Have some money left over on the bank. I’ll quit Mirror World and go back to my translation jobs. How cool can that be?” 
 
      
 
    “Why, what’s wrong?” she said with a bitter smile. 
 
      
 
    “You know what’s wrong,” I watched the smile disappear from her face as I spilled the beans. “You and I, we both know that all this peaceful idyll can disappear any moment. Then we won’t be ready for any of it... again.” 
 
      
 
    Once again she paused before replying, then said with a stubborn flip of her head. “What are you up to? And as a follow-up question: do you have a plan B?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no intention of surrendering clan control to anyone,” I said firmly. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and I’m not going to pass it up.” 
 
      
 
    She chuckled. “This I understand. What about plan B? The risks of losing both the clan and its territories is just too great. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled back. “I have a plan B. Just don’t forget I’m not the worthless Grinder I used to be. I am a level 350 army mechanic. An Expert Mine Digger. The owner of several relic pets, one of which can actually fly. Plus I have my own pocket army of steel beetles. Even without joining anyone, I can still single-handedly provide for my family. How’s that for a plan B? But they need to try really hard to convince me to switch back to it — while I’m gonna make sure they hate every moment of it.” 
 
      
 
    As I spoke, I watched her eyes light up. Her cheeks flushed with excitement. I knew I’d just won over my first and most important ally. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You were right,” Droy the Fang chuckled, nodding at the lake shore where the Northerners were disembarking. “There’re so many of them.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, trying to suppress my triumph. Our little diplomatic mission seemed to have finally borne its fruit. Horm the Turtle had done his job marvelously — and apparently, he wasn’t finished yet. 
 
      
 
    “That’s only the beginning of it,” I said. “The river is absolutely seething with all sorts of rafts and boats.” 
 
      
 
    Two days previously, I’d decided to take Boris and go further up north in the departed Drakkars’ wake. After only a few hours, as Boris flew over a large bend in a river, I saw a busy camp set up on the bank. From above, the scattering of boats big and small reminded me of a seal rookery studded with campfires, tents and wickiups. Lots of tiny Caltean figures were scurrying about. 
 
      
 
    New visitors. Loads of them. 
 
      
 
    That was two days ago. And now Droy and I were finally watching them arrive. 
 
      
 
    “I’d love to know what Horm could have possibly told them to make them all beeline here?” Droy said. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged as I watched the first visitors disembark. “I just hope he didn’t deviate too far from the script. He probably said we weren’t looking for war. Said this place was safe. That we had lots of things that could considerably improve the quality of their lives. Just look at them. What do you see?” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly?” Droy grumbled. “The biggest bunch of paupers I’ve ever come across. Does that mean we used to look the same? No, don’t answer. I know we did. I thank Heavens for sending you our way, my dear friend.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and laid my hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, brother. But you know, don’t you, that all I did was give the Red Owls a tiny little nudge in the right direction? The rest you did all by yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop belittling yourself,” Droy objected. “You think we can’t see how you keep pushing and pushing us? Had we left Laosh in control, we’d still be pigheadedly trying to make it to the Citadel of Light. Provided we were still alive, that is. No, don’t say anything!” 
 
      
 
    I raised my hands conciliatorily in the air. “I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d better tell me what you’re up to this time,” Droy said, switching the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Simple,” I said. “Our warehouses are groaning with stuff. Good stuff. The problem is, we don’t need it anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we don’t,” he agreed. “Our masters can now make much fancier things.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. By “fancier” he must have meant ‘blue’ ones. And very soon, they might be able to switch to ‘purple’ ones: tools, recipes and even armor. The clan kept evolving in leaps and bounds, meaning that its crafters’ warehouses were now stuffed with ‘green’ items they needed to get off their hands pronto. 
 
      
 
    So Droy had a point, really. Had it not been for me, the Red Owls might never have made it. 
 
      
 
    “With your clan’s help, your neighbors might get stronger too,” I said. “The quality of their lives will improve as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you worried about that?” Droy asked. “Don’t you think it might go to their heads?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s always a risk,” I said. “But we’ll keep growing too. Your clan keeps getting stronger. It’s very possible, I agree, that one of these days some of these newcomers might think themselves invincible simply because they got our hand-me-down armor. And then they might try and test our limits, you never know.” 
 
      
 
    Droy laughed. “I can’t wait! But I can see your point now.” 
 
      
 
    “When that happens, one single demonstration of our power will be enough to forever discourage them from ever challenging us again. But don’t forget that some of them might want to join us, in which case we need to make sure we always remain fair and merciful.” 
 
      
 
    Droy shook his head in disbelief. “I know what you mean,” he said with a sigh. “Never mind. Time to greet our guests now. I’ll go and fetch our guards on duty. Just to make sure our visitors don’t get any ideas.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. Somehow I didn’t think they would. The new arrivals hardly resembled an organized army. If anything, they were probably envoys of a few riverside clans who’d joined forces sailing down the river — but as soon as they’d arrived, they’d begun to set up separate camps in places indicated by Red Owls. 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head. The once-deserted expanse of the shore didn’t look so vast anymore. In just a few hours, it had transformed into a travelers’ campsite buzzing with activity. I could already see that some of the groups kept a wary distance from all the others, Red Owls included. I had little doubts that some of the arriving clans and tribes must have been at war with each other, striking a brief ceasefire for the occasion. All of the arriving Northerners sported green ribbons on their wrists: the symbol of peaceful intentions recognized by all Calteans. 
 
      
 
    My earlier recon foray had given Red Owls plenty of notice about their brethren’s arrival. They’d put the remaining time to good use and were now busy showing our guests to their accommodations on the beach. They offered them a warm welcome which included free food and firewood for all the new arrivals. Although it had made a nice dent in our treasury box, it was definitely worth it, judging by all the flashing messages I kept receiving, reporting our clan’s improved relationship with our riverside neighbors. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, more rafts and boats kept coming. If it continued for much longer, very soon there’d be no space left on the beach at all, in which case we’d be obliged to billet our guests in the immediate vicinity of the city walls. 
 
      
 
    The faces of Droy and his lieutenants were getting grimmer with each arriving vessel. By my estimation, we already had at least a thousand Northerners landed on the beach — and that’s on the very first morning! 
 
      
 
    Closer to the evening, I realized we’d had every reason to be concerned. Six Drakkar ships appeared at a distance, heading for the estuary. They stayed close together while all the smaller boats gave them a wide berth. The ships’ boards were hung with shields, their decks lined with Caltean warriors clad in ‘gray’ armor. Admittedly, these new arrivals had a rather militant air about them. 
 
      
 
    It looked like Droy and his soldiers might have to give them a demonstration of our strength earlier than we’d expected. 
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    BORIS SOARED OVER THE LAKE, allowing me to get a good eyeful of the ships and their crews. In the meantime, Droy was already preparing a “warm” welcome for the newcomers, dispatching a few hundred of his men to take up positions on the shore. 
 
      
 
    This was a very important moment for the Red Owls. They had to show the visitors what they were made of. Several hundred pairs of eyes were watching our preparations. They needed to see that we were the masters of the Silver Mountain Valley, always ready to repel any enemy if need be. 
 
      
 
    Still, they had to do it clear-headed. No panic, no overdoing it. Just discipline and sangfroid. Especially seeing as the six Drakkar ships can’t have possibly held more than two hundred and fifty fighters. 
 
      
 
    Once the ships had reached the center of the lake, they slowed down and grouped together. Their captains transferred to the biggest ship, apparently in an attempt to discuss the situation. Judging by the sailors’ excited gazes scanning the shore littered with every kind of boat and tent and lit up with campfires, this wasn’t the kind of scene they’d expected to see. 
 
      
 
    They can’t have been comfortable with the organized ranks of several hundred warriors clad in awesome armor who awaited their landing on the beach. Add to it the fifty riders whose horses hovered behind the armor-bearers’ backs. The newcomers marveled at the city’s stone walls a good thirty feet thick, their watchtowers topped with giant glaive throwers. And just for the icing on the cake, a mysterious warrior astride a flying monster soared right over their heads. 
 
      
 
    No wonder the leaders of this military campaign felt uneasy. Besides, if push indeed came to shove, there was no knowing whose side the campers might take, all those aspiring traders hoping to swap their goods for our local wares. 
 
      
 
    The flotilla’s leaders didn’t waste any time discussing the situation. Each of them gesticulated fiercely, trying to prove their point. 
 
      
 
    One of them was conspicuous by his great height and build: a black-bearded Caltean in a gold-plated helmet. Level 400+, with armor and weapons to match. His ship was the biggest, and he appeared to be in control of all these homespun Vikings. 
 
      
 
    While all the other captains held a heated discussion, their leader watched the scene unfolding on the beach, his face betraying intense contemplation. I got the impression he wasn’t listening to his comrades at all. 
 
      
 
    Finally, they’d run out of arguments and turned to their leader. 
 
      
 
    He faced them in silence. Reaching deep into his shirt, he produced an item I couldn’t see and slid it over his wrist. 
 
      
 
    Then he spread his arms wide and looked up. Our eyes met. A tense smile played on his bearded face. A green ribbon fluttered on his left wrist. 
 
      
 
    The sign of peace. 
 
      
 
    The ranks of “Vikings” shifted as the warriors, too, hurried to slip pieces of green ribbons over their hands. 
 
      
 
    With a reserved smile, I told Boris to turn back. I needed to tell my guys that the war had been canceled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We offered the makeshift Vikings their own spot on the beach to set up camp, just like we’d done for all the other groups. We also had cartfuls of food and firewood delivered to them, making no distinction between them and our other guests. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, both our hospitality and the recent demonstration of our preparedness to repel any potential attack must have come as a pleasant surprise to them. After only an hour, their leader asked for permission to see us. We, in turn, invited him and all the other clan leaders to a feast which was to take place the following night. 
 
      
 
    The preparations for the feast were already in full swing. This bit of grace time allowed Shorve the Hasty, our chief scout, to find out as much as he possibly could about our new arrivals. His agents helped distribute food and firewood, keeping a close ear on the newcomers’ conversations. By the time the festivities began, we might have a much better idea of the lay of the land up North and would know how our guests fit into the picture. 
 
      
 
    We’d already managed to work out a few things. Just as we’d supposed, there was little love lost between Northern tribes — mountain dwellers as well as riverside clans. Having said that, the era of great wars was already over, offering their communities a period of fragile peace punctuated with occasional local squabbles. 
 
      
 
    But now, our little delegation with Horm the Turtle as its leader seemed to have stirred up the still waters of their existence. The Royal ships’ stops at riverside settlements had come as a bombshell for the villagers who gaped at our tame steel monster, awesome armor, high-quality wares and precious gifts for the clan leaders and tribal elders. Like a skipping stone, it created a powerful ripple effect, sending a surge of intense curiosity all around the area. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, everyone wanted to get more of those lovely things for themselves, resulting in this streak of tribal delegations beelining for our valley. On Horm’s suggestion, they were bringing us flour, honey, wild berries, cheese, dried meat and fish and other foodstuffs. The reason for it was, we’d arrived at the valley too late in the year. Winter shouldn’t be long in coming, so we needed all the food we could get. 
 
      
 
    They also brought us lots of resources, mainly wood and herbs. The Northerners didn’t seem to have too much experience procuring more sophisticated stuff. Besides, we had little use for ‘gray’ resources as our craftsmen were already switching to ‘blue’. 
 
      
 
    When I’d instructed Horm the Turtle before his journey, I’d expressly stressed the importance of loot. Riverside Calteans must have been skillful in fishing and hunting — and if you remembered that all fish and forest monsters in that area were at least levels 400+, we could expect some rather rare trophies: fangs, claws, scales and the like. We might even be lucky enough to lay our hands on some ‘purple’ items which I was planning to sell to other players via Rrhorgus. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Droy chuckled. “I told you they were paupers.” 
 
      
 
    He was sitting in a large easy chair facing a tall fireplace, sipping herbal tea from his wooden mug. 
 
      
 
    We’d finally finished the townhall building. I’d had a rather large but cozy office made to my liking on the second floor, complete with a large round table and a fireplace. 
 
      
 
    Lately, it had become our den in the evenings as Droy, Laosh and myself spent long hours there, making plans and discussing the latest news. Or as the case may be, allowing Droy to vent a little bit. 
 
      
 
    “You can say what you want,” Laosh said as he studied his notes, “but these paupers have brought us lots of food supplies. Cheap supplies, mind you. According to Shorve and his men’s reports, after we’ve finished trading, we might be able to restock all of our food barns. Which means that if everything goes well, this might be the first winter when we won’t have to starve.” 
 
      
 
    Droy perked up, saluting us with his mug. “Not many of those in my memory.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh heaved a sigh. “I have to agree. As the clan shaman, I find it especially hard to admit. I was a very poor leader for the Red Owls... Had it not been for Olgerd here, we might have all been dead now.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh seemed to be a bit mopey just lately. He kept talking about his old blunders, regretting missed opportunities and the like. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, brother,” Droy said conciliatorily. “You did your best at the time. You were the only person who managed to keep us alive, which is more than I can say about all the other clans.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I said, laying my hand on the shaman’s withered shoulder. “Let the past bury its dead. You need to think about our future. Now of all times the Red Owls are desperate for your wealth of experience and your word of advice. I need them too. And besides... you’re just too good at cutting strangers down to size.” 
 
      
 
    Droy and I exchanged meaningful stares. 
 
      
 
    Laosh guffawed. “Can’t argue on that one! I can see right through all those upstarts!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Droy said. “Tomorrow you’ll have loads of opportunities to show our visitors who is the Great Shaman of the Red Owl tribe!” 
 
      
 
    He waved his joke away. “I’ll try and be nice with them tomorrow,” he said with a bitter smile. “I have no intention of scaring those who might want to join our clan in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Good decision,” I said. “Any takers yet?” 
 
      
 
    Droy shook his head. “Not yet. They all want to see what we’re made of first. I don’t think we should expect any applicants for the next seven days or so.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Seeing as every one of our numerous guests had prepared an eloquent speech praising their clan and its respective deeds of valor, the feast had begun long before midday. 
 
      
 
    We’d decided to set it up outside the city walls. Firstly, simply because we didn’t have an open space large enough to receive so many people at once. And secondly, we were still a bit wary of letting this crowd into the safety of Laketown. 
 
      
 
    Which was why we’d decided to set up tables outside the walls, under the silent watch of our stone mortars. That was Droy’s idea who thought it funny to have the mortars trained on our guests for a bit of extra suspense. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, his joke worked even better than Laosh’s speech. Our guests kept casting sideways glances at the grim steely silhouettes of our weapons. Droy, however, was at his most cheerful, apparently oblivious of our guests being slightly on edge. Only when our eyes accidentally met did a cunning smile cross his bearded mug. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone had introduced themselves and offered gifts to the feast organizers, we all tucked in. These Northerners had some appetite, I tell you. They literally swept food off the table. The servers had to move on the double. Laosh who was sitting next to me watching the revelers kept complaining that if it went on like this, we risked being left with an empty treasury and without any winter stocks. I kept reminding him that we’d just received two cartfuls of gifts alone — and that for the next two weeks, all we’d be doing was emptying our visitors’ pockets. Judging by the predatory expression on his face, my arguments seemed to have hit the mark. 
 
      
 
    Summing up all the information about our Northern guests that I’d received in the last twenty-four hours, I made a brief list of my own. At the moment, we had the delegations of fifty clans feasting at our table. Out of those fifty, five clans were large, ten relatively big and all the others just small fry. 
 
      
 
    The “Vikings” that had arrived on the six Drakkar ships didn’t mix with the others. They called themselves “a free brotherhood”. Basically, they were just pirates. 
 
      
 
    The Sea Dragons, as they called themselves, lived by hunting deep-water monsters and robbing merchants, as well as by hiring their swords out — that is to say, moonlighting as mercenaries. They were normally hired by clan leaders wishing to rob the neighboring clans or just stir up a local scuffle. 
 
      
 
    The morning after the feast, I had a talk with their leader whose name was Birnir the White Eye. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Sir Olgerd,” the black-bearded giant boomed, glaring at me from under the brow of his remaining eye. His other eye was covered by a leather patch. The game designers had managed to create a quintessential seafaring privateer whose artificial-intelligence soul played its part with gusto. “The tales of your valorous feats are famous among my people.” 
 
      
 
    “And so are yours amid mine,” I said, returning the compliment. 
 
      
 
    He visibly tensed up even though he tried to appear at ease. “Why, what do they say?” 
 
      
 
    “They say that you and your men are excellent sailors,” I replied. “They also say that you are the ones to turn to if one needs to hire a few swords.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” he replied with a predatory grin. Judging by the smug expression on his face, he was probably expecting me to offer him a contract to pillage and plunder a few of our neighbors. Considering our sheer combat power, he couldn’t doubt the success of such an endeavor. 
 
      
 
    “Mind if I ask you a question, Birnir?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Shoot.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you bring your ships here?” I asked, watching his smirk fade. “Their hulls are just as empty as your pockets. You can’t have come here to trade, have you?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Your spies haven’t wasted their time, have they?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a security measure,” I replied. “I’m responsible for the life of every Caltean who’ve entrusted their safety to me. You know what I mean, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t worry about it,” he reassured me. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t,” I replied. “Two months ago, we made a quick work of several thousand Nocteans armed to the teeth. Do you expect us to lose any sleep about a few hundred badly organized savages who are still fighting with stone-tipped spears?” I nodded at the beach. 
 
      
 
    Birnir’s face turned crimson. 
 
      
 
    “I can see my words aren’t to your liking,” I said calmly. “I just don’t want to start a good friendship with empty words of praise and flattery. When I speak to my friends, I always tell them the truth however bitter it may be.” 
 
      
 
    Overcoming his anger, the captain said through clenched teeth, “You really think we could be friends?” 
 
      
 
    I could see he clearly wanted to add some kind of sarcastic comment but he refrained. Which was a good sign. It meant you could do business with this particular AI-controlled character. 
 
      
 
    “Of course we could,” I replied. “It’s true that friendships can’t be forged in a day. We could try and test each other’s worth first.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not talking about some work for hire, are you?” he asked with a cunning squint. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “One single contract. For a single job. If it goes well, we could continue our working relationship.” 
 
      
 
    “It all depends on the contract,” he replied, switching to a businesslike mode. “And whether it’s of any interest to us. So you would like to hire some of my Sea Dragons, is that it? Are you going to start a war? I heard about you sending fifty of your men to accompany Prince Zoran. You after placing him on Royalville’s throne? I’ll tell you what: it might take all your power and might if that’s what you want.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. This NPC was nice to deal with. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” I said, shaking my head. “The Red Owls want to be at peace with all of their neighbors. We’ll never attack anyone first. Nor will we ever interfere in other clans’ conflicts. Which was exactly what I’d told Zoran at the time.” 
 
      
 
    “So why did you send your men with him? No... don’t bother. I think I understand,” he nodded at the shore crawling with Northerners setting up their goods. “But why would you need my men if it’s not for fighting?” 
 
      
 
    “Easy,” I replied. “As you may have noticed, we don’t have a single ship. We need a fleet of our own.” 
 
      
 
    “In case you forgot, let me remind you that we’re bound to anybody!” Birnir raised a proud head. “Had we wanted to join a clan, we could have done so already. We had plenty of offers, I assure you!” 
 
      
 
    I raised my hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I have every respect for your freedom, Captain! And besides, in order to join our clan, one would have to earn our trust first. Which, as you can well imagine, isn’t the easiest of things.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I just don’t understand,” he began. 
 
      
 
    “We want to build a fleet of our own,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know full well it can’t be that easy. But as you may have already noticed, our clan is good at getting what it wants.” 
 
      
 
    “You need ship builders,” Birnir said, locking his gaze with mine. “Not just one but a whole team.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. And I need someone who could bring them here safe and unscathed.” 
 
      
 
    Birnir chuckled, mulling over my words. “Okay, so let’s say I find this someone you need. You know, don’t you, that they’ll be playing hard to get? All such craftsmen are worth their weight in gold, and all of them report directly to clan leaders.” 
 
      
 
    “Just help me find some, will you,” I said, shrugging his arguments off, “and leave all negotiations to my people. Trust me, I’ve got plenty to offer them.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is what, pray tell? What can you offer all those respectable experts that others can’t? Gold? Safety? Respect? They have all of it already, trust me.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “I’m gonna give them what every accomplished craftsman would love to get. And what’s more, I’m basically the only person who can do so.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, spit it out. What is it that every accomplished craftsman would love to get?” 
 
      
 
    Judging by the sarcastic smirk on his face, my impromptu spiel had failed to convince him. 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you seen the weapons and armor that my warriors carry?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “They’re truly awesome.” 
 
      
 
    “And what if I told you that before they met me, Red Owls had real bad weapons, much worse than those of your men?” 
 
      
 
    His bearded mug drew long with surprise. In the meantime, I continued, 
 
      
 
    “You’re asking what I have to offer the craftsmen? Well, I can offer them growth. The ability to advance their skill. Just try to imagine what kinds of ships they’ll be able to build!” 
 
      
 
    He gulped, switching his gaze to the moored Drakkar boats of his crew. Then he swung back round, pinning me with his glare. 
 
      
 
    “If you promise to sell me the first six new ships you make, like the ones you’ve been talking about, I’ll get you every craftsman you need even if I have to bring them from the bottom of the Northern Ocean!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SHIPS?” RRHORGUS STARED at me in disbelief. “Did I hear you right? Did you say ships?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did,” I said. “I could say it again if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “But why would you need ships, of all things, for crying out loud?” 
 
      
 
    “We,” I corrected him. “We need ships.” 
 
      
 
    “We,” Rrhorgus echoed, then repeated his question. “Why would we need ships?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna build us a fleet,” I said. “I don’t need to tell you what that can do for us, do I? Just think of all the goods we could transport downriver!” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus frowned. “It’s all well and good but... sorry, I don’t quite understand. Weren’t we going to find us a loaded buyer? What’s the point investing into something that’s already cost us a lot of money? Because trust me, this ship-building idea of yours is gonna cost you, I assure you. Sorry, I just don’t get it...” 
 
      
 
    I heaved a sigh, rubbing the bridge of my nose. Time to lay out my plans to him now. I could only hope he saw my point just as Sveta had... 
 
      
 
    “The point is,” I forced a smile, “that our own fleet could become an important new stage of our clan’s development. We need to trade if we want to evolve.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a sec,” he gave me a long squinted look. “I know. You’ve decided to keep the clan, haven’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I watched him, beaming. Rrhorgus was anything but stupid. He was quick on the draw whenever there was a challenge in the air. 
 
      
 
    Now too, not waiting for me to reply, he turned his head to the sea — because we were lounging at the beach at that moment — and stared pensively at the bright blue surf rolling methodically onto the shore. 
 
      
 
    We always made sure to pick a new RV point for our meetings in Mirror World, especially when loot changed hands. This time we’d chosen the suburbs of Misque, a small port town in the South of the Lands of Light. We always made sure to arrange our meetings while offline. Rrhorgus used teleportation scrolls for extra security. It was costly, but damn, we could afford it now. A lot of players had already put two and two together; they knew where his merchandise was coming from. So even though I was currently in a temporary truce with the clans of Light, you could never be completely safe from an accidental PK attack. Player killers were always on the prowl. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to distract Rrhorgus from his musings. I wanted him to take it all in. At least I didn’t have to deliver a heartfelt speech like I’d been obliged to do with Sveta. My partner was quick-witted and shrewd. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he must have come to a decision as he turned back to me. “So how do you envision all this?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the fleet or everything in general?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything at all,” he replied, then added, “And one more thing. When did you have this, er, change of heart?” 
 
      
 
    “I had a month offline to think it over,” I said. “You and I, we both understand that I’ve managed to lay my hands on some very exclusive assets. We’ve always known that this was our chance to improve our financial situation — but we were looking at things from a critical perspective. Before, I wasn’t entirely sure I could swallow this piece of pie. But as I said, I had plenty of time to think.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus nodded. “I see. But you didn’t answer my question. When did you have a change of heart?” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, there were loads of warning signs,” I said with a sigh. “It was fear that made me ignore them. I was full of doubt and afraid of taking risks. I wanted to play it safe. I was too focused on my fears.” 
 
      
 
    “So now you’re not afraid, then?” Rrhorgus said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” I said firmly. “You’ve seen the video I sent you, haven’t you? Did you see how many of them were there?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” he shook his head in disbelief. “The beach was packed with top-level NPCs.” 
 
      
 
    “Now think how they’re going to change after I’ve had my way with them. They’re Red Owls in the making.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus chuckled. “It’s as if the devs are pushing you in this direction. It’s all a bit fishy, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly my point,” I said. “This is the fear I’ve been talking about. We keep looking for potential catches. Which in turn forces us to stay where we are instead of springing into action.” 
 
      
 
    “Point taken,” Rrhorgus replied. “But the risks are too great, you have to agree.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Absolutely. Now imagine an army of several thousand top-level NPCs equipped with ‘purple’ gear. There’s not a single clan, whether Lights or Darks, who can scrape together more than a few hundred soldiers.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, just don’t forget that some top players are worth a hundred NPCs.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re very few,” I said. “And we’ve already defeated some of them. The problem was, all these last few months I was very wary of them. Fear prevented me from looking at it rationally. I already have a few NPC heroes in my clan who, had they been human players, would have already been ranked among the best. Just to give you an idea, you’ll need a big whack-off raid just to tackle Lavena the Vixen on her own. And even then I doubt very much that they’re up to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Dammit,” Rrhorgus rubbed his cheeks. “This is gonna be one big hot mess.” 
 
      
 
    “It already is,” I said. “So you’d better focus on what I’ve just told you.” 
 
      
 
    “The ships,” Rrhorgus repeated pensively. “The devs are about to launch Sea World. All the clans are busy building shipyards. The timing is not the best. Prices are going through the roof. Everything to do with ships — tools, materials, blueprints — is prohibitively expensive.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “I knew you’d say that. Which is why I did a bit of market research of my own.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he said with a magnanimous smirk. Basically, I was now treading on his turf. 
 
      
 
    “No need to grumble,” I said, watching his hackles stand up. “Just listen to me. I needed to do some research in order to prepare for this conversation, didn’t I? No one’s trying to challenge you. Just listen. Everything you’ve just said is absolutely right. With the exception of one very important little detail. I have no intention of building sea ships. All those giant sailing vessels which are now hastily being slapped together in every clan’s backyard aren’t suited to navigate rivers. And there’re plenty of them in the No-Man’s Lands. This Sea World of theirs is all about the ocean. What I want is a river fleet. Can you see the difference?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Rrhorgus agreed. “Let’s imagine you get the technologies right. I might get you some blueprints. But what about all the materials and tools?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t see any problem there,” I replied. “Green-class tools are inexpensive. And as for materials, that’s dead easy. My clan owns two forests full of the finest carvel pines, thousands of them.” 
 
      
 
    The lines on his face began to smooth out. “What kinds of ships do you have in mind, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “I need each and every blueprint of every imaginable river boat you can possibly find. Even the tiny little ones, I’ll need them too.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I see.” 
 
      
 
    Judging by his wandering gaze, he was busy making some notes in his virtual notebook. “I saw the kinds of washtubs some of your guests had arrived in. Rafts even.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “They’ll be more than happy to have any ‘green’ boat at all.” 
 
      
 
    “So where are you going to take your merchandise, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I replied. “At the moment, there’s only one place where we could start trading with players.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about Steel Shirts and their temporary camp? They set it up in No-Man’s Lands with the help of a few other clans.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. A one-way trip up the river might take us about a week, but it’d be worth it. We really need to squeeze this ceasefire for everything it’s worth.” 
 
      
 
    “Such a shame that the ‘purple’ resources your Calteans’ can mine are so bulky,” Rrhorgus said, shaking a regretful head. 
 
      
 
    He was right. This was part of the game’s mechanics. The resources and trophies mined by human players were considerably smaller than those procured by NPC. Basically, it was the devs’ way of saying there was no free ride anymore. If I wanted to sell Red Owls’ resources, I would have to form a caravan and transport it either by land or by water. 
 
      
 
    “We can live with that,” I said. “And I can fit all the ‘purple’ stuff I’ve personally mined into this backpack.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus rubbed his monstrous three-digit hands, grinning happily. “What else have you brought me from your journeys?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve found two more mines,” I said, producing the stones from the backpack. 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” my partner’s eyes lit up. “If it goes like this, you’ll pay off the loans in no time!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “That’ll be the least of my problems. The real problem will be, how not to pile up new ones.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That sonovabitch! He did it,” I said, grinning contentedly. 
 
      
 
    “It couldn’t have been otherwise,” Droy replied, all full of himself. “If anyone could do it, it was Pike of Many Hands. He’s simply the best rider I know.” 
 
      
 
    Droy and I were standing atop a small hill, watching Pike of Many Hands and a few more of our best riders tame the wooly rhinos I’d rescued a few weeks earlier. 
 
      
 
    After we’d repelled the carnivorous reptiles’ attack, the herd led by its giant alpha had decided to settle down in our valley. Their leader had no intention of leaving, seeing as the place was perfect for habitation and no dangers could threaten his expanded family. 
 
      
 
    Throughout that period, Pike and his boys had kept an eye on our new neighbors but weren’t in a hurry to try and tame them. They wanted the poor critters to get used to their new home first. Only several weeks later had Pike decided to try their luck. 
 
      
 
    I can’t say that the herd’s leader and strongest males were happy with the strangers’ arrival. Those two-legged creatures and their little horses used to keep a respectable distance from the rhinos — but today they’d gone way too far testing their borders. Still, they weren’t aggressive, so the leader limited himself to a few bellowed threats, shaking his massive head topped with the long curved horn. 
 
      
 
    A few more days elapsed in this manner until the rhinos got sort of used to the two-legged visitors who didn’t attack them at all. On the contrary: they constantly brought them yummy things like carrots and sweet apples, and would usually leave the treats in a specified place, always the same. 
 
      
 
    And now the moment of truth came. 
 
      
 
    Pike jumped off his horse and slowly headed for the leader, holding a big red apple — the kind that the rhino loved so much. 
 
      
 
    The herd’s leader seemed confused by such brazenness. Next to his towering frame, Pike looked like a three-year-old child. 
 
      
 
    But the stranger’s friendliness and persistence had done their work. To everybody’s relief, the giant monster accepted the treat — and he even allowed Pike to stroke his wide snout. 
 
      
 
    From that moment on, those two became real friends. And today their friendship culminated in Pike’s triumphant gallop on the rhino’s back. Despite the system prompt I’d received telling me that these creatures were “tameable”, I hadn’t till the last moment believed that we’d make it — but Pike did it! 
 
      
 
    Taming the rest of the herd’s males by our warriors was much easier. Befriending their leader had been by far the most important thing. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think we need all this?” Droy asked me, watching Pike expertly riding the rhino who didn’t seem to notice the man’s presence at all. 
 
      
 
    “Of course we do,” I said. “Okay, we have only one rider now — but try and imagine a couple of dozen! A hundred? Two hundred? Imagine them all strike together! How’s that for cavalry?” 
 
      
 
    Droy visibly shuddered. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a chuckle. Had we had a group like that when we’d fought the Darkies down by the river, so many of our warriors would have come back to their families alive.” 
 
      
 
    He heaved a sigh but nodded. “Where’re you gonna find so many rhinos?” 
 
      
 
    “Pike and his men are going to travel to the mountain pass. According to Lavena, there’re thousands of them there.” 
 
      
 
    “And how’re you gonna feed them? We don’t have so much grassland in the whole valley!” 
 
      
 
    I cracked a grin. “Who said we’re staying in the valley?” 
 
      
 
    With a startle, he peered at me. “Meaning?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” I said with a bloodthirsty smirk. “About time we began to expand! Or did you think we’d be content with staying here forever? Very soon, the Red Owls will need more space. We already have two dozen villages — which, if you remember, used to be humble farms not so long ago!” 
 
      
 
    “You really think that more Calteans would like to join us?” Droy asked, his voice ringing with doubt. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been so sure in my life,” I said firmly, giving our fabled general an encouraging slap on the shoulder. “You can expect your army to expand too, my friend, and very soon.” 
 
      
 
    I was right. Actually, the first migrants had arrived even sooner than I’d thought. 
 
      
 
    The second wave of boats and floats was even more numerous than the first one. In less than twenty-four hours, the shore was bustling with new arrivals. This time we had no doubts that they’d arrived to settle down here. Last time, the majority of the arrivals had been men with little luggage. This time, however, the Northerners’ vessels were groaning under all kinds of household wares with women, children and old folk sitting on top. A great migration to the Silver Mountain Valley had begun. 
 
      
 
    As I’d known this was bound to happen, I’d managed to convince the council to be ready for their arrival. They wouldn’t believe me, of course — some doubted me until they’d seen it with their own eyes — but still they supported my suggestions. Only the unnamed Gods of Glasshouse knew what it must have cost me to convince those pigheaded politicians. 
 
      
 
    Getting enough food and building materials ready was a priority. That done, they started building a second wall ring — because, according to my calculations, there wasn’t enough space for the newcomers within the first gate. Actually, I wasn’t sure that the second wall would be able to keep them in, either. 
 
      
 
    So I put a lot of hope in our brand-new settlements, all the farms and little villages. I doubted everyone would want to stay in the city. A lot of them might want to found their own settlements. Which would require food and building materials as well as tools, seeds and cattle. Judging by what we’d seen last time, the Northerners weren’t very rich. Far from it. 
 
      
 
    And now that this wave of migrants had finally hit us, quite a few of our council members had asked to see me in private later to apologize. Because my actions had prevented a mayhem. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t say that everything went smoothly. There were problems, and lots of them. Already on the fourth day it had become clear that if this wave continued for another couple of days, there wouldn’t be enough food to go around. Another problem was an epidemic which rapidly spread among the newcomers. Had it not been for our healers and their ‘blue’ potions, everything might have ended very sadly. As it was, they’d curbed the outbreak quickly and efficiently. 
 
      
 
    The problems kept growing exponentially — but still we were very happy to receive reinforcements. Over just a few days, our almost thousand-strong army had become complete, making Droy a fully-fledged chieftain. 
 
      
 
    Besides the military, the ranks of our craftsmen and mine diggers had also grown impressively. As for Laosh, he couldn’t believe the numbers of those endowed with a gift for magic. So basically, things went exactly as I’d said they would. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the fifth day, the flood of migrants finally began to thin out, triggering a new system message. As I read it, I could feel my virtual hair stand on end: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    Your clan has reached a new stage in its development! From this day, the Red Owls clan will be named The Great Clan of Red Owls! 
 
      
 
    Rewards: 
 
    The title of The Leader of a Great Clan 
 
    The scroll of Hero Initiation (1) 
 
    The scroll of Unifier of Lands (1) 
 
    The scroll of Landlord (1) 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! From this day, you are the Leader of a Great Clan! 
 
      
 
    Remember this day! You’ve just taken the first step on the road to fame and glory! As long as you defeat your enemies and keep advancing your clan making it stronger, you’ll meet with new success, new titles and achievements! 
 
      
 
    Important! As the head of a clan, you’re free to pick a side or to remain neutral. Take your time making your choice! The fates of those who’ve entrusted their lives to you depends upon it. 
 
      
 
    From this day, you can also accept players as clan members. 
 
      
 
    Rewards: 
 
    +1000 to Morale 
 
    +450 to Discipline 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TO SAY I WAS DUMBFOUNDED by these changes to my personal status and the fact that they were related to our recent developments would be an understatement. I’d just been officially appointed leader of the Red Owls clan. Mind you, they’d always behaved as if I was — but now it seemed to have been set officially in stone. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to look long for the reason that must have triggered this remarkable effect. The clan’s population had reached 5,000. Plus they had their own city. And a totem. Plus my initial titles of City Planner and Commander General. Plus, predictably, my maxed-out Reputation. All of that taken together must have resulted in this, er, result. 
 
      
 
    I began sorting through the freebies I’d just received, starting with the actual status. The Leader of a Great Clan. What kind of changes did it bring and what was in it for me personally? 
 
      
 
    The deeper I dug into its description, the more dumbfounding it sounded. This Leader status came with a number of pros and cons. The biggest con was the actual responsibility. My Glasshouse experience had never been a walk in the park — but now responsibility was weighing heavily on my shoulders. Before, I’d been frightened of it — but now I felt no fear at all. I was moving forward. Moving toward my goal. 
 
      
 
    And as for the pros... One of them was so good I’d have loved to shake the hand of the person who’d come up with it. From now on, I didn’t need the Council’s approval for most matters of the clan’s development. In other words, I would be the one giving orders and they would be obliged to carry them out. And although I had a funny feeling that the Red Owls wouldn’t just give up so easily, it was still a great tool which was going to make my cohabitation with those stubborn little people so much easier. 
 
      
 
    Another innovation had to do with the clan’s treasury. I now had the right to take as much as 50% of the clan’s money — no permission required, no explanations asked for — and spend it as I see fit. I could do it on the sole condition that the money would be spent on the clan’s needs. If I needed more than 50%, then I would need to call up a council. 
 
      
 
    I really loved that one. No more battling for every tiny piece of silver! 
 
      
 
    Besides the money I could spend on the clan’s development, I now had the right to use a certain sum on my own needs. This was how it worked. If I needed some money for myself, I could take it from the treasury, namely 5% of the total amount, with an obligation to repay it in full within a month. In other words, it worked like a short-term interest-free loan. 
 
      
 
    It looked like the Glasshouse gods had just bestowed some kind of bonus on me — without forgetting their own interests, of course. Because if I transferred the money to the real world, paying it back to the clan’s treasury would be quite a gauntlet, every step of which would be lined with all kinds of banking fees. Plus, if you failed to repay it in time, you’d be facing all sorts of fines, reputation losses, etc. etc. So I needed to be careful and think ahead to make sure I had no problems with it. 
 
      
 
    Apart from all the above, I’d also received three scrolls whose ‘red’ glow clearly pointed at their unique nature. 
 
      
 
    I decided to take a look at the Hero Initiation first. 
 
      
 
    Warning! The scroll you’re holding is the ancient Hero Initiation manuscript penned by the great patriarch Cesario the Luminous during the era of The Ten Kingdoms. 
 
      
 
    Important! In order to study the scroll, you have to attain the title of Leader of a Great Clan! 
 
      
 
    I studied it, then activated it, watching it dissolve into thin air. A new icon appeared in the lower left corner of my interface, depicting a human outline against a glowing red background. 
 
      
 
    According to its description, I’d just acquired a new skill intrinsic to clan leaders which allowed me to initiate my own followers as Heroes. 
 
      
 
    As I read its specs, I could feel my virtual heart pound rapidly in my chest. I’d love to know what my VR pod’s operators were thinking right now. 
 
      
 
    I also received a warning that I needed to give a lot of thought to my choice of new heroes because they were to become the backbone of my power. 
 
      
 
    One click on the icon was enough to activate the skill. And that was the easiest part of the whole process. Because after that, the notorious democracy mechanism which controlled the Calteans kicked straight back. 
 
      
 
    A hero candidate had to undergo a certain selection process where Reputation with the clan was the most important requirement. Namely, an aspiring hero had to be in the top 20. At least they had the decency of excluding the names of the clan leader and other heroes from the rankings. Better than nothing. 
 
      
 
    But that was not all. As I read the following requirement, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The aspiring hero had to do something heroic! 
 
      
 
    Logical, really. Being a hero requires doing heroic things. But on the other hand, it didn’t make sense! If I dispatched all of my retinue to commit all sorts of feats of valor as dangerous as they were stupid, I risked having no warriors left at all! 
 
      
 
    In the end, much to my relief, I found a way around it. 
 
      
 
    This is how it worked. If either the clan leader or the council had reasons to believe that the candidate had already performed a heroic deed of some description, they had to announce so in front of the clan, triggering a voting process. In order to pass, the candidate needed 60% of the clan members’ votes. 
 
      
 
    Although I still had a very vague idea of how it was supposed to work, I knew the stubborn Caltean nature only too well. I’d better prepare myself for a round or two of heated debate... 
 
      
 
    I was so overwhelmed by all the news that I chose to consciously ignore the small print saying that only an NPC could become a hero. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the day, all this palaver around the initiation ritual had been worth it. For a start, it upped the new hero’s stats 30%. And that wasn’t the end of it. 
 
      
 
    The freshly-minted NPC hero received a random gift at the moment of his or her initiation: either a special skill, an ability, a spell or a secret blow. Depending on their luck, they could receive up to 3 of those. 
 
      
 
    Take Pike of Many Hands, for instance. All he had was one super blow. A super blow was a kind of skill only available to NPC. It was activated by the last move in a particular combo. Pike's was called The Fury of a Wolf. 
 
      
 
    Badwar the Thunder Warrior, Gukhur the Black Serpent and Lavena the Vixen only had one super blow each. Which meant that having two or three was quite rare. 
 
      
 
    Another good thing that came with the rank of hero was their ability to wear rare armor, weapons and other artifacts. At the moment, all of my heroes were equipped in part ‘red’, part ‘purple’. Their weapons were custom-made and prohibitively expensive. Basically, they could now challenge any of the top players in Mirror World. And considering the fact that I’d just received the ability to make them myself, that opened up some very interesting horizons... 
 
      
 
    At the moment, I had six captains and a colonel in the clan’s top 20 already. If the initiation went smoothly, the clan would end up having eleven heroes. And that’s only to begin with! 
 
      
 
    All I needed was a little bit more time. Then let them come and try to unroot us from our land! 
 
      
 
    Talking about which... 
 
      
 
    The second scroll activated an icon which depicted a torn scrap of a map. The scroll was called Unifier of Lands. 
 
      
 
    Whenever I pressed the button, I opened a smallish map which showed the Silver Mountain Valley in its entirety. It was highlighted in green, informing me and other players that these lands were property of the Red Owls. 
 
      
 
    The green zone was encircled with a rather wide “belt” of various plots of lands bordering on ours. Those were highlighted in pale-gray. A notice hovered over each, informing me that this land could become my clan’s property. At the moment, we could only handle three of them. We had to have an armed group sent in to cleanse the area from all the high-level mobs and other threats. 
 
      
 
    To give you an example, there was a small location behind the Silver Mountain, known as Yellow Grove. There was a black spot at its center, which was the map’s way of indicating bogs and marshes. So in order to claim the new location, we’d have to get rid of the bog first. 
 
      
 
    Once all the predators had been destroyed and bogs drained, we still had to colonize the location. The countdown began the moment the first settler laid the foundations of his or her house on the newly reclaimed land. After that, you had to wait thirty days before you could announce the land property of the clan. From that moment on, it belonged to the Red Owls officially. It could be bought or sold, but — what was much more likely — it could become a cause for war. 
 
      
 
    If you looked at it that way, the devs had purposefully handed me this scroll in order to push players in our direction. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the third scroll. As soon as I activated it, the system told me I now had the right, as the Leader of a Great Clan, to own a piece of personal property within the clan lands’ limits. 
 
      
 
    Not quite believing it was happening to me, I opened the location map and activated the Landlord icon. 
 
      
 
    A smattering of about dozen dots appeared in the clan’s lands. Some were next to the lake, others scattered all over the valley. Most of them, though, flashed their lights from within Laketown’s city limits. 
 
      
 
    On thorough inspection, I paused to study a single dot marking the fortress in the mountains. Unhesitantly I summoned Boris and headed there. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I was standing on the roof of a three-story stone edifice which looked like more like a castle in its own right rather than a city mansion. 
 
      
 
    It was located at the top of the city and surrounded by a tall stone wall. It came complete with a large compound, several barns and outhouses and a well. 
 
      
 
    Upon closer inspection, I discovered a wine cellar, a secret tunnel which connected the mansion to the local catacombs, and yet another well. 
 
      
 
    As I stood on the third-floor balcony admiring the view of the Silver Mountain Valley, I already knew which dwelling I was going to select. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’re back,” one of our mounted guards reported. “They’re much fewer this time. Their ships are much worse for wear, too.” 
 
      
 
    I was standing on the jetty watching the lake shore crawling with activity. We were in a hurry to build ourselves a port. From above, the building site resembled a disturbed anthill where every worker knew their place and their job, despite the illusion of chaos. New migrants and curious onlookers were bustling around, adding to the commotion; kids flocked about; fishermen were hauling in their catches; freshly-minted Red Owl merchants were preparing for their first journey, hoping to try their luck in the Northerners’ nearest settlements before winter set in. 
 
      
 
    All the shouting and screaming, the knocking and tapping of hammers, the groaning of rigging and the creaking of the wooden cranes built by our artillery engineers to the blueprints that Rrhorgus had somehow procured for us — all of that was music to my ears. We continued to grow and improve. 
 
      
 
    The only thing missing was a few ships of our own. And now the remote patrols had just reported the return of the Sea Dragons led by Birnir himself. 
 
      
 
    Which could only mean one thing. They were bringing us expert ship builders. 
 
      
 
    The guard had told us the truth. The Sea Dragons’ ships were much worse for wear. There were only three of them, too. Somewhere along the way, Birnir’s armada had lost half of its Drakkars. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what happened?” Droy said, standing next to me. 
 
      
 
    “Probably tried to bite off more than they could chew,” Laosh said sarcastically, perched on his little folding stool to my right. “So they lost a few teeth...” 
 
      
 
    Despite their miserable state and numerous injuries, the pirates’ bearded mugs were beaming like polished copper pots. I could see they were happy to have gotten here alive. 
 
      
 
    “You mind my words,” Laosh grumbled, “they’re gonna ask us to let them stay the winter. Lots of problems, I can see it.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” the usually tight-lipped Gukhur the Black Serpent said confidently. These days, he was the one responsible for peace and order in the city. He’d just arrived at the jetty to check on the new arrivals. “If they start making trouble, we’ll cut them down to size. Let’s see how they like our cooler! A few days without food, and their brains might kick back into gear.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh guffawed. “Good enough,” he said with an approving nod. 
 
      
 
    Within the last few months, those two seemed to have hit off quite well. Gukhur’s methods were admittedly effective. His men watched over the city, making sure law and order was undisturbed. The hefty paycheck that came out of the treasury to support our new “police” was worth every penny of it. And Laosh, with his love for order in all things, had apparently warmed up to our self-appointed “sheriff”. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve completed my part of the deal!” Birnir the White Eye growled happily on board his ship. He and his men spread their arms wide, sporting the green ribbons on their wrists. “It’s your turn now, Sir Olgerd!” 
 
      
 
    He deftly vaulted over the board and onto the jetty, then made a commanding gesture to his crew. 
 
      
 
    Two of his goons leaned overboard, easing down a tiny, skinny Caltean dude with a shaggy gray beard, his head as bald as a billiard ball. While they were manhandling him trying to deliver him onto terra firma, the old man exploded in a long string of profanities. 
 
      
 
    I cast a wary glance at my friends. Smiles played on their faces as they admired the new turns of phrases. Even the builders stopped working, leaving their jackhammers alone. 
 
      
 
    I, however, preserved a grim expression on my face — because I didn’t like what I was seeing. The old man’s hands were tied behind his back. It looked like Birnir had taken him prisoner, in which case this gentleman had arrived here against his own will. Having said that, none of the Red Owls appeared to be concerned about such petty details. 
 
      
 
    “Here!” Birnir thundered, giving the old Caltean a hearty slap on the shoulder. “I’ve brought you one of the finest shipbuilders in the whole of Royalville! If he can’t build you the best ships, then no one can!” 
 
      
 
    I was about to tell him all I thought about it — but Droy beat me to it. “What happened to your ships?” 
 
      
 
    Birnir shrugged. “They’re gone. But that’s all right. Soon I’ll have new ones built for me!” he gave the bald man another slap on his shoulder. Surprisingly, the old Caltean grew quiet, studying us from under his bushy eyebrows. A sharp, insightful gaze; level 400+; expensive clothing; it didn’t look as if he’d been a pauper in his better days. 
 
      
 
    “How did you lose your ships?” Droy asked. 
 
      
 
    “There’s an insurrection in Royalville,” Birnir replied. “The clans are all at each other’s throats trying to lay their mitts on the throne. Here, take this, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    His broad hand reached into a leather pouch on his belt, producing a small envelope sealed with some brown wax bearing the imprint of an owl. It was Horm the Turtle sending word. 
 
      
 
    Everybody perked up, realizing who the sender was. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” Birnir said with a chuckle. “All your guys are okay. They were even allowed to buy a house in Royalville’s Golden Quarter. They’re perfectly safe there. No one really wants to see a thousand-strong army at the city gates in times of turmoil. Everybody wants to be your friend.” 
 
      
 
    Droy, Laosh and myself exchanged glances. Our idea of sending an envoy to Royalville seemed to have worked just fine. 
 
      
 
    With a nod to my friends — as in, we’ll read it all together later — I put the letter away and turned my gaze to our prisoner. 
 
      
 
    “Turn round,” I said calmly, looking him in the eye. 
 
      
 
    Not one muscle twitched on his face. Then he must have made up his mind because he obeyed. 
 
      
 
    “Gukhur, untie him,” I said, nodding at the prisoner’s wrists. 
 
      
 
    Without saying a word, the Black Serpent stepped forward and cut through the knot with one slash of his sword. 
 
      
 
    Once his bonds had fallen to the jetty, the old Caltean turned back round. His face was drawn with surprise. 
 
      
 
    By contrast, Birnir continued to grin, apparently amused by the scene. I understood him very well. He had nothing to worry about. He’d completed his part of the deal, hadn’t he? Who could have known that he’d do it the way he did? 
 
      
 
    “You’re free,” I told the ex-prisoner who was wincing as he rubbed his wrists. “What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Kruss,” the old Caltean said, then added, “Kruss the Fingerless.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at his hands. The little finger was missing on his left hand. 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t get mad with us, Kruss the Fingerless. Hope you’ll be so kind as to accept my invitation to be a guest in my house?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “UH OH,” LAOSH SHOOK a disapproving head. “We seem to have opened a right can of worms.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh, Droy, myself and other influential clan members were now sitting in the council chamber on the second floor of the townhall. We had only one item on our agenda: the further development of our diplomatic relations with Royalville. 
 
      
 
    We’d just read Horm’s letter out loud. Basically, he was now head of our delegation to the city. 
 
      
 
    In the first part of his letter, he told us things we already knew. In it, he described their journey up the Northern River, listing meticulously every clan and tribe he’d come across, with brief characteristics of their leaders. He also gave us advice on how to comport ourselves among them, where to be uncompromising and where to let them have their way. I’d have loved to see his face when he found out that most of the Caltean tribes on his list had already joined the Red Owls. 
 
      
 
    We listened to the second part of Horm’s letter with much more interest. In it, he recounted all the events unfolding currently in Royalville and its environments. 
 
      
 
    To put it bluntly, you could describe all those developments in one word, which was bedlam. At the time of writing, the old king Oruk the Thunderbolt had already fallen into a palliative stupor. Seeing as the letter had taken over a month to get to us, the chances were he was already dead. But even while he was still alive — well, sort of — the Northern clans had perked up, ready to redraw the kingdom’s map. 
 
      
 
    Finally, all the animosity and intrigue had spilled out of the palace. Clans got busy striking up alliances; they began to call up armies and send them to Royalville’s walls. According to Horm’s letter, the situation was so tense that a single spark would be enough to set off that tinderbox. 
 
      
 
    And seeing as Birnir’s fleet had lost three ships complete with their crews, the fringes of the kingdom were already consumed by the flames. 
 
      
 
    Still, Horm the Turtle confirmed what Birnir had already said. The war had nothing to do with us. All of the clan leaders were well disposed toward our delegation. The Northerners had duly appreciated the quality of the Red Owls’ gear, as well as the giant tame scorpion made of a prohibitively expensive metal. 
 
      
 
    Horm was showered with invitations from all of the kingdom’s most important nobility. And not only him. Five of the sergeants that accompanied him had also become the target of those sly operators. According to Holm, the sergeants had been a bit shy at first until gradually, they worked out the lay of the land and became a great help to him. 
 
      
 
    Sergeants? Those schemers even approached our warriors! Still, Red Owls had proven to be hard nuts to crack — according to Holm’s report, none of them had succumbed to the lure of big city temptations. 
 
      
 
    As the letter unfolded, Holm gave a brief characteristic of every strong clan and tribe which were at the epicenter of this political tempest. Our recent visitor Prince Zoran wasn’t one of its favorites, apparently. Initially, his arrival to the city “in command” of an awesomely armed company of warriors had caused quite a hoo-hah, just as he’d thought it would. But once the public had put two and two together, the Prince’s popularity had definitely taken a dive, even though it hadn’t dropped below its initial level. In other words, Zoran was quite happy with his fifteen moments of fame. Still, according to Horm, there was no way he'd be even considered a candidate for the throne. 
 
      
 
    The main race for the throne was unfolding between three other princes, each of them considerably richer and higher-born than Zoran. The now-unconscious king had over a dozen sons, and all of them craved power. If Horm were to be believed, Zoran was actually the most level-headed of all of them. Horm went as far as express his regret that his chances weren’t the highest ones. 
 
      
 
    Also, Horm informed us of a large mansion he’d bought in the Golden Quarter of Royalville. He’d had our warriors nail two shields to the gates, with the image of a red owl carved into both, making clear to everybody else that this place was under our clan’s protection. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Horm advised us to urgently form a large caravan and fill it with all kinds of goods which, according to him, would sell like hot cakes in Royalville. 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t a problem. Our workshops were already working on the double. Our newly-minted merchants were preparing to set off, banding together and buying up goods. We were all set to go! 
 
      
 
    In the end, Horm the Turtle warned us against the possibility of a visit from a high-standing Royal delegation. They all seemed to be inclined to see the Silver Mountain Valley and check on the once-banished clans. All of a sudden, everybody was desperate to right the old wrongs and restore the once-severed relationships. 
 
      
 
    You didn’t have to be a mind reader to see that they all counted on our support — or rather, on that of our swords — in the future. 
 
      
 
    This part of the letter left a lasting impression on Laosh. Apparently, we were also to expect some visitors in his magic line of work! Besides the rule of nobility, the North also apparently boasted the expertise of shamans — and thanks to Horm and his guys, the name of Laosh was already legendary in Royalville. Actually, all of our names were. So it would only be logical and quite predictable on the part of a clan leader to send the clan shaman down here to establish bridges with the Great Shaman of a once-outlawed tribe. 
 
      
 
    “Sooner or later, it was bound to happen,” I said. “The Red Owls are now a power to be reckoned with. Everybody want to be friends with us.” 
 
      
 
    My words were met with a roar of approval. 
 
      
 
    “That’s all well and good,” Laosh began, his voice ringing with doubt. “But I’m afraid we’ve bitten more than we can chew.” 
 
      
 
    “ Fear not, my friend,” I said, turning to him. “You’re still thinking in old terms. Look around! Can you see what the Red Owls have achieved? We’re not the starved savages constantly on the run from Noctean hordes anymore! Our army gets bigger and stronger by the hour. Our master craftsmen keep gaining new knowledge. What do you think is gonna happen if we encounter the same Noctean horde at out walls? Those bastards who’d driven so many Caltean clans away from this valley all those months ago?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll wipe the floor with them!” Droy barked. 
 
      
 
    All our heroes and warriors growled their approval. 
 
      
 
    “Let those Northerners come!” Lavena the Vixen shouted. “Let us see their pocketfuls of gold!” 
 
      
 
    The room guffawed. 
 
      
 
    “Horm makes it clear in his letter,” I said, “that the clan envoys will be coming to strike alliances with us. But that doesn’t mean we won’t be preparing for war.” 
 
      
 
    “Red Owls are always ready for war!” Badwar thundered. 
 
      
 
    “Always!” the room bellowed. 
 
      
 
    Laosh’s face lit up. A touch of roses filled his drawn cheeks. He seemed to be enjoying it. And as for his grumbling... he was just a grumbling old sort. Quintessential Laosh. 
 
      
 
    “Besides,” I reminded them, “tomorrow’s ritual will make the Red Owls even stronger.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over the room. It had been two weeks that we’d begun the preparations for the hero initiation ritual. Laosh and I had decided to squeeze it for all it was worth. We were planning a big celebration with a funfair and an open-air party which was to last for a week. By our estimations, it would draw a lot of onlookers to Laketown. 
 
      
 
    Good. Let them all be witness to our rise to glory. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What can you possibly give me that I don’t already have?” Kruss the Fingerless asked, repeating almost verbatim the question that the Sea Dragons’ captain had asked me over a month ago. “You have any idea who you’re looking at?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “How can I ever forget? I’ve been constantly reminded of it for three days in a row. You’ve said it twenty times today already.” 
 
      
 
    We were sitting on the second-floor balcony of my house, admiring the valley views, sipping wine and chasing it down with an assortment of cheeses. 
 
      
 
    I’d been trying to get him to talk for several days already — and still I couldn’t quite make up my mind about him. On one hand, Birnir had done me an ill turn by bringing this grumbling Caltean here against his will. On the other, as it turned out, Kruss the Fingerless was Royalville’s best ship building expert. He built ships for the royal family. Now I could understand why Birnir had lost half his ships and a good part of his men. That was another reason to be careful with him: apparently, the AI which controlled him placed little value on human life. If it had so easily sacrificed half of Birnir’s own crew just to bring Kruss to me, it meant it had even less respect for the lives of strangers. Which made Birnir very dangerous; potentially a monster. And now this monster was waiting for me to honor my part of the deal. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you didn’t listen well enough, did you?” the ship builder said impassively. “Some dudes need a lot of reminding. That might make you think twice before you offer me something.” 
 
      
 
    I leaned back in my chair, preparing to listen to his diatribe over and over again. 
 
      
 
    “I am Kruss the Fingerless!” the old man announced pompously. “I am the owner of three shipyards! I have dozens of guildsmen and apprentices working for me! I have several houses in Royalville, two of them in the Golden Quarter! Me and my family are constantly showered with royal favors! My ships have brought victory to many a king! All of Royalville’s nobles wish to marry into my family! Now think well and tell me: what can you offer?” 
 
      
 
    He was obviously enjoying getting on my nerves. Having said that, he wasn’t a pompous ass, not at all. He was okay. He didn’t seem to mind his abduction that much. When I’d asked him about it, he’d said that these things happened a lot to him and his guildsmen. Every time, the outcome was the same for the abductors: they were killed and stripped of all their property. Kings don’t like being robbed of what they hold dear. 
 
      
 
    Yes, that was exactly how Kruss the Fingerless had put it, saying that he was the property of the King’s family and that Birnir would have big problems because of that. The death of half his men was only the beginning. Birnir had had them all killed by the royal guards as they stormed Kruss’ house. He also added that the change of power in the city wasn’t going to assuage the royal revenge. Apparently, Kruss the Fingerless was some sort of patrimony, a national asset, and one of the most valuable in the whole kingdom at that. 
 
      
 
    The first time he’d told me about it, it made me a bit uncomfortable. Let’s face it: I was the one who’d ordered his abduction, even though I hadn’t given my agreement to such a delivery method. 
 
      
 
    Kruss must have noticed the change in my mood because he hurried to reassure me. He’d fully appreciated my gesture back at the jetty. The fact that I’d promptly had him released, offered my apologies and invited him to be a guest in my own house must have worked in my favor. According to him, his abduction wasn’t going to lead to any conflicts. In any case, he refused point blank to stay any longer, simply because he had nothing to offer us. 
 
      
 
    This conversation had taken place two days ago. But now, the tables had turned. Last night, Rrhorgus had finally sent me a good dozen blueprints he’d managed to procure. How he’d managed to do so was a different story entirely. The main thing was, I now had a bunch of trump cards up my sleeve: namely, ten ‘green’ blueprints and two ‘blue’ ones. 
 
      
 
    What could I offer? Oh well. Let’s do it in stages. 
 
      
 
    “You like it here, let’s face it,” I said. “This city, this fortress atop the mountain, the workshops, the people. I could see you were admiring our lifestyle.” 
 
      
 
    “This is true,” he agreed with ease. “The kind of freedom that your workers enjoy, I’ve never seen it before, anywhere. Compared to them, I’m like a bird in a cage. It’s true that it’s a golden cage. I have personal guards around me twenty-four hours; I’m both respected and my every wish is fulfilled. But am I any better than a caged bird?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “What’s the problem, then? Here, no one’s gonna try to take your freedom away. You’re free to live as you wish. Plenty of work to do. No need to worry about security. Although, as we’ve just seen, no one’s immune to abduction — even a pretty caged bird like yourself. There’s always someone capable of picking the lock of a cage. Even a golden one.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all true what you’re saying,” Kruss replied. “Both about security and freedom. I can see that both your clan and your city are totally different. What’s more, had you approached me with a similar proposal twenty-odd years ago, I wouldn’t have hesitated to drop everything, grab a ship and come straight here to you.” 
 
      
 
    ‘So what prevents you from doing it now?” I asked. “You’re here already, anyway. The gods seemed to have willed it.” 
 
      
 
    He visibly tensed up. I hurried to reassure him, 
 
      
 
    “You can leave any time you want, of course. You’re our guest. No one’s forcing you to stay. In two weeks’ time, our trade caravan is leaving for Royalville. You could join it, if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    He seemed to relax a little bit — but still, I could see anxiety written on his face. So I asked him, trying to take his mind off it, 
 
      
 
    “Why twenty-odd years? What was so different then? Why not now?” 
 
      
 
    “For several reasons,” Kruss replied. “Firstly, I’m not a spring chicken anymore. I’ve been working my ass off all my life. Now I’m tired. It’s my children who run the shipyards. I’m trying to stay out of their way. Just keeping an eye on things, if you know what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I see. What a shame. That’s reason enough, I think.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “That’s not the main one.” 
 
      
 
    “The Royal clan?” I ventured a guess. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no,” he said with a smirk. “On the contrary. If I stayed and started a new shipyard here, it would have been very convenient for them. Your warriors caused an absolute sensation in Royalville, hehe! I’m sure your envoy has already written to you about it. My shipyard would become a cover for their political games. Which is another reason I can’t accept your offer. I’m sick and tired of being a puppet in politicians’ hands.” 
 
      
 
    “But on the other hand, a new shipyard,” I said with a grin. “Just think of it: you’ll be the first man to start building boats in our city. For my part, I can guarantee you enough work to keep you busy for years to come. Which would make your family even richer.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point?” he said bitterly. “They’re gonna take the lion’s share, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about the Royal clan?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Who do you think? Besides, three shipyards are already a handful. Couldn’t possibly manage a fourth one.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “Labor,” he said curtly. “You think it’s so easy to find good workers? 
 
      
 
    “All the materials, tools and workers I can help you out with. That’s not a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he said with a cunning squint. “That’s exactly why I don’t want to go along with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Now you’ve really confused me,” I said. “What are you trying to tell me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to tell you that I don’t see the point in sharing all my know-how with you,” he pinned me with his glare. “It’s not about the money. The secrets of my trade are priceless. You understand that, don’t you? I don’t for one second doubt your ability to build a shipyard. And not just one. Your materials, your tools and your workers — I’ve never seen anything like it! The moment I pass my secrets on to you, you’ll try to get rid of me. Don’t object! I’ve been around for long enough to take anyone for their word. I’m a ship builder. A ship is a weapon any way you look at it. You understand me better than anybody else. You too can build killing machines.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Your offer isn’t good enough,” he carried on. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Right you are. In that case, is there anything at all that could make you stay with us? On a voluntary basis, of course. The way I see it, you’re not interested in either working conditions nor future profits. But something in your tone and your mood tells me that if I found the reason for your hesitation, you would happily stay. Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    Kruss the Fingerless shrugged. “You’re very insightful. You’re right: I am indeed looking for an excuse to prolong my stay in your city. I like what I see here. There’s something new coming to life here. Laketown is the legendary city of free guildsmen. I’d have loved to become part of this process — but like I already said, my whole experience tells me that I need to get something of an equal value in return.” 
 
      
 
    We fell silent for a while. Kruss appeared to be contemplating the matter, deep in his own thoughts. I just waited. I already knew he was going to stay. 
 
      
 
    “So?” Kruss grinned as he flung a piece of pink cheese into his mouth. “That got you thinking, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re dead right there,” I said, taking a big swig from my wine glass. 
 
      
 
    “You still think you’ve got something to offer me?” he insisted with a sarcastic smile. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I have,” I said. “I’m just not sure if you’re up to it...” 
 
      
 
    His face dropped in amazement. “What’s your point?” 
 
      
 
    “My point is that you might have overestimated the extent of your mastery.” 
 
      
 
    With my every word, his face drew longer and longer. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need the kinds of ships you built for your kings.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I don’t get you...” the old boy said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me for what I’m about to say, but we’re not interested in any old ships. We need new types. Modern ones.” 
 
      
 
    “But,” Kruss muttered, blushing profusely. 
 
      
 
    How I understood him. It must have been a while since he’d been last brought down to earth like this. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not trying to say that we won’t need your expertise. On the contrary. Without it, we won’t get anywhere. But we’ll need it for different things.” 
 
      
 
    Having said that, I started tugging the blueprints from my pocket. “You asked me what I had to offer you in exchange for your knowledge?” I said with a cunning grin. “Here’s my proposition. How about you remember the good old days and learn to build ships from scratch?” 
 
      
 
    Judging by his long face and the glint in his eye, his hands trembling as he gingerly unfolded one of the ‘green’ blueprints, I knew that we had him hook, line and sinker. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FESTIVITIES WERE a great success. Laosh and all the other council members hadn’t skimped. They’d dug deep into the treasury to pay for the ceremony itself, as well as a party for all the townsfolk. 
 
      
 
    The festivities were supposed to last for seven days. Still, the news of them had spread like wildfire, triggering a new influx of visitors which forced us to double their duration — and I could already see that two weeks just wouldn’t be enough. 
 
      
 
    Although still a work in progress, our port was already welcoming Calteans from far and near. It was a pleasure to behold all the happy people coming ashore — men, women, children clad in their best, their faces beaming with joy and anticipation. Everybody awaited the funfair, looking forward to many a nice meal (we’d dropped the food prices, seeing as our treasury could now easily take that). And not just food but a plethora of wondrous goods offered by the merchants: beautiful clothes, colorful fabrics, glittering jewelry and knickknacks, quality tools and precious weapons. 
 
      
 
    This was the first event of this kind for the local NPCs. In the next three weeks, we could expect their digital souls to soak up new unique experiences which hopefully would have a positive impact upon them. 
 
      
 
    For these few days, Laketown had become the location’s musical capital. Cheerful tunes filled the air, mixing with the sounds of laughter, children’s excited screaming and men’s good-natured guffawing. The Calteans were having the time of their lives. 
 
      
 
    When they were not dancing, feasting or trading with Northerners, Red Owls struck new friendships, shared news and sealed new alliances. We’d already planned to have over two hundred weddings alone. And that’s in the first two days! 
 
      
 
    I watched the process in quiet disbelief. I couldn’t have even imagined that things could advance so quickly. If it went on like this, in another six months’ time no army of players would be strong enough to evict us from these lands. Give us another year, and even the combined forces of Light and Dark would be heading for a disastrous fall if ever they decided to challenge us. 
 
      
 
    Which meant that very soon they might come and try us out. And our job was to cut them down to size painfully and mercilessly, to make it perfectly clear they should keep a respectful distance. 
 
      
 
    The initiation ceremony was scheduled for midday of the fourth day of the celebrations. By then, the influx of new visitors had gradually dwindled to almost nothing, and everybody was getting impatient to see the new attraction. 
 
      
 
    A massive stone tablet hung on the townhall’s gates, listing the contenders’ names. Every clan member — whether a warrior, a shaman, a seamstress, a fisherman or a housewife — could read the names of the aspiring heroes and either agree or challenge their candidacies. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, our visitors were left flabbergasted by such freedom of expression. They couldn’t even dream of anything like it. The decisions of their clan leaders were set in stone. The only thing that could in theory sway their opinion was the council of elders. But the elders of most clans were members of the leader’s family anyway. So no such thing as democracy had ever entered their heads. 
 
      
 
    “You guys are weird,” Kruss the Fingerless said pensively, looking at the stone tablet bearing the names of our future heroes. “I’ve never seen anyone who’d willingly share their power with common folk.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, what’s the problem?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The ship builder shrugged. “I don’t know how to put it. When the Royal envoys arrive, followed by the delegations of Royalville’s most influential clans, this tablet will be the first thing they see. And once they fully realize its significance, they ain’t gonna like it, that’s for sure. Still, knowing you, you’ve probably thought it through.” 
 
      
 
    “I have,” I said. “There’re lots of guys like you in Royalville, you have to admit. I want them to see a different kind of life. I hope they can see Laketown for what it is: a place where everyone can breathe freely.” 
 
      
 
    Kruss shook his head, deep in thought. “You know what the consequences are gonna be, don’t you? It’s one thing to poach commoners, and it’s something quite different to organize a mass migration of expert craftsmen — and not only them. Warriors, vendors, petty gentry who feel short-changed by the powers that be — that might spiral into a major brain drain and expatriation of capital. Whoever gets the throne will be majorly upset. Which means war for you. And a war is the last thing I want to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, do you feel sorry for the Red Owls?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” he replied. “I feel sorry for those whom the king would bring here to die by your walls. I’ve seen enough of your warriors and your glaive throwers. The Royalville army doesn’t have a chance in hell against you. That’s why I feel sorry for them. They will die in a strange land, defending their greedy masters and their interests.” 
 
      
 
    As our eyes met, I saw he was telling the truth. It pained him to talk about it. 
 
      
 
    “I feel you,” I said in earnest. “But you need to understand that we’re not going to change our ways for a handful of greedy gentry. If they come here to wage war, we’re gonna hurt them. We’re gonna hurt them real bad. I too feel sorry for the poor Calteans who would die for their rulers’ cause, but let me remind you that this is our land, our rules and our life.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got visitors,” Grunna announced. 
 
      
 
    Grunna, her husband and their three kids had been living with me for a while now, apparently seeing their purpose in looking after me. No one had warned me of their arrival. I’d just come home late one night to be faced with the fact that they were now my housekeepers. 
 
      
 
    The same night, I received a hot dinner, a warm bath and a fresh bed. As I ate, Laosh and other high-standing clan members announced their decision. They thought it right to ensure the right levels of care both for me and for my new home. Grunna and her family were more than enthusiastic to take on their new responsibilities. 
 
      
 
    Firstly, because being the clan leader’s housekeeper was nothing to sniff at. And secondly, because the money was worth it. The treasury paid them very well. 
 
      
 
    I objected at first, only to remember that my obstinate friends would have it their own way, anyway. Besides, Grunna seemed to have a magic touch which made the entire house blossom in her care. She was also a great cook and fastidious housewife. Clean rooms, the fresh bed and a nightly hot bath had eventually made me change my mind. Besides, their presence added a touch of family coziness to the place which used to resemble a gloomy dungeon before their arrival. 
 
      
 
    And last but not least, Grunna was an expert at getting rid of all the unwanted visitors. Initially, I’d done my best to receive everyone who wanted to see me, but then I came to realize that their requests did distract me from really important things. 
 
      
 
    Grunna must have noticed her clan leader slowly crumble under the mass of petitioners, because she took matters into her own hands. To my surprise, she quickly brought some order to the reception — but only as a temporary measure because the numbers of visitors kept growing at a frightening speed. So one day at dinner, Grunna offered an idea — and when I heard her, I wanted to slap myself hard on the forehead. 
 
      
 
    As a result, we set up a chancellery at the first story of the townhall to handle the petitioners’ requests. The next day after it was opened, the numbers of visitors dwindled to nothing. 
 
      
 
    For that reason, Grunna’s arrival with a report of someone wanting to see me came as a surprise. “Did you send them to the chancellery?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not Red Owls,” Grunna replied. 
 
      
 
    I tensed up. “Who is it, then?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s that pirate gang who stole the ship builder for us,” she replied. “And a few dozen cutthroats with them. You should see their faces.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh really, I said, rising slowly from my desk. “Okay then. Let them in. Let’s take a look at your cutthroats.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re not mine!” she giggled, then turned round and headed for the door with the determination of an icebreaker. 
 
      
 
    When I saw the mob flooding the street in front of my house, I didn’t know what to think. Grunna must have understated their numbers. There were at least a hundred and fifty of them here, and they looked like a right gang of thugs. 
 
      
 
    Before I could say anything, Birnir stepped forward. “What was it last night?” he demanded. “Tell us!” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. “What are you talking about? What’s going on here? Why did you bring all these good people here?” 
 
      
 
    I had no doubt that they meant me no harm. Otherwise, Gukhur’s men would have never let them through into the higher city. They probably thought I was the only one capable of handling these people’s problem. 
 
      
 
    “We’re sorry to disturb you,” Birnir said good-naturedly, pressing his right hand to his chest. “It’s just that the matter is pretty urgent.” 
 
      
 
    I paused. “Very well. Come on in, don’t just stand here. We’ll talk inside.” 
 
      
 
    Once the entire group had been admitted into the inner court, I said at the top of my voice, 
 
      
 
    “So! What brought you here?” 
 
      
 
    A wave of grumbling voices ran through the crowd. Once again Birnir stepped forward, 
 
      
 
    “Last night we witnessed something at your clan’s totem which we didn’t expect to see at all.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd growled their approval. 
 
      
 
    I put my hands in the air, motioning them to calm down. “What exactly are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    Birnir looked at the crowd, then back at me. “We saw you bestow the clan’s ancient powers on your warriors! We saw it with our own eyes!” 
 
      
 
    Aha. Suitably impressed, were we? 
 
      
 
    Last night’s initiation ritual had left a dramatic impression on the thousand-strong crowd, Red Owls and newcomers alike. Having said that, the ceremony had been quite modest to begin with. 
 
      
 
    All of our contenders had come together at the totem. Laosh addressed the crowd with a heartfelt speech as was his fashion, then invited all the clan members to voice their support or objection for every candidate. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, Droy’s name was the first on the list. Not one Caltean spoke against him. 
 
      
 
    I waited for the system to approve our choice, then announced Droy the Hero of the great clan of the Red Owls. Immediately afterward, I received another message adding +200 pt. to both Morale and Discipline. Droy’s stats had also grown by several dozen percent. In a fit of generosity, the system bestowed all of three super blows on our freshly-minted Hero, the absolute maximum. 
 
      
 
    Seeing as Colonel Droy was a lancer, all his new skills had been generated to suit that particular weapon. We already had sets of personalized ‘purple’ weapons custom-made for each hero. 
 
      
 
    So immediately after Droy’s initiation, I handed him an excellent lance which he promptly brandished much to the crowd’s pleasure. 
 
      
 
    He took a few swings, then thrust it at a dummy erected there specially for the occasion. The impact made the tip of the lance glow with silvery flames as the first one of his super blows was activated. 
 
      
 
    When the lance’s tip sank into the dummy’s chest, the mannequin exploded in flames, disintegrating into hundreds of tiny pieces. The crowd gasped. 
 
      
 
    Droy was followed by all the other contenders who too received their custom weapons. Each one of them used their freshly-gained super blows in front of the jubilant crowd to destroy more mannequins. Glinting with magic flames, their ‘purple’ weapons — hammers, battleaxes, swords, spears and arrows — made quick work of the dummies clad in ‘blue’ armor for the occasion. 
 
      
 
    Scenes like those could leave no heart unperturbed — and judging by the crowd which was now assembled in and around my place, the impression was lasting. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not really what you think it was,” I said, then fell silent. 
 
      
 
    No one said a word. They must have realized I didn’t have to explain myself to anyone — especially not to those who weren’t even our clan members. At the same time, I did realize that all these top-level NPCs were the potential warriors of our army. In actual fact, the whole idea of the last-night show was to impress them. Most of those I was now facing were seasoned seamen. Our first ships were about to be launched — but even the best and most perfect of ships are useless without a crew. 
 
      
 
    Which was why I continued after a pause, 
 
      
 
    “It’s not in my remit to endow my warriors with power. Only the most worthy will be allowed to take part in the ritual.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do they need to do in order to get this power?” Birnir voiced the question which was on everybody’s lips. 
 
      
 
    “First of all,” I said, giving the crowd a sharp look, “the Red Owls are the only ones who have the right to participate.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd stirred. The warriors exchanged glances. Far from all of them were impressed by what they’d just heard. 
 
      
 
    “No exceptions?” a voice in the crowd asked. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely none,” I said firmly. “The Red Owls are the only ones who have the right to the ancient powers. But that’s not all.” 
 
      
 
    I saw Birnir hide a smirk in his beard. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not enough just to join the clan,” I continued. “Every contender must perform a feat of valor which all of the clan members will judge. The contender’s reputation with the clan must be unshakable. He or she must be respected by officers and common fishermen alike. Only the worthy will receive the prize!” 
 
      
 
    Whispers ran through the crowd. I could see disappointment on the Northerners’ faces. 
 
      
 
    “It’s way too complicated,” I heard someone in the first ranks grumble. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what did you all think?” I stepped forward, towering over the man. “You thought you could just come here to me and demand I make you equal to my best warriors? Yes, you!” I poked his chest with my finger. “You really think you’re as good as Droy the Fang? What have you actually done to win the right to the ancient powers and join the clan’s greatest heroes?” 
 
      
 
    The Caltean whom I’d addressed was already regretting having opened his mouth. He stood there in silence, his eyes lowered, his shoulders stooped. 
 
      
 
    “Did you really think that the ancient power was something insignificant — something you could simply take only to discard later?” I continued to press on. “Show me the idiot who told you that! Bring him here to me! I want to look him in the eye!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd shrank under my pressure. I’d even managed to wipe the smug grin off Birnir’s bearded face. 
 
      
 
    “You stupid fools!” I thundered. “Go back home to your wives and kids! Don’t even think about the ancient power of heroes! That gift is only reserved for those worthy!” 
 
      
 
    Having said that, I swung round and headed for the entrance to the castle. I could hear the shuffling of feet and the whisper of voices behind my back as the Northerners started to leave. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I stepped inside, Grunna and her husband Arvas were already waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    “Great speech, Master,” she said approvingly. Her husband nodded in silent approval. Judging by their excited gazes, they meant it. 
 
      
 
    As I walked past them, I heard Grunna heave a sigh. “What a shame... Our clan could sure use such experienced warriors.” 
 
      
 
    I just chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Master?” she asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell straight away you know very little about warriors,” I said with a smile. “These cutthroats, as you called them, have just been presented with a challenge. Not all of them are going to accept it — but like I already said, only those worthy will get the gift.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean they’re gonna come back?” Grunna asked doubtfully, casting a glance at her husband who was quietly digesting my words. 
 
      
 
    “Not all of them,” I said. “But the majority will soon show up here to try their luck.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT TURNED OUT I was right. Birnir and his “cutthroats” turned up even earlier than I’d anticipated, adding two hundred warriors to our clan. And considering the fact that most of them had families, that brought our clan’s numbers to six thousand-plus. 
 
      
 
    Having joined the Red Owls, the Sea Dragons’ captain doubled his pressure on me demanding new ships. I, in turn, diverted all his zeal toward our chief ship builder. As a result, over the last few days Birnir and Kruss had become as thick as thieves. Despite the fact that the former had dragged the latter here in shackles, they seemed to have found a perfect common ground in discussing ship building. 
 
      
 
    Even without the constant nudging from the pirate captain, Kruss was up to his neck in work. Right now, the biggest shipyard was being erected on the shore. Next to it, the giant skeletons of seven ships were already being constructed, three of which were destined to become combat Drakkars, and the others, merchant vessels. 
 
      
 
    One day I saw Birnir ambling around the half-finished ships. Admittedly, he looked more like a small boy admiring a miracle rather than an awesome seafarer. A dreamy smile played on his bearded mug. He had every reason to be happy: compared to these ships that Kruss was building now, his own looked like small fry. 
 
      
 
    Kruss was just as bad. He was a real glutton for work. Now that he had access to new knowledge, he’d launched himself into the thick of it. In just a few days, he’d managed to throw together an impressive team, commandeer all the necessary tools and materials and rob our treasury of ten thousand gold. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t expected such expenses when I’d agreed to his projects. In fact, nobody had. Laosh and I even had a serious conversation about it. Still, the shaman — who was in charge of the treasury — agreed to my arguments with unexpected ease and continued to cater to Kruss’ every whim relatively promptly. 
 
      
 
    I’d flattered myself, of course. All of my reasoning was just a speck of sand on the scales of Laosh’s reservations. The main argument which had convinced our treasurer to splurge on this new project was the growing influx of funds which was already flowing back into the treasury from the yet-unfinished ship yard. 
 
      
 
    The fact was that apart from the blueprints for the big ships, I’d also given Kruss a few plans for much more modest vessels, from small flat bottomed one-masters to tiny little rowing boats. 
 
      
 
    All of them were ‘green’ — but they were still worlds apart compared to what the Red Owls used to sail before. That’s how it happened that our still-unfinished shipyard had begun to pay for itself, bringing in money for the main fleet. 
 
      
 
    It’s true that in the last four months the Red Owls had really spread their wings. The city of Laketown — the building of which I’d so miserably failed to sabotage — had grown surprisingly fast. It was now surrounded by two forty-feet circular stone walls which were constantly being modified as the builders’ mastery continued to grow. 
 
      
 
    The renovation of the fortress back on the mountain was gradually coming to a close. All the most important aspects of it, like curtain walls and the main towers, had already been rebuilt and virtually finished. There was only interior work left. 
 
      
 
    The interior of Laketown, too, continued to be wonderfully transformed. The stone pavements and squares, parks, statues and gardens — the builders had put their hearts and souls in it all. Although we still had to go some to reach the finesse of Mellenville, we could safely say that both Laketown and the fortress up on the mountain top looked every bit as good as some of the cities I’d seen on the Light side. 
 
      
 
    We had our own port now. Okay, not a sea port, just something to send boats up the river, but it was already 40% built of stone. Apart from the city itself, our location boasted a few smaller towns which only a couple of months ago had been humble farms and hamlets. 
 
      
 
    Despite the impressive influx of workers, we were still short of manpower. We had just too many plans and projects. The chancellery was always busy with applicants for new fancy ideas. To give you an example, one of them suggested we build a wide stone road that would connect Laketown to Bonne — once a small settlement which was rapidly expanding to the size of a city, its current population almost seven hundred Calteans. 
 
      
 
    Bonne was situated on the banks of a stream which flowed into the Northern River some distance from the West Wood, from where most of our ship timber was now coming from. There, the specifics of the river bed made it impossible to float the logs downstream, which was why we sent them by land, loaded into giant carts drawn by wooly rhinos. 
 
      
 
    Those giant monsters, so savage and dangerous only recently, the ones it had taken Pike quite a bit of time to domesticate, were now the pride and joy of almost every community. Our trip over the mountain pass to fetch new ones had been a success, resulting in countless herds of these powerful beasts grazing in the valley. Once tamed, they were no more dangerous than a domestic cow. 
 
      
 
    I too had grown quite a bit, gaining a couple of dozen levels. My stats now proudly sported the figure of 383 next to my name. Apart from hunting, I did my fair share of work with the pick, emptying the ‘purple’ mine I’d discovered in the Silver Mountains. I could only mine 200 stones at a time, followed by a 48-hour cooldown. I’d even managed to mine a few bonus stones so rare that Rrhorgus’ eyes literally glowed when he looked at them. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I received fewer bonuses with every passing day. The devs must have tweaked something — but I’d still got more than I could have counted on. I had a caveful of the rarest stones in Mirror World — what else could a Mine Digger dream of? 
 
      
 
    When I wasn’t busy working, hunting or being a clan leader, I was trying to max out the Leadership skill. At the moment, all of its stats were at 50 — all thanks to the anthills which I tried to set up at all strategically important points. As a result, in just four months, I had a very decent alarm system set up all over the location. I could say with all confidence that not a single fly could now get by without my knowledge. Fine-tuned to perfection, our new alarm system informed me of all movements on our border and in its vicinity. 
 
      
 
    My development as army mechanic had been advancing too. I’d already studied about 80% of Master Brolgerd’s blueprint book. It mainly contained modified schemes of those mechanical creatures I could already create. Besides, I’d managed to upgrade my Replicator to make it produce three times as many energy batteries for our Brocks and glaive throwers. Judging by how it went, Brolgerd’s blueprint book must have ended with the schemes of next-generation Brocks and glaive throwers, which was why I used every chance to create more mechanical creatures disregarding the expenses in precious materials, so impatient was I to finally see what the final pages of Brolgerd’s book had in store for me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think it’s worth all the costs?” Laosh asked, frowning. 
 
      
 
    I’d just announced to him that we should get another caravan ready, this time heading for the citadel of Light. At first, he seemed to agree with the idea of another trade mission — but as soon as he’d realized where I intended to take it, he dug his heels in. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do,” I said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “But they’re our enemies!” the old man objected. “It’s been not so long since we fled from them with our tails between our legs.” 
 
      
 
    “You do remember that we have a truce, don’t you?” I said. “You were there too when I signed the treaty, weren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “So what if I was? What prevents them from attacking us again? You really think our agreement is still valid?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really. I’ll tell you more: they’re gonna try to attack us, that’s for sure,” I broke the news to him. “But they’re not gonna use their main force. In other words, they’ll hire those who signed no agreement with us, and use them to pillage and plunder our lands. The Calteans aren’t the only ones who don’t have a single ruler. The players of Light are also divided into clans and factions which fight with each other. That’s not counting gangs of outlaws who shamelessly rob both sides, ignoring all rules and agreements.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I understand your intention correctly?” Laosh asked, apparently putting two and two together. “Are you going to send our caravan to the lands which belong to one such gang?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. This is a perfect opportunity to show them how strong we really are. The timing is perfect. The clans of both Light and Dark are taking a break from fighting. A few months ago, they had a major battle which cost them an awful lot of cash as well as resources. And the beauty of it is, neither side won. It was a total waste of big money.” 
 
      
 
    “D’you wanna say that our caravan might have other things on board other than trading merchandise?” Laosh asked with a predatory squint. 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” I said, returning his grin. “We’ll have all kinds of merchandise on board, mainly food and the loot that the monsters dropped. But who’s going to escort the caravan is a different question entirely.” 
 
      
 
    “The way I see it, you want to send our best warriors to accompany it.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” I heaved a sigh. “Too many of them are going to leave for Royalville with our main convoy.” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand why we would need it,” the old man said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Royalville I can understand. They’re Calteans too, sort of our cousins twenty times removed. But the players of Light... What would we want with them? Let them fight with each other. The more warriors they lose, all the better for us. We’re doing quite well at the moment. We keep growing in leaps and bounds. And if they decide to pay us a visit, we can arrange for a very warm welcome for them. They’ll regret ever crossing their paths with the Red Owls.” 
 
      
 
    I ran a tired hand over my face. How was I supposed to tell him that players wouldn’t die? They’d simply go back to their respawn points, as simple as that. So waiting for a well-appointed army to pay us a visit wasn’t an option, really. Now was the perfect time to show them what we were made of. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, I’d just received some intel about a large group of PKs heading for No-Man’s Lands. In a weeks’ time — two tops — they were expected to arrive at the Lights’ temporary camp where the allied forces had set up a small transit point complete with a makeshift market. There, in the absence of the strongest warriors from top clans, the PKs planned on doing a bit of mugging, hoping for some loot and XP. In other words, now was the time for petty predators to raise their ugly heads. 
 
      
 
    I, in turn, planned on setting up a punishing expedition which would serve as a promotional stunt for the Red Owls, raising their authority. Not only with human players but also with those NPCs who fought for the Light side. That way I hoped to gradually restore my ruined Reputation with Mellenville. Although I couldn’t hope to bring it back to its old levels, I could still reach the neutral readings to make sure that the NPCs of Mellenville stopped seeing me and my Calteans as a threat. 
 
      
 
    And what better way to mend fences than to rescue some players of Light from a murderous mob? I had no doubt that the system would register my effort. In Mirror World, everything was duly logged in. 
 
      
 
    And as for transit points and makeshift markets, soon there’d be more of them mushrooming everywhere, simply because the devs showed no intention of granting access to the auction to those stuck in No-Man’s Lands. 
 
      
 
    That would be a very useful experience for red Owls. Sooner or later, players would get to us anyway — and then, everything would depend on their status with us. Would they come here as enemies or as trade partners? 
 
      
 
    In order to achieve the latter, I needed to shift public opinion in our favor. Eliminating the PK gang was an excellent opportunity which I had no intention of missing. The only thing that made me pause and think was the danger of losing one of our trusted warriors. Which was why Laosh’s words filled me with doubt. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, if it went as I’d thought it would, there shouldn’t be any casualties in our camp other than a few accidental ones. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right to a point, man,” I said. “But you seem to be forgetting a very important detail.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Which is what?” 
 
      
 
    “Those lands that we fled won’t stay uninhabited for very long. You can’t imagine how numerous the armies of both Light and Dark are. And they keep coming. On and on they arrive like hungry locusts, devouring the territories of the No-Man’s Lands.” 
 
      
 
    The old man heaved a sigh. 
 
      
 
    “There’ll be more cities sprouting over there very soon,” I waved a hand in the direction of the citadel. “Lots of new cities, and they can build them much faster than we ever can. I hope I don’t need to explain to you that every new city and fortress will become a transit center to help relocate their supplies and deploy their troops?” 
 
      
 
    “You think I don’t understand?” Laosh said with a heavy sigh. “You think I want to wage war with them? I just see no other option. Them and us, we’ve always been enemies, always. So no, I don’t believe that peace between us is possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Your lack of faith is not the reason to just sit here doing nothing,” I said. “This is a unique opportunity, and we can’t just let it slip by us.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh well,” Laosh wheezed, slapping his knees. “If that’s what you decided, then we’ve got to do it, don’t we? In which case I’m gonna go with you. I’ll just feel better that way. Don’t even try to object! Pointless. I’m coming with you. This is my last word.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I was left speechless. I couldn’t have even hoped for such a stroke of blind luck. The presence of the Great Shaman in our group increased our chances of success tenfold. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s not all,” the old man added, interrupting my musings. “I’ll take two more shamans with me. If you really want to show off the Red Owls in the act, we need to make sure everybody’s suitably impressed.” 
 
      
 
    This was something I hadn’t even hoped for! Three shamans, one of them a Great one! Any PK gang wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
      
 
    Needless to say, the manning of the squad which had to accompany the caravan turned into a veritable soap opera. As soon as the rumor of the clan’s leader calling up a raid into the Lands of Light swept through the clan, my house was besieged by aspiring applicants. Way too many of them, if you asked me. 
 
      
 
    The reason for this lay in the recent initiation ritual. The chance for these hotheads to win their share of the ancient force had gone straight to their brains. Everyone was willing to perform an act of valor. 
 
      
 
    The faces I saw! Lavena the Vixen had brought all of her Amazons with her, demanding I accepted each and every one of them. Birnir and his Sea Dragons were there too. He didn’t even make any demands, simply stated that all of his boys were in. 
 
      
 
    Teenagers, old people — it seemed like the entire clan jumped at their chance to perform a valorous deed, hoping to receive the totem’s legendary force. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I hadn’t expected anything like this. So much so that I was obliged to ask Droy and Laosh to help me choose the best ones, otherwise I’d still be busy sorting through their claims of strength and bravery. 
 
      
 
    In the end, we hand-picked a squad of 150 warriors, not counting all the merchants. 
 
      
 
    By then, the rivers were already frozen over — and in any case, our new ships weren’t ready yet. Which was why we decided to travel by land. 
 
      
 
    Which was a great shame, of course. I’d have loved to see the players’ faces on seeing our new Drakkar boats. It had been a while since I’d shared any video footage with that vlogger friend of mine — so predictably, no one had any idea of our recent developments. 
 
      
 
    Still, the several dozen armored wagons could have made my old waggoneer friend Uncle Vanya proud. Drawn by giant hairy rhinos, they were bound to impress the onlookers. Add to this the top gear and choice merchandise offered by our vendors, and we were bound to create quite a stir. Most importantly, the PKs were obliged to get interested — and they were in for a very nasty surprise. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    OUR FIRST CARAVAN heading for the Lands of Light consisted of twenty large armored wagons, each drawn by a giant level 400+ wooly rhino. Strong and sturdy, the animals were easily up to the task. Having said that, we had a little disagreement with the merchants just before the caravan set off. 
 
      
 
    The greedy bastards decided to heap their wagons up to the gunwales with goods. Not only had they filled the inside of the wagons to bursting point but they also tried to attach bagfuls of merchandise to the roofs. 
 
      
 
    Before I could step in, realizing the potential danger of it all, Pike of Many Hands stopped all the nonsense. As our chief rider and unrivaled expert in wooly rhinos, he knocked some sense into their heads quickly and efficiently, sometimes literally, making it clear he expected everyone to treat our new mounts kindly and with due care. Thus motivated, the merchants continued with loading in a much more reasonable manner. 
 
      
 
    Had they only known how right he was! Unlike the mounts used by the Caravanners, our wooly friends could instantly transform into combat monsters at the first sign of danger. I bet Uncle Vanya would have loved his trusty Kosma to be able to fight caravan robbers beside him. Two dozen top-level combat monsters camouflaged as draught animals could become a very unpleasant surprise for any enemy. 
 
      
 
    The caravan was escorted by 150 cutthroats who’d fought tooth and claw for the right to join. The bulk of them was made up of Birnir’s sailors and Lavena’s girls, plus Pike and his riders. In other words, they were a truly dangerous bunch. 
 
      
 
    On one hand, I wasn’t really against Birnir’s and his men’s presence in the caravan. They were a right collection of daredevils with faces to match. They also had the added attraction of being part of the clan, which meant they were armed and equipped in the latest ‘blue’ gear. 
 
      
 
    Still, I preferred to view them as the future of our fleet. Warriors with their sets of skills were hard to find. We should really protect them instead of using them in landlocked ops in which they were considerably less useful compared to Lavena’s girls or Pike’s riders. The mere fact that they’d been obliged to spend a whole week leveling up Riding to become even half-proficient spoke volumes against their joining the convoy. 
 
      
 
    Still, they’d ignored all of my coaxing and promises of bigger and better adventures to come. The Sea Dragons were chomping at the bit, desperate to lay their hands on the totem’s ancient powers. 
 
      
 
    Strangely enough, the rest of the clan seemed to approve of their enthusiasm. The pirates’ Reputations, especially that of Birnir himself, kept growing in leaps and bounds. If it went on like that, very soon some of our seafaring friends might reach the top of the clan’s rankings. Which pleased me no end. 
 
      
 
    Droy — who was supposed to hold the fort in my and Laosh’s absence — was busy preparing both convoys at once. In the meantime, I spent all my spare time flying. 
 
      
 
    I’d made a decision to stop using the old Der Swyor Clan's Trade Routes Map which I’d received while still in Mellenvile. Instead, I decided to lay a new trail. 
 
      
 
    Why, may you ask? The reason was simple. The new route would save us half as much time. The old road resembled a squiggly line which went every which way, adding a whack of miles to the journey. 
 
      
 
    There had to be an explanation for this. The long and winding route which looped on itself, complete with detailed instructions for camping times and locations had served one main purpose: to avoid walking into the local monsters’ aggro zones. What’s more, it was only thanks to those instructions that our little party had managed to survive on its way to the Ennan city. 
 
      
 
    But now the tables had turned. These days, we were seeking encounters with monsters. We needed loot and experience. And more importantly, every minute of our journey was at a premium. Which was why, while the Sea Dragons had been busy learning the Riding skill, I’d put the time to good use, flying over No-Man’s Lands in search of the fastest and easiest route. 
 
      
 
    I made sure I didn’t waste a moment. Admittedly, having spent a whole day soaring over the locations which we were supposed to pass through, I got the impression I was trying to achieve the impossible. 
 
      
 
    At a certain point, the pessimist within me suggested I gave up and used the good old trail. But in the end, my natural stubbornness won out, together with the desire to prove to myself that I could do it. It was for a good reason that all those colorful Mirror World posters claimed that this was the world of great opportunities. 
 
      
 
    And this particular opportunity was nothing short of unique. Firstly, because it would allow me to lay a major caravan route from North to South — call it the local equivalent of the Great Silk Road, if you wish, — earning all kinds of perks like Lucky Cartographer in the process. And secondly, thanks to my unique ability, that would allow me to lay claim to several locations along the way, making them the property of our clan. 
 
      
 
    The only thing left to do was to deal with the locations’ problem zones, like getting rid of a nest of some creatures called Poison Fangs or taking apart a rockslide in a canyon. And then all we had to do was set up fortified settlements strong enough to withhold for the required thirty days. As soon as this period expired, I could activate my Unifier of Lands. And if it all worked... or rather, when it all worked, we’d have several strongpoints along our new “Silk Route” which would soon grow into fortresses complete with their own garrisons. Then we could expect our trade with players to pick up dramatically — which in turn would fill our treasury much faster. 
 
      
 
    A few days before we left, I presented my plan for the judgement of my friends. The council chamber of the townhall held everyone who were about to set off with the caravan. Droy, Laosh, Lavena, Pike, Birnir... having said that, Droy was supposed to stay behind. 
 
      
 
    I laid the new map on the table and began, 
 
      
 
    “According to my plan, we need to cross five locations. Two of them are “wintry” ones: the Snowy Hills and the Valley of Five Winds. The three others have a temperate climate: Red Wastelands, Deadwood and Bone Canyon. That’s exactly where the final point of our journey is: the Lights’ biggest camp set up on a river bank right next to the Bone Canyon Pass.” 
 
      
 
    Everybody studied the map closely. I’d drawn it myself and had a new skill to show for it: Cartographer. 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t we just go as the crow flies?” Pike finally spoke, drawing a line with his finger from our settlement to the Lights’ camp. “That’ll be three locations less. The way I see it, that way we could even save us four or five days’ journey.” 
 
      
 
    Everybody nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I thought about that,” I said. “But in the end, I was obliged to pass.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Lavena demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Because this route may look easy on paper, but it would take us right across the Gray Morass. That location is basically one huge bog and everything that comes with it: toxic vapors, aggressive monsters, unpassable quicksands and bloodsucking insects. Boris and I couldn’t even find a place to land there.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Pike said. 
 
      
 
    Others nodded their agreement. No one liked the idea of traveling across a deadly morass. 
 
      
 
    “And there’s something else to it, too,” I added. “Even if it wasn’t so dangerous, it’s still not good for our purposes.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” Droy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because the river doesn’t go through it,” Birnir suddenly offered. 
 
      
 
    Our eyes met. He winked to me. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” I replied. “Our captain is dead-right there. In case you haven’t noticed, the route I propose runs along the course of the Quiet River,” I ran my finger along its meandering course on the map, short-cutting through some especially looping bends which we would have to cross. 
 
      
 
    “Why? What’s the point?” Pike asked. 
 
      
 
    Birnir grinned. 
 
      
 
    Those two had been quite argumentative just lately, constantly squabbling on the subject of teaching Birnir’s pirates how to ride. The sailors were really struggling with this new art, drawing a torrent of ridicule from Pike’s riders who’d mastered the equestrian art from a tender age. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t see what you’re driving at,” Pike insisted. “There’s plenty of water for the animals everywhere in these locations. That won’t be a problem.” 
 
      
 
    Birnir shook his head hopelessly. “Landlubbers…” 
 
      
 
    Pike ignored the jibe — or maybe pretended he did. I could see him clench his teeth, trying to calm down. I really needed to do something about their little feud. It had been lasting a bit too long for comfort. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not the caravan that needs the river,” Birnir said. “It’s just that Olgerd is planning to take the boats down that way too.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone stared at me in amazement. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Now I’d have to explain everything. 
 
      
 
    “Birnir has a point. I’m thinking of setting up a fortified camp in every location on our way,” I said, nodding at the map. “With an option of turning each of them into proper fortresses.” 
 
      
 
    “Each with its own inland port,” the Sea Dragons’ leader offered, reading right through my idea. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “With an inland port each.” 
 
      
 
    My friends exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve any idea,” Laosh interfered, “how much it’s gonna cost us?” 
 
      
 
    Oh. Trust Laosh to start worrying about money. In fact, Birnir had just played a bad trick on me. I hadn’t been planning to reveal my latest plans to Laosh and Co, exactly because I knew this was how they’d react. Unfortunately, I had a very smart pirate leader on the team — or rather, a very smart AI controlling his character. 
 
      
 
    “It’s gonna be very costly,” I said, agreeing with Laosh, “which is why we physically can’t do anything like this at the moment. That will require a lot of gold and builders, amounts we simply don’t have. But we need to work for the future. Basically, this caravan is an attempt to explore our southernmost limits.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s provided it’s indeed as promising as you say,” Laosh said, taunting me. He was incorrigible. He just didn’t like the idea of us trading with the Lands of Light. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s why we need to try it out,” I said. “And if it does work, we’ll need those fortresses desperately.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Droy spoke. “Until now, all of our clan leader’s ideas have worked out in our favor.” 
 
      
 
    Others nodded; I heard a few exclamations of approval. A few, like Birnir, lightly thumped the table with their fists. Laosh heaved a woeful sigh, accepting the will of the majority. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Our journey to the South had lasted two and a half weeks. We’d even managed to reach the final location two days earlier than previewed. All that time, I was stuck in the VR pod, having warned my family that the project demanded my presence in the caravan 24/7. I can’t even tell you how nerve-wracking it had turned out to be — but everything worked out just fine, which was the main thing. 
 
      
 
    Over the duration of the journey, we’d lost five horses, not mentioning a few minor breakdowns. A few dozen warriors had been wounded while defending our claim to the locations — nothing too serious, and definitely no casualties among the Calteans, which was the main thing. 
 
      
 
    Our Sea Dragons were at the spearhead of every attack. They chomped at the bit, also eagerly accepting all physical tasks such as sorting rockfalls and the like, mining resources, etc. etc. Predictably, I was showered with system messages reporting acts of valor performed by our marine team. Naturally, Birnir was the first one to excel at it: together with his men, he eliminated a pack of Ice Hyenas in the Valley of Five Winds, allowing me to stake out the most promising plot of land on the banks of the Quiet River. 
 
      
 
    As a result, out of the one hundred fifty warriors who accompanied the caravan, at least thirty could already claim the title of Hero. Half of them were girls from Lavena’s group who’d had the time of their lives exterminating yellow cobras in the Red Wastelands. These excellent archeresses had literally saved our bacon more than once, their sharp eye and strong hand laying waste among those venomous and very well camouflaged creatures. That, by the way, was where we had lost our five horses. 
 
      
 
    Pike’s riders had also excelled themselves. It was them who’d warned the caravan of the rockfall in the Bone Canyon. The reason I’d missed the danger was because I’d just decided to catch a few Zs after yet another sleepless night. Throughout the journey, Boris and I worked as the caravan’s eyes, spending endless hours soaring high in the sky. 
 
      
 
    Still, despite all the dangers and challenges, we’d finally made it to our destination and had a nice bit of hunting thrown in. Plus, I’d managed to add a few new markers to the map which promised to eventually grow into well-fortified settlements. 
 
      
 
    Everybody had warmed to my idea of creating a network of forts and fortresses. They eagerly helped me to choose the right spots which made my task so much easier. Two heads are always better than one — and I had a whole bunch of heads ready to offer me advice! 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t forgotten about prospecting work, looking for new veins of ore and various stones. I even managed to discover some very interesting mines and procure about two hundred stones while my Calteans were resting between trips. I meticulously marked every mine’s position on the map, hoping to show them to Rrhorgus later as proof of our success. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So what did you see there?” Birnir demanded, unable to restrain his curiosity, as soon as I’d landed and unsummoned Boris. 
 
      
 
    The moment we exited the Bone Canyon, we discovered that the temporary camp of the players of Light was already under siege. It wasn’t a camp anymore: more like a well-appointed little town surrounded by a stone wall complete with watchtowers. 
 
      
 
    The PK gang had made it here before us. In a way, it was even better. 
 
      
 
    “The town’s besieged,” I told my friends, nodding at the river bank. 
 
      
 
    Pike, Lavena, Birnir and Laosh started in that direction. Our observation point was perched on the very top of a precipitous cliff, offering a decent view of the entire area. We’d set up camp behind the cliff itself, which explained the fact that the players had no idea we were here. 
 
      
 
    “How many attackers?” Pike asked. 
 
      
 
    “I counted a hundred.” 
 
      
 
    The faces around me darkened. Although we were a hundred and fifty, we all remembered how ruthless the Southerners were. 
 
      
 
    “This victory will cost us dearly,” Laosh grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “If we do everything as we planned,” I said, “our losses will be minimal. We might get out of it unscathed. Provided you follow my orders to a ‘t’.” 
 
      
 
    “Olgerd, you know very well how much I trust you,” Birnir said. “My guys and I, we’ll follow you to hell and back.” 
 
      
 
    Lavena nodded too. “Just tell us what we need to do.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re with you, man,” Pike said curtly. 
 
      
 
    Slowly I looked over their faces. My brothers and sisters in arms looked hopefully at me, ready to perform a new feat of valor — while I just prayed I’d amassed enough discipline points in the last few months to overpower the PKs’ aggro. 
 
      
 
    I’d already seen their so-called gear. Nothing to write home about. Their levels were lamentable: each one of the Red Owls was at least 50 levels higher than their top players. The PKs’ discipline was laughable, their siege tactics about as coordinated as those of headless chickens. Each of the attackers only cared to gain as much XP as they could, completely ignoring the common goal. I saw some Alven buffer girls who, instead of supporting their tanks and damagers, had a selfie session against the backdrop of the fort’s watchtowers consumed by flames. 
 
      
 
    The PK raid leader lost his voice ordering his motley army around, but to no avail. This was a kindergarten on a field trip, not a military unit. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, the camp defenders were no better. No one seemed to know what they were supposed to do. 
 
      
 
    As I watched them fight, I gradually realized the huge gap between my perception of Mirror World compared to their own. For them, it was a game they played for fun. For me, this had become my entire life. 
 
      
 
    To sum it up, my warriors were infinitely superior in almost all respects. With the exception of aggro, that is. Which was the main reason most mobs and NPCs ended up losing to human players even when outnumbering them. Aggro allowed the enemy’s well-armed tanks to draw the NPCs’ attention to themselves while showering them with ammo and spells released by shooters and mages. And that’s even if you disregarded rogues with their stealth skills who could easily assassinate an entire NPC command group in a matter of seconds. 
 
      
 
    But if everything went according to my plan, these so-called player killers were in for a very nasty surprise... 
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    “THEY’VE NOTICED our bait group,” I said, craning my neck for a better look at the cliff foot from the height of our observation point. 
 
      
 
    “Finally,” one of Lavena’s archeresses sniffed sarcastically. She swung round and gave three waves of a blue flag signaling our main army to get ready. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, thirty of our fastest expert riders froze, motionless, by the exit from the Bone Canyon Pass. The rest of our army had taken cover behind the cliff. We’d lined up the carts across the road, blocking it. Red Owl warriors lay low behind the impenetrable wall of wagons, fully ready for battle. Our archeresses had taken up secure positions on the surrounding cliffs. We were ready to face the players. 
 
      
 
    The thirty-strong group of riders was simply a bait, waiting motionlessly for our enemy to make the first move. 
 
      
 
    I’d ordered our warriors to don ‘gray’ capes and cloaks over their expensive ‘blue’ gear to make sure the sight of it didn’t scare our enemy away. 
 
      
 
    While we’d been planning out the whole thing, I’d expressly asked the “bait” group to fake fear before the enemy attacked — but their acting skills were admittedly poor. Hard as they tried to look sad and miserable during the rehearsal, they just couldn’t. The whole thing ended up in mass guffawing. I gave up and pronounced the op begun. 
 
      
 
    When the “bait” group exited the canyon and stopped within the sight of the PKs, no one seemed to have paid attention to them. The players were just too busy doing their thing. 
 
      
 
    Finally, one of the besiegers noticed the mounted NPC group hovering patiently by the exit from the canyon. Immediately, an order swept the PKs’ ranks to temporarily abandon the siege. They now had a much juicier and less dangerous prey to hunt. 
 
      
 
    They acted exactly as I’d said they would. Without any kind of greeting or warning, they fell into a combat formation and advanced toward the riders: tanks and damagers in front, providing enough cover for shooters, mages and buffers. All those giant Rhogghs, Horruds, mountain gnomes who looked more like blocks of concrete set on their sides; humans, Alves, Dwandes; the entire torrent of players happily changed its course and flowed in our direction, laughing and joking. 
 
      
 
    I could already make out snippets of their exchanges, 
 
      
 
    “Talk about luck!” a tank growled. 
 
      
 
    “This just has to be an event in the making!” an Alven archeress enthused. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have that white horse!” a tiny Dwande buffer girl shouted at the top of her lungs. 
 
      
 
    “And the black one is mine!” the Alven archeress echoed. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, Lavena’s warrioresses who were sitting next to me didn’t understand a word and turned to me for explanations. 
 
      
 
    “They’re already sharing out our hides, girls,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    The ladies sniggered, then returned to their lookout duties. 
 
      
 
    By now, our little group had completely abandoned my stage instructions. They just refused to look like a humble bunch of scared NPC merchants anymore. Still, that wasn’t what worried me now. The fact that some of the PKs hadn’t succumbed to the overall mood and stayed where they were was much more alarming. 
 
      
 
    Interestingly, the PK leader had abandoned the siege together with his fifty-strong entourage and was now watching the scene closely from a safe distance. 
 
      
 
    Those of the fort defenders who didn’t need to respawn poured out onto the walls too, puzzled by the arrival of new actors in the conflict. I even had the idea of stealing into the fort under the cover of the night and having a word with the defenders’ leaders. 
 
      
 
    Still, on second thoughts I came to the conclusion that this kind of initiative could prove quite risky. No one could guarantee that the players from the fort, once they knew about the existence of a small NPC army approaching, wouldn’t end up in cahoots with PKs just for the pleasure of having a go at us together. Or not? 
 
      
 
    So let them stay there, taking videos and selfies from the safety of the walls. Especially because I had my own plans for them. They wouldn’t just stay there staring once they’d realized that the murderous scumbags who’d besieged them were losing the battle. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I could see that the PK leader apparently had the same scenario in mind, despite the fact that all he could see was a meager bunch of some thirty NPCs — and still he must have put two and two together. Having said that, I might have overestimated them, probably because I was more used to dealing with the likes of the Steel Shirts. 
 
      
 
    The main reason why the PK leader was playing it safe was probably because their camp altar — or altars — were low on charge. By the time we’d arrived, they must have been besieging the Lights’ camp for several days already. Lots of players must have died in the meantime on both sides — and every respawn caused the altar to lose charge. According to a recent upgrade, you couldn’t use an altar while it was on charge which could last from ten to twenty-four hours depending on the altar’s capacity. Which might mean that the PK leader was simply afraid of being respawned back home on the continent, losing all the loot he’d amassed during the raid. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the PK combat ranks were getting closer to our riders, moving faster with every step. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch the mounts!” the shaman girl kept bellowing. “If you as much as lose one point Durability, I’m gonna come for you in real life and poke your eyes out! My white horse should stay intact!” 
 
      
 
    I grinned. So! Apparently, the majority of those present knew each other in real life. And what was even better, my hunch proved to be right. Horses were a prized asset well worth going on a raid for. And we had thirty of them here, that’s not counting the loot dropped by the NPCs! A good haul indeed! 
 
      
 
    Judging by the players’ reactions to the shaman girl’s screams, no one was too eager to cross her. Unwittingly, she played right into our hands, stoking the flames of greed in the hearts of her brethren. They picked up the pace, too scared of missing out on trophies. 
 
      
 
    At this point, our riders started to carry out our plan. Faking fear, they turned their horses round and, cussing profusely, legged it toward the canyon pass. 
 
      
 
    The PKs shrieked their disappointment as they watched the horses speed away, carrying their riders away from the attackers. The fact that Pike’s horsemen had chosen this unusual tactic had surprised the PKs a lot. Normally, all NPCs would attack on sight — but still the players hadn’t yet appeared to realize that there was something wrong with the aggro zone principle. They probably thought it was some new plot twist. 
 
      
 
    “They think they can escape!” a level-315 Horrud thundered, guffawing. 
 
      
 
    “Stupid bots!” the Alven archeress shouted in her high-pitched voice. “You’re already dead!” 
 
      
 
    “The horse is mine!” the shamaness screamed possessively. 
 
      
 
    I just shook my head and scratched the back of my neck. 
 
      
 
    The heavily armed PKs were the first to reach the pass, one by one disappearing round the bend. The support players kept a couple dozen paces behind. Their serried ranks were by now reduced to a single file. 
 
      
 
    On my command, one of the lookout girls raised a yellow flag. One-minute countdown. 
 
      
 
    The first tanks and damagers appeared from around the bend. At the sight of our wagon barricade, they slowed down, staring in amazement at this unexpected obstacle. Those who followed them continued to press on, creating a small stampede. Naturally, they hadn’t even thought of activating any defense spells. These were PKs on the prowl for a weak victim, and speed was their main tactic. 
 
      
 
    A red flag shot up, followed by a barrage of arrows showering the players. For our girls who habitually killed venomous snakes almost blindfolded, the clumsy bulks of these Rhogghs and Horruds were perfect targets. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, I was already watching with bated breath as the majority of the PKs’ tanks and damagers were already heading back to their resurrection points. The ground was littered with luminous chests containing all their stuff. Hundreds of ‘blue’ arrows loosed off by top-level NPCs had literally mowed down the most combat-worthy part of the raid. 
 
      
 
    The surviving tanks and damagers serried their ranks bristling with weapons. Some of the support players arriving at the scene tried to fight back, only to receive reprimands from their own. 
 
      
 
    “You idiots!” a burly gnome shouted, hung like a Christmas tree with shiny armor. He was holding a large shield to cover himself from the volley of arrows. “If you pull aggro to yourselves, I’ll bury you with my own hands! Nobody fires until the bots switch over to us! Mind your damage!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Everything was going as I imagined it would. The PKs followed the standard framework of NPC battle tactics. Very soon, one of the tanks would try and launch something very deadly at our boys, thus drawing all of their aggro to himself, allowing the shooters and support players to kill the stupid bots from a safe distance. 
 
      
 
    Upon two more signals from a blue flag, our archer girls stopped firing. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” I mouthed impatiently. “Get your asses in gear.” 
 
      
 
    As if hearing my plea, a few of the enemy damagers and tanks received protection from the buffers and began to advance. Another dozen paces, and they were already launching their axes, maces and spears at our ranks, grunting and groaning with the effort. 
 
      
 
    None of those farmyard weapons had done any damage to our wagons. The attackers had a different objective, and they achieved it, provoking the Red Owls into attacking. 
 
      
 
    The Sea Dragons who’d laid in wait behind the wagons screamed blue murder. All the other Calteans hurried to leave the safety of their cover, cussing and growling. The picture was identical to any other battle between NPCs and human players. I could already see the PKs’ grinning faces. 
 
      
 
    “Those stupid idiots have drawn the aggro to themselves!” 
 
      
 
    “Shooters and mages, let the fun begin!” 
 
      
 
    “Take care of the horses and wagons!” someone had the sense to shout. 
 
      
 
    If Birnir’s boys couldn’t feign fear to save their lives, they had no problem impersonating fury. Once the first PK attack from their tanks and damagers had died down, I motioned one of our point girls to signal four times with a red flag. 
 
      
 
    On cue, Birnir’s pirates dashed out of their hiding places, as if in blind rage. They did it by the book: stupid NPCs aggroed by enemy tanks. 
 
      
 
    Once again the PKs swallowed the bait hook, line and sinker. Their tanks froze in place, awaiting the pirates’ attack, while their support players, shooters and mages kept a respectful distance from the scene. 
 
      
 
    Their faces betrayed the greedy anticipation of plentiful loot. Some PKs were so impatient that they very nearly attacked the NPCs running toward them — but every time the newbs were rebuked by more experienced players. 
 
      
 
    The moment was right. I motioned to the point girl to raise a yellow flag. 
 
      
 
    Birnir — who kept his eyes firmly on our cliff — growled a command. The Sea Dragons halted to a stop, setting up a locked wall of shields before themselves. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” a voice protested. 
 
      
 
    “Are these bots freakin’ mad?” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of glitchy event is this?” 
 
      
 
    While the players vented their frustration with the system, my Red Owls sprang into action. Over sixty archers positioned on the surrounding cliffs started showering the raid’s support group with arrows. 
 
      
 
    Before they knew what had hit them, the lightly armored shooters and mages — who’d wasted all their spells on supporting the tanks — disappeared into thin air, heading for their respective respawn points. Judging by the fact that not one of them showed up next to their main camp, their altars must have been completely empty. 
 
      
 
    The tanks had it bad too. In less than sixty seconds, only one PK was left standing: the gnome who seemed to keep the whole caboodle under control. 
 
      
 
    On my signal, fire was ceased. Silence hung over the valley. Gasping and cussing, the gnome cowered behind his shield, dreading taking a single step. 
 
      
 
    I summoned Boris and leapt onto his back. A few seconds later, we landed next to the gnome who was doing a decent impersonation of the pillar of salt. He stared at me and my mount in mute disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “You Pilot?” he finally managed, gulping. 
 
      
 
    I winced. Not that moniker again! 
 
      
 
    “Hi there, er, Chopper26,” I said, peering at his red PK name tag. 
 
      
 
    “Just Chopper,” he nodded mechanically, then hurried to add, “But you can call me Chop.” 
 
      
 
    “Cool,” I said. “So, Chop, what do you think of this?” I made a sweeping gesture over the battlefield littered with players’ abandoned chests. “Nothing personal, I hope? Judging by the color of your name, you guys should treat any loss of gear philosophically. We didn’t attack you first, did we?” 
 
      
 
    “You were lucky,” the gnome said, trying to keep a bold face but failing rather miserably. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I grinned, then added. “If you say so.” 
 
      
 
    I was absolutely sure he was filming this, recording every word of our conversation — just as I was. As soon as our interaction hit social media, it was bound to become viral. In which case, a touch of irony wouldn’t go unappreciated. 
 
      
 
    “You do understand, don’t you, that we’re not going to let you get away with it?” the gnome said, gradually upping the ante. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” I said, not trying to conceal the sarcasm in my voice. “I’ll tell you this: whenever you wish to resume these games, you’re very welcome to come and visit us at our place. I look forward to your return call.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, he must have realized I was taking the piss. He made a sharp gesture. No idea what it was supposed to mean — but whatever it was, our archer girls didn’t seem to care. Before the gnome could take another step, he was studded with arrows like a porcupine and left the scene to return to his respawn point. According to the rules, he and all of his brothers in crime could only return to the game in twenty-four hours’ time. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, despite the easy victory, I still had a feeling that we’d just walked the edge. Then again, it was normal. The main thing was, we had to preserve our cool. 
 
      
 
    Having collected all of the players’ chests — I might take a look at their contents later — I told our main army to return to their positions and ordered our “bait” of thirty riders to move forward once again. 
 
      
 
    I knew we couldn’t play the same trick on them twice. The raid leader wasn’t stupid. Still, I was curious what his next step might be. 
 
      
 
    While the Red Owls fell in, Boris and I returned to the top of the cliff where one of our two point girls was already trying hard to attract my attention. As soon as I was back to our observation point, she hurried to inform me, 
 
      
 
    “I think they decided not to wait for us.” 
 
      
 
    I moved closer to the edge and peered at the fort. Once again, my earlier assumptions proved to be correct. As soon as the fort’s defenders realized they now had superiority, they regrouped and attacked the remaining PKs. 
 
      
 
    “Signal to Pike’s riders to retreat,” I said, watching the scuffle closely. 
 
      
 
    The point girls obeyed, then froze next to me. “Commander, what are we waiting for?” the younger one asked. 
 
      
 
    The older one tried to stop her but I motioned to her not to interfere. “Are you so impatient to go into action?” 
 
      
 
    The younger girl shrugged. “They’re wusses. We could kill them all and take the fortress for ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “And then what?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, sincerely surprised. “We’ll just go back home victorious with plenty of loot.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s how the Red Owls used to live before I came,” I said without taking my eyes from the scuffle which seemed to be running its course. The PK team had blown it miserably. “But today, we’re a great clan which has to evolve. And evolving means trading and striking alliances with our neighbors. Pillaging and plundering is not our style. I want you all to remember it now.” 
 
      
 
    The girl warriors fell silent, digesting what I’d just said. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, the PK leader and a few of his men had managed to escape. Twenty warriors were covering their retreat, sacrificing their own lives for those of their top brass. They were probably trying to evacuate the altars. 
 
      
 
    And what if... 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “You know what? Actually, you’ve got a point.” 
 
      
 
    The two girls sat up, staring at me in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “See that group?” I pointed at the fleeing PKs who’d just unstealthed a few hundred feet away from the battlefield. “Our new rules don’t apply to lowlifes like them. They’re sacrificing their comrades’ lives to rescue those bags they’re lugging with them. Which means we’re absolutely obliged to take a look at their loot. 
 
      
 
    The two warrior girls exchanged predatory grins. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WHILE THE FORT’S DEFENDERS got busy finishing off the remaining PK group which covered their leader’s retreat, I left our little army in Pike’s care, grabbed Boris and dashed after the fleeing leader. He was a level 330 assassin, with an entourage to match: five warriors, also with top stealth skills, who were now scampering towards the South West, trying to retrieve their precious loot. 
 
      
 
    They were doing it by the book. Their gear and especially their expertise betrayed them as the most dangerous raid members. 
 
      
 
    Their only error was in not looking up. 
 
      
 
    The only person who could tell them about me was the gnome — but I doubted he’d be able to contact them in time, seeing as the game chat was disabled in the No-Man’s Lands in an attempt to make the experience as realistic as possible. 
 
      
 
    That’s why the PK group hadn’t noticed Boris and myself hovering right over their heads — and they paid the price. 
 
      
 
    I dropped three swarms of fleas on them before speeding past them a mere few feet over the ground as I summoned five giant scorpions at once. Plus Boris managed to immobilize three of the PKs with his signature Triumphant Crow. All the other raid members turned out to be immune to it — but never mind, I had some freeze slugs exactly for the occasion. 
 
      
 
    In mere seconds, four of their players were already sent back to their respawn points, the fifth one being devoured by the fleas. The only one left standing was the raid leader. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Pilot!” he screamed, trying to fight off all five scorpions who kept pressing on him, encircling him. “Let’s talk about this! I didn’t touch your NPCs, did I?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid it doesn’t work this way,” I replied as Boris hovered over the battlefield a mere ten feet over the ground, bathing in air currents. “I can see your red tag, which means you rob and kill players for a living. People who come here are a destitute bunch trying to make a bit of money on the side, and you and others like you are parasites sponging off their troubles. No, sorry. I have little patience for scumbags like you.” 
 
      
 
    “You sonovabitch! I’m gonna—” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t get what he was trying to say because one of the scorpions reached out its enormous pincer, tearing his head right off. 
 
      
 
    When everything was over, my mechanical monsters froze once again, awaiting my next orders. 
 
      
 
    I jumped down to the ground and picked up the loot. In one of the bags, I discovered all three camp altars: two ‘green’ ones and a ‘blue’ one. 
 
      
 
    “Goody goody,” I murmured, hauling the bag over my shoulder. “Let’s go back now. You guys follow us on foot.” 
 
      
 
    Boris kicked off the ground, whisking me up into the sky in one effortless wingbeat. Obeying my orders, the scorpions trotted back toward the fort. 
 
      
 
    By then, the fort’s defenders had already finished off the remaining PKs and returned to the safety of its walls as they now faced a new threat: a 150-strong raid of awesomely equipped top level NPCs. The players were so taken by the sight that they hadn’t even noticed my arrival, so busy they were discussing it. Only when Boris landed about fifty feet from the wall did they finally fall quiet. Judging by their frozen faces, everybody was busy filming the scene. They must have already realized who it was they were facing; footage like that was hard to come by. 
 
      
 
    Some players even leaped down from the walls simply to film my landing from every possible angle. All I had to do was keep a poker face. 
 
      
 
    For these people, the world around them was only a game. For me, Mirror World had already become something bigger... 
 
      
 
    Some of the fort’s defenders seemed to have more sense than the most. Having made sure that neither I nor my little army had any intention of attacking them, two of them headed my way. 
 
      
 
    “Pilot!” a level-320 ginger dwarf grinned. His moniker was apparently Prime, from a clan with the rather highfalutin’ name of Poleaxe of Vengeance. “That’s a surprise! I thought you were still up North lying low with your NPC gang. I didn’t expect you to blow your cover so soon.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. Nice try, man. Sorry, no interviews for the camera. 
 
      
 
    “Is that what you thought?” another one asked, a silver-haired Alven patriarch whose name was apparently Oruman from the Dusky Leaf clan. “But all our analysts, me included, knew that he might show up just like this.” 
 
      
 
    Mind you, Oruman knew better than to address me as “Pilot” — the first player who’d chosen not to use this handle. It was as if he knew I didn’t like it that much. I hate nicknames, always have done, ever since kindergarten. 
 
      
 
    I could also tell that these two weren’t the best of friends. Which, for us, was a very good thing. 
 
      
 
    “Oh did you?” Prime chuckled, camouflaging his surprise with a dismissive sniff. 
 
      
 
    Old Oruman nodded. “Sure. Look at his fighters’ gear. Did you see their wagons and their weapons? Olgerd’s arrival makes perfect sense to me. I don’t know what you mean by ‘lying low’ but I don’t think you have the right to describe the location of our rescuer with so much disdain. I have a funny feeling they’re busy building a fine city up there even as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    By calling me their “rescuer”, Oruman made it perfectly clear I wouldn’t have problems with their clan at least. 
 
      
 
    “A city?” a condescending smile blossomed on Prime’s bearded mug. “What would they do with a city? What on earth have your analysts been smoking? His bots have some fine gear, I agree, but there’re only what, a hundred and sixty, a hundred and seventy? What would they need a city for?” 
 
      
 
    All that time, I watched their exchange in silence, my face unreadable. I had no intention of interfering. Let them sort out their differences without me. They were more than welcome. 
 
      
 
    The Alven patriarch seemed to be enjoying the scene too. “Now that you mention it, our analysts are responsible adults, free to smoke whatever they see fit — although naturally, they wouldn’t. For future reference, I would like to ask you to refrain from denigrating any of my clan members, please. And as for the NPC raid we’re looking at, I have every reason to believe that this is only a fraction of a powerful force that our rescuer has at his disposal.” 
 
      
 
    As if in confirmation of his words, my five scorpions emerged from a tree grove. Obeying my mental order, the giant steely insects scurried toward Birnir’s ranks and froze, shielding the Red Owls with their bodies. 
 
      
 
    You couldn’t make it up. The players stared at the scene bug-eyed and open-mouthed. Time to enter into parlay. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” I addressed them. “As the Leader of the Great Clan of the Red Owls, I’ve come here at the head of a small caravan carrying various merchandise, in order to strike friendship with the representatives of all the clans currently located at the fort.” 
 
      
 
    “You wanna say that—” the dwarf began, only to be interrupted by the Alven patriarch. 
 
      
 
    “Did I hear that right?” he asked, his voice slightly trembling. “Did you say a Great Clan?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, then revealed the clan’s icon in my name tag for everyone to see. It also contained a snippet of information about the Red Owls. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to say that you are the leader of a legit clan?” he asked, giving me the impression that his question wasn’t addressed to me but rather at the potential viewers of this footage. “And that the clan in question is a Great one?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. Which gives us the right to accept players worthy of our membership.” 
 
      
 
    The eyes of the two negotiators grew even bigger and rounder. A flurry of emotion swept over their faces. I could literally see the digital neurons of their virtual brains process the data they’d received. 
 
      
 
    A Great Clan was nothing to sniff at. It was serious stuff. Great Clans offered all kinds of cool freebies, not to mention all the leveling and earning opportunities. All of Mirror World’s clans were competing to earn the “Great” handle for their names, investing crazy amounts of money and resource-hours into their development. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Following mutual declarations of non-aggression, we were finally allowed to enter the fort. It had its own name: Perimeter. As I already knew, the fort was a neutral zone for all the players of Light. 
 
      
 
    As our caravan passed through the gate, it immediately became the target of mass filming. It was a good job I knew it, otherwise I might have thought that I was surrounded by crowds of brainless zombies staring mindlessly at us. 
 
      
 
    We were allocated an area by the western wall. While the Red Owls got busy setting up camp, the fort’s representatives whisked me away to meet their leaders. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Perimeter!” exclaimed Punisher, a tall man in a mage’s armor. “Thrilled to meet Pilot in the flesh.” 
 
      
 
    Punisher belonged to the North Star which was another clan I didn’t know. From what I’d managed to suss out, Oruman, Prime and Punisher were some sort of the fort’s command, even though I’d already seen dozens of players of all levels here, their gear at every stage of advancement, who appeared to belong to at least thirty clans or so. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said, nodding my acknowledgement. “I can only repeat what I already told your brothers in arms. As the leader of the Great Clan of the Red Owls, I’ve arrived here with a small trading caravan.” 
 
      
 
    Judging by the look on his face, he too must have instantly zeroed in on the “Great Clan” bit. He peered at the clan’s icon on my name tag. Silence fell as he momentarily zoned out, trying to take it all in. 
 
      
 
    I coughed to attract his attention. “We’ve brought all kinds of merchandise with us,” I continued. “You might want to have a look.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, absolutely,” Oruman said. “As soon as you’re ready to start trading, our men will come and see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you tell me more about the rules and regulations one should comply with while staying within the fort’s precincts?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Very simple,” Punisher replied. “We have no space for deluded freaks. People come to Mirror World to earn a bit of money hunting, trading or resource mining. So we make sure they can have some respite from their travails when they come here. We help them sell their stuff for an honest price without being ripped off. Plus, as you can see, we offer protection again any PKs. By the way, thanks a lot for your help. I gather, none of those idiots that your riders have lured into the canyon are coming back, are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not,” I said. “What’s even better, I personally sent their raid leader back to his respawn point. But let’s drop the formalities, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    The players exchanged glances. “Does that mean you managed to retrieve their camp altars?” Oruman said. 
 
      
 
    “I did indeed. Two ‘green’ ones and a ‘blue’ one.” 
 
      
 
    Once again they looked at each other. Punisher nodded to Oruman to continue. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Olgerd,” Oruman began, “if at some point you decide to sell them to us, we could give you a good price. You understand, don’t you, that altars are very important in a place like this. The journey from the Citadel is too long and perilous. I personally know some people who took out loans to prepare for their trip here. You can’t imagine how important it is, being able to respawn right here. It could save us a lot of time and money.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I see.” 
 
      
 
    I knew how they must have felt. I wouldn’t forget this journey in a hurry, either — but at least I’d had the Ennans’ trade routes map to guide me. Plus I’d had the added bonus of having Boris at my disposal. Had push come to shove, I could have jumped on his back and disappeared into the skies. Not like players who had to travel through these lands virtually blindfolded. 
 
      
 
    “Besides,” Oruman continued, “top clans aren’t in a hurry to help free hunters. Their camps and fortresses aren’t open to everyone — and even if they do let you in, they’re gonna charge you an arm and a leg for a night’s stay.” 
 
      
 
    “Bastards,” Prime broke his self-imposed silence. 
 
      
 
    “This place isn’t free, either,” Punisher hurried to add, “but at least we don’t rob anyone of their last penny. Plus we don’t charge for our altar services. Our respawns are free for everyone. We have five of them at the moment, but it would be nice to have a few more.” 
 
      
 
    “In which case, you must understand that we need them even more than you do,” I said with a rueful smile. “We live much further up north, so for us it’s not a good idea to get respawned in the Lands of Light after having traipsed so far. Even my flying mount doesn’t make it any easier for me.” 
 
      
 
    “So how are things up north?” Prime suddenly asked. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “It depends. This place is quiet compared to where we live. Monsters levels 400-plus. Very tough climate. Without runes and ‘purple’ durability buffs you have no business being there.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t noticed any runes or buffs adorning your warriors’ gear,” Oruman said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s because they don’t need them,” I replied. “You must have noticed the ornamental motifs covering all of our stuff, from knives to cart wheels. It’s these drawings that protect them. It’s a little girl who paints them, by the way, and she teaches other clan children to do it, too. We have a whole art studio in place. All those kids running around with paints and paintbrushes drawing these designs on everything they can lay their hands on.” 
 
      
 
    The players stared at each other in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t surprised. Here they were, each of them having paid a small fortune to protect their artifacts — because durability tends to wear off, you know. Just think that a bunch of NPC kids with paintbrushes could apply durability to your gear free of charge! 
 
      
 
    Punisher cleared his throat, then said tentatively, 
 
      
 
    “Do I understand it correctly that your clan has a totem of its own? Which level is it at the moment?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, gentlemen,” I said. “That’s classified information. One thing I can tell you is that it’s far from level 1.” 
 
      
 
    The players gasped a combined sigh of relief. Oruman cast a victorious look at the dwarf who’d had the audacity to doubt I had a city of my own. I’d have loved to see his face if he ever found out the true size of our army. 
 
      
 
    I had no intention of telling them its real numbers, of course, nor to inform our potential enemy of our totem’s current level (which by now had already hit five and was still growing). Still, I had to hint at our actual combat prowess, just to cool down some hotheads willing to test out defenses. This way they might think twice whether they needed it. 
 
      
 
    “I really hate to ask,” Punisher began, “but — what are you doing here? I’ve seen your warriors’ gear. The armored wagons. The top-level mounts. All your stuff is ‘blue’. This fort is way below your league, and so are we, I suppose. We realize it, don’t we, guys? So what are you really up to? What are you planning to do here? Apart from trading with us, of course.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Trading is good enough, isn’t it? You’d be surprised but that’s what I’m actually here for. We look for new markets. Normal. That’s how every clan and every country evolves.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over their pensive faces. “You might find it hard to believe but I have no aggressive intentions in regards of these locations. This fort is an excellent place. I like it. I’m quite prepared to help you defend it on equal terms, shoulder to shoulder, without infringing on the rights of your free hunters and gatherers.” 
 
      
 
    Their faces lit up with smiles. How I understood them. My group had just eliminated a PK raid without losing a single man. Even though the earlier siege had considerably depleted the PKs’ potential, we’d still made quick work of them, leaving a lasting impression on the players of Light. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So how did it go?” Laosh asked once I’d returned to his armored wagon. 
 
      
 
    He’d spent all this time stuck there with two of his shamans — but in fact, the place was quite comfortable, a nice mobile home with a bedroom and two more rooms in it. 
 
      
 
    The reason for this was, I’d made a decision not to reveal the presence of shamans on the raid. I wanted it to be a surprise for those who might feel tempted by our wares. 
 
      
 
    “Everything went according to plan,” I said, taking a sip of wine from a silver goblet. “Everyone was suitably impressed.” 
 
      
 
    “You still think they might try and attack us?” Laosh asked. “I saw their faces. They feel humbled by the strength of our warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re also greedy and have very sticky fingers,” I said. “I should expect an attack at any time. Most likely, they’ll attack us when we leave the fort, after all the trading is done. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve already recalled all of their free hunters from their missions and told them to come back ASAP.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say you’re overthinking it,” Laosh grumbled. 
 
      
 
    The old man never changed. He was too susceptible to flattery, if you asked me. He loved the ecstatic reception, been too carried away by the admiration on players’ faces as they welcomed us into the fort. 
 
      
 
    There was something else he hadn’t noticed, though. Their ecstatic looks concealed something else beneath: the anticipation of plentiful loot. For them, our arrival meant paying off a loan, buying a new smartphone for a child or paying for the spouse’s gym subscription. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not,” I said. “I just see it for what it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean they’re gonna attack us? All of them?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not. Some of them might see some sense.” 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door interrupted our conversation. One of our warriors poked his head in. 
 
      
 
    “It’s that guy with long white hair,” he said. “He wants to see you.” 
 
      
 
    I cast a triumphant look at Laosh. “It’s about time you start trusting my hunches, you know.” 
 
      
 
    With a sarcastic sniff, the old man waved me away, pretending he was engrossed in reading some ancient treatise. 
 
      
 
    I was still smiling when I climbed out of the wagon. Oruman, however, was visibly ill at ease as he waited for me. 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk, now,” he said anxiously. “There’s somebody planning to attack your caravan.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I DIDN’T SAY A WORD as I listened to him. I just frowned and shook a rueful head, impersonating my indignation at the fort leaders’ treachery. What Oruman didn’t know was that only a few hours ago — basically as soon as I’d finished negotiating with the fort leaders — I’d sent Lavena’s girls, our best archers, back into the canyon, to make sure they took up the best positions. The girl warriors had already left the fort unnoticed under cover of the night. Come daytime, someone might notice they weren’t with us — but I could always say they’d gone hunting or something like that. NPCs needed to get their food from somewhere too, you know. 
 
      
 
    “I am speaking up for my entire clan,” Oruman said. “We don’t support the idea of attacking you and your group. When it comes to fighting, we will remain neutral.” 
 
      
 
    “You really think your buddies might win?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not my buddies! Besides, I’ve just seen you wiping out the PK raid. I and all of my fellow clan members tend to believe you mean serious business, which I can’t say about all the others.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Okay. I’ve heard you. If your clan doesn’t attack us, we won’t attack you. You have my word. When are they planning to attack us?” 
 
      
 
    “As soon as you sell all your goods and start on a return journey. As long as you’re staying within the fort’s perimeter, you’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Who exactly is going to attack us?” 
 
      
 
    “According to our intel, it’ll be Punisher, Prime and their two clans, with support from seven more. All the other clans, including ourselves, would rather wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve made the right decision,” I said, locking my gaze with his. 
 
      
 
    He shuddered but didn’t avert his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to use this opportunity to make our position clear,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “Pointless beating about the bush. I’m gonna tell you as it is. Your NPCs are not players. You don’t get a PK mark for killing them. A few of our hotheads suggested we joined in the fun too, robbing your caravan. But we quickly restored order in our ranks. So I’m gonna warn you now: the moment the neutral clans see that you’re losing, they won’t be neutral anymore. Let me repeat: my clan will not attack you, whatever the circumstances. I know you’re recording my every word now, and I also know you won’t hesitate to make this footage public in case we turn coat. After that, no one will want to deal with us anymore.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “You’re right. And that would be the least of your problems.” 
 
      
 
    Once again Oruman shuddered — and once again he held my gaze. 
 
      
 
    “And you shouldn’t worry about this footage,” I added. “If you keep your word, it’ll remain buried in my personal archives. Actually, I won’t be afraid to say that today your clan has entered a new stage in its development. You might have had a hunch about it already — but now I’d like to show you something to corroborate my words,” I added, making my profession information public. 
 
      
 
    “Expert Mine Digger!” Oruman uttered, wide-eyed. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you don’t expect me to tell you what kinds of resources this gives me access to?” 
 
      
 
    He gulped and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna tell you a little secret,” I continued. “I’ve been sharing some of these resources with a few allied clans for a while. And that’s only a fraction of what we could trade.” 
 
      
 
    I knew of course that his Dusky Leaf clan had no clout whatsoever. Even so, they were unlikely to enter into an alliance with us — but this was now. After a while, petty clans like his would be lining up at our doorstep, willing to join. Or at least that’s what I counted on. At the moment, most players were simply watching, curious how it might pan out. Apparently, our defeat of the PK raid hadn’t sufficiently impressed them, to the point where they even decided to attack us themselves. 
 
      
 
    Oh well. If they needed another lesson, so be it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Just as Oruman had warned us, the attack began as soon as we’d left the fort and entered the canyon. 
 
      
 
    All in all, we’d spent four days in the fort, selling most of our wares and striking some semblance of good neighborly relationships with solo players. I’d issued quite a few personal invitations to visit Laketown to a whole bunch of them. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, our merchandise sold like hotcakes, especially the various loot dropped by monsters. Resources, too: stones, roots, herbs, mushrooms, you name it — the players swept everything clean. Apparently, all those goodies were very sought after on the continent. 
 
      
 
    In just a few days, we were completely sold out. Then our empty wagons were filled again — this time with all the resources and goods that Red Owls needed. Laosh was on top of the world, as were all the merchants who’d ventured on this journey. For the umpteenth time, they showered me with praise and words of gratitude. 
 
      
 
    During all that time, Laosh and his two shamans never left their armored wagon. They were our main trump card, and I fully intended to play it today. 
 
      
 
    I’d been busy too. I’d spent nights monitoring the players’ movements. Many of them hastily returned from their far-off hunting camps in order to take part in the pillaging. I also turned the canyon pass into a lethal gauntlet, stuffing it with mechanical monsters — all the scarabs, scorpions, spiders and swarms of fleas, murderously awaiting their hour behind every corner. 
 
      
 
    All in all, the fort’s clans managed to throw together an impressive force of almost 400 warriors. Still, despite their scary numbers, the quality of their army wasn’t that impressive. Firstly, even their top level players were a good 50 levels below our humblest low-level vendors. 
 
      
 
    Secondly, the discipline. Iron-clad in my squad, it was lamentable in their motley anarchic ranks. At least that’s what Oruman reported who’d kept his word and hadn’t turned his warriors against us. 
 
      
 
    Which was probably why none of the leaders of this motley crew had thought of conducting proper reconnaissance, setting up ambushes, etc., etc. They just hoped to finish us off in a single powerful strike. 
 
      
 
    The day before we were supposed to leave, small groups of free hunters began leaving the fort, seemingly heading every which way, only to rejoin each other on a large plateau at the center of the canyon. In other words, the clans wanted to give us a battle to remember. 
 
      
 
    None of them had noticed our archer girls, though. Nor our mechanical monsters lurking in ambushes which I’d set up behind their backs, lining the entire canyon with traps. And most importantly, none of them knew we had magic support in the shape of three shamans, one of them a Great one. 
 
      
 
    As I kept an eye on the players’ preparations, I couldn’t shake off the feeling of total bewilderment. I knew of course that all these Horruds, dwarves and Alven archers were in fact regular people who didn’t know jack about the art of war. But what about me? I was just like them, a bespectacled wuss, a translator by trade, thrown into this virtual world through some quirk of fate and trying to adapt the best I could. 
 
      
 
    Or could it be because my adaptation had taken a totally different course? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Our two armies met on the plateau deep within the canyon. The Caltean drivers quickly arranged their wagons in a semicircle, providing cover for our foot soldiers and cavalry. Laughing and cracking jokes, the Red Owls got busy readying their bows. 
 
      
 
    “Olgerd? Wanna talk?” Punisher shouted as he stepped away from the tanks’ ranks, their broad backs shielding his shooters and support players. Wonder if they already knew that my NPCs couldn’t be aggroed? 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s the point?” I replied. “I think I’ve already worked you out.” 
 
      
 
    “Negotiations are always worth a try,” Prime shouted dramatically, joining Punisher’s side. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “You’re dead right there. Okay. Let’s talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    I summoned Prankie who cast his shield on me, then dove behind my back. Boris was lurking behind the cliffs, waiting for my signal to paralyze my opponents with his Triumphant Crow before whisking me away from the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    Three players stepped toward me: Punisher, Prime and a dark-haired girl in hunting gear. I ignored her clan’s icon. I could always check it out later on the video. But her bizarre game name brought a smile to my lips. CutiePie... oh well... 
 
      
 
    “What do you want to talk to me about?” I said sarcastically. “Could it be about your promise not to attack my caravan?” 
 
      
 
    The three negotiators’ jeering stares told me everything I needed to know. They had no intention of sparing us. Strangely, I found the thought soothing. This way we didn’t need to take any prisoners, either. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve kept our word,” Punisher said. “While you were in the neutral zone, you were perfectly safe. But you must understand that this is a different location.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Oh yes I do. Thanks for reminding me.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t seem to like my expression. I noticed a look of uneasiness in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Stop pussyfooting around!” Prime shouted, impatient. “Just tell him what we want!” 
 
      
 
    Before Punisher could open his mouth, CutiePie interfered, breaking her silence, 
 
      
 
    “We don’t need a bloodbath,” she said calmly, looking me in the eye. “It would be better for everyone if you just let us have all your stuff. Besides, we don’t want to hurt your mounts or damage your wagons.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “Your NPCs will stay here with us,” she continued impassively. “Our clans will share them evenly. Don’t worry, they will all become part of our clans. It’s a shame your huntresses have left but I’m sure their AIs are smart enough to put two and two together. They’ll see they can’t attack the fort on their own, so they’ll just go back home.” 
 
      
 
    “You really think they’ll surrender so easily?” I asked, tilting my head to one side. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure of it,” CutiePie said firmly, her harsh comportment in stark contract with her childish nickname. Then again, you just couldn’t tell here. Just like that Sandra girl from Leuton’s HR office, disguised as a giant she-Horrud. “They will if you tell them to.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re NPCs, for crissakes,” Prime added sneeringly. “A bunch of dumb bots obeying the most primitive of commands. Do you really believe all this bullshit about Mirror Souls that the devs are trying to sell us?” 
 
      
 
    All three of them jeered. I could tell they’d never had any serious contact with any of Mirror World’s NPCs. They had no idea. They couldn’t even imagine how far Reflex Group had advanced in its AI research. 
 
      
 
    In the last few months, I’d begun to understand quite a lot. The world as we knew it wasn’t going to change — it already had. The problem was, people hadn’t realized it yet. This game was simply the testing grounds of new self-learning AI technologies. And its NPCs were at the forefront of this research. 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t dream of calling Laosh a bot. Most likely, the Glasshouse puppeteers were amazed at their own results, staring in disbelief at all these things of their own making. 
 
      
 
    But you couldn’t really explain it to regular people, could you? For them, Mirror World was still a game — admittedly complex and hi tech but a game nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    Which at the moment played right into my own hands. I’d had the opportunity to adapt; they hadn’t. And today they were going to see the difference. At least they might start questioning the accuracy of their own worldview. 
 
      
 
    Good. I’d heard everything I wanted to hear. 
 
      
 
    “I got you,” I said, nodding. “Now I need to speak to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you have shortcut keys to control them?” Prime sneered. 
 
      
 
    My laidback manner seemed to have lulled him into a false sense of security. Wish I could say the same about Punisher, though, whose gaze betrayed a rapidly growing uneasiness. 
 
      
 
    “We shouldn’t let him go!” he finally shouted. “There’s no way he’s gonna tell his puppets to surrender!” 
 
      
 
    “Cool it now!” CutiePie snapped. “Olgerd is smart enough to understand his group hasn’t got a chance in hell against us, aren’t you, Olgerd?” 
 
      
 
    Well, well. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I am,” I said placatingly. “You guys totally outnumber us. You’re gonna kill all my bots, and what am I supposed to do then?” 
 
      
 
    “You see?” CutiePie told Punisher, nodding in my direction. “No need to go mental.” 
 
      
 
    He, however, showed no sign of calming down. “You don’t understand, do you? He’s up to something, can’t you see? We need to get rid of him while we still can! Just send him back to his respawn point, now!” 
 
      
 
    Prime shook his head. “You’re out of order, man. These are peace talks. If we attack him now, it will all get on camera. No one would ever touch us with a barge pole after this. Wanna get yourself a PK tag? Well, I don’t. Smoking NPCs is one thing but murdering a player is something totally different. Definitely not during peace talks.” 
 
      
 
    Hearing this from him was quite an eye-opener. He was dead right there. In any case, his words seemed to have convinced Prime, to a point. He was still frowning, boring a hole in me with his glare, but at least he’d stopped being hysterical. 
 
      
 
    “So,” CutiePie continued. “What did you decide?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “You heard it. I need to speak to my group. Pre-empting your question, no, I have no secret shortcut keys to control them. It’s much more complex than that. Still, it’s doable.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she said. “You have five minutes before we attack.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, and we parted ways. 
 
      
 
    “And?” Birnir demanded as soon as my commanders surrounded me. 
 
      
 
    “They want us to surrender and give them all our stuff,” I admitted. “You’re all invited to join their clans. They promise you the life of Riley!” 
 
      
 
    I looked over them, enjoying the sight of their dropped jaws. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Pike said. 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t be more serious.” 
 
      
 
    The Red Owls exchanged glances. Then they guffawed, slapping each other’s shoulders, while I just stood there filming every moment of it. One day I might make it public, you never know. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Olgerd!” Prime shouted, brandishing his poleax. “Time’s up! What did you decide?” 
 
      
 
    A barrage of four-letter words was his answer. I climbed onto a wagon roof and shouted at the top of my lungs, addressing the players, 
 
      
 
    “Guys, listen to me! If you don’t want to go back to your respawn points, this is your chance to leave!” 
 
      
 
    The tanks’ ranks shifted. I was predictably showered with expletives. These guys were ready to pillage and plunder. In moments like these, common sense takes second place. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s how it is, then,” I said with a chuckle, jumping down, just as Laosh and his two shamans climbed out of their armored wagon. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to kick off?” the old man said with a hearty stretch. 
 
      
 
    “Yes please,” I replied. “You’re gonna cast the shield?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “It’s already done.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled in disbelief and checked the logs. 
 
      
 
    He was right. How come I hadn’t noticed? I hadn’t been checking the logs as often as I should just lately. Indeed, one of the messages informed me of a magic dome having been activated over our positions. 
 
      
 
    A torrent of arrows and spells hit the translucent shield which easily sustained the first volley. 
 
      
 
    Boris was already standing next to me. I and one of my point girls vaulted onto his back, taking to the sky. 
 
      
 
    Once we were safely out of the enemy’s reach, I stopped Boris and commanded, “Red flag!” 
 
      
 
    The point girl waved it three times. Upon the signal, Lavena’s archeresses — who’d been lurking behind the cliffs all this time — loosed off hundreds of arrows at the players’ ranks. 
 
      
 
    At exactly the same moment, I sent a mental command to my scarabs. The latest-generation steel beetles dashed out of their hiding places and descended on the support players like a ton of bricks, smashing all those shooters and mages. 
 
      
 
    The players’ ranks descended into chaos. The poorly armed support players were dying under the smashing blows of the high-level steel monsters. The tanks had forgotten all about protecting them, breaking their formation and huddling together, cowering under their shields. In no time, the players’ army had split into seven small groups: the same number as that of their clans. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, their shooters and support players had ceased to exist too. The scarabs had trampled them into the ground before barging all together at the enemy’s heavy warriors. 
 
      
 
    On my command, swarms of fleas leapt out of the canyon in the scarabs’ wake, while my shamans continued to shower the enemy with spells and arrows. The players’ numbers dwindled before my very eyes. 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, some of the players decided to break through. Prime led his clan head on to our magic dome while Punisher and CutiePie tried to fight their way through the thick swarm of our mechanical insects. 
 
      
 
    Prime wasn’t as lucky. His group didn’t even make it to our wagons. Another scarab trampled Cutie into the ground. Punisher and two of his warriors, however, managed to break through to the canyon. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. They were in for some nasty surprises. I knew that my spiders might come in handy one day. 
 
      
 
    Finally, I received a system message reporting their successful elimination. I signaled an all-clear and told Boris to come down. 
 
      
 
    The entire battlefield was littered with players’ chests. Three Horruds froze humbly amid the heaps of loot. Their armor had somehow managed to sustain the volley of arrows. 
 
      
 
    “We surrender!” one of them shouted. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t have any weapons, only shields. 
 
      
 
    I flew over closer. 
 
      
 
    “We surrender!” another Horrud repeated. “Just please let us keep our gear, please! I’m still paying for it.” 
 
      
 
    I heaved a sigh. What were they thinking of? 
 
      
 
    “Never mind,” I waved a dismissive hand, motioning them away. “Clear off”. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, man,” one of them shook his enormous head. “Had we known we would never had attacked you, frankly.” 
 
      
 
    “Just piss off,” I said ungrudgingly. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t need to be told twice. Stomping heavily, the three ugly giants trudged toward the canyon pass. 
 
      
 
    I watched them leave, shaking my head in disbelief. I hadn’t expected it to be so easy. Too easy, in fact. I needed to stay alert to make sure we didn’t walk into some really strong opponents. Especially now that we’d already played our aggro card and lost the element of surprise it had offered. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, banishing the negative thoughts from my mind. Tomorrow was yet to come; today, we were the winners! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?” Rrhorgus kept repeating like a stuck record. He must have asked me this question at least ten times in as many minutes. 
 
      
 
    I could understand him. By the time I’d finished watching all the footage I’d taken, plus all the videos that our opponents had already begun uploading on the Net, I was quite smitten myself. 
 
      
 
    What a show! Equal parts of drama and efficacy. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly do you mean?” I taunted him. “The PK raid? Or those so-called ‘free hunters’ attacking us?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything!” he snapped. “You have any idea what’s gonna start now? Two battles! Six hundred players! And you wiped the floor with them!” 
 
      
 
    “They misjudged us and paid the price.” 
 
      
 
    “Talking about which,” Rrhorgus rubbed his hands, all businesslike. “It might take me a lot of time to sell all that loot. Too many conspicuous items. They’ll have no problem identifying me.” 
 
      
 
    I waved his words away. “There’s no rush. You’d better start with the stuff that’s safe to sell.” 
 
      
 
    He covered his bald head with his monstrous three-clawed paws, shaking it from side to side. “If it goes like this, I’ll be obliged to expand. My Digger’s Store is nowhere near big enough. Not enough storage space.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s only what we brought just to show you,” I said, not in a hurry to reassure him. “You should have seen our merchants’ faces. They knew what they were doing! All the Caltean cheeses and wines, the ale, the sausages — the players swept it all away in a matter of seconds. Very soon we’ll see some changes to restaurant menus back on the continent. I don’t even wanna start on quest resources! You should have seen the Red Owls’ faces when two players got into a scrap over just one bunch of some of the most common northern herbs! Calteans don’t think anything about it — and players paid them lots of money for the most ordinary stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus’ eyes began to widen. I knew that look. “If it’s all so expensive as you say it is, why didn’t you bring it to me first?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, firstly, I just didn’t know we could make money out of it. Besides, the list goes on for hundreds of items. Most buyers didn’t even know what they were looking for; they had to see the items to realize they needed them. The game was dishing out new quests like it was confetti. Besides, not all of our resources suited everyone. Each buyer had their own profession to level up and their own Reputation to advance. Actually, I took a look at the list of professions and reputations that you and your son focus on. So this is for you and Max. Take it,” I handed him a backpack. “You might find something useful in there.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus mechanically nodded, accepting the bag. 
 
      
 
    “And as for selling Caltean produce and resources, let me tell you something. I’ve been thinking about it and I made a decision not to interfere. We just can’t handle the entire range of it, as you’ve just said. It’s just too much for you. First try to sell all the stuff I fetched you in these last few months. But most importantly... I want to see this experiment through. I think it’s important to create a friendly environment within the clan in which the Red Owls can trade with players on their own accord.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus nodded. “To fill up the clan’s treasury?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. You understand it, don’t you? I’m curious to see what’s gonna happen to the goods once the Red Owl merchants bring them back and whether it’s gonna affect our tax situation. I have a funny feeling we could earn much more that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely,” Rrhorgus agreed. “In the long run, surely. That’s not a get-rich-quick scheme.” 
 
      
 
    I gave him a long serious look. This was my partner — and hopefully, now also my friend. “I’m not in a hurry. I’m here to stay.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus tilted his head sideways and gave me a squinted look. “You’ve changed a lot in these last six months. Sometimes I ask myself, what happened to that Grinder dude who popped into my Digger’s Store and asked for a Goner set?” 
 
      
 
    “Something bothering you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The only thing that can bother an old work horse like myself is that my friend risks biting more than he can chew. This is a very dangerous game you’re playing. You’ve revealed your true power to the top clans, drawing their attention to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “You know very well they keep tabs on me already. The only reason they kept mum was because they wanted to give me enough time to level up. They were waiting for me to grow enough fat in order to come and carve me up, choosing the juiciest morsels for themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “But if you knew it, why did you have to chance your arm?” he demanded with a frowned look. “Why did you have to reveal your true strength to them?” 
 
      
 
    I could see he couldn’t wait to get it off his chest, telling me all that he thought about my journey south. 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted them to ask themselves if confronting me now was a good idea. Because it’s not. The top clans of both Light and Dark are exhausted by constant squabbles like the one they had by the Ennan city. And you shouldn’t forget the upcoming Sea World release. I’m pretty sure some of them had already been entertaining the idea of attacking me, if only to improve their financial situation. But I outwitted them. Now they know that if they really want to mess with me, they need to do their homework. And last but not least, what makes you think that I revealed my true strength to them?” 
 
      
 
    The frown on his face began to smooth out. He seemed to be getting my point. “So you’re raising the stakes, then,” he said pensively. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t need to. I just didn’t get the chance to explain it to you. Does it frighten you?” 
 
      
 
    “Who, me? Are you kidding? Nothing in this world can frighten me anymore. I just hoped we had a bit more grace time.” 
 
      
 
    “My clan evolves in leaps and bounds,” I said. “According to system messages, small Caltean groups keep joining us on a daily basis. Even three Northern clans and their lands were automatically added to ours, if you can believe it. And you shouldn’t forget there’s also Royalville with its backroom games.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus clutched at his head again. “Seven months ago, I wouldn’t have even dreamed I’d get involved in something like this. No idea how you stay on top of it all.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “To tell you the truth, it feels like it just happens on its own accord. When we failed to activate the Twilight Obelisk, we unwittingly disrupted the plans of the corporation’s old owners. Now that it’s changed hands, I have a funny feeling that our new bosses are taken aback by how fast the new processes had taken root. One thing I can tell you is that whatever’s happening now is in their own interests. Our goal is to stay in the shadow of this super predator.” 
 
      
 
    I said these last few words on purpose, knowing that their true meaning would reach those who could hear us. I wanted to make it clear that I had no intention of slowing down and was quite prepared to confront players’ clans if necessary. As long as it made money for Reflex Group, they would leave me alone. Which was another reason why I didn’t want to control the Calteans’ trade. By saying so, I made it clear to them that I wasn’t going to be too greedy and would only accept what I’d earned myself without overstepping the limits of the gameplay. 
 
      
 
    Judging by Rrhorgus’ pensive stare, he must have realized it too. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Saying that we returned to a triumphant welcome would be an understatement. The people of Laketown greeted us as heroes — which wasn’t too far from the truth. By the end of our journey, each and every one of our warriors, and even several of the merchants, had committed an act of valor. All we had to do now was spread the word among the masses. Knowing the Calteans as experts in shooting the breeze, it wouldn’t take them long to bring our heroes’ reputation all the way up, threatening to turn the sacred initiation ritual into a routine assembly-line job. 
 
      
 
    Which was good news in itself, of course. The more heroes and super abilities we had, the merrier. 
 
      
 
    In the end, by the time we reached home, Droy had accepted fifteen hundred new clan members, not to mention new territories. Five smaller northern clans had chosen to join too — and a few of their locations didn’t even border with ours, creating small green patches of our own lands amid the gray expanse of the map. 
 
      
 
    Droy reacted instantly, sending small groups of several dozen warriors to every location in order to support their population. They brought cartfuls of food, materials and tools, as well as craftsmen, making sure to provide the locals with everything they needed. We had to claim the new lands ASAP, building fortifications, barracks, and houses for our volunteers. From that point on, I took no part in exploring the north, leaving it all to them. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the warriors brought with them the news of our intention to set up several fortresses and port cities along our entire route. I already knew from experience that very soon the first volunteers might start beelining for those particular map markers. Some of the smarter Mirror Souls might even put their virtual brains in gear too, realizing that this new Silk Road would be highly profitable for those who’d use it first. 
 
      
 
    That would allow our merchants to travel South by land as well as by water. I didn’t for one second doubt the viability of the southern trade route. 
 
      
 
    The news that our goods were in high demand with the southerners who were prepared to pay three times their real price spread like wildfire. In brief, for several days after our arrival, I realized that there was a bit of a trade boom going on. Merchants were busy stocking up on new wares; wagon makers worked their butts off putting new vehicles together; mount tamers rushed about looking for new animals in the wild. Armed groups of vendors looked around for volunteers. All I had to do was watch and rub my hands. 
 
      
 
    Two weeks after our return, the ice began to rapidly melt both on the lake and in the river. In real life, it would have lasted for another couple of months — but games had their own rules. 
 
      
 
    Once the last floe of ice had disappeared, our first Drakkar slipped out of the shipyard. You should have seen Kruss and Birnir then! In the time it took the ship to slip its blocks, they’d managed to squabble a few times, make it up, cry for joy on each other’s shoulder, then fall out again. 
 
      
 
    Birnir baptized our first ship the Sea Serpent. It was a real work of art. Next to it, the Sea Dragons’ old boats looked like a shoal of tiny gray fish. The hundred-feet long monster sported the head of a snake as its figurehead, its gunwales lined with shields, lending it the predatory outline of a mythical deepwater monster. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, this beauty had cost the clan a pretty penny. Apart from Kruss’ honorariums as a non-clan member, it had taken us just over three hundred oak trunks, about six thousand nails and rivets, seventy barrels of pitch and several miles of rigging. And all that just for one ship! Six more were currently in the works: three being for the merchant marine and three more warships. 
 
      
 
    Still, neither Laosh nor myself regretted the expense. Birnir may have had the Sea Serpent, but in the end, it had cost him dearly. As of our agreement, the first six Drakkars were his to buy. The three merchant ones had already been claimed by our vendors. Which meant that we only had two more warships to build for our pirates. 
 
      
 
    At first I was afraid that Kruss might want to draw the line at these six ships and demand that he be released and sent home. Still, the old shipbuilder didn’t even raise the subject. I even had to remind him that he wasn’t obliged to stay with us — but he had no straightforward answer to that. He was so consumed by his work he didn’t even understand what I was on about. And once he did, he asked me to leave him alone and stop distracting him from his work. 
 
      
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d hate to lose an expert like this right now. It was true that I already had a new trump card up my sleeve: a new ‘purple’ design of a sea vessel that Rrhorgus had managed to lay his hands on. Had Kruss indeed expressed the desire to go home, I would have produced it like a rabbit out of a hat. 
 
      
 
    I could do so now, I suppose, but then Kruss’ interests would switch to the new ‘purple’ ship, forcing him to abandon his work on the existing craft. But once our little fleet had started to grow, I might do just that. By then, Kruss’ apprentices would have honed their craft enough to continue working on our river fleet on their own. In the meantime, the old shipbuilder would start on our sea fleet. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, Rrhorgus refused to understand why on earth I wanted my ships so big. To that, I gave him a curt and meaningful reply: “You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    My wife Sveta who’d long given up on trying to stay abreast with all the latest developments took the news of the large sea ships in her stride. She was much more focused on taking care of Christa these days who was getting stronger by the day. The doctors commended the girl’s progress while admitting to Sveta in secret that the girl’s rapid improvement had left them completely flabbergasted. 
 
      
 
    The only person who understood my desire to compete for the conquest of the Sea World was my brother Dmitry. He listened to my plan, then admitted he’d been expecting me to do something of the kind. 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed to be coming together. As it turned out, Royalville stood on the shores of the Icy Ocean which was in turn connected to its southern brother Peaceful Ocean, and it was that latter that the players’ clans of both Light and Dark were set to conquer. Which in turn gave me a unique opportunity to develop my sea fleet without having to worry about competition. It would take players a while to finally make it to the Icy Ocean. 
 
      
 
    As I remembered from Horm’s letter, there was a sea port in Royalville which was yet to be adapted to accommodate large ships — but that was doable. The main thing was, things seemed to be moving in our favor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Here you are, more accumulator crystals,” I said, offering a dozen Charms of Arakh to Pritus, our chief artillery man. Ever since I’d managed to upgrade the replicator, I could now produce up to twenty accumulators a day. 
 
      
 
    “With this, we already have quite a few,” he said. 
 
      
 
    All this time, Pritus had been busy putting mortars together. Fifteen new machines he’d managed to build from the blueprints I’d procured for him. 
 
      
 
    “We might need every one of them sooner than you think,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Pritus’ face drew long. “Are we preparing for an attack?” 
 
      
 
    “We should always be prepared,” I said. “But that’s not what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    Pritus shifted his weight in his chair and prepared to listen. 
 
      
 
    “The time has come, my friend,” I said with a smile as I showed him Master Brolgerd’ diary, open on the last page with all the blueprints of second-generation Brock mortars and glaive throwers. 
 
      
 
    Pritus half-rose from his chair to take a peek. His eyes lit up with enthusiasm. A happy smile played on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “How did you do that?” he exclaimed. “How did this happen?” 
 
      
 
    “You ain’t gonna believe me,” I replied. “It just happened. I was building yet another scarab for the miners when I received new Knowledge. Just like that.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Pritus asked, all businesslike. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to put together a team of craftsmen. Plus you’ll need to get all the tools, materials, and most importantly, find a place to set up shop. You must understand that what you guys are about to do is our clan secret. Which is why I would like you to select the ones you can trust — those who can keep their mouths shut.” 
 
      
 
    Pritus sighed, shaking a doubtful head. I knew what he meant. Keeping their mouths shut wasn’t among the Calteans’ fortes. 
 
      
 
    “We have to,” I insisted. “We can’t do it otherwise. No one should find out that we’re about to have new-generation Brocks and glaive throwers. I suggest we set up shop in my castle’s basement. There’s enough space there for another castle, let alone a workshop.” 
 
      
 
    “I got you,” Pritus said. Then he added, unable to restrain himself any longer, “What are they like?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “I don’t really know yet,” I said with a cunning squint, “but one thing I can tell you: whoever tries to screw with us, is gonna regret it. They’ll get a taste of their own medicine!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT HAD BEEN A MONTH and a half since we’d come back to Laketown from our journey south. By now, spring was in full swing, awakening the Silver Mountain Valley from its winter slumber. 
 
      
 
    Countless herds of various hoofed animals flooded the valley from the North in search of sustenance, some of them quite tameable. They, in turn, attracted predators, some of whom were levels 600 and above. Although not too numerous, they presented a serious threat; we even had to call up a small raid or two to tackle the more impressive ones. By joining in such hunting trips, I’d brought my level up to 400 and added a few more trophies to my collection of expensive loot. 
 
      
 
    The migration of herbivores from northern directions had brought with it a great number of new species of plants whose undigested seeds left the stomachs of all those buffaloes, rhinos and antelopes and happily sprouted in their fertile dung which now covered the valley from one end to the next. 
 
      
 
    Besides the new seeds, another thing the animals had brought was new insects, birds and small predators. The Silver Mountain Valley was acquiring a new top-level eco system which smoothed out the earlier differences between the many locations of the No-Man’s Lands, transforming this part of Mirror World into something much more natural — much more similar to the real world. 
 
      
 
    The sowing season was in full swing. Crym the Hammer had risen to the occasion: his family specialized in mushroom growing. Under his supervision, we’d set up a huge mushroom nursery in the biggest cave of the Silver Mountain, just like the one we’d seen in the Ennans’ underground city. Crym had done a great job. According to him, from now on we would never have any food shortages: even if the clan had lost all of its food supplies, the mushroom cave would easily provide enough food for all Calteans. Personally, I’d been skeptical — until I got the chance to see the results of his work with my own eyes. 
 
      
 
    The Red Owls clan kept growing, attracting more Calteans. At the moment, it was just short of ten thousand members. Almost two thousand of them made up our army, with Pike of Many Hands as our second Colonel, unanimously voted in by the council. Pike had already proved himself as an excellent leader and a competent commander for our rapidly growing armed force. Soldiers loved him; sergeants had a lot of respect for him. His overall clan ranking was also quite high. 
 
      
 
    Pike’s regiment was slightly smaller than Droy’s because it was entirely equestrian, making Pike the commander of our cavalry just shy of six hundred riders. 
 
      
 
    In addition to our infantry, artillery and cavalry, we now also had a fleet, with Birnir as its admiral. Master Kruss had kept his promise, building six new Drakkars for our Sea Dragons which by now were almost completely manned. Birnir now had almost six hundred sailors under his leadership, bringing all the rivers in the area, including the Northern River as its main artery under our control. 
 
      
 
    Master Kruss hadn’t stopped there. Our merchants had completely snowed him under with orders. He had fifteen ships in the works at the moment, most of them commercial. That’s not counting the small fry which Kruss didn’t even bother with anymore, delegating their building to his assistants and apprentices. I watched his progress closely, ever ready to whip out the ‘purple’ blueprint out of my sleeve as the ultimate trump card. 
 
      
 
    Still, the clan’s most important production facility was the secret workshop in the basement of my castle where Pritus and other experts selected by him were now busy assembling the first new-generation Brock mortar. 
 
      
 
    Following the Ennans’ ancient instructions was a long and tedious job, for lots of reasons. All the parts had to be made with ‘purple’ resources, which in turn meant that all the builders had to be top-level too. And seeing as we had a precious few of them and as they were already busy working in other lines of production, Pritus had to flit around left, right and center. Luckily, they immediately grasped the importance of their mission, looking forward to their chance of working with top-level blueprints and materials. Basically, we had to build an entire new industry from scratch — and an expensive one, too, which cost Rrhorgus an arm and a leg in “purple’ blueprints and recipes custom-made for certain builders. And that’s not even mentioning the materials! 
 
      
 
    Still, despite all the problems, the work was advancing, albeit slowly. We all knew that assembling the first machine was the main thing; after that, things should go smoothly. Plus, all of us realized the importance of this particular enterprise. Our Brocks were our main protection — and the source of our strength. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’re here, Sir,” the courier reported before speeding off to deliver more messages. 
 
      
 
    I finished my herbal tea, summoned Boris and headed toward the port to welcome our new guests. 
 
      
 
    Last week, I’d received reports of a whole fleet coming from Royalville to see us. Several dozen craft, both commercial and warships that belonged to the Northern ruling elite, literally stopped all traffic up and down the river — which was already crowded with boats of every size just like during a rush hour in a city. 
 
      
 
    At first, the news of their visit had made us uncomfortable, but then we’d received word from Horm the Turtle letting us know that everything was okay. These were the envoys of Royalville elite aiming to establish friendly relations with us. On top of that, one of the ships was bringing a selected group of those of our warriors who’d gone to visit Royalville with our first envoy mission. Some of them were on their return voyage, unwilling to stay in the big city, while others, on the contrary, were coming to fetch their families, planning to move to Royalville for good. 
 
      
 
    The latter scenario was the best for all of us. It would be much better to increase the Red Owls’ presence in Royalville and its environments. According to Horm’s reports, the city authorities were quite prepared to allocate us some land in the central and upper parts of the city. We were already considering sending a few hundred families there to settle down, while everybody and their grandmother wanted to be friends with the Red Owls. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, our last delivery of goods had finally hit Royalville’s shops, becoming a true sensation. The name of Red Owls was rapidly becoming a symbol of quality, prosperity and power. 
 
      
 
    Almost all of our council members came to greet the new delegation, lining up on our large harbor quay paved with several kinds of colored granite. Port cranes, lampposts and statues of Caltean gods towered over our guests’ heads. 
 
      
 
    Our clan had recently given rise to an entire plethora of artists: painters, sculptors, woodcutters, stone-dressers, you name it. We put their talents to good use. Not only did their works give the city a more refined look — but they also had some very practical applications. The statues of gods, for instance, added a few hundred points to the quay’s durability while the lampposts, apart from their obvious function of lighting up the place, also offered a small night-vision bonus to everyone within their range. 
 
      
 
    Besides the council members, our elite brigade awaited the guests on the quay too. Clad in full “blue-and-purple” gear, this hundred-strong unit was comprised of level 400+ Hero warriors, all of them listed in the clan’s Top 500. It had been Droy and Laosh who’d suggested I create it, aiming to make it some kind of Praetorian Guard. Apparently, they’d been toying with the idea for a long time, inspired by the glorious legends of the ancient Caltean kings and emperors. What kind of clan leader was I without my personal Guards? — both of them inquired. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t play hard to get. Let them do what they want, as long as it didn’t get in the way of our common work. But later, I came to realize that their idea actually proved to be quite useful. For many a Caltean, making it to the clan leader’s elite troop became the main purpose of their service. We had five times as many applicants as we had openings. The Guards, who were already highly respected in the community, earned themselves a fame akin to that of ancient gladiators, complete with a high salary and even higher honors: the possibilities were mind-boggling. 
 
      
 
    And now all those handsome brutes were lined up on the quay, greeting the Royalville delegation. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, our Northern guests were quite smitten by the scene. The Guards in their shiny armor; the huge port; the tall stone walls of the city; the statues, the flowerbeds, the lampposts, the fountains — and the busy crowds of well-dressed townsfolk bustling everywhere. And as for our new Drakkar boats, the sight of them rendered the Royalville delegation speechless. 
 
      
 
    For a while, our guests stared at all this opulence in silence until finally, their emotions got the better of them. For several minutes we were obliged to watch them pointing their fingers, enthusing about everything — the city, the ships, the statues, the Guards. At the moment, they reminded me of some backwater villagers seeing a city for the first time. 
 
      
 
    Even our emissaries from the first trip stood there open-mouthed. Little wonder: at the time of their departure, the lakeside had still been bare. 
 
      
 
    “Sir!” 
 
      
 
    I stared at Rymis frozen to attention in front of me. He was one of our NCOs who’d left with Horm the Turtle. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Rymis reporting, Sir!” 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “Belay that,” I gave him a bear hug. “Welcome home, Rymis. Dismiss your guys and let them go home.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sir!” Rymis grinned happily, then hurried off to carry out my orders.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on then, let’s go greet the envoys,” Laosh said sarcastically, “before they break their necks gawking.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    You had to give the Royalville envoys their due: their AIs were custom-built negotiators. Had it not been for me keeping an eye on it, and had it not been for Gukhur and his guys, those smooth operators would have definitely dragged us into a war. Within the week of their stay in Laketown, they’d managed to buddy up to almost all of our council members. They used every trick in the book: flattery, expensive gifts, promises of especially cushy jobs with the Northerners’ future king, invitations to join some powerful noble families and even proposals of marriage into some. This wasn’t yet a complete catastrophe but wasn’t very far off it. 
 
      
 
    I was obliged to let Laosh loose on the council members. He very quickly managed to knock some sense into them. No idea what he said to them, but the very next day my system reports were back to normal. The old man knew how to set them right. 
 
      
 
    I, in turn, took it upon myself to negotiate with the envoys. I summoned them to my personal office in the council chamber the very next day after Laosh had had a go at our council members. 
 
      
 
    They were only three envoys. Honestly, I’d initially expected five of them, one from each of the families in conflict — but apparently, the strongest and most influential had decided not to send their representatives to see us. 
 
      
 
    Interestingly, the Royal clan of the Golden Lions hadn’t bothered to send anybody, either. They just hadn’t deemed it necessary. 
 
      
 
    “Oh Great Leader of the greatest clan!” one of them was pontificating. “In the name of the Gray Hawks clan, allow me to pay our respects and express our delight at being here. Please accept our reassurance of eternal friendship!” 
 
      
 
    Others had done exactly the same thing before him: the envoy of the Snow Lynx clan, skinny as a rake, and the pot-bellied, bow-legged representative of the Black Bears. 
 
      
 
    Having finished listening to their admonitions, I spoke, 
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much, gentlemen. I hope that you and your entourage have everything you need?” 
 
      
 
    They nodded in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Admittedly, I should have received you somewhat earlier,” I continued, “but my duties as the clan leader...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course!” 
 
      
 
    “We understand...” 
 
      
 
    “Clan duties take priority!” 
 
      
 
    In fact, I’d been fair to them. They’d made Horm wait for a full two weeks before he was invited for an audience with the king. In this respect, I showed some civility. 
 
      
 
    Still, this delay was completely warranted. This week’s grace had given us the chance to keep an eye on them and weigh them up. To get a better idea of what they were made of, so to speak. 
 
      
 
    In short, they were about to force a military alliance upon us, making us side up with these three clans against the Royal house and all the other pretenders. Such an alliance would have made sense had it been made with friendlier associates. As it was, our victory — provided we did win — would end in a quick and fast betrayal and a stab in the back. 
 
      
 
    “Before we begin, I would like to express my gratitude to you all,” I said, watching their jaws drop in surprise. 
 
      
 
    They exchanged glances. Finally, the ginger-haired one spoke up for everybody, “But to what do we owe your gratitude, my dear sir?” 
 
      
 
    The form of “my dear sir” was used in Royalville to address clan leaders and nobles. I could already imagine Sveta poking fun at me: “Have you already finished dining, my dear sir?” or “How’s your stomach this morning, my dear sir?” 
 
      
 
    But back to the business at hand. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve arrived just in time to show us all our weak points,” I said. “We’ve learned so much from you in these few days.” 
 
      
 
    Their reactions differed. The carrottop turned red. The skinny one frowned, while fatty was beaming like a polished copper pot. He was the one to reply: 
 
      
 
    “That’s probably why our friends, your esteemed council members, don’t seem in a hurry to send us invitations. They even refuse to receive us.” 
 
      
 
    Now why didn’t that surprise me? Laosh must have really ripped a few heads off. Who did they think they were, ‘receiving’ guests of honor? 
 
      
 
    I smiled non-committally. “I’m afraid our council members are very busy at the moment. The clan needs their advice more than ever before.” 
 
      
 
    “Is anything the matter?” the Bears’ envoy asked, the smile still glued to his face. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Nothing at all. It’s just that our mushroom grower Crym the Hammer needed their expert opinion in regards of one of his far-off nurseries. This is the reason why our honorable council members will be out of town for a few days.” 
 
      
 
    Let those idiots work with mushrooms — hopefully it might bring their gut feeling back. Just think they’d bought into the sneaky envoys’ flattery. 
 
      
 
    The Bear seemed to enjoy the fact that he was talking to me. The other two were staring at me bug-eyed with amazement. According to new system messages, my Reputation with the Bears’ envoy was growing by the minute. If it went on like that, we’d soon be bosom buddies. 
 
      
 
    The other two, however, seemed to be on the fence. Still, I could see that they were beginning to get scared of me. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the Bears’ envoy stopped smiling and cast a spine-chilling glare at the other two before addressing me in dead seriousness, 
 
      
 
    “Can we be completely earnest, my dear sir?” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head sideways. Judging by his behavior, he was the main player in this trio. “I don’t mind. Provided this conversation is as earnest as you say. You have to understand that I don’t have the time for small talk.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that,” the Bear replied, making a sign to his partners. 
 
      
 
    Remarkably quickly, the two vacated their armchairs, bowed profusely and left the office, quietly closing the door behind themselves. I watched their performance with a patently bored expression on my face. 
 
      
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself, my dear sir,” The Bears’ envoy said. 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you done so already? You’re Ugo, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am indeed. I just didn’t give you my full name. So allow me to do so now, my dear sir. I am Ugo the Brown Bear, the eldest son of Aren Two Fingers who is the clan leader of the Black Bears.” 
 
      
 
    That was a turn-out for the books! Horm hadn’t told me anything about this in his letters. It must have passed him by. 
 
      
 
    “I know what you’re thinking of,” he said with a smirk. “You’re probably contemplating a suitable punishment for your ambassador back in Royalville. Trust me, there’s no need for that. He just couldn’t have known I’d joined the delegation. I stowed away on the ship in secret, to make sure none of our enemies knew of my clan’s true intentions.” 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t have been farther from the truth, but well, let this ‘mind reader’ think what he wants. They must have misinterpreted what I’d just told them about the council members. They probably thought they were already pushing daisies. 
 
      
 
    Feigning surprise and curiosity, I nodded for him to continue. “Keep going, my dear sir.” 
 
      
 
    “As you must have already been informed, there’ll be a change of power in Royalville very soon,” Ugo began. “It looks like the king’s younger brother might ascend to the throne. Several of our most powerful clans, including the Golden Lions, are in support of his candidacy. This is also something your ambassador couldn’t have reported back to you, simply because it’s classified information. Several very valorous Calteans have paid for it with their lives, delivering it to my father. Two of them were my personal friends.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t get the impression he was lying. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said. “Please accept my most sincere condolences for your loss. But why are you telling me all this now?” 
 
      
 
    Ugo chuckled. “The problem is, you seem to think that all these power games have nothing to do with you,” he shook a disapproving head. 
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t I?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. “I thought that we made it perfectly clear to all the clans involved that we wanted no part in these undercover games. All we want is to live in peace with everyone and be free to trade with our Northern brethren.” 
 
      
 
    Ugo nodded. “A highly commendable desire, my dear sir. What you’ve just said proves to me once more than this journey to see you hasn’t been in vain.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, I got a gut feeling that you’ve arrived to divulge some bad news.” 
 
      
 
    “Your insight does you proud,” Ugo said with a heavy sigh. “Because they’re certain people who misinterpreted your rightful desire to be a good neighbor and a partner in trade as a laughable weakness.” 
 
      
 
    “Aha,” I said. “So let me guess. You’ve arrived to tell me that once the king’s young brother ascends to the throne, he’ll announce a military campaign on Laketown?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pleasure to converse with such a sagacious statesman,” Ugo said with a crooked smile. 
 
      
 
    “How much time do I have?” I asked, businesslike. 
 
      
 
    “If the current king lasts another month, that’ll be a miracle.” 
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    “SO, WHAT KIND OF NEWS did our visitors bring?” Laosh asked as we were sitting in his house sipping herbal tea. As soon as I’d finished talking to the Northerners, he called me over. 
 
      
 
    “War news,” I said, taking a swig of the perfumed hot drink from a clay mug and promptly exploding in a bout of coughing. 
 
      
 
    Laosh laughed, watching my reaction. “So how do you like it?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect it at all,” I said, double-checking the simple mug. The reason for my coughing fit had been a system message reporting a new buff giving me +20% to several main characteristics for the duration of 5 hours. 
 
      
 
    “This is a new recipe,” Laosh explained, squinting happily. “The chemicals cost a fortune but it’s worth it.” 
 
      
 
    I sat up and started paying attention. “So how much of this drink do you think you can make?” 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast. First, you need to get all the right herbs and other ingredients. In a week or two, we’ll have enough for your entire entourage.” 
 
      
 
    I struggled to keep the cheerful expression on. Much too long. 
 
      
 
    “So, it’s a war,” Laosh returned to our abandoned subject. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I understand it correctly that we were invited to take part in the dethroning of their king?” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite,” I said. “One of the envoys is in fact the eldest son of the Black Bears’ clan leader. According to him, as soon as there’s a change of power in Royalville, the future king will lead an army of high-standing clans and nobles to this place.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh didn’t appear surprised. Admittedly, neither had I as Ugo had spilled the news. 
 
      
 
    “Had to be expected,” the old man said, taking another sip of his tea. “We’re evolving too fast. There’s no free space on the main river because of our ships. We keep claiming new lands. We have an army of almost two hundred trained warriors, not to mention militia.” 
 
      
 
    “Royalville’s army is five thousand,” I reminded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot,” Laosh agreed. “What they lack is order and good weapons. You said it yourself, didn’t you, that our strength is in unity and discipline?” 
 
      
 
    “And I keep saying that,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “We have a strong fleet,” Laosh continued listing all of the Red Owls’ military fortes. “And we have Broks! How are the new ones advancing, by the way?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be tested any day now.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh rubbed his hands. “So you see? Besides, we have you. You alone are worth a small army!” 
 
      
 
    “Not against five thousand Royal warriors, I’m not,” I reminded him. 
 
      
 
    Laosh fell silent. Finally, he blew a heavy breath. “You’re right,” he agreed grimly. “Five thousand is a lot of warriors. Lots of casualties. But you,” he looked up at me, hope glinting in his gaze, “I can tell that you have a plan, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I do indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “What we need to do is stay ahead of the game.” 
 
      
 
    “In other words, you want us to attack them first,” Laosh whispered pensively. 
 
      
 
    “By the time the king dies and a new heir to the throne is appointed; by the time they call up an army and decide on everyone’s share of the trophies... This whole thing can drag out for months. You understand that, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Laosh smiled. “Oh yes.” 
 
      
 
    “So I see no point in allowing them to take their sweet time preparing for war,” I said with a shrug. “A thousand of our warriors showing up by Royalville’s walls will be well enough to cool down their hotheads. And if this army comes to the city unexpectedly, we might not even have to fire a single shot.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a sec. Do you suggest that...” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. We’ve been trying to steer clear of their insider games. Time to change our tactic. In order to curb their attack, we need to make sure the idea doesn’t even occur to them. We’re gonna enthrone a king who is sympathetic to the Red Owls. We just need to decide who it’s gonna be.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, do you have a choice?” Laosh grinned, gradually regaining his usual cheer under the influence of my speech. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” I said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In fact, I’d set my plan in motion as soon as I’d finished talking to Ugo and the Northern delegation. By the time I spoke to Laosh, we were already busy organizing the change of ruler in Royalville. 
 
      
 
    Lavena the Vixen and Gukhur the Black Serpent were my main confidants. They were the only two I could fully trust with deploying a thousand warriors to the potential enemy’s rear. 
 
      
 
    Our best scout and spy, Gukhur set off for Royalville on the very next day after my conversation with the Black Bears leader’s son. Having left a suitable replacement in Laketown, he had to prepare the Northern capital city to receive the first Red Owl troops, transported to Royalville by Lavena. 
 
      
 
    We sent in warriors in small groups, by land as well as by water, disguised as hunters, fishermen, peasants and craftsmen. Some traveled on their own, others joined merchants’ caravans. Their objective was to remain as inconspicuous as possible on their journey as well as on their arrival in Royalville, where a new temporary job and some lodgings were already awaiting them. Everything had to happen naturally and peacefully. 
 
      
 
    The trick had worked: none of the Northerners had noticed anything, especially because it took us all of two months to deploy all of our fighters. By the time the old king had handed his soul to the Caltean gods, we already had seven hundred warriors posted in Royalville. 
 
      
 
    Which was good, because before the king’s digital body had a chance to cool down, the city was submerged in a veritable bloodbath as the nobles and top clans started carving out their share of the power pie. Predictably, they had no interest in tracking down the movements of some ragamuffin peasants. 
 
      
 
    While we continued to increase our army’s presence in Royalville, our allies didn’t slouch, either. Having received my promise to bring our army to the city walls, Ugo and the rest of the delegation hurried to deliver the good news to his father. I gave them the approximate dates of my army’s arrival but told them nothing about their manner of deployment. I’d love to see their faces when they realized that the entire thousand soldiers I’d promised them was already in Royalville for quite a while, shining townsfolk’s shoes, building their houses and forging their tools, ready to strike at a moment’s notice. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the pretenders started slaughtering themselves, our potential allies took a neutral stance, all the while summoning their own warriors from their far-off lands and estates. In total, according to Gukhur’s reports, the three allied clans managed to bring fifteen hundred soldiers to their banners. Admittedly they weren’t as impressive as our guys but still a power to be reckoned with. 
 
      
 
    The noble clans were too busy butchering each other to pay any attention to these movements, not at all interested in the “underdogs”. Still, very soon they were bound to start asking themselves what the other clans were up to. Would it be better to lure them to their side or to swat them like flies altogether? 
 
      
 
    For that reason, it was time for me to go to Royalville — the moment which I’d been trying to put off for as long as humanly possible. 
 
      
 
    Many of our sergeants and heroes were chomping at the bit, impatient to join in the fight, but I ignored their pleas to join me. Gukhur and Lavena were more than enough, plus the five shamans that Laosh dispatched with me. Plus the thousand warriors awaiting me in the very heart of the city, of course. This was more than plenty — especially considering that I had no intention of starting a war, anyway. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Royalville didn’t impress me in the slightest. Honestly, the devs didn’t really deliver. I wouldn’t say they didn’t try, but still the Northern capital city gave me the impression of looking at a rough sketch, not a finished design. 
 
      
 
    I understood them well. At the moment, the upcoming release of the Sea World took priority. They didn’t really care about some God-forsaken city far in the north of the No-Man’s Lands. It would take players forever to get there, so why bother? 
 
      
 
    Which played right into my hand, actually. I could use this opportunity to quietly lay claim to every bit of territory within my reach while everybody else was too busy enthusing about their great adventure. 
 
      
 
    Royalville was mainly a timber town. The few stone mansions the city boasted were all located in its higher quarters. Now I could understand why the visitors stared so hard at the stone-built Laketown with its clean broad streets bustling with well-to-do Calteans. 
 
      
 
    The sea port of Royalville was a depressing sight. I already knew from my envoys’ reports that things weren’t so hunky dory here — but honestly, I didn’t expect so much dirt and decay. 
 
      
 
    We arrived in Royalville’s port on board the Sea Serpent which gathered quite a crowd of onlookers. I could see that the locals were in awe of our ship and her passengers. Our Admiral Birnir beamed like a polished copper bowl — his shoulders spread wide, his chest puffed out. He’d been looking forward to taking his fleet to Royalville for a long time. 
 
      
 
    Master Kruss was another spot of beaming joy on board. He seemed to have grown two heads taller. This was his first ‘blue’ Drakkar — a serious reason to be proud of his craftmanship. Next to it, the drab mass of ‘gray’ ships in the port looked like a bunch of old washtubs, especially considering the fact that they must have all come from his very own shipyard. Just wait and see when he begins to build his first ‘purple’ sail ship! 
 
      
 
    Talking about which, I’d already shown him the blueprint. I’d had to, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to drag him out of his Laketown shipyard. The possibility of building large sea ships seemed to have knocked twenty years off him. Always a bolt of pure energy, now he was squirming with impatience, desperate to start building a new shipyard in the capital city. As soon as the Sea Serpent moored, he dashed off in the direction of his house without even saying goodbye — probably to hold a family council. I didn’t for one second doubt that he’d be back very soon because I was the one in possession of the precious blueprint, and he could only have it if both he and all of his assistants joined the Red Owls clan. 
 
      
 
    Almost all of the townsfolk bore an eerie resemblance to the once-Red Owls how I’d met them. Lots of ‘gray’ clothes of rather poor quality made me believe that the local clan leaders didn’t bother to consider their clan members’ wellbeing. Even Laosh in his clan leadership days had been a downright do-gooder compared to the local bunch of petty royalty. 
 
      
 
    Besides all the onlookers, we were greeted by Horm the Turtle at the head of several dozen warriors in full combat gear. As for the city’s nobles, they showed no interest in paying their respects to their neighbor and clan leader. Correction: Ugo had really wanted to welcome us with full honors but I’d managed to talk him out of that imprudent idea. Our goal was to make everyone believe in our neutrality, right until the last moment. 
 
      
 
    I gave Horm a big hug. “So how do you like big city life?” I asked, slapping his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” he said ruefully. 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “Why not? What can be possibly wrong with the birthplace of Northern civilization?” 
 
      
 
    Horm the Turtle shook his head. “Everything’s wrong,” he said with a chuckle. “This is a right hole in the ground. Or should I say a snakes’ nest. Everybody’s trying to stab each other in the back — literally, eh? For the first few days after the king’s death, it was okay... they were keeping up appearances... but now they’re completely off the handle... they just keep slaughtering each other as if they’ve been waiting all their lives for the opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    “Did it affect you?” 
 
      
 
    Horm shook his head. “No. The next night after the king died, they tried to break into the villa where we live, but my guys quickly knocked some sense into them. Our neighborhood is now considered the safest in town. I’m not joking. Lots of other nobles and even some of the richer merchants have moved closer to us. I’ve got twenty of our guys patrolling the streets 24/7.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I said with a nod. “Everyone in Royalville should know that the name of Red Owls means safety and security. How are things in town, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t ask.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Oh well, show us your domain.” 
 
      
 
    As we walked up the stinking, filthy streets of Royalville, I came to the conclusion that the devs had simply abandoned this location, delegating its development to the local AIs who in turn just went on executing some old scenarios of their own. Lots of work to be done here. 
 
      
 
    Never mind. It was all doable, provided no one got in the way. I couldn’t help thinking that I was looking at the city as if it was already my property. 
 
      
 
    Horm hadn’t exaggerated: the city streets looked like a war zone. Groups of high nobles and their goons were fighting each other, not really differentiating between the enemy and their own. The devs in charge of this location must have overstuffed it with AIs which now seemed to be at each other’s throats. How it could be technically possible, I’d no idea, but I wouldn’t put things like these past Reflex Group Corporation. 
 
      
 
    One thing that surprised me was that their lords’ feuding didn’t seem to have affected the city’s common folk. Taverns’ doors stood wide open, crowded with patrons; buyers ambled peacefully around the small markets that had sprung up everywhere, despite all the blood being shed in the surrounding streets. 
 
      
 
    Horm tried to hide a smile on witnessing my surprise. He seemed to take everything in his stride, completely ignoring the surrounding chaos. 
 
      
 
    Personally, I understood one very important thing. I shouldn’t have put off coming here for so long. Had I seen it all earlier with my own eyes, we would have already been building a shipyard in the city’s port. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So finally you’ve deigned to grace us with your presence, my dear sir!” said a fat Caltean, round as a pumpkin, his lower lip pouting haughtily. He showed up at my villa at midday the very next day, accompanied by a huge retinue. 
 
      
 
    Horm whispered in my ear, telling me that I had the honor of speaking to the late king’s brother who was the main pretender to the throne of Royalville and the entire Northern Kingdom. He was none other than Idas Sun-Face from the Golden Lions clan, and that was how they introduced him to me. 
 
      
 
    Horm then introduced me as Olgerd the Founder, the Leader of the Great Clan of the Red Owls. ‘The Founder’ being the nickname they’d given me, and now Horm had used it as my official title. I didn’t mind. Anything was better than being called the Pilot. 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was about time I got to know your beautiful city of which I’d heard so much about, my dear sir,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “You may call me ‘Your Majesty’,” Idas said magnanimously, greedily downing the contents of yet another silver goblet. Our wine was considered the best here — just like everything else, for that matter. 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, you haven’t been crowned yet, have you?” I objected nonchalantly. 
 
      
 
    The noble lords seated around the table very nearly choked on their drinks. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you understand,” I continued matter-of-factly, “that we have no intention of abandoning our neutral status. Which is why I, as head of a Great Clan who doesn’t want to provoke an accidental massacre, will continue to address you the way local custom requires, my dear sir.” 
 
      
 
    A dead silence fell. You could cut the air in the reception hall with a knife. 
 
      
 
    Idas’ tiny blood-shot eyes were boring a hole in me. “You don’t want to recognize me as your king?” he squeaked. 
 
      
 
    “You will receive our recognition after you’ve been officially crowned,” I replied coolly. “Or aren’t the laws of Royalville applicable anymore, allowing any ragamuffin to pronounce himself king?” 
 
      
 
    Idas choked, then retorted in an ever squeakier voice, 
 
      
 
    “The only law in this city is the word and will of the Golden Lions!” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “You’re not the first one who says this to me, my dear sir. I’ve received quite a few claimants to the throne in these last twenty-four hours, and all of them wanted me to address them as ‘Your Majesty’. That’s including some from your own clan. But my reply to them was the same as it is to you.” 
 
      
 
    Having heard this, Idas turned pale. All his haughtiness had apparently vanished. 
 
      
 
    “You need to understand me, my dear sir,” I continued. “My clan can only recognize a king who’s been officially anointed.” 
 
      
 
    “You do understand, don’t you, that I won’t forget this conversation?” Idas said grimly. 
 
      
 
    I smiled back at him. “I’ll be only too happy if you don’t.” 
 
      
 
    My smile seemed to send shivers down the spines of some of his entourage. Including Idas himself. 
 
      
 
    “And now,” I went on, “if you don’t have anything else to discuss, I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    With this, I rose from the table and calmly left the room. I had no time to stand on ceremony for this douchebag. And considering the fact that he was the mastermind behind the plot to wipe out our clan, I had no desire to share the table with him and his minions. 
 
      
 
    My leaving the room under their flabbergasted stares wasn’t just me being overemotional. On the contrary. I was only acting according to plan. The next step of which would be to provoke Idas and his followers into taking more action against his opponents, leaving us till later. He really had no idea what he was about to face over the next few days... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PREDICTABLY, MY LITTLE PROVOCATION had worked. All the other AI-controlled higher nobles received more or less the same pep talk as Idas. My encouragement seemed to have doubled their enthusiasm to beat the hell out of each other, giving me some grace time to move to the next stage of my plan. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I’d arrived at Royalville, I immediately noticed one very important little detail. Whoever had been in charge of developing this particular location, especially its political aspects, had made sure that all the low-order AIs obeyed the current king directly. Not the ruling clan but the actual king. 
 
      
 
    And when I looked into it a bit deeper, I was pleasantly surprised by the sheer numbers of the said “low-order AIs”. They were everywhere, controlling the Mirror Souls of thousands of Calteans. Scribes and treasurers, court shamans, the entirety of the palace and city guards, you name it. And most importantly, these NPCs were apparently unaffected by the unrest in the city, obediently going about their duties. The city guards minded the law and order in town, completely ignoring the nobles’ brawls; the palace guards stood sentry in the Royal halls, etc., etc. In other words, the entire body of low-level NPCs was self-sufficient — and it was currently on standby until their new king arrived. 
 
      
 
    An opportunity like that was too good to miss. 
 
      
 
    Gukhur managed to find out what made those guys tick. All they needed was to finally serve their king again. They didn’t give jack about the said king’s identity or clan affiliation. This was admittedly a rather bizarre overlook on the game developers’ part, but who was I to complain? 
 
      
 
    Back in Laketown, Laosh had already asked me if I had a Royal candidate in mind. I’d avoided a direct answer because by then, I already had quite a few to choose from. And now, several days after my arrival in Royalville, I finally made up my mind. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure, Sir?” Gukhur asked, cold and emotionless as usual. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” I replied, casting a quick glance at a small group of Calteans approaching us, dressed in the Royal family’s colors. 
 
      
 
    “Our allies are gonna hate this,” Lavena the Vixen said, standing next to me. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” I asked her without taking my eyes off the approaching group. 
 
      
 
    Lavena chuckled. “I can’t lie, Sir. I think this is the best solution. I just love it.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, the group crossed the inner court of our villa and froze a few paces away from us. 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward, grinning from ear to ear. Admittedly, these were the first nobles I’d come out to greet personally. And considering the fact that they’d arrived on my own invitation, they were quite curious about the reason behind my civility and persistence. I could see it in their eyes, beaming with hope and anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Your Highness!” I said courteously but not subserviently. “We’re very happy with your decision to visit our humble tenement.” 
 
      
 
    “When you get invited by the fabled Great Leader of the fabled Great Clan, you need to run fast before he changes his mind,” a young female voice said sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    She stood not a few steps from me, her chin up high, her body slightly shivering with nerves. The only daughter of the recently deceased King of Royalville and the entire Northern Kingdom — Princess Elana. 
 
      
 
    Small and slender, she at the moment resembled a scared sparrow rather than a heiress to the throne. Still, her gaze was filled with the same hope and anticipation than I read in the eyes of her retinue. 
 
      
 
    A sixteen-year-old orphaned girl whose numerous family had abandoned her, too busy slaughtering each other for the chance to grab her father’s throne, she must have viewed me as a faint hope of help. 
 
      
 
    I smiled back. “I regret, Your Highness, if this is the impression I gave you. Welcome to my home. We might get a chance to know each other a bit better over dinner, disproving any rumors you might have heard of me.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded and stepped forward. As she walked past me, I saw her fingers tremble. She was pale as a sheet. Those bastards relatives of hers had driven the girl to a nervous breakdown. She probably didn’t sleep at night expecting an assassination attempt. She was a pretender to the throne too, after all. Prince Zoran — who’d been one of the first to visit us in Laketown — had already been poisoned. Despite the fact that he’d ordered one of his warriors to impersonate him, I still liked the guy, to the point where I’d considered supporting his own claim to the throne — but it didn’t work out that way. Idas, the slimy douche, had jumped the gun and got rid of him and the rest of the King’s children. Elana was the King’s last surviving child. 
 
      
 
    I honestly didn’t understand why she was still alive. Apparently, neither Idas nor all the other contenders saw her as a problem. And they should, really. According to the laws of Royalville, she could easily become queen, and according to our intel, there had been precedents in their history already. 
 
      
 
    For a while, only the sound of chinking crockery and an occasional whisper was heard at the dining table as our guests enjoyed their dinner. By the time the servants brought in the dessert, the initial tension seemed to have eased somewhat. Elana was sitting next to me, and I could see that the rosiness was gradually returning to her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “This is another proof that your clan is the best at everything, my dear sir,” she said, licking her dessert spoon in a very childish gesture. “Even my father’s most celebrated chefs are not a patch on yours.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly her face darkened. 
 
      
 
    “Anything the matter, Your Highness?” I hurried to ask. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all right,” she heaved a sigh. “I just can’t get used to the fact that I have no one else left in the world.” 
 
      
 
    “To the best of my knowledge, your family is quite numerous.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a good sense of humor, my dear sir,” she said with a bitter chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Your Highness,” I said. “I had no intention of poking fun at you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she replied. “You seem to be the only person in this city who still has some idea of honor and decency. We saw your neighborhood, it’s very safe and quiet here. Even when my father was still alive, it wasn’t like this here.” 
 
      
 
    Once again she shuddered. “This is the first time in days that I can relax and breathe a sigh of relief. I dread to think of having to go back to the palace...” 
 
      
 
    “But what if I told you that you could stay here as our guest?” 
 
      
 
    The girl visibly tensed, and so did her entourage. Her bodyguards moved a step closer. 
 
      
 
    “Your Highness!” I protested, raising my hands in the air. “I have the impression that you misunderstood me. I am only offering my hospitality. My invitation is just that: an invitation, nothing more.” 
 
      
 
    Elana exchanged nervous glances with her retinue, then looked back at me, another glint of hope in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I understand very well what it looks like, Your Highness,” I went on calmly. “At the moment, you’re surrounded by enemies. You have no one to trust other than your closest confidants. But you should know that both I and my clan are entirely at your disposal. I give you my word that not a single hair of your head will be harmed while under my jurisdiction.” 
 
      
 
    The girl seemed to really take it to heart. She must have been frightened out of her wits. “I really want to believe you, my dear sir,” she cheeped shyly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s settled, then,” I said with a broad smile. “You’ll stay here with us.” 
 
      
 
    Elana offered me a timid smile. “May I ask you a question, my dear sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you can, Your Highness.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you doing all this?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled as I pushed a small cream cake on a saucer toward her. “That’s really simple, Your Highness. I need to ensure the safety of the future Queen of both Royalville and the Northern Kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    A silence fell. Then the faces of those around me — both the princess and her entourage — erupted in happy smiles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For the next few days, my villa became the focal point of many a visitor. This time it was the turn of our allied clans sending their representatives to me. To say that they hated my idea of enthroning Elana would be an understatement. Ugo and his father were especially furious. It took me several meetings and lots of reasoning with the Black Bears clan among the others to gradually convince them that my plan was perfect under the circumstances. Elana was now the sole heiress to the throne. It just couldn’t get any more perfect than that. 
 
      
 
    For the Red Owls, the girl was a boon. We quickly befriended this sweet and apparently very unhappy creature. Even if I’d wanted to put everything back to square one, I couldn’t have done it now. In a way, she reminded me of my Christa, only considerably older. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, as we gathered our forces, all the street fighting threatened to escalate into a fully blown civil war. So it was time for us to interfere while the conflict was still limited to the clans’ militia groups. 
 
      
 
    On my command, Gukhur and Lavena set their thing in motion. Our allies — who seemed to think that my army was still en route — now watched open-mouthed as all those humble blacksmiths, shoe shiners and leatherworkers who’d been hanging around the city already for a couple of months were transforming into a formidable army of well-trained and superbly equipped elite force. Our army was on the move. 
 
      
 
    Our allies weren’t twiddling their thumbs, either. Almost three thousand warriors had poured into town: a motley bunch thrown together by several clans. By the time they’d battled through to the city center, our warriors had already had the palace — which was our main objective — under our control. Our guys had also taken the arsenal, the treasury and the Royal offices, and they’d done so without as much as a skirmish. On the contrary: all the palace staff, including guards and servants, happily surrendered the moment they were confronted by the even ranks of our warriors, armed to the teeth and sporting shields which all bore the image of the Red Owl. 
 
      
 
    The palace workers appeared quite relieved to be defeated. Over the last two weeks, you would have had to have been deaf not to hear all the stories about the perfect order and discipline that we’d imposed on our neighborhood which had become a safe haven for many of the locals. In their eyes, our warriors were about to impose the same kind of law and order over the entire kingdom. They obeyed us all the more willingly because they were doing it in the name of Princess Elana, the king’s sole surviving child. 
 
      
 
    In the end, the entire “coup” had only lasted a few hours. Already the following morning, they had the princess crowned as Queen Elana the First from the Golden Lions Clan. 
 
      
 
    When the major AIs had realized they’d been outwitted, they tried to rectify the situation — and failed. The people of the North, sick and tired of all the bloodshed, united around their queen. It didn’t take them long to squash the nobles’ resistance and disperse their troops while the aristocrats themselves had to pay their respects to Royalville’s new sovereign. 
 
      
 
    Idas, however, refused to recognize his niece as his queen. He tried to put together a resistance — but he forgot one very important thing. By then, all of his supporters had already realized that they’d lost the war. They had a new queen now, supported by the kingdom’s entire population as well as every clan including the Red Owls themselves. Gradually, they began to leave their hapless leader’s side. He couldn’t coax them back even by promises of wealth and favors. 
 
      
 
    In the end, only the most faithful remained by his side — or so he thought. Ugo had a secret meeting with Idas’ followers. The very next day, they brought him the head of their former master. That was the end of the power grab in Royalville. Just as I’d expected, without any loss on our side. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This is simply wonderful, my dear sir!” Elana exclaimed happily as she reluctantly climbed off Boris’ back. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “I know, Your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    “From those heights, Royalville looks like a big anthill, and people appear no bigger than mites!” 
 
      
 
    I suppressed a smile. Elana increasingly reminded me of Christa with each passing day. Christa, too, couldn’t wait for the moment when my wife and I agreed to her first full immersion session. She would log in via a new children’s server. According to Dmitry, its release was planned next year. We’d have to shell out for two accounts because Sveta wouldn’t want to be left behind. I still didn’t know how it would all work out — but I was gradually bracing myself for it. Luckily, our money situation seemed to be constantly improving. 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” 
 
      
 
    I startled. I was thinking about my family again — which meant it was time to log out. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Your Majesty,” I said with a deep bow. “Did you say something?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was asking you how long it would take for the first sea ship to be launched?” 
 
      
 
    We were now standing on the viewing platform of one of the palace towers, peering at the sea port sprawling in the distance. At the moment, it was one giant construction site as Kruss was busy building a new shipyard, the likes of which the Calteans had never seen. That’s besides all the renovations and enlargements made to the port itself. Hundreds of masons, carpenters and other craftsmen toiled day and night on its development. 
 
      
 
    “Kruss promised to launch the first ship in the beginning of next month, before the rainy season.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” the young queen exclaimed, clapping her hands. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s only the beginning,” I said, dampening her ardor. “We still need to hire a crew and train them. Or should I say crews, because we have five more ships scheduled to be built.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we need so many?” Elana asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not many!” I said, wafting her question away. 
 
      
 
    “But still... Do we really need such grand ships?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “It’s a good job Master Kruss can’t hear you. He would have fallen into a coma.” 
 
      
 
    The young queen giggled. “You didn’t answer my question, my dear sir.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all very simple,” I said, nodding toward the ocean. “Wouldn’t you like to know what awaits us over the horizon?” 
 
      
 
    “I would indeed,” she said, pressing her little hands to her chest. “Do you really think there’s something out there?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I reassured her. “New undiscovered lands. New animals, maybe. And what if we find a continent in the middle of the ocean, inhabited by other Calteans?” 
 
      
 
    “Great gods!” the young queen exclaimed. “Do you really believe this?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “And why the hell not?” 
 
      
 
    Before I could continue, a new yet unseen type of system message popped up before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Warning! The lands of your clan are under attack! 
 
    Number of confirmed dead: 35 
 
      
 
    I didn’t quite understand it at first. There was no unrest in Royalville at the moment, was there? It took me a moment to realize that my clan had actually been attacked in Laketown. 
 
      
 
    “Anything wrong, my dear sir? You’re as white as a sheet!” the girl’s voice rang with anxiety. 
 
      
 
    “Your Majesty, I’m afraid I’ll have to take my leave of you. There’s trouble in my home. I’m obliged to take my warriors and hurry back to Laketown. 
 
      
 
    It took me an hour to find Gukhur, Birnir and Lavena, and another half-hour to come up with a plan of action. Almost all of our thousand-strong army was going back to Laketown by sea while I jumped up onto Boris’ back and sped toward home. 
 
      
 
    While I was flying, the system seemed to be bent on constantly reporting new casualty figures. By the time I could make out the Silver Mountain’s outline against the horizon, the number of the dead had exceeded 120. 
 
      
 
    Over the last hour of my journey, I hadn’t received a single new message. Which could only mean one thing: the mysterious enemy, whoever they were, appeared to have temporarily halted their attacks. 
 
      
 
    Already while we were flying over Laketown, I realized the reason behind the system’s blackout. The attackers had simply left. 
 
      
 
    We circled the sky over the city which was engulfed in flames, struggling to make out a single enemy soldier or city defender — but quickly realized that there were none. All of the Red Owls must have taken up defensive positions up in our fortress on the heights of the Silver Mountain. Judging by the small number of the dead, the attackers must have failed to catch Droy unawares. Now we only had to find out who it was who’d dared to challenge us. 
 
      
 
    “The Darkies,” Droy said curtly as soon as I’d landed on the citadel’s viewing platform. 
 
      
 
    “So they did actually dare. How many of them were there?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost five hundred,” Droy said grimly. “At first, we fought them off but they doubled the pressure, forcing us to retreat back to the fortress. They did try to get to us here, but a few Brock volleys seemed to dampen their enthusiasm.” 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, we turned our heads toward the burning city. The city which used to be home to the Red Owls. 
 
      
 
    “And I have a funny feeling it’s only their first attempt. They’ll try to pull it off again,” Droy said. “This is only the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    I clenched my fists and nodded. “Of course it might be their first attempt — provided we allow this to happen again.” 
 
      
 
    Droy tensed. “What do you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “What I suggest is something we should have done a long time ago,” I replied. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE INTERNET SEETHED like a boiling cauldron. All the gaming forums and social media were flooded with pictures and videos of the Darks’ glorious victory over the NPC city. The forums reposted the joint video address made by Cold and Armat who were the leaders of the Independent clan and the Lords of Chaos. It was those two clans who’d paid us a visit in the Silver Mountain Valley. 
 
      
 
    Both leaders said more or less the same thing. According to them, this was their revenge for my having ruined two of their raids. They hadn’t mentioned any of the pillage and plunder they’d subjected Laketown to — but they did exaggerate the number of Caltean casualties. If you were to believe their own statistics, they’d killed almost a thousand NPCs armed to the teeth. 
 
      
 
    As I watched all the videos and read all the comments below, I couldn’t help thinking that those two didn’t at all look like triumphant victors. Their faces were grim, their words dry and curt. I got the impression that the raid hadn’t gone as smoothly as they would have one believe. Besides, just by looking at them, I realized another simple thing: they were afraid. 
 
      
 
    I understood them well. What may have looked like a total wipeout of an NPC army on videos taken by Dark players themselves, could well be seen in a different light. All that their fabled top players had been able to achieve was destroy the outer wall and start a fire in the eastern part of the city. The 120 Calteans they’d killed were all peaceful civilians. But the players themselves had had it quite bad. Out of almost 500 that had gone on the raid, less than a half had been able to get back under their own steam. 
 
      
 
    The raid had been a failure, pure and simple. And considering the fact that forays into the depths of No-Man’s Lands weren’t the cheapest of adventures, I could at least divine the reason for the sour look on their leaders’ faces. 
 
      
 
    But as for common players, they were openly celebrating. The reasons for their frenzied abuse were manifold, jealousy being the main one. These days, everybody seemed to consider me a cheater on the devs’ payroll. The ease with which I’d defeated two armies of players a few months back had struck a chord with everyone. A lot of people claimed that I would have never been able to pull it off without a little help from the corporation. And now the cheater had finally met his comeuppance. 
 
      
 
    Still, this was the kind of opinion held mainly among the Dark players. The followers of Light, on their part, openly ridiculed them, calling their raid a miserable attempt at fleecing “the Lord of the NPCs”, under the stale excuse of some long-forgotten grudge. To rub it in even further, they reminded the Darks that the guy who’d ruined those two raids for them all that time back had been little more than a humble Grinder. Admittedly, there was some truth in that. 
 
      
 
    Most of the Light commenters urged their top players to “show those Darkies what a raid should look like”. In other words, the majority of viewers were so agitated they demanded to call up a crusade on the NPC city. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, there were also others, more level-headed ones. They were only a few, but still. And it was them who voiced the main takeaway point of what had just happened: the NPC city was way out of the players’ league. The moment when they could still tackle it had been hopelessly gone. Even if all of the players of Light and Darkness decided to attack Laketown all together, a raid like that was still a lost case. Financially it just wasn’t viable. 
 
      
 
    What I found even more surprising was that not a single player seemed to condemn the actual act of aggression against us. Even those of the clans with whom we had business dealings had chosen to keep their opinion to themselves, all the while continuing to receive their share of our quite valuable resources. 
 
      
 
    Strangely as it sounds, the stance taken by the gaming community actually played right into my hands. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The place looks even better now than it used to,” Laosh said with a smile as we returned home from inspecting the Eastern Quarter. “We really should have fires more often, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. It had already been a month since the Darks’ attack. Our craftsmen had worked hard. They’d completely restored all the damage — and even outdone themselves in places, surpassing the buildings’ original glory. Had it not been for all the losses among the city’s population, you could have said that we’d gotten off lightly. Interestingly, the Calteans themselves didn’t seem to take the tragedy too close to heart. 
 
      
 
    As if second-guessing my grim thoughts, the old shaman laid his hand on my shoulder. “You shouldn’t blame yourself, Sir Olgerd.” 
 
      
 
    “I should have been here with you.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh cleared his throat. “Look at this city, my friend,” he swept his hand over the stone walls. “Everything we’ve achieved in these last several months, it’s all thanks to you. You showed us a different way of life. You delivered us from the darkness we’d wallowed in. Our clan got a new lease of life — all thanks to you! So don’t you dare say you should have been here with us — you were! Had it not been for your knowledge and wisdom, the enemy would have crushed us. Yes, we’ve suffered some casualties, but they could have been infinitely more numerous. We will never forget those who fell defending our city. Their deaths will be avenged.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, you’ve done the right thing by sending Gukhur’s and Lavena’s troops back to Royalville,” Laosh continued, changing the subject. “We have plenty of regular warriors left to defend Laketown if need be. But our young queen needs all the protection she can get. You never know what those crazy aristocrats might be up to while we’re busy solving our own problems.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t leave her unprotected,” I said. “Horm the Turtle was with her, together with five hundred new warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “Five hundred? How come?” Laosh asked in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “While we were busy with this coronation stint, almost six hundred Northerners joined the Red Owls clan. Which means that by the time of the Darks’ attack on Laketown, we already had fifteen hundred warriors ready in Royalville. By taking a thousand back with us, we didn’t risk anything. That’s not counting the palace and city guards who are also on our side. Besides, I advised Elana to issue a bill announcing the creation of a Royal army. 
 
      
 
    Laosh grinned. “You didn’t waste your time, did you? How did the nobles take the good news?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “How do you want them to take it? They hate the strengthening of the throne. They’re not used to it. In their parts, the king has always been a neutral piece on the chessboard, a mere puppet, even for his own clan.” 
 
      
 
    “Talk about the wind of change!” Laosh guffawed. “You be careful though. They might be planning a coup behind our backs.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got Gukhur on it,” I said reassuringly. “A baksheesh here, a few threats there, he’s doing a good balancing act.” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t last long,” Laosh murmured. 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “He doesn’t have too. Very soon we’ll get everyone busy.” 
 
      
 
    Laosh sighed. “So you still wanna do it?” 
 
      
 
    “I have to,” I said with a dismissive shrug. “They won’t leave us alone otherwise. It’s about time we present Calteans to the world in their true glory.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen three-masted galleons!” Rrhorgus fumed. “Oh for crying out loud!” 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t take his eyes off the screen, watching a brief footage I’d taken in Royalville. Not in Royalville per se, to be precise, but in a small secluded harbor not far from the city proper, where we’d secreted our sea fleet for the time being. It was the fruit of the joint labors of several clans and thousands of Calteans — and a very expensive fruit, too. The Red Owls would have never been able to pull it off on their own. A project of this magnitude was way out of our league — so much so that even now, the combined effort of twenty-odd Caltean clans still buckled under the task. 
 
      
 
    Still, four months of excruciating labor later, we finally had something to show for it. We had our own fleet. 
 
      
 
    “I shouldn’t be saying this to you because it’s classified,” Rrhorgus lowered his voice to whisper even though we were safely back in the real world already, “but from what I hear, the Steel Shirts only have six battleships. Six! And you have fifteen of the wretched things!” 
 
      
 
    “We have,” I corrected him. “And these are just galleons.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus’ face froze. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re forgetting the ‘blue’ Drakkars that we have. They’re twenty and still counting.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus gulped and rubbed his large forehead. He then grabbed a calculator and started tapping at it. After a while, he pronounced his verdict, 
 
      
 
    “By my estimations, this can allow you to raise an army of about ten thousand Calteans.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “About right. But that’s in theory, eh? At the moment, only five of the galleons are fully staffed. All the other crews are still in emergency training. Plus, I intend to equip every ship with artillery.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this what I think it is?” Rrhorgus asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “The latest-generation Brocks and glaive throwers. We’re about to start testing them. Everyone’s working hard on it.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the materials? It’s been a while since you asked me to get you something.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve become self-sufficient,” I said with a dismissive shrug. “Also, I don’t think you can even get us the resources we need. There’s nothing like that on the continent — but here in No-Man’s Lands, they’re literally everywhere. The only problem is, they take a long time to respawn, you’ve got to wait several days to mine some puny two or three hundred points. By the way, that’s another reason why the players can’t have more ships. The ingredients are in short supply, as simple as that.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t be once they lay their grabby hands on your mines,” Rrhorgus said. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “They tried. After the Darkies’ raid, there were some other smartasses who must have thought they could come to rob our lands any time their liked. So stupid of them. So naive.” 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ve changed a lot,” Rrhorgus said, tilting his head sideways. “People see you in a different light here in Glasshouse.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” I said. “I can’t help it. I may have changed but I’m still your friend. It just so happened that I was presented with a choice: either to roll over on my back and wag my tail in submission, or to take the situation in my own hands. Remember I told you about that pillaged village where only a handful of children had survived? They’re now also part of the Red Owls clan. Their leader Unai is now captain of one of the ‘blue’ Drakkars. Those kids managed to find a good capable crew for it, so now they sail along the coast bringing goods to Laketown and beyond. They’re the role models, not me.” 
 
      
 
    “But you do understand, don’t you, that they’re just AI-controlled NPCs?” Rrhorgus asked unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “So what? How is it going to prevent us from making money and providing for our families? Talking about which... it’s probably time you started thinking about letting Max come work with me. He’s been stuck under your wing for way too long.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus made a grunting noise. He raised his hand and started scratching the back of his head in a typically old-man’s gesture. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not forcing you,” I said. “But sooner or later, you’ll have to give him a free hand. Especially as he’s perfectly safe here. The guy needs to level up. He has a lot of catching up to do compared to average Calteans.” 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus breathed a heavy sigh. “But what about my Digger’s Store?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “It’s your shop and your calling. You really think Max’s enjoying spending all day polishing your ancient artifacts from age-old dust?” 
 
      
 
    “I got the impression that you two have discussed it already,” Rrhorgus said with a squint. “This is more or less what he told me the other day.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “No, I haven’t spoken to him. I would never do something like that without your permission. It’s just that it’s time we all change.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, whatever,” Rrhorgus said with a rueful wave of his hand. “Let him graduate first, then he can do what the hell he wants. Promise you’ll keep an eye on him?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I can manage that.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So now we have four different types of these wonderful machines,” Pritus’ voice rang with pride as he pointed at a neat row of Brocks and glaive throwers lined up next to him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m all ears,” I said, getting comfortable in my seat. 
 
      
 
    Inside the giant cave which my engineers had of late been using as a test range for their innovations, Pritus was about to stage a controlled volley for me. 
 
      
 
    “Two different types of Brocks and two more glaive throwers,” he continued. “The former are heavy machines designed to defend fortified walls.” 
 
      
 
    He walked over to a gigantic steel object which was a mishmash of various mechanical parts, which from afar resembled a huge roll of tumbleweed. 
 
      
 
    Pritus touched a small recess on a flat control panel, activating a Charm of Arakh. Its energy flowed across the machine’s angular bulk, instantly bringing it to life. 
 
      
 
    It only took Master Brolgerd’s amazing invention a few seconds to metamorph into a combat catapult in a way reminiscent of transformer robots. 
 
      
 
    This giant machine clearly differed from its predecessor models. The first thing one noticed was the ease and speed of its every movement. Despite its massive proportions, the new Brock moved quietly and even softly to a point. 
 
      
 
    Once its transformation was complete, I froze speechless. The new Brock looked like the spitting image of my tame scorpion. 
 
      
 
    “Its long arms and stone-hurling buckets are history,” Pritus said. “This one fires special energy charges, just like all the other ones of this range.” 
 
      
 
    I sprang out of my seat and circled the giant machine a few times, then stopped and turned to the smiling Pritus, 
 
      
 
    “This is amazing! I’m speechless. Do I understand it correctly that we’ll stick them up on the walls — this one and all the other ones of its type. What about all the others?” 
 
      
 
    “All the others,” Pritus replied, slightly flushed by all the praise, “are heavy glaive throwers which we’ll mount on the towers. They’re more suited to repel air attacks.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” I said, rubbing my hands. “We’ve just received word from some far-off Northern settlements that they’re under attack from some winged monsters, a bit like those that used to terrorize Laketown at the time.” 
 
      
 
    Pritus nodded. “We’re already planning to send them ten air defense machines.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. I knew I could put my faith in you. What about all the other blueprints?” 
 
      
 
    By now, Pritus had become quite red from all the flattery. He cleared his throat and continued, 
 
      
 
    “Other machines are similar versions of these two giant ones. They’re not as big and more maneuverable. They would be perfect to install on...” 
 
      
 
    “On ships!” I finished his phrase for him. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, Sir Olgerd,” Pritus said. “I’ve studied the blueprints of the galleons that you’re building up in Royalville, and I’ve come to the conclusion that in theory, we could equip each ship with six Brocks and two glaive throwers.” 
 
      
 
    I gasped, kneading my braided beard. “Where on earth do you want us to mine so many resources?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot,” Pritus agreed. “Plus, we’re short of workers and time, of course. At the moment, we only have enough light machines to rig out three ships. And we still need to equip the city with the heavy stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Defending the city and the mountain fortress takes priority to everything else,” I said firmly. “We won’t allow any more douchebags to kill our people or burn their houses. You just keep working — and I’ll try to take care of your problems.” 
 
      
 
    Having bid my goodbyes and cast one last look at the meager line of upgraded machines, I heaved a sigh. So much work in front of us and even more expense. But strangely enough, I had no second thoughts about the path I’d chosen. 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus had been right. I’d changed a lot. And I still continued to do so. The other day, Sveta had told me that we could finally repay our loan to Reflex Bank. She looked pretty puzzled as she said it as we couldn’t have even dreamed of laying our hands on such a large amount of money only a few months ago. 
 
      
 
    Now, however, everything had changed. 
 
      
 
    Thus pondering, I hadn’t even noticed that our “signal system” had been busy flashing at me. I hurried to open my control panel. It didn’t take me long to discover the culprit. 
 
      
 
    By the time I got outside, a messenger was already in the inner courtyard waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Speak up.” 
 
      
 
    He was out of breath. Judging by the dirt caked on his clothes, he must have been riding non-stop for several days. The cloth tag on his breast identified him as one of the guards from the far-off Western frontier. That was the direction that we’d come from all that time ago, having abandoned the Ennan city. 
 
      
 
    “We have trespassers,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “So they must have gotten to the signal system already,” the messenger nodded. “We followed them here all the way from the mountain pass.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are they? Is it the Darks again? How many of them are there?” I showered him with questions. 
 
      
 
    “They’re Light ones,” the messenger began curtly. “Twenty warriors in total. They move fast. They discovered us straight away. They didn’t try to attack us.” 
 
      
 
    “Did they try to speak to you?” I asked grimly. 
 
      
 
    “Their leader did wave a white flag a few times, but our commander didn’t dare enter into negotiations on his own.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite right,” I nodded as I summoned Boris. “I’ll speak to them myself.” 
 
      
 
    I glimpsed him breathe a covert sigh of relief. He must have been worried about his commander. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and there’s also one more thing, Sir,” the messenger said with a startle as if he’d just remembered something very important. 
 
      
 
    “Speak up.” 
 
      
 
    “My commander asked me to tell you that you know the Lights’ leader. He saw him the day you two signed the truce.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SIR OLGERD! How long has it been!” 
 
      
 
    Tanor — because it was him — tried to screw his face into his signature languid smile but failed. The former Steel Shirts envoy whom I’d encountered on the banks of the stream which marked our main border, he now looked quite anxious and tense. 
 
      
 
    And he had every reason to be. His small raid had just been caught in a clinch by Pike and his two hundred riders. There was not a single player among his retinue whose level exceeded those of my Calteans. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a while,” I said with a smirk. “It’s only been what, a few months, since we’d last met, but it feels like ages. What brings you to our part of the world? Or are you just lost?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t change, do you?” Tanor replied. “Always straight to the point.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Time seems to be the most precious resource at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t agree more with you. Admittedly, you’ve made good use of this particular resource,” Tanor cast a meaningful look over my riders. 
 
      
 
    “Now you understand why your invitation to join your clan didn’t interest me that much?” I said, unable to resist a jibe. 
 
      
 
    Tanor — who at the time had gone out of his way to ensnare me and make me work for them — grinned back. “Okay, you win! But you have to admit that you were quite ready to accept our proposal at a certain point.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “I was, and not just once. And what’s more, I’d been toying with the idea of joining the Steel Shirts even before I met you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh really?” he asked, sincerely surprised. “So what influenced your final decision, may I ask?” 
 
      
 
    “Not ‘what’, but ‘who’,” I replied. “It was you, Sir Tanor.” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” the Steel Shirts envoy said in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you,” I said. “Or rather, it was our conversation. Do you remember that tavern? And then, your letters. You thought that my dire circumstances gave you the right to manipulate me. You seemed to be sure that once you’d tied me to the clan with that loan, you’d be able to exploit my skills to the full.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor turned pale. He and I both understood that his clan leaders were going to see this footage, filmed even as we spoke. Let them watch it, then. I had no intention of sparing the feelings of this pompous turkey. It would teach them all a good lesson. 
 
      
 
    You had to give Tanor his due: it didn’t take him long to regain his composure. 
 
      
 
    “My mistake,” he said, putting a new fake smile on his face. “I underestimated you. And I paid the price. This visit is basically my attempt to rectify my blunder. Or to at least try to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Oh. That was an interesting turn for the books. Especially as all of the Light forums were replete with critics demanding they call up a major raid on the NPC city. Which I now told him in as many words. 
 
      
 
    “A raid on the NPC city?” Tanor repeated, sounding sincerely surprised. “I know of course that you monitor all the latest news on the social media, but I beg you not to take their hysterical war-mongering for our clan’s official position. Like all clan leaders, we at Steel Shirts understand full well that we’ve missed the right moment to screw you over. Any idiot can understand that your clan is a power to be reckoned with these days. Those Dark assholes have learned the lesson the hard way. No idea what they counted on. They must have indeed had a personal grudge against you.” 
 
      
 
    Well, well, well. Look who’s talking. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Okay. Let’s say I believe you. You have no intention of attacking me — but you’re still here. I don’t think you got lost in the woods at all. You’ve come here to see me. Why would you need me? Or is it some new way of reconnaissance?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all!” Tanor threw his hands in the air. “We’ve only come here to negotiate. We had no intention of breaking the truce. Had we intended to launch a recon operation, you would have never even known about it.” 
 
      
 
    I smirked. My warriors shook their heads dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you believe me?” Tanor said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry but you seem to be making the same mistake,” I said, pretending I was about to leave. 
 
      
 
    Tanor turned pale. “Sir Olgerd, please wait! What happened? Did I say something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “You have to be joking,” I raised an eyebrow. “You really don’t understand or d’you take me for an idiot?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “Could you please be more precise?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a sec,” I frowned. “You really don’t know, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Know what?” 
 
      
 
    Tanor was a sorry sight. He looked completely lost. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “They didn’t bother to keep you posted, did they?” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to add that apparently, his bosses didn’t consider him worth their trust but decided against stooping to such demeaning tactics. Even though he deserved everything he got. 
 
      
 
    “I... I really don’t understand...” Tanor looked helplessly around him, as if expecting support from his entourage who in turn hurried to put on their best poker faces. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna tell you now,” I said, nodding at them. “The truth is, your clan has been secretly investigating these locations for quite a while. Those three warriors standing over there have been here four times in the last month. And those two were here last month.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor gave his companions a frowned look. 
 
      
 
    “All of them possess maxed-out stealth and camouflage skills,” I said. “They were watching us thinking we couldn’t see them. Luckily for them, they were on their best behavior. They never tried to attack my people on the sly. A few times though, we were obliged to get rid of them when they were getting a bit too cheeky for comfort. Then we’d send a flock of sheep to trample their camp or that kind of thing.” 
 
      
 
    You should have seen the players’ long faces when I said that. 
 
      
 
    “So I think you understand now why I have no trust in either you or your leaders whatsoever. Okay, so you’re still sticking to the truce. In this you’re not to blame. But considering the kind of content you disseminate through your social media... you have to understand me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Tanor hurried to agree, rubbing his reddened face. “I fully understand and share your reservations. But I assure you the reason I’ve arrived is totally different. I’m on another mission now, and I would like you to hear me out. What I’m about to say will be said on our leaders’ behalf.” 
 
      
 
    Oh. That was something new. “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor nodded. Then he added in a whisper, covering his mouth conspiratorially, “Could we speak in private, eye to eye? In the light of what you’ve just told me, I don’t think I can trust my companions anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Curiouser and curiouser. Okay, mister. You asked for it. 
 
      
 
    “Are you afraid of heights?” I said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanor needed a leg up to mount Boris’ back. But a few minutes later, we were already standing atop a cliff watching the movements of huge herds across the valley. 
 
      
 
    “No one will bother us here,” I said. 
 
      
 
    These days, I wasn’t afraid of being left alone with him anymore. The level gap was just too big — and it wasn’t in his favor. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he nodded, admiring the boundless views of the valley. 
 
      
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
      
 
    “We — and I’m speaking on behalf of the entire Steel Shirts clan — would like to leave the Light side,” Tanor blurted. 
 
      
 
    “So!” I said, quite surprised. “Aren’t you afraid of saying it? I’m recording it, don’t forget,” I pointed at my eye. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a damn,” Tanor gave a dismissive shrug. “To be honest, it’s already decided. By the time you make your footage public, it’ll all be done and dusted. Still, I have a funny feeling you won’t go through with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I’m intrigued. A top Light clan wishing to cop out... no, wait a sec, what am I saying? The Steel Shirts are the Light side.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor chuckled. “Sounds a bit high-end, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “It does indeed,” I replied with a smirk. “So between the two of us, what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re just not cut out for this new ‘sea race’,” he said, much to my surprise. “We’ve invested far too much into No-Man’s Lands. We spent a whole month fighting off a Noctean horde, followed by several protracted conflicts with Dark clans. And finally, we have our own unrest within the clan.” 
 
      
 
    I just looked at him, waiting for him to continue. So far, he hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know. I just hadn’t expected the Steel Shirts to run out of gas so quickly. 
 
      
 
    “At the moment, everyone’s focused on the upcoming release of the Sea World. They’re busy building ships and dockyards, each of which costs them a small fortune.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah, you tell me. 
 
      
 
    “We have seven battleships ready in our port alone,” Tanor continued. “But we already understand that we want to bite more than we can chew.” 
 
      
 
    So it was seven battleships, not five as Rrhorgus and I used to think. And that’s provided Tanor was telling the truth. 
 
      
 
    I frowned. “I understand. But what’s that got to do with your intention to leave the Light side? And by the way, I don’t think you told me who you intend to join.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you get it yet?” Tanor said with a squint. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Honestly, your words have come as a complete surprise. But based on what you’ve just told me, I have several theories. Only I’m not here to speak my mind. I’m here to listen.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor nodded. “Makes sense. But before I begin, I owe you some explanations.” 
 
      
 
    He faltered, then quickly got hold of himself. “What you just said about our spies stealthing around your lands caught me unawares. I’ve no idea why no one had bothered to put me in the picture — but I have a funny feeling that whoever sent them here hadn’t consulted the clan leaders. At the moment, I’m not yet prepared to tell you who it might be, even though I have my suspicions.” 
 
      
 
    “You do understand, don’t you, that it’s early days to go talking about mutual trust?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I do,” Tanor said with a rueful sigh. “This someone — whoever it may be — has done us a great disservice due to his misplaced fervor and lack of wit.” 
 
      
 
    I knew of course that nothing of what he was saying was meant for me. 
 
      
 
    “And of course I understand that it’s too early to speak about trust,” Tanor continued, “but you have to agree that we’re moving in the right direction. You said so yourself. Our spies weren’t aggressive toward your clan. Thank God that the person who sent them here had the sense to forbid them from being so.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t help but agree with you here,” I said. “Even though admittedly we still have some sharp corners to navigate, the Steel Shirts seem to be sticking to the letter of the truce so far.” 
 
      
 
    “And so they will!” Tanor perked up. “Let me assure you, Sir Olgerd, that our clan certainly doesn’t want a war with the Red Owls. Especially because I’ve just given you some idea of our situation. We’ve seen how efficient you can be. First the skirmish with the PKs, then the battle in the canyon. Or should I say, ‘the massacre’? And just as the icing on the cake, the failed raid of the top Dark clans.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “The Darkies don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    He waved my jibe away. “Oh please! You’ve seen the press conferences given by Cold and Armat, haven’t you? Did you see their long faces? According to our moles, their clan councils were besides themselves with fury. So much money down the drain, and what for? Just to destroy a small part of a city wall — and an external one, at that! Okay, so they started a fire in one of the districts, the consequences of which you must have already dealt with. I’m sure that part of town looks better now than it did before the attack.” 
 
      
 
    So! He virtually echoed word for word what Laosh had told me earlier. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a damn about any material damage,” I said coldly. “As you must have noticed, anything can be restored. But human losses among my people are irredeemable. The majority of Calteans killed were civilians, a hundred and twenty dead in total.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Tanor said, faking sorrow. Then he startled. “How many did you say? A hundred and twenty? What a bunch of lying douchebags! They were putting it about that they’d killed thousands of NPCs! Oh well. It looks like they’ve got it even worse than I thought. Would you allow me to publish your comment about the number of actual losses?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point?” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “There’s not a single comment of yours on the social media regarding the matter. It would be good if everyone could see the other side of the story.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Why in the world would you care about my public image as some ‘NPC king’?” 
 
      
 
    “Another timely and loaded question as usual,” he commended me. “Let me tell you as it is. We would like our truce to evolve into something bigger.” 
 
      
 
    “In other words, you’d like to solve your problems at my expense?” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t play hard to get. “In a way, yes. So you see? I’m completely honest with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You still haven’t explained the reason for your visit,” I said, ignoring his words. 
 
      
 
    “Like I already told you, we’d like to leave the Light side.” 
 
      
 
    “And switch to the Darks?” 
 
      
 
    Tanor threw up his hands in protest. “God forbid!” 
 
      
 
    “So it’s No-Man’s Lands, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” he said firmly. “And to do so, we need a strong ally. To trade with and to give military assistance, whatever you see fit to offer.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about your lands? And those of your clan members? We’re talking hundreds of mines, including some elite shafts.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor sighed. “We’ll have to sell them. The lands, the mines, the shipyards, the castles, the ships — we’re gonna sell the whole caboose. Then we’ll turn over a new leaf.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that a shame?” I asked. “So many clan wars, all for nothing. From what I heard, there was blood spilt for every clump of earth.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all in the past,” Tanor replied. “Mirror World keeps evolving. The sea race has just shown how poor the lands of Light actually are. The building of those seven ships has literally drained us. There’re new blueprints of the latest generation of ships coming up all the time, triggering a chain reaction. The demands for players’ skills are ever changing. We need experts in both mining and production. They don’t have enough materials — when they have any at all. All the promising deposits are located in No-Man’s Lands.” 
 
      
 
    He was so excited his face turned red again. I could tell straight away he wasn’t lying. Besides, he wasn’t even in a position to lie. I’d long second-guessed the chronology of the upcoming events — I just hadn’t expected them to happen so fast. I’d hoped I might have more time. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, Tanor continued, 
 
      
 
    “Our clan has always been at the top of the game’s rankings. We were some sort of model figures. So it’s only logical that we were the first to realize that the change was imminent. The invitation to colonize No-Man’s Lands just show us how we all lag behind this world’s development. We were wallowing in our own little pond, if you know what I mean, celebrating each new level gained. We had the available lands all carved up. Our top players had turned into sales reps and TV stars. But recently we’ve been watching some newbs who seem to have achieved more in just a few months than all of our fabled top players combined could only dream of. And we have every reason to believe that you must have been involved in it in some way or another. No one else could provide those nobodies with the kinds of rarest resources they boast.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing the expression on my face, he raised his hands in protest. “Please, Sir Olgerd! I’m only stating the obvious, nothing else. Personally, I’m even happy it happened. You’ve managed to awaken our sleepy kingdom and open our leaders’ eyes to many things. Admittedly, not everyone agreed with our drastic measures. Quite a few have already left the clan, which is for the better, to tell you the truth. This way, we’re left with those who are active and trustworthy. We’ve lost all the dead weight which kept pulling us to the bottom of our proverbial pond. Now we’re ready to take the next step which just might decide our clan’s future.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I said pensively, kneading my beard. “I think I know what you’re up to. You want to activate the Twilight Obelisk, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Tanor grinned. “Spot on! We want to shake this world out of its slumber!” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor heaved a sigh. “You can’t even imagine, Sir Olgerd, how I regret my earlier misconceptions about you. Had it not been for our — and especially mine — contemptuous attitude toward you, I’m sure you would have been with us right now. I view this meeting as an opportunity for us to atone for that horrible error, and I’m saying this on behalf of the Steel Shirts’ entire council.” 
 
      
 
    I paused. What they needed was a strong ally and neighbor. Admittedly, I needed one too, but they needed me more. Which meant I could call in a major favor. 
 
      
 
    Besides, adding the Twilight side to the existing Dark and Light ones could change a lot of things. All I had to do now was find out how badly they needed me. 
 
      
 
    “I could offer you such an opportunity,” I finally said. 
 
      
 
    Tanor’s face cleared. Then his jaw dropped as he heard my last words, 
 
      
 
    “The price tag I put on my support is all of your ships, crews included.” 
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    “HOW LONG HAS IT BEEN since you spoke with him?” my brother Dmitry asked, businesslike, staring at me from the computer screen. Unlike Rrhorgus, he never allowed himself to be driven by emotions. 
 
      
 
    “Ten days,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe they did it,” Dmitry said. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think they were the only ones who could. The Steel Shirts are the only ones with enough resources to pull this stint off.” 
 
      
 
    Dmitry nodded. “I agree. So how did it end?” 
 
      
 
    “Tanor wasn’t in the best of moods by the time he left us.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    I sat comfortably back in my chair. “I don’t think he liked the conditions I set.” 
 
      
 
    My brother grinned at me from the screen. “I can’t wait to hear them.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled back at him. “Throughout our conversation, he made quite a point of mentioning their fleet and how much it had cost them to build it. So I just couldn’t help it, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Dmitry’s eyes grew ever wider, his grin ever broader. Watching him open up like this was a rare sight, and all the more precious for that. 
 
      
 
    “Did you ask them to give you a ship?” he finally said. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “No. I asked them to give me all of their ships.” 
 
      
 
    Dmitry grunted, then exploded in a bout of coughing. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, I went on, 
 
      
 
    “Tanor tried to haggle with me, of course, but I stood my ground. Either Steel Shirts gave me all of their ships, or there would be no alliance.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re nuts,” Dmitry finally managed, choking on his coughing. I hadn’t seen him like this for quite a while. “That’s extortion! Don’t you understand that’s way beyond reasonable?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you look at it like that, the upkeep of their seven ships is gonna cost us a pretty penny. But that’s not the point. What’s important is that they were quite prepared to do it. Because if I do get their ships — and I’m not even sure I will — that could change lots of things. Our whole relationship will change. If they do give them to me, it would mean that the leaders of the strongest clan of Light — even though it might not stay on the side of Light for very long — see their future in collaboration with the Red Owls and would do everything to make it happen.” 
 
      
 
    Dmitry shook his head. “It just ain’t gonna happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, in that case, it’ll be one trouble less.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to bankrupt them?” Dmitry said, frowning. “Is it some kind of revenge? I don’t understand you.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “I have no intention of bankrupting anyone. Had I wanted to exact my revenge, I’d have done it differently. But it’s okay. The reason you don’t understand me is because there’re lots of things you don’t know yet.” 
 
      
 
    “In which case, would you mind enlightening me?” my brother demanded, crossing his arms and sitting back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    “I might,” I replied. “Let’s begin by saying that you seem to be under the misconception that it’s the Steel Shirts doing me a favor by inviting me to collaborate. That’s only because you aren’t informed about my actual state of affairs. Which is perfectly normal. You may be a humble clerk in a module center with no access to corporate secrets, but as a member of Glasshouse staff, you aren’t allowed access to my information, in order to prevent conflict of interest.” 
 
      
 
    Dmitry nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And the current state of affairs is such, brother dear, that had I allowed the Steel Shirts to partner up with me, very soon they would have become a liability. They might need at least another year to catch up with us — but at the moment, instead of a full-fledged partnership, our so-called collaboration would have ended up turning into a bottomless pit which would require tons of time and resources to throw at.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” my brother said, rubbing his cleanly shaven chin. “You just wanted to scare them off.” 
 
      
 
    I made a vague gesture. “You could say that.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if they do honor your request?” Dmitry asked with a laugh. “What are you gonna do then?” 
 
      
 
    I scratched the back of my head. “I suppose, my fleet would become bigger, that’s all. Plus I might need to take care of the Steel Shirts’ development.” 
 
      
 
    Dmitry exploded in another bout of laughter. “No way! My own brother! The noob who’s only recently been registered in my Terminal 17! And he’s now telling me he’ll have to coach the strongest clan in the entire Mirror World! In exchange for their entire fleet, no less!” 
 
      
 
    “And the crews,” I added. “Without the crews, I don’t need them.” 
 
      
 
    By now, Dmitry was in stitches, clutching at his side. I glimpsed his wife’s puzzled face flash through the computer screen. 
 
      
 
    “What have you done to him?” she asked me, grinning broadly. “I haven’t seen him like this in ages!” 
 
      
 
    “Natasha, look,” Dmitry told his wife, wiping the tears away with a handkerchief. “This guy looking at us from the computer is a horrible piece of work. Very soon, he’ll be the owner of the greatest sea fleet in the Mirror World!” 
 
      
 
    “Is that true?” Natasha asked, looking slightly confused. She’d always kept a close eye on everything that happened in Mirror World. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “He’s wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Dmitry finally said, overcoming his bout of laughter. “I have a gut feeling they might come to an agreement. Natasha, can you imagine? He told the Steel Shirts he wanted all of their sea ships!” 
 
      
 
    His wife switched his gaze to me. “Oleg? Is that true?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “It is in a way. But that’s not what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, then?” Dmitry asked, while his wife removed her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. 
 
      
 
    “The fact is, I already own the biggest sea fleet in the entire Mirror World. Even without the Steel Shirts and their ships.” 
 
      
 
    Dmitry stopped laughing. 
 
      
 
    Natasha’s face drew even longer. “So how many ships to you have?” she asked almost in a whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Well, not counting all the small fry like ‘gray’ boats, it’s fifteen ‘purple’ galleons and almost thirty ‘blue’ Drakkars,” I said matter-of-factly. 
 
      
 
    The next moment, I distinctly heard Dmitry’s subdued cussing. The computer speakers popped as Natasha’s glasses fell to the floor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, Dmitry’s gut feeling proved to be right. Three days later, Tanor contacted me to tell me that the Steel Shirts’ leaders agreed to my offer. 
 
      
 
    Not wishing to drag it out, he and I discussed our further actions — namely, that the Steelies’ fleet was to arrive at Royalville’s port. 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t forget to mention the stunned expression on his face when I told him that there was yet another NPC city in the north of No-Man’s Lands and that it was also under my control. 
 
      
 
    The fleet of seven battleships had to sail along the shores of the Peaceful Ocean, cross the Red Strait, then enter the Icy Ocean — or the North Ocean, as our Sea Dragons liked to call it, — and continue along the shoreline to access Royalville’s port. 
 
      
 
    It proved to be a serious test of the players’ determination. Firstly, the journey lasted almost three weeks. Secondly, the two oceans were regularly swept by storms. And thirdly, their waters teemed with all sorts of aggressive monsters levels 700-plus. Still, the fleet had made it, albeit slightly worse for wear. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t they pretty,” the young Queen Elana said, pressing her little hands to her chest as she admired the ships. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t agree with you more, Your Majesty,” I replied, watching the three-masted behemoths entering the port. 
 
      
 
    Surrounded by a group of her courtiers, Elana and I were standing on a viewing platform of one of the port’s towers, enjoying the formidable vista. 
 
      
 
    You had to give the Steel Shirts their due: they’d invested all of their imagination into building their fleet. Each of the ships differed from all the others in its unique color patterns and the emblems emblazoned on its sails. 
 
      
 
    “Their ships are bigger than our galleons,” the young queen observed, her large eyes reflecting the multi-colored banners adorning the hulls of the arriving fleet. 
 
      
 
    “Correction, Your Majesty,” I said. “These ships also belong to the Red Owls. In other words, to you and me.” 
 
      
 
    That’s right. A week earlier, we’d been witness to a historical event which had completely changed the political landscape in Royalville: Queen Elana the First had graciously announced her decision to change her clan affiliation. 
 
      
 
    Do I even need to tell you about the tumult it had created? All the other clan envoys hurried to our residence, demanding explanations. We just shrugged, even though this turn of events was following a plan previously conceived by us. 
 
      
 
    It had all started with Royalville’s minor aristocracy flocking to our colors wholesale, bringing their families and small armies with them. This was the work of a whole undercover bunch of Red Owls trained by Gukhur, who’d started the process of converting the Northerners to our side. 
 
      
 
    The petty gentry were followed by richer clans until finally, a week ago, the young queen had announced that the Great Clan of the Red Owls was a role model for all Calteans — and as such, it was obliged to admit her. Which in turn was the result of my own gentle persuasion. 
 
      
 
    It had culminated in the removal of the depictions of Golden Lions from all Royal standards and ensigns. They were now replaced by a Red Owl with wings displayed. 
 
      
 
    The change of the Royal clan had gone down quite painlessly. Although there were some dissenters, these were in the minority. The Northerners had long gotten used to the idea that the name of the Red Owls stood for power, quality and security. We were the best at everything. It stood to reason that the Royal decision made perfect sense. 
 
      
 
    Within a week of Queen Elana’s conversion, about 70% of Royalville’s population and its environments followed her example, making the Red Owls the dominant force in the Northern Kingdom, and this process was now irreversible. 
 
      
 
    “Is this the surprise you were talking about, my dear sir?” Elana asked, fluttering her long eyelashes over her huge eyes wide open in amazement. 
 
      
 
    “Almost,” I said with a light smile. “Be so good as to cast a look over there, Your Majesty,” I pointed in the direction of the port. 
 
      
 
    She turned her head and stood on tiptoe for a better look, just as the last vessel was entering the harbor. Snow-white and rigged with golden sails, it resembled a magical beast straight from the pages of a fantasy book. 
 
      
 
    “But this...” Elana said, gasping. 
 
      
 
    “This is the Golden Unicorn, Your Majesty,” I said with a smile. “The Royal flagship. In other words, this little beauty is yours.” 
 
      
 
    A chorus of gasped admiration ran through the gathering of nobles. Elana squealed like a little child and jumped, clapping her hands. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So how did you find Royalville, Sir Tanor?” I asked, sipping wine from a silver goblet. 
 
      
 
    We were sitting on the second-floor terrace of my villa. Below us glowed the lights of the capital of the Northern Kingdom. 
 
      
 
    “Timothy,” Tanor said. “My real world name is Timothy.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my acceptance. 
 
      
 
    “And yes, this city is far out,” he added, saluting with his wine glass. “I still can’t quite get over it.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “I dread to think what you’re gonna say when you see Laketown.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you gonna let us see it?” Tanor asked in surprise. “I thought that it was a closed city, off limits to all players.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “It is indeed. But the rules are different for your clan now. You’ve complied with my demands. You even granted my request to repaint your flagship.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor guffawed. “Let me be completely honest with you,” he said, shaking his head. “At first, your request sounded a bit, how can I say it without offending you...” 
 
      
 
    “You thought I was taking the piss,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re dead right there,” he said, saluting me again. “But when we saw the queen squeaking with joy, the penny finally dropped. Just think that we have a real queen in our clan now! You do understand, don’t you, that she is the first Royal in Mirror World?” 
 
      
 
    “The second,” I corrected him. “Her father died a few months ago, triggering a slaughter between the princelings, all two dozen of them.” 
 
      
 
    “This is crazy,” Tanor said, flicking back his long hair. “It’s like we landed in some fairy story. We never experienced such full immersion even in Mellenville. I bet our guys are walking open-mouthed through the city even as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, how did they take the news that they’ve got to take orders from me now?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re all volunteers,” Tanor replied. “You should have heard all the hoo-hah when we were selecting crews. They were fighting over themselves to join. We were obliged to be very selective.” 
 
      
 
    “But?” I asked. “There’s always a ‘but’, isn’t there?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re very insightful,” Tanor said, rubbing his chin. “Admittedly, some of the top players didn’t appreciate the idea of surrendering the fleet to you. Too much time and effort has gone into it, not to mention all the resources. Besides, not everyone was capable of seeing the benefits of this deal.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you personally think about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” Tanor pensively pursed his lips. “Personally, I think that we got off quite lightly.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh you do, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Quite. When our analysts published some of their figures, that was enough to convince the more level-headed of our clan members. By the same token, we had to part with a good 20% of the rest. But I hope that those were the last dropouts. Any more discord might result in our clan’s breakup.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I saw your rankings. Lots of your top players have turned coat.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor shrugged. “They chose not to take risks.” 
 
      
 
    I knew what he was doing. Whoever was going to watch this footage, they would rather hear what they were gonna have from it straight from the horse’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Bad decision,” I said with a smile. “A great future awaits your clan, and the Red Owls can help you achieve your goals.” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” Tanor asked, suddenly businesslike. 
 
      
 
    “Like how about I help you find deposits of perlaceous ore, for starters?” 
 
      
 
    Tanor frowned. He clearly didn’t know how to react to my proposal. He must have realized that I was talking about something rare and precious, but he apparently didn’t have any idea what it was used for. 
 
      
 
    “Listen Timothy,” I said. “Allow me to ask you a question. How do you intend to activate the obelisk? Don’t bother to reply. I’m sure you’ll be quite prepared to sacrifice all of your clan members in order to procure enough pure energy that that devious ghost demands.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor’s sour face was my answer. That was apparently exactly what they wanted to do. 
 
      
 
    “The way I understand, even before all those players left your clan, each of them was supposed to die three or four times, if I’m not mistaken. Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you are,” Tanor said with a sigh. “I won’t even mention the loss of XP... I was obliged to promise hefty compensations for everyone involved. And that’s a huge burden for the clan.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “I see. And this is only a small part of the problem. I used to think that you could sort this problem out by using some kind of accumulator crystals. But when I looked deeper into it, I understood that I was mistaken. Accumulator crystals of this capacity are extremely rare. Besides, not all of them are suitable for this purpose. The problem being the dire shortage of stones which can only be mined by Expert diggers.” 
 
      
 
    He looked up at me, almost breathless. 
 
      
 
    “You know what perlaceous ore is, don’t you? I asked. 
 
      
 
    He slowly nodded. “D’you wanna say that you can sell us enough of it to satisfy our demand?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Not sell. We could give your Expert diggers access to our mines and let them procure enough of it. Besides, as you must understand, the ore alone, however rare, isn’t enough to build accumulator crystals. You still need alchemic treating agents and lots of other things. Pre-empting myself, I can even tell you that we intend to grant you access to all of our resources.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor’s hands twitched. I had no doubt that the information he’d just filmed was going to completely change the status quo within the clan. 
 
      
 
    “You sound so confident — how do you know which ingredients are required to build such accumulator crystals?” he said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I just do,” I said. “Because I happen to have a recipe for such a crystal. Between you and me, it cost me quite a bit. The monster which dropped it was a real pain in the back. We had to call up a raid just to tackle it.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor startled so badly he almost fell off his chair. “I don’t care how much it costs!” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “It’s not for sale, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    His face fell. 
 
      
 
    “Still,” I continued, “as a token of our gratitude for the white flagship, I’d like you to meet the master who studied the recipe, and I will give him permission to build accumulator crystals for you from your ingredients. The actual number of crystals we might discuss at a later date.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor’s face was clearing even as I spoke. 
 
      
 
    “You must understand,” I continued, “that this isn’t the only project we could collaborate on. I have loads to choose from. So I’m very sorry for those guys who left your clan in such a hurry. Very soon, they’ll be kicking themselves.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SIR OLGERD? What’s going on?” a slightly disheveled Tanor demanded, rushing into my office in the middle of the night. I wasn’t surprised: my messenger must have dragged him out of bed. 
 
      
 
    “Get your crews ready,” I said calmly, admiring the northern sunrise through the window. “We’re about to set sail.” 
 
      
 
    “But...” Tanor said, looking completely lost. “What do you mean, set sail? Don’t we need to get everything ready first...” 
 
      
 
    “You did tell your clan members, didn’t you, that they can’t log out for the whole time they’re with us?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Yes, of course I did. It just came as a surprise, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled on the balls of my feet. “Exactly. The surprise factor is just what we need. So please get yourself ready, Sir Tanor. I’ll be down in the port waiting for you. Great deeds await us!” 
 
      
 
    You had to give Tanor his due: in less than an hour, he had all the ship crews up and running, loading the supplies and accommodating my marine troops. 
 
      
 
    When Tanor saw the tight ranks of my Calteans armed to the teeth, he fell speechless. Once he’d regained his composure somewhat, he stared bug-eyed at the serried lines of full-length indigo shields emblazoned with the image of a red owl. Behind them, a whole host of spears glinted in the morning light. 
 
      
 
    “How many of them are there?” he asked dumbfoundedly. 
 
      
 
    “Four thousand in total.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor hiccupped. “What the hell’s going on? Where are we going? Are you at war?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “We always are. And as for where we’re going, you’ll see soon enough. Just trust me. Your job is to convey the ships to a predetermined point.” 
 
      
 
    “You want me to trust you but you don’t seem to be too eager to put your own trust in me,” Tanor said, feigning offence. 
 
      
 
    “Oh please,” I said. “Don’t try to play the fool. You think I’d have borrowed your fleet complete with crews just for the fun of it? I didn’t do so for them just to sit pretty in the port. No one ever promised you a quiet life. Or don’t you want to take part in the greatest raid in the history of Mirror World?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course I do,” he hurried to back down. “It’s just that you need to understand. This isn’t a regular army, let alone a bunch of NPCs who obey your every whim. Players have their own convictions.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I can see your point. In which case, before I disclose my plan, you and all the players will have to sign a non-disclosure agreement. What would you say to that? Before you agree, I need to warn you that the penalties for breaking the agreement will be truly draconian. May the game be my witness! I can already tell you that if any of your subordinates divulges any of the confidential information to third parties, they might find Mirror World a bit too crowded for their liking. This I can promise you.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor shuddered under my heavy gaze. “I feel you. Just give me thirty minutes. I’d like to have a word with the others.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Half an hour. Tell them that their answer will decide the future collaboration between our clans.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor turned pale but held my gaze. He was standing with his back to the window — so at the moment, he couldn’t see what was going on in the port. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and by the way,” I added. “If any of you tries to blackmail me saying that I can’t pull it off without you and your fleet, you’d better turn round now.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor frowned, then swung round. 
 
      
 
    He momentarily froze in amazement, studying the expanse of the harbor. Then he took a step forward, digging his thin fingers into the balcony rail. 
 
      
 
    “But this...” he whispered, unable to take his eyes off the hundreds of indigo sails crowding the horizon. 
 
      
 
    “This is our fleet, Sir Tanor. Twenty galleons and forty more Drakkars, fully rigged and equipped. If your boats join our raid, our army will number almost twenty thousand swords.” 
 
      
 
    “Impossible,” Tanor muttered, stupefied. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Don’t you believe your own eyes?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, rubbing his eyes hard. “I’ve never seen anything like it! Even if all Light fleets come together, they still won’t be able to outnumber yours! Where are you taking all this incredible force?” 
 
      
 
    I tiredly rolled my eyes. “Sir Tanor. The agreement goes first. Then you’ll get all the information you need. Unless you would rather wait to see for yourself. Just let me warn you that whoever logs out before we arrive at our destination—” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” he hurried to say. “We need an agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, I’ll be down in the port waiting for you. And let me repeat. Try to make it clear to your people that they won’t regret joining in the raid.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Just as I’d expected, the players weren’t hard to convince. They had enough gaming experience to sign the contract without saying a word. What’s more, they seemed to be looking forward to all the opportunities. After all, all of them were volunteers who’d undergone a tough selection process. 
 
      
 
    And as for Tanor... He was only doing his job. Which in his case was taking constant care of his clan’s interests. 
 
      
 
    Actually, I received daily updates from Gukhur reporting on the players’ sentiment. Admittedly, it was quite an eye-opener. They were too used to being around the Mellenville NPCs to mind their tongues too much, which was a real gift for our grim security chief. He literally saturated the players’ ranks with his moles — from street boys to aristocrats inviting their new friends to dinner. The intel flowed in generously, and by the time Tanor had begun to suspect foul play, it was already too late. By then, I already knew the lay of the land in the Steel Shirts clan. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, this one of the most elite clans in the whole of Mirror World seemed to be going through a rough patch. The going got even tougher when its top players started leaving in droves. Romulus was one of the first to turn coat and join the competition, behaving like a spoiled diva. In the end, all the Steel Shirts were left with was their flotsam and jetsam: a few run-of-the-mill performers and some young newbs with little experience. 
 
      
 
    Still, interestingly enough, the clan hadn’t lost any of its top-level Grinders. Either they were perfectly happy where they were or they were contract-bound. I had a funny feeling it was the latter. Once again I congratulated myself on not having taken that route, otherwise I would have been busting my hump day in day out for nickels and dimes. 
 
      
 
    And speaking of top-level Grinders, all those Masters and Experts... I already had the inklings of a plan on how to poach them — but the time for it hadn’t yet come. 
 
      
 
    If I was right about them being contract-bound, buying them out from all the Dark and Light clans could cost me a small fortune. All of which would eventually pay off — but only provided the said Grinders would agree to work for me instead. 
 
      
 
    I had no intention of forcing anyone into work. Once they’d paid off their debt, they would be free to go. But in the meantime, it wouldn’t be too difficult to make their work conditions as safe and comfortable as possible. And then we’d just see if they wished to leave us or not. 
 
      
 
    To give you an even better idea, the majority of the players who’d arrived with Tanor were already discussing their chances of joining my clan. Even Tanor knew about it, despite turning a blind eye. 
 
      
 
    Which he really shouldn’t do. If I were him, I would have done everything I could to get his ‘prodigal sons’ back. If he tried too hard to win them back, then even more players might want to leave — and I would be perfectly happy to take them on. Not all of them, of course, but only the most level-headed and useful, and I’d only give them a definite answer once the raid was over. I needed to get a clear picture of what every player was like. And I was more than sure that I wouldn’t have to wait long for the first deserters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had been two weeks since we’d set sail. I’d been right: almost all of the players had expressed the desire to join our clan, most of them deck hands. As for their senior commanders, they had all remained loyal to the Steel Shirts. They must have enjoyed better terms of service. 
 
      
 
    At the request of all the potential new members, our negotiations were held in secret. Which was perfectly understandable. They kept approaching me when I was alone — either on the boat or ashore as we restocked our water supplies. I said the same thing to each and every candidate: that I could only make a decision once the raid was over, promising to keep our conversation private. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t even sure whether Tanor knew about any of it. He must have guessed — but even if he did, he didn’t confront me about it. Why should he? I hadn’t accepted anyone yet. 
 
      
 
    But whether he knew about the sentiment in his clan... I’m pretty sure he did. You had to be blind to ignore the players’ enraptured faces as they watched my Calteans at work. 
 
      
 
    First it had been Royalville which had left a lasting impression on all of them — and now it was also the fleet and the sight of the biggest top-level army in Mirror World. Throughout the journey, my warriors had proven themselves to be the finest by repelling several attacks from gigantic sea monsters. That’s not to mention all the adventures we had on dry land too. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the coast was inhabited by numerous sentient races. As if second-guessing my next step, the devs had managed to complicate my task. Now, in order to get to all the mineral deposits and other rare resources, we had to come to an agreement with the locals first, who could be quite hostile toward us. And if my Calteans at least tried to show some understanding of their aggressive reactions, the players on the contrary tried to pick fights with them, in the ingrained habit of collecting as many enemy scalps as they could. I was obliged to lecture them long and hard on the potential benefits of staying friends with the local NPCs, seeing them not as enemies but future allies and trading partners. 
 
      
 
    Even Tanor wasn’t very happy with my reluctance to indulge in some quality plundering, but I stood my ground. The last thing I needed was to have a bunch of vengeful NPC tribes on my doorstep desperate to get even. 
 
      
 
    Although none of the players dared to confront me openly, I could see dissent brewing in our crews. I didn’t say anything. This was exactly why I wasn’t in a hurry to let anyone join our clan. Let them show their true colors first, and then we’ll see. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, I wasn’t very happy with their treatment of NPCs. The players spoke way too lightly about taking lives away — even if the lives in question belonged to pieces of computer code. Since when had human beings become so cruel and bloodthirsty? You didn’t have to be a brain surgeon to understand that a lot of today’s aggression and brutality had their roots in computer games. 
 
      
 
    In humans’ eyes, NPCs’ lives were fake and therefore worthless. ‘I killed a bot? So what? Let the devs build a new one, end of story. They’re just packs of binary codes, all of them.’ 
 
      
 
    But have you ever stopped to wonder what it might do to the human psyche? Can you guarantee that a player whiling away the time killing cartoon characters on screen won’t kill a breathing living being tomorrow with the same ease? 
 
      
 
    The good news was, some of the players seemed to share my philosophy. They may have been in the minority, but I knew they were there, and I was already eyeing them up as potential clan members. 
 
      
 
    A few lengthy conversations with some of them reassured me that I had a few like-minded individuals on board. Apparently, I wasn’t the only person who’d noticed all the subtle changes in Mirror World: the gradual disappearance of the once-clearcut borders of No-Man's Lands; the NPCs' remarkable ability to adapt and self-learn, to name just a few. All around me, rumors were rising of some social experiment being conducted by the Reflex Group researchers — and admittedly I was of the same opinion. 
 
      
 
    I was a bit taken aback by the respectful way other players treated me. I knew of course that I must have completely gone to seed with my Red Owls, not following any of the game news, but apparently, I was already a living legend for Mirror World users. The fact came as a shock to me. 
 
      
 
    To put it in prospective, Romulus’ popularity was now nowhere near mine — and he used to be a top player whose name had filled the news in my Grinder days. Although I read all sorts of things about myself in the social media, they were only a fraction of the verbal battles which raged in closed forums and groups discussing every aspect of my potential actions. I was completely floored when I found out that the analysts of all major clans built their strategies on second-guessing the consequences of my every future step or the absence thereof. 
 
      
 
    Completely consumed by the job at hand, I hadn’t even noticed myself turning into a major figure that everyone in Mirror World had to reckon with. All PKs were obliged to check my movements to make sure their paths didn’t cross with any of my caravans. Auction goers monitored every lot going under the hammer if it was offered by Rrhorgus or associated players. His Digger’s Store had become the go-to place for any rare resource or artifact. 
 
      
 
    By listening to these opinions, I couldn’t help thinking that I was only getting one side of the story: namely, the one where I was famous as the ‘NPC King’, ‘Glasshouse legend’, the procurer of rare resources, and so forth. 
 
      
 
    But there was also the other side. These days, human players were giving me a wide berth — probably, with the exception of the few guys who came to Laketown regularly to sell their wares. For instance, if you took a few petty clans whom Rrhorgus and I supported personally, they really tried to keep their distance, limiting their interactions to trade alone. At the time, I’d been a bit uncomfortable about it, mainly because I couldn’t work out the true reason for their attitude. 
 
      
 
    And now that the Steel Shirts had offered me an alliance, this wall of alienation had come tumbling down. Dmitry had a point: they must have been afraid of dealing with me, too scared of making powerful enemies among the top clans. Which Tanor had eventually confirmed in as many words during one of our conversations. 
 
      
 
    “You must understand the position of petty clan leaders,” he’d said over dinner in his cabin as I intentionally shared with him my concerns on the matter. “By collaborating with you, they would become a threat to the top clans. That’s why their leaders shake like leaves whenever a big top boss farts.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone like you, you mean?” I said, lobbing a large grape into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “I wish,” he said with a shrug. “Unfortunately, we’ve long left the ranks of those clans whose opinions matter. Our best warriors have left us, and our newbs and middle-of-the-road members haven’t yet grown their muscles. This, by the way, is potentially a very dangerous situation.” 
 
      
 
    “You think someone might try you on for size?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Tanor chuckled. “What do you think? I wouldn’t be surprised if I found out that while we’re here conquering oceans, our enemies and competitors are already trying to take over our castles. The only thing that still saves us from this fate is the presence of the few top players we still have in the clan’s administration.” 
 
      
 
    He paused and gave me a long look. “Would you allow me to be completely honest?” he finally said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Sir Tanor. Honesty and candor are always welcome here.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you have to seek cooperation with petty clans when you could have offered it to us?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I shook my head. “You really think that your bosses would have accepted me as an equal partner? Especially when I was just starting out as a self-sufficient player?” 
 
      
 
    Tanor frowned, lowering his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “So you see? Even you yourself don’t believe it. The strong always want to force their rules on the weak.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is what you’re doing to us right now?” he said, looking up sharply. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean this journey?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I do. We may have signed the contract, but you never told us where we’re going.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, are you or any of your companions unhappy about our trip so far? If I’m not mistaken, you personally have already made twelve levels within these two weeks. Not to mention the rest of your clan. Plus all the loot and quest resources.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “This is all well and good — but you can’t have called up such a great army just to smoke a few sea monsters. You must have something on an infinitely greater scale in mind. At first, we thought that your idea was to cleanse the coast of all the aggressive NPC races — but you, on the contrary, forbade us to kill them. I think it’s about time you share your secret plan with us.” 
 
      
 
    I got up from the table and left the cabin, nodding to Tanor to follow me. I walked over to the fancily carved wooden railing and peered at the dark outlines of a cliff which rose directly in our path, separated from the ocean by a broad strait. 
 
      
 
    “Are you familiar with this part of the world, Sir Tanor?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he hurried to say. “We’re following a new course which only you know. And that’s one more thing that bugs me.” 
 
      
 
    There was a slight tremble in his voice — either with nervous tension or with fear, I couldn’t tell. “Can you see that cliff?” I asked, nodding at the dark outline on the horizon. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I see it,” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “That is just a patch of lifeless rock, known as the Dragon’s Fang.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor startled and grabbed at the railing. “Do you mean that—” he began. 
 
      
 
    “The thing is,” I interrupted him, “my mount’s abilities give me the privilege of exploring new unknown lands. I discovered this strait a few months back — and that’s when all the pieces of this jigsaw puzzle finally fell into place. You wanted me to tell you what I’m about to do? Well, I think it’s about time I finally let you in on my plan.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor gulped, staring at me bug-eyed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you got it right,” I said dispassionately. “No one can attack the Red Owls and get away with it. In a few days, we’ll arrive at the shores of the Dark side. These are the lands of the clan that dared to kill my Calteans. They’re about to endure the entire wrath of my army. Remember this day, Sir Tanor. You’ve just found out that in a few days’ time, two top Dark clans will cease to exist.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Warning! You’ve entered the Lands of Darkness! 
 
    Beware! These territories are hostile to you! 
 
      
 
    I CHUCKLED AS I REREAD the system message which had appeared as soon as Boris and I had crossed the imaginary location border. As if I didn’t know they were hostile! 
 
      
 
    We had set off on a recon mission, having left our fleet waiting next to the Frontier of Gloom: the giant island located just at the exit of No-Man’s Lands. 
 
      
 
    Just like a plethora of other similar islands scattered all along the continent’s coastline, this one was perfectly uninhabited. All of us knew, of course, that these patches of lifeless dry land were only templates for the upcoming release of Sea World. 
 
      
 
    We still had no idea what the devs were going to do with them. The official ads which occasionally appeared on TV and online didn’t divulge much. The only thing you could glean from them was the creation of new underwater races which would have their own territories on the sea floor. In other words, my raid was perfectly timed to say the least. Once the ocean was claimed by all the mermaids and other such underwater denizens, sea travel wouldn’t be so easy, that’s for sure. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, those who came to the release well-prepared would have a considerable grace time once the invisible barrier disappeared, granting players access to the mysterious sea depths. It would take their competitors quite a bit of time to select sea races for themselves, and even more time to level up and become stronger. By then, the more alert clans would have claimed the choicest morsels of dry land. 
 
      
 
    Which was exactly what I personally was about to do. Mind you, I had no intention of picking fights with the future lords of the sea waves. We would always have something better to offer to each other. 
 
      
 
    Boris banked into a steep turn as he flew over the night-wrapped port city of Ostgart. He then slowed to a halt, hovering over the forbidding bulk of the Bastion of Darkness which held the HQ of the Lords of Chaos and the Independent Clan. 
 
      
 
    Predictably, both the fortress and the city itself were quite deserted. The only occasional passersby were the Grinders heading for their night shifts and occasional low-level street patrols. 
 
      
 
    The fortress wasn’t much different. I didn’t see a single guard minding the walls and watchtowers. All of them must have been in the barracks. And why shouldn’t they: they were regular players, after all, not a professional military force. The fact that they belonged to powerful top clans didn’t change anything. 
 
      
 
    Besides, the fortress was protected by a powerful magic shield which couldn’t be breached so easily. 
 
      
 
    But most importantly, I doubted they expected anyone in their sane mind to attack the headquarters of the two most powerful Dark clans. 
 
      
 
    Still, this wasn’t the first time I’d been here. I needed to study the lay of the land and make a detailed plan before we set sail — and I needed to decide on the best time and date for our attack. 
 
      
 
    For that, I employed assistance from Rrhorgus’ son Max. He monitored the social media for anything to do with the clan leaders and their families, looking for any special events. In the end, he found what we needed. 
 
      
 
    Something seemed to be brewing. Judging by all the online comments, there seemed to be a big celebration in the works. It didn’t take us long to put two and two together. The rumors of the two clans’ potential merger had been making the rounds on the social media for quite a while by now. The fact that they shared a capital city complete with a fortress and everything that was in it — the arsenal, the inventory, the totem and the resurrection altar — it all pointed to the fact that Mirror World was about to gain a new big player. 
 
      
 
    I knew beyond any doubt that this very night, the clan’s leaders and top players had come together in real life, namely in a fine dining restaurant somewhere in the South of France, in order to celebrate the merger. 
 
      
 
    With a smile, I nudged Boris to turn back. This was perfect timing to pay them a return visit. If they thought that their pillaging of Laketown would remain unpunished, they had another thing coming. They were getting a bit too big for their boots — and they were about to get their comeuppance. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The news of the upcoming raid and its purpose took the Steel Shirts by storm. Compared to what I was about to do, the earlier Light attacks on Dark lands had been petty scuffles. No one in the history of Mirror World had ever embarked on such mass battles. 
 
      
 
    Which explained why the last few days of our sea voyage had been quite anxious for everyone. All of the players seem to realize that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Our raid was about to make history — and everyone would like to be part of it, especially as one of the winners. 
 
      
 
    Because of that, by the time we made out the fine strip of land on the horizon, everyone was quite wound-up. Tanor’s eyes glowed; his hands shook. 
 
      
 
    “The merger,” he said in a voice husky with nerves. “You’ve thought of everything!” 
 
      
 
    “We have,” I replied calmly. 
 
      
 
    “But do we have enough time?” he hurried to add. “How long will it take them to get to the nearest module center?” 
 
      
 
    “The nearest module center is a two hours’ drive from the restaurant,” I replied. “But that’s irrelevant. Most of them just won’t be able to log in.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor frowned. “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “They’re celebrating, aren’t they? Lots of food. Lots of alcohol.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor tensed, then slapped himself on the forehead. “Alcohol! Of course!” he spoke, pacing the deck. “They won’t be allowed access to their capsules. You’re a very dangerous person, you know that? You’ve just stripped the city defenders of all their top warriors. But... what about regular clan members? As soon as the city sounds an alarm, this place will be totally flooded with players. You won’t be able to kill them quick enough as they’ll just keep respawning! Their main altar is chock full with energy.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why the altar is our main target. And the totem too, of course. But destroying the altar is our top priority.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor froze, staring at me bug-eyed. “Surely you aren’t going to kick them out of the game for a week...” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes I am,” I said. “Once we destroy the altar, everyone who’s made it their respawn point will receive a seven-day penalty.” 
 
      
 
    At least that was something I’d gleaned from the Help pages. Destroying a player’s respawn point would prevent them from respawning for a week. Once the penalty expired, the player was free to select a new respawn point. 
 
      
 
    “All we need to know is the number of players we might be able to neutralize that way,” I added. 
 
      
 
    Tanor laughed. “Are you joking? This is Ostgart Altar, considered the safest respawn point in their possession! That will take them all out! Most of them, at least. Besides, if it does work, you’ll be the first one to pull it off.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready, Sir Olgerd. We can start.” 
 
      
 
    Pritus’ voice behind my back made me abandon Tanor and swing round to face my chief engineer and artillery commander. 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember what we were talking about?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Pritus nodded, rearranging his glasses. “The magic shield is our main priority.” 
 
      
 
    “I want you to bring it down ASAP,” I said. “Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    As Tanor watched the engineer leave I glimpsed him shiver. “You okay?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Tanor startled. He paused, then replied, “You and your sergeants give me goosebumps. And this guy... the sight of him sends shivers down my spine.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Who, Pritus? What’s so scary about him?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he may look like a bespectacled wuss but... it’s that look in his eyes...” Tanor said pensively. “I can’t explain, really. Putting it plainly, I’m very happy I’m on the same side as you are.” 
 
      
 
    I was about to reply when the first volley from our Brocks interrupted me. Sixty of the latest-generation siege machines began spewing their energy charges almost simultaneously at the joint main citadel of the Independent clan and the Lords of Chaos. 
 
      
 
    I watched one of the missiles: a magic fireball the size of a buffalo’s head which drew a fiery arc through the air before hitting the nearest watchtower. 
 
      
 
    The magic shield blinked, absorbing the damage. Then its entire surface flashed with thousands of direct hits as our Brocks had launched a new volley of fire, instantly followed by a few more. 
 
      
 
    While Pritus was trying to breach the shield, the Sea Dragons got busy boarding the Darks’ ships which were rocking peacefully on the waves in a closed harbor. Like flocks of piranhas, our Drakkars attacked the big bulks of twelve galleons, clinging to them. In less than a few minutes, Birnir was already reporting the capturing of enemy ships. 
 
      
 
    “Their guards are sissies,” he growled triumphantly. “They didn’t even know what hit them.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my approval. “What about our men? Any casualties?” 
 
      
 
    Birnir waved my question away. “Just a few scratches here and there. Okay, so Ginger Cropp managed to get his forehead split open, the idiot. Got his foot caught in a bit of rigging as he was climbing on board.” 
 
      
 
    My Calteans guffawed. Ginger Cropp was well known for being accident-prone. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the good news!” I said. “You can disembark now.” 
 
      
 
    Birnir lowered his head. “Yes, Sir!” he said with a predatory grin. 
 
      
 
    When he’d left, barking orders, I finally noticed Tanor standing by the railings, staring at the scene. More volleys of energy charges lit up the night sky, illuminating everything around. The place was filled with the shouts of all the sergeants and lieutenants barking orders. The bellowing of our thousand-strong assault force rent the air. 
 
      
 
    Tanor must have felt my gaze because he turned round. His eyes were ablaze with a savage fire. 
 
      
 
    “This is the first time I take part in something on this scale. Just think that you’ve just stripped the two strongest clans of their entire fleet in less than a few minutes. This booty is already enough for us to turn back!” 
 
      
 
    I grinned. “This is only the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, the city streets had emptied. The Grinders didn’t need reminding of all the potential dangers of an injury caused by a high-level NPC. It might result in several days’ downtime unless they were willing to pay for a healer which was inordinately expensive. Although I’d issued a clear order to spare all Grinders, you just could never tell in the heat of battle. 
 
      
 
    The city patrols attempted to put up some resistance — but they didn’t last very long. Like a tidal wave, my thousand-strong army swallowed the city up — its streets, low-level players and all. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the clock. We had another fifteen minutes before the remaining city defenders would start logging in. 
 
      
 
    The game chat which had come to life immediately after our attack had now exploded with furious comments. I was showered with system messages informing me of being blacklisted by the Darks. 
 
      
 
    Judging by Tanor’s wincing he too had got his fair share. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of the consequences of what you’ve just done?” he asked unexpectedly. “They’ll never forget who it was that dashed their aspirations.” 
 
      
 
    “And rightly so,” I replied. “This is the very reason why I’m here. I really want them to remember this day. All of them, and not just their leaders. This is my message to all of the clans, of both Light and Dark. And regarding their aspirations... They could have spent this time building their own ships and preparing for the Sea World release. Instead, they thought it better to attack my city. They simply thought no one would dare touch them. Thought they could do what they wanted. You think I don’t know how many clans suffered from their impunity? It’s time they were taught a lesson.” 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, the fortress’ magic dome stopped blinking, then exploded in myriads of colored sparks, dissolving into the air. The several dozen energy missiles with followed clattered against the bastion’s unprotected walls. 
 
      
 
    Pritus ordered several more volleys. There was no stopping him until he reduced the once-impregnable fortress to a pathetic ruin. 
 
      
 
    The united roar of thousands of voices shattered the air as the Caltean army charged in. They were met with a miserable trickle of arrows and attack spells cast by the few players who must have managed to log in. Not that they could make any difference. There were just not the numbers there capable of deterring our legions. 
 
      
 
    Our own spells, cast by the two hundred shamans who’d accompanied us on this journey, served well to protect our ranks. Everywhere you looked, you saw the multicolored flashes of magic shields absorbing damage. 
 
      
 
    I saw the fortress’ defenders die only to reappear in other places, throwing themselves back into the fray. Had it not been for our clever timing, making sure that the majority of top players were away celebrating, our losses would have been much more significant. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” I said, closing the system message which reported the destruction of the bastion’s main altar. “The whole thing took us just over an hour altogether.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m speechless,” Tanor said, watching in disbelief as the Red Owls loaded the two clans’ captured totems onto the ships. Some Steel Shirt players who’d taken part in the storming of both the city and the fortress were bustling about too — and judging by their radiant faces, they’d also managed to grab their share of the loot. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” Tanor asked, turning to me. 
 
      
 
    “We’re off home,” I said calmly. “There’s nothing more to do here. Having said that... there’s still one more thing. There’s still a bunch of guys that want to talk to me. Would you like to join me?” 
 
      
 
    He fell silent for a while, apparently discussing it with his clan leaders. Finally, he looked up and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, then,” I said, summoning Boris. 
 
      
 
    As we were flying over the city ruins, Tanor just wouldn’t sit still like a restless child. I was obliged to pat Boris on the neck to calm him a little as he didn’t take too kindly to nervous passengers. 
 
      
 
    Still, I understood Tanor very well. He was in fact busy filming everything in sight. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was in fact broadcasting live right now. 
 
      
 
    They were waiting for us at the location’s boundary. A group of twenty warriors levels 300+. 
 
      
 
    I took a better look. All of them represented various Dark clans — but not a single arm patch betrayed the presence of either Independents or the Lords of Chaos. Which was a shame, really. I’d have loved to have a little chat with them. 
 
      
 
    All of them appeared quite astonished, to put it mildly. They kept casting confused glances at the ruins behind my back. Only an hour ago, this place had been one of the richest and best-defended cities in the entire Mirror World. Right now, it was being pillaged and plundered by a shameless bunch of NPCs and some Steel Shirts. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” I nodded them my greeting. “I’m all ears.” 
 
      
 
    “You do understand, don’t you, that you’ll have to answer for this insurgency?” hissed an Alven warrior with the name tag of Lone Wolf. 
 
      
 
    “Answer to whom? To your clan or to you personally?” I said, fixing him with an unblinking stare. “I just want to know whether this threat comes from your entire clan. It’s the Silver Manticores, isn’t it? Because if it is, we could just pop by for a quick visit too. Don’t you live down the coast here? The town of Ribera, if I’m not mistaken? You have two galleons moored in your port. In which case, it might be worth our while.” 
 
      
 
    Lone Wolf turned pale under my pressure. He stepped back, visibly deflated. Or maybe a fellow clan member from the back ranks had pulled him back by his cape, just to make sure he wasn’t too conspicuous. 
 
      
 
    “You mind your tongue, mister,” a burly Horrud growled. “Or we just—” 
 
      
 
    “You what?” I cut him short. “What you gonna do? I know you guys think that your clan logos give you the right to bully noobs and Grinders who are too weak to fight back — but surely you understand, big boy, that here you’ll have to answer for your every word? Take a look over there,” I nodded behind my back. “If you still haven’t got it, then let me explain. Those people thought they had the right to come into my house and tear it down. They thought they were impune, and they paid for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Had all their top players been here, they would have flattened you,” a thin voice blurted in the back. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah yeah. They’re still not here, are they?” 
 
      
 
    “You attacked them in the dead of the night like a coward,” the same voice accused. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “And you would have liked me to announce my arrival to all and sundry? Very clever. By the way, there’re two of us here against all of you so you really should stop hiding behind your friends’ backs. Or is it your normal manner?” 
 
      
 
    The players stirred, grumbling, but I glimpsed silent approval in some of the stares. Still, the last speaker didn’t dare step out of the ranks. 
 
      
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “Looks like this conversation didn’t work out. Shame. Come on, Tanor.” 
 
      
 
    Tanor nodded, about to follow me, when another Dark player shouted, stopping him in his tracks. “Hey Tanor! The Steel Shirts are as good as dead now, you understand that, don’t you? We all know now who it was that sided with this psycho.” 
 
      
 
    Before Tanor could reply, I laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Tell your bosses that the Steel Shirts are allied with the Red Owls’ now,” I said calmly. “That might make them think twice before starting any hostilities against them. You’ve already seen the extent of our retribution. I would also like you to pass on another message. Tell your bosses that the next time they want to see us, they should come personally. This has been a total waste of time.” 
 
      
 
    Once Boris had whisked us back up into the heavens, Tanor finally said with a bitter chuckle, “You knew, didn’t you, that they were all small fry? And still you decided to see them. Why? It was a complete waste of time, as you said.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “That it was. The thing is, I didn’t care who they were. I just made a few statements, and now they’re about to go viral.” 
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    FOUR MONTHS HAD ELAPSED since our raid on the Dark lands. Lots of things had happened since, surprising and predictable at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Just as I’d told Tanor, both the Independent clan and the Lords of Chaos had ceased to exist. Although they did merge into what became known as the Legion of Darkness, it only lasted for a couple of months. No points for guessing who they blamed their failure on: myself. Although I could have argued the point. 
 
      
 
    I can’t even describe all the hoo-hah which filled the social media for the first week after the battle. Clan leaders and top players alike threatened all sorts of dreadful retribution for the losses they’d sustained. For a while, everyone tended to believe that the leaders of the two clans would take command of the joint Dark hordes in order to invade No-Man’s Lands and punish the miserable coward who was only capable of attacking on the sly. 
 
      
 
    Still, as days went past, no one seemed to be interested in calling up the “invincible horde”. To tell you the truth, no one was going to — not counting the two offended clans, of course. 
 
      
 
    Even their merger didn’t help, despite all the fanfare that preceded it. By then, everybody seemed to understand that without their fleet, arsenal and bastion the Legion of Darkness was just another run-of-the-mill group of players. The only thing it could still boast was its top-level members. That was the only thing that kept their logo visible in Mirror World’s top 100 for a while — but that didn’t last, either. Those of their top players and Grinders who weren’t bound by contracts or personal affinities, started quitting to join other clans which could offer better conditions for their further development. 
 
      
 
    What happened next was logical, really. Predictably, during their earlier rise to power, both the Independent clan and the Lords of Chaos had made life miserable for many of their Dark brethren, to the point of destroying and bankrupting quite a few of them. 
 
      
 
    At first, all those who’d been thus humiliated were sitting on the wall together with the two clans’ enemies, waiting to see what would happen next. After the first month, however, it had become very clear to everyone that their merger wasn’t a brave new beginning but rather an agonizing end, culminating in the first attack on one of their borderland towns which boasted several deposits of ‘green’ and ‘blue’ resources. 
 
      
 
    At the time, they still had enough top players on board to repel their neighbors’ attack — but even before they could celebrate their victory, they were obliged to defend another one. After a few weeks of intensive fighting on all fronts, everything that was left of their once-rich and expansive territories was a miserable scrubland with a couple of ‘green’ mines attached to it. 
 
      
 
    This was the turning point when the clan’s top players and elite workers began leaving it in droves. A few weeks later, I caught something on the news announcing the clan’s disbandment. 
 
      
 
    Frankly speaking, I’d been expecting those guys to start threatening me in real life — but as the days went past, I was left in peace. Dmitry was also conspicuous by his silence. He told me to stop being paranoid and focus on the job at hand. 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, I had much on my plate at the time. While the Dark side was being ravaged by internal wars, the city of Laketown experienced an influx of Light players. So far, we’d only had small groups of them but this was only the beginning. 
 
      
 
    Just as I’d expected, my public address had found its audience. A new force had arrived in Mirror World, one to be reckoned with. Now everyone would have to think twice before they as much as cast a hostile look in the direction of our NPC kingdom. No one needed the innuendo, did they? No clan really wanted to encounter a thousand-strong NPC army lined up before their city walls. 
 
      
 
    Still, I wasn’t in a hurry to accept the first new applicants. These weren’t Calteans where you get what you see on the box. These were all human beings, and very different ones at that. I first needed to get the measure of them all, seeing as they weren’t too numerous yet. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t mean that I rejected everyone outright. Some of the Steel Shirts’ sailors whom I’d got to know during our voyage had joined our clan immediately upon our return to Royalville. 
 
      
 
    Initially, Tanor was pretty grim, telling me that they were short of top players as they were and that the drain of such talent was going to hurt the clan’s prospects. Still, he wasn’t in a hurry to openly accuse me of poaching them. That was their own choice which we had no right to deny. Besides, the lucky candidates were few. We had no shortage of qualified staff, allowing me to be picky. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Tanor kept about 80% of the players who’d made up the bulk of their ship crews. The remaining 20% stayed with me. They immediately got busy filling in all the ships’ vacancies with my Calteans, creating new crews for our trophy galleons. 
 
      
 
    The sheer realization of the prospects opening up before us took everyone’s breath away. I was obliged to occasionally dampen their ardor, seeing as by now I was flooded with new suggestions. 
 
      
 
    The most extreme of them, for instance, included our blocking all access to the ocean in order to prevent all other clans from exploring it, then starting out on our own conquest of Sea World. Still, I immediately dismissed it, knowing that it wasn’t going to end well. All it would achieve would be to force other players to bombard the admins with complaints — who in turn would find a way to curb our appetites. 
 
      
 
    It was one thing when players of either Light or Dark called up a crusade against NPCs — but having the admins doing the same was something entirely different. All they would need to do was create a new event requiring a certain number of Caltean scalps in order to get a reward. They might even throw in a handful of other freebies for those who distinguished themselves in action. And that would be the end of the lollipop for the Caltean tribes... we’d simply become public enemy number one. 
 
      
 
    The fact that I wasn’t really afraid of any such development was irrelevant. I knew very well what the forces of Light and Dark could or couldn’t do. I just saw no point in impeding other players’ development. Our eventual collaboration might prove to be more beneficial than none at all. 
 
      
 
    Besides, I really didn’t want to cross the proverbial line. The Glasshouse masters would surely find a way of cutting me down to size. As long as I played by the rules, no one would touch me. What’s more, our interests appeared to be somewhat overlapping. 
 
      
 
    Referring to what Dmitry had said about predators, I may have become a dangerous shark indeed — but still I was only small fry, a surface lightweight compared to some truly gigantic deepwater monsters. Which I was obliged to explain to all the other players, using all sorts of dark hints and subterfuge. Immediately, all calls to pillage and plunder stopped dead in their tracks — so they must have gotten the hint. 
 
      
 
    Apart from all the excessively radical suggestions, some were actually quite rational. One of them was the idea to set up several vocational schools for our NPCs. Even though the game didn’t make provision for such activities, we could quite easily do it under our own steam. We had plenty of NPC Masters capable of instructing all the others. All we had to do was build schools, come up with curriculums and devise a reward system for future teachers. Plus we had to start perusing the auctions in order to amass all the necessary recipes, blueprints and manuals, seeing as we could afford it now. 
 
      
 
    On top of our ever-growing clan treasury, the recent raid on the Dark territories had considerably augmented our funds. Although I wasn’t exactly impressed by the wealth we’d procured from Ostgart’s treasury, you shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, you know. 
 
      
 
    In total, the game system had allowed us to claim 150 gold coins. As Tanor later explained to me, that was only a certain percentage of the treasury’s holdings. Such were the rules. It was the same as with looting a player killed in battle: here again, you couldn’t take all of the money from his purse, but only a certain percentage. 
 
      
 
    Not so with the fortress’ arsenal. We’d absolutely licked it clean. The things they had there! Weapons, armor, runes, all sorts of tools, even resources — regular as well as quest ones, to name but a few. That’s why I was now quite surprised that no one had threatened me in real life over these past few months. Their defeat was just too great to let it go unpunished. It had been our victory that had eventually destroyed their clans. 
 
      
 
    Having said that, if you followed the recent chronology, the freshly-merged Legion of Darkness had much more serious matters on their plate. Their old enemies and opponents just wouldn’t let it go. Still, it was no reason for us to relax; we had to remain vigilant. 
 
      
 
    The two totems that we’d dragged back home also found a use. Having discussed it with Laosh, we’d decided to leave one of them behind in Royalville. Laosh performed some sort of magic ritual upon it, endowing our Northern capital with an active level-21 totem. The other one we “fed” to our main one, merging the two totems and bringing their combined level to 32. Which in turn brought with it an increased number of all sorts of very nice bonuses. Should I even mention that these activities won the hearts of all the players who’d joined the Red Owls? 
 
      
 
    As for the Steel Shirts, they’d been busy these past months liquidating their assets. Cities, castles, houses, mines and hunting grounds... At first, all these transactions had been less than viable (because who would give a weak clan a fair price for their property when you can simply take it by force?) — but now that I’d announced their affiliation with the Red Owls, they started getting fair prices for their chattels. 
 
      
 
    Besides, all of the Steel Shirts’ Masters and Experts were now toiling away on my lands, collecting the ingredients necessary to build more accumulator crystals. The day of the Twilight Obelisk activation was fast approaching. According to our agreement, very soon we would have to send thousands of Calteans back to the walls of the ancient Ennan city in order to restore it to its former glory. 
 
      
 
    They begged me to take part in the activation — but I was still on the fence. Not because I wasn’t a big fan of Master Brolgerd and his crazy ghost. Not at all. There was another reason, and I shared it with the Steel Shirts’ leaders in due course. 
 
      
 
    The fact of the matter was, I was the only surviving specimen of that particular dead race. That in turn might trigger some unwanted scenarios of which we had absolutely no concept. It would be much better if Tanor and his clan leaders did it without my actual presence. 
 
      
 
    All of their leaders agreed with my reasoning. They wouldn’t be happy if I inadvertently claimed the Twilight Zone (which was the name we gave to the new territory), binding it to myself as well. 
 
      
 
    On the whole, despite the enormity of the work, I could surely say that life in both Laketown and Royalville was gradually improving. Our colonization of No-Man’s Lands proceeded in due course. By now, my ‘Great Silk Road’ had grown a network of ports and fortresses which in turn had all begun to sprout Caltean settlements all around them. 
 
      
 
    Still, as I continued to take care of the clan’s development, I was constantly haunted by a very bad feeling. A premonition even: a foreboding sense of something significant about to happen. And strangely as it sounds, my intuition proved right. 
 
      
 
    The day it all started, I was in my castle atop the Silver Mountain. Pritus and I had just finished inspecting a new batch of Brocks and glaive throwers when my gaze fell on the already-familiar plastic office door set into the rockface. 
 
      
 
    The same old number 1 glistened on the sign. And just like before, none of the NPCs seemed to notice it at all. It was as if it didn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    Once again the Glasshouse bosses were inviting me for an eye-to-eye at their restricted server. 
 
      
 
    I approached the door and heaved a sigh. You didn’t ignore these kinds of invitations. I pressed down the aluminum handle and pulled it. 
 
      
 
    The room was the same. I looked around. The screensaver behind the window was different this time: an ocean depth replete with hundreds of colorful fish big and small, giving me the impression I was back at the Valencian Oceanogràfic aquarium with its enormous underwater tunnels and passages. 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating, isn’t it?” a female voice said behind my back. 
 
      
 
    I turned and nodded to the woman standing by the opposite door. 
 
      
 
    She was brunette, wearing a dark-gray suit and virtually no makeup or jewelry. Her slightly squinted brown eyes held neither sarcasm nor disdain. If anything, her gaze seemed to peer right through me as if I was facing an old family doctor who knew me from infancy. 
 
      
 
    ‘This is one of our ads for the Sea World release,” she nodded at the window as she sat down. “Please take a seat, Sir Olgerd. My name’s Olga.” 
 
      
 
    Following her example, I took the chair she pointed at, then glanced at the gray expanse of the desk. Unlike last time, it was completely empty. Gone were the ancient desktop computer, the printer, the stapler, the boxfuls of papers... 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you, Olga,” I said, then nodded at the window. “When is the release date, do you know?” 
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. “No idea! What’s more, I don’t think they know it at the top, either. They’re still not sure when they can finally activate the whole caboodle.” 
 
      
 
    I offered a neutral smile. Yeah right, pull the other one. “That’s good, then,” I said out loud. “Let them dot the Is and cross the Ts. Even better that way.” 
 
      
 
    She grinned. “You mean it gives you more time to get prepared?” she asked, staring me straight in the eye. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “But what is it you’re getting prepared for?” she suddenly asked. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Anything. Didn’t you just say that they’re not quite sure themselves yet?” 
 
      
 
    The corners of her lips twitched. “You got me. But still. What are you up to? Please don’t get me wrong. At the moment, you’re the most powerful player in the whole of Mirror World and the leader of its biggest clan. Your every action affects the whole picture. Your last raid triggered a fully-fledged civil war in the ranks of Darkness.” 
 
      
 
    I see. They weren’t satisfied with what I kept telling everyone in the game. They wanted to hear it from the horse’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    “As for the raid, I played it all by the rules,” I said with a nonchalant shrug. “Actually, everything I do I do by the rules made up by you guys. Otherwise you would have already thrown the book at me.” 
 
      
 
    “You knew that most of the clans’ top players were offline at the time of your attack,” Olga said impassively — provided that was her real name. 
 
      
 
    “The information of their whereabouts was available online, including their official social media pages,” I replied, mirroring her intonation. “None of those players had any intention of keeping it confidential. But if they manage to obtain my personal data, that would be a violation of privacy because I never share it with anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that,” she said. “Both you and your family are under protection of Reflex Group.” 
 
      
 
    Aha. That explained it. That’s why no one had bothered me in real life. These guys were keeping an eye on me. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Our security are good at what they do. Your job is to keep playing by the rules.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah right. In other words, just keep doing what you’re doing. 
 
      
 
    “So what are you up to now?” she repeated, adding more pressure to the question this time. 
 
      
 
    “As you must have noticed, I don’t advocate aggression. Even in the case of those two clans, the Independents and the Lords of Chaos, all I did was respond to their own act of aggression. If I could warn all our opponents against testing my limits, I’d much rather choose this more peaceful scenario. Having said that, I have nothing against a good scuffle — provided it’s played by the rules, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “So how do you envisage your future engagement in any potential events?” she asked, her eyes pinning me like two gun barrels. 
 
      
 
    “As non-violent as humanly possible,” I replied in all honesty. “I don’t need to tell you how much weight and potential the Red Owls are enjoying at the moment. What I also understand is that my abuse of power might have some very regrettable consequences.” 
 
      
 
    “Regrettable for whom?” she asked, closely watching my every movement. 
 
      
 
    “Well, who do you think?” I chuckled. “For me, of course. I’m absolutely sure that you already have a million and one scenarios of how to knock me off the pedestal and turn me into a pariah.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Good that you understand that,” she added with a faint smile. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, are we up to date with everything?” I slapped my knees, making it clear I was ready to leave. 
 
      
 
    “May I encroach on just a few more minutes of your time, Sir Olgerd?” Olga said, motioning me to remain seated. She’d never given me her job title, had she? 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” I said, sitting back and crossing my legs. “Shoot.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Thank you. Talking about scenarios, we actually have an offer to make. You might actually find it quite interesting. 
 
      
 
    “I’m all ears,” I said, mustering up all my willpower to appear cool. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to surmise that they were now monitoring my body’s vitals in the VR pod, literally counting my every heartbeat. Judging by a glint of surprise in her eyes, I was faking it pretty well. 
 
      
 
    “This is how it is,” she began. “Like I’ve already said, you are the strongest player in the entire Mirror World at the moment. You’re also the leader of its strongest and most numerous clan. If it goes on like this, very soon no one would be able to ever catch up with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you suggesting I slow down a bit?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “What we do suggest is that you sell your current character and turn your clan and its territories into a dedicated event zone. Your Olgerd the Founder will be made into a legendary NPC, as will your mount and pet. That will allow us to create a multitude of scenarios involving the Red Owls and their legendary leader. Let your Calteans evolve independently. Isn’t that what you wanted for them? The sum we’re prepared to offer might pleasantly surprise you. It would allow you and your family to enjoy all the luxuries the real world has to offer. You could go traveling, buy yourself a house somewhere in the South of Italy or France... What would you say to that?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said calmly. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t appear to be too surprised. Or should I say, she must have expected this kind of answer. “You don’t even know yet how much we’re about to offer,” she said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    ‘Probably enough to make me a very rich man,” I said. “But still my answer is no.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I know very well that all these latest developments are only the beginning of something much bigger. I have a funny feeling that very soon, this world will be flooded by a tidal wave of new changes and technologies — which might then spill out into the real world. All thanks to Reflex Group and your research. I fully intend to ride that wave. I have no intention of being stuck somewhere in the South of France kicking myself because I threw in the towel too soon.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed out loud. “A millionaire stuck in the South of France! Oh for crying out loud,” she added, wiping virtual tears off her face, “I’ve got to see this!” 
 
      
 
    Not a single muscle twitched on my face. If my wife only knew what kind of offer I’d just turned down. 
 
      
 
    Having said that... I’m sure she’d have seconded my decision. As for traveling, we could still do that. We might not be millionaires but we had a few pennies stashed away — all thanks to my Red Owls. 
 
      
 
    “Oh well, Sir Olgerd,” she said once she’d stopped laughing. “We’ve heard you and we have every respect for your decision. Our trust in you was not mistaken. Just keep doing what you’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as she’d said it, my inbox flashed with a new incoming message. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve just sent you a file with some paperwork,” she said. “It contains over thirty contracts which you might want to go through with your lawyers. Although it’s not too urgent as we still have a bit of time, we’d like to receive your answer at your first convenience.” 
 
      
 
    Oh. That made my so well-controlled heart miss a beat. “Contracts,” I repeated. “But what are they about?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir Olgerd,” she quickly got up from her chair. “As I already said, your character is already legendary. So it’s about time he started paying you back. You’d better get ready. Once we sign those contracts, Olgerd the Founder might find himself scheduling a whole bunch of photo shoots!’ 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BORIS SOARED FREELY in the sky, his powerful wings carrying him over the valley of a small river and the city of Leuton sitting on its banks. Yes, the selfsame Leuton city which I’d visited during my very first day in the game. This was where it had all started. 
 
      
 
    I still vividly remembered my feelings when I’d first seen these neat brick walls, the towers and domes flying bright flags, the pretty streets... Compared to Laketown or Royalville this was just a hole in the sticks, of course — and I’d just realized that it had never been anything other than that. 
 
      
 
    I could still remember how my first immersion had felt. Everything had seemed so real! Now I got the impression that this was all fake. Too much like a computer game. 
 
      
 
    While No-Man’s Lands had been constantly evolving, fighting for its place under the sun, time seemed to have stood still in this little town. A few little groups of Grinders and low-level players scurried to their low-level hunting and mining locations in order to meet their daily quotas. For them, this was only the beginning, just like it had been for me once — only they didn’t risk as much as I had, to put it mildly. 
 
      
 
    I smiled as I looked at the town. Somewhere down below used to be Digger’s Store where I’d first met Rrhorgus. Neither him nor his son Max were here any longer: the son had moved to Royalville while Rrhorgus had settled down in Laketown, closer to me — or as he himself had put it, “closer to civilization”. Both of them now took care of my clan’s commercial affairs — without forgetting their own interests, of course. 
 
      
 
    Rrhorgus was still busy in his Digger’s Store which he’d moved to Laketown’s main street. Forget the dusty little shop: these days it was a spacious two-story department store which dealt in all kinds of wares. Its old name didn’t really befit it any longer — but, as Olga had put it, it too was already a brand name, boasting its own history and reputation. 
 
      
 
    Unlike his father, Max had no intention of putting down roots. The young man had invested all his savings into a merchant ship and a crew. Never mind it was only a small ‘gray’ vessel — Max was on top of the world with excitement. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Rrhorgus and I could have bought him a much better one, but Max had refused it point blank. He wanted to do everything himself, proving that I hadn’t been mistaken in him. Knowing his drive and boundless energy, I had no doubt that we were about to see a new star add to Mirror World’s top rankings. 
 
      
 
    And as for what Rrhorgus had said about ‘civilization”... strange as it sounds, he actually had a point. Recently, we’d encountered a real flood of visitors — a pilgrimage even — to our “NPC cities”. And as we’d publicly announced our neutral status, Dark players eventually added to the mix too. Awkward as it was at first, we eventually came up with an agreement which players had to sign. One of their obligations was to refrain from any conflicts while in our territories. 
 
      
 
    The Twilight Zone was to be activated any day now, adding to the expanse of Mirror World. The Steel Shirts were toiling night and day, collecting the resources necessary to build more accumulator crystals. Other clan members were busy relocating — predictably, not without our help. We assigned thirty wagons with drivers to our new allies, plus a thousand-strong mounted escort, which allowed them to save quite a bit on travel expenses. Had they had to employ the services of the Caravanners and the like, I dreaded to even contemplate the kind of bills they would have presented them with. 
 
      
 
    Talking about the Caravanners — Uncle Vanya had finally visited me in Laketown and stayed a few days in my castle together with his trusty Kosma. The latter had grown quite a bit, so that even Pike was quite impressed by the size of that gentle giant. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Vanya’s visit had allowed us to discuss quite a few things and shake on a few very interesting agreements. For instance, the Caravanners and a few other transport companies were guaranteed my support in extending my “Great Silk Road” all the way to the Lands of Light. 
 
      
 
    Lots of work, but it was worth it. The Caravanners were an enterprising and adventurous bunch always up to a good challenge — especially with the Red Owls as partners. This project alone was bound to ensure a constant flood of players to our lands. 
 
      
 
    Talking about which, I’d just been contacted by the Dead clan, apparently tempted by the Steel Shirts’ example. We had a good talk; they treated me nicely and with due respect, carefully choosing their every word. In the end, they offered me an alliance, to which I said I would think about it and let them know soon. 
 
      
 
    I had lamentably little information on Mirror World’s clans and players, and even less time to look into it. I was desperate for a few qualified assistants, which was exactly why I’d come to Leuton. It was high time I revisited it, anyway. 
 
      
 
    I looked down. This was Lord Shantar’s estate. The roof of the townhall was just below. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, kiddo, touch down on that square.” 
 
      
 
    Boris obeyed. A few seconds later, we had already landed within a few dozen feet from the recruitment office. The Ruby, its familiar sign said. 
 
      
 
    My arrival caused quite a stir. The seemingly sleepy little town sprang to life. The square filled with excited onlookers discussing the scene. Predictably, Boris and Prankie — whom I’d summoned immediately upon our arrival — became the center of attention. 
 
      
 
    Still, the crowd kept a respectable distance. They all knew who they were facing. I quickly scanned the throng, mechanically noting Shantar’s armed guards, all of them levels 200-plus. Still, they stayed put — and in any case, what was the point of them interfering? I was way out of their league, and they knew it. 
 
      
 
    With a mental chuckle, I wondered if the estate’s owners might come out in person in order to greet their unexpected visitor whom they knew so well? Probably not. Neither Shantarsky himself, the old fox, nor his spoilt brat would want to push their luck. But I wouldn’t mind seeing the daughter who seemed to be the only decent person in the family. 
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well,” I heard the familiar growl behind my back. “Are you out of a job again, honey? Not enough vacancies in No-Man’s Lands these days?” 
 
      
 
    I swung round. The enormous bulk of a female Horrud towered on the office steps. 
 
      
 
    “Hi Sandra babe,” I grinned, playing along, and even made some of my stats public for a better effect. “Think you might have a job for an layabout like myself?” 
 
      
 
    A gasp of amazement flitted over the square. 
 
      
 
    “You a Grandmaster?” for once, the ever-unfazeable Sandra looked lost for words. “I thought that Expert was the highest level you could achieve, no?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought so, too!” a voice shouted in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “And so did I!” another one exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    The crowd, which so far had been hanging on our every word, started shouting all at once. 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore,” I replied, grinning. “Not for a month already.” 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations!” Sandra growled. She seemed to be sincerely pleased to see me. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “D’you have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    She instantly knew what I meant, pushing the office door open in front of me. 
 
      
 
    The HR office of Leuton hadn’t changed one bit. Noticing my gaze, Sandra hurried to explain, 
 
      
 
    “Compared to all the developments in your part of the world, Sir, we are just a sleepy backwater,” she said, suddenly formal. “What brings you here? Have you come to pay back what you still owe to the Shantarsky tribe? Because if you have, we need to give all Grinders plenty of warning to make sure they make themselves scarce. Knowing you, there won’t be many buildings still left standing here by the time you’re finished.” 
 
      
 
    “Sandra my girl,” I shook my head in disbelief. “What kind of thinking is that?” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” she parried. “After what they did to you, Sir, it would only be fair. You should have seen their faces when the first videos of your Dark city raid were uploaded online! Sir Olgerd, you’re my hero, Sir!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “Remember how you and Greg showed me the ropes? You even found me a job, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Sandra guffawed. “How can I ever forget! You were the noob to end all noobs!” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “You could say that. But now it’s my turn to offer you a job.” 
 
      
 
    Sandra startled, tensing, a spark of hope in her eyes. “What kind of job do you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Something in your line of work,” I said, casting a quick glance over the office. “I need someone to head our HR department. As you might have already guessed, my clan is simply flooded with new applications.” 
 
      
 
    “A lot of whom are probably time wasters,” she said with an understanding nod. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. And I simply have neither the time nor the wish to sift through them, double-checking every player’s background. I’d love to delegate this whole process and...” 
 
      
 
    “...and shift this responsibility onto some slender female frame,” she grinned, stretching her burly shoulders. “What’s the deal?” 
 
      
 
    “You pick your own team and choose any building in Laketown you like. You could have a new one built, if you wish. Your initial salary will be twice what you’re getting here. Plus all sorts of bonuses. Plenty of NPC assistants. Your living quarters can be either in the fortress up the Silver Mountain, or in Laketown proper. It’s up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in,” she hurried to say. “When do I start? And how do I even get there?” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” I said, sincerely relieved. A professional of her caliber would soon get that show on the road. “You didn’t hang about, did you? There’s no rush. You can go and think about it, if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to think about,” she said with another shrug of her impressive frame. “It’s time for me to move on. I was going to quit here, anyway. I’ve saved enough for a combat account. Wanted to try something new. Money is an issue, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it about your mom?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “She’s still sick,” she said with a sigh. “Doctors say it’s nothing too serious but they never forget to send me the bills. That’s the only reason I didn’t quit like all the others did after that incident with you. Looking for a new job takes a lot of time, and I’ve got everything timed to perfection. One wrong step, and it’ll be a disaster. I just had to keep going.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what you mean. You’ve done the right thing. In any case, it’s all in the past now. Time to start thinking about the future. I’m so happy you’ve agreed. And don’t worry about moving. Very soon there’ll be a caravan going, bringing the Steel Shirts’ stuff to No-Man’s Lands. One of the wagons will be completely at your disposal, including any assistants you might want to take with you. If one wagon is not enough, just give me a buzz. Don’t worry about your safety: I’m gonna send a large squad of top-level NPCs to escort you. You do half the journey by land, then change over to a ship which will take you to the port of Laketown.” 
 
      
 
    “No-Man’s Lands!” Sandra said, grinning, a tear glinting in the corner of her eye. “A caravan! A ship! The port of Laketown! A new job! Honestly, Sir, I’m just shocked. You’ve just changed my whole life in a matter of seconds.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like you once changed mine,” I replied with a smile. “I’m sending you a clan invitation.” 
 
      
 
    She startled. After a moment, the Red Owls’ icon added to her name tag. I caught a glimpse of excitement in the eyes of my new HR manager. 
 
      
 
    “And one more thing,” I added. “Could you please tell Greg, and also Flint and his guys, that I’ll be waiting for them as well. Let them come to Laketown. There’s plenty of work for everyone. I should have done it a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    Sandra nodded. “We understand. You just didn’t want to create problems for us. But with this icon in my tag, nobody will dare touch me. Greg and Flint with his crew will be only too happy to accept your invitation, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sound of the surf and the rustle of pebbles lulled me to sleep, enticing my brain into a serene slumber, while the spring sun touched my skin only gently, still devoid of its summer strength. 
 
      
 
    I languidly half-opened one eye and looked around me. My wife Sveta was sprawled next to me, soaking in the sun, a happy smile on her face. Christa was busy sifting through pebbles, looking for something pretty for her collection. Her bronzed back was powdered with white salt residue from her dip in the sea. 
 
      
 
    It had been almost two months since my wife’s first full immersion. To cut a long story short, the Red Owls clan had become one pretty dwarvess richer. 
 
      
 
    Christa had passed her first medical with flying colors, earning her the right to full immersion. She’d been living in Mirror World full time for two months already, albeit in its light version created specially for children. 
 
      
 
    But even there she’d managed to excel. Her mount alone was food for thought. While all the other kids wanted golden unicorns, pink ponies and white panthers, my daughter had gone for some nondescript gray beetle she’d procured during some event or other. Ignoring other kids’ jibes, she kept growing him until the unsightly insect started showing promise as a future powerful tank. Judging by the screenshots she kept sending me, very soon their “creche” might get a new dungeon champion. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, everything around us — the sea, the sun, the beach — was perfectly real. We had indeed made it to the seaside. My signing of those contracts with Reflex Group and their partners meant we could afford it now, as well as many other things. 
 
      
 
    As if sensing my gaze, Christa swung round. Which a cunning grin, she gave an inconspicuous nod to her right. 
 
      
 
    I turned my head. At first, I couldn’t work out what she wanted to show me but then I noticed a group of toddlers in colorful bucket hats who were raking through pebbles trying to build some semblance of a castle. 
 
      
 
    On top of their fabrication stood a plastic figurine: my Olgerd, as large as life, in a rampant stance ready to strike. 
 
      
 
    The toy’s owner — a girl of about five years old — stood next to it, holding a figurine of Boris in her raised hand, tracing his flight through the air. A plastic Prankie was sitting tight on Boris’ plastic back. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled, shifting my gaze back to Christa. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t I tell you they’d be selling your figurines too, Dad,” she said with a victorious smile. “What’s gonna happen when they start showing all the trailers for the series?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, pressing a secretive finger to my lips. Christa replied by zipping her own mouth, then went back to what she was doing. 
 
      
 
    The filming of the series with my Olgerd as one of the key figures had begun last week. The email I’d received while talking to Olga had in fact been the contract with the streaming company which too was one of Reflex Group’s partners. 
 
      
 
    “Are you awake now?” Sveta asked. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Slept like a log.” 
 
      
 
    Christa laughed. “We heard that all right!” she said without turning round. 
 
      
 
    “Why, was I snoring again?” I said, rubbing my chin. “That’s a new turn out for the books.” 
 
      
 
    They both laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I said, mocking surprise. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing new there,” Sveta said. “I’ll tell you more: it probably runs in the family. At least that’s what your brother’s wife told us.” 
 
      
 
    “Talking about family,” I said. “Can you finally tell me why Dmitry and Natasha didn’t come to see us? What’s with all the secrecy?” 
 
      
 
    Sveta and Christa exchanged conspiratorial grins. 
 
      
 
    “Were you in on it too?” I asked Christa. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I was,” she replied, crossing her arms and sticking her nose high in the air. 
 
      
 
    “Okaaay,” I drawled. “I think you two owe me an explanation.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we tell him?” Sveta asked Christa. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” the girl replied. “I think we should let him suffer. He would have found out already, had he not spent so much time stuck in that stupid game.” 
 
      
 
    It sounded so funny that Sveta couldn’t hold back the laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” I said, pretending I was getting back to my feet. “I think someone’s gotta be doing a bit more swimming than they counted on!” 
 
      
 
    “We give up!” the two girls squeaked in unison. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll tell you everything,” Sveta said with a broad grin. “The reason why Dmitry and Natasha didn’t turn up was because very soon you’re gonna be an uncle!” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll have a cousin!” Christa announced. “And seeing as you know everything now, how about a pizza to celebrate?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, we had already left the pizzeria and returned to our hotel. I decided to give Dmitry a ring to congratulate him. Still, he beat me to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” his voice was firm but sort of anxious. “I don’t have much time. We’re a bit busy here at the office. Is the television on?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said, tensing up. “Why, what happened?” 
 
      
 
    The tone of my voice made Sveta and Christa all ears. They froze next to me, trying to listen in. 
 
      
 
    “It’s gone live,” he curtly said before hanging up. 
 
      
 
    “What did he say?” Sveta asked anxiously. 
 
      
 
    “It’s gone live,” I said with a broad grin. “Sea World has just been released.” 
 
      
 
    “Yess!” Sveta exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air. “Let’s get the suitcases packed! Time to test-sail my galleon!” 
 
      
 
    End of book 5 
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