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Author’s Foreword

In 2018, I began laying the groundwork for the next book in the Level Up series, shifting my focus to Selection, which picks up where Phil’s story left off. The plot would take him to the 22nd century, which required me to imagine a future world. I wanted to work out how society reaches a dystopian point, and began researching projections on demographics, economics, health, technology, and space exploration.

I decided to look at a span of time between Phil’s departure in 2018 and his arrival in 2110 in which he finds himself in a corporate-run world where society has been consolidated into a single state. The population had reached 20 billion, and resources were scarce, leading to measures to reduce the numbers by eliminating the “superfluous”.

As I delved deeper into this world, I created Alex Sheppard, a high school student with dreams of exploring the stars. I originally wanted to send him to Mars, but instead I sent him to earn a degree in a full immersion virtual fantasy world, reserving space and the Solar System for Phil. As a longtime World of Warcraft fan, writing about magic, orcs, and elves in Disgardium was a refreshing change from the realism and everyday life of Level Up. Google didn’t generate any results when I came up with the name for the game, Disgardium, and the world and its inhabitants quickly took shape.

At first, Alex’s story fit on just ten pages, with the first eight describing the Tristad sandbox and the last two briefly outlining the events of the next seven books. As the series progressed, however, the original plan evolved. I had intended to write two more books, Books 8 and 9, which I sketched out in one paragraph: “The adventures of Scyth in the Inferno, where he takes the form of a lesser demon and makes a career in the Legion of Belial. In the finale, Scyth returns to Disgardium with the Coals of Hellfire”. Of course, when I wrote that paragraph, I had no idea exactly what Scyth’s adventures in the Inferno would entail, nor that he would be a Tiefling named Hakkar. These details emerged as I wrote Demonic Games, with the name Hakkar being a nod to World of Warcraft’s Corrupted Blood incident.

The story continued to grow and change as characters like Tissa, Piper, Overweight (Irita), Trixie, Crag, Despot, and Big Po entered the mix. Some of the characters that were supposed to be secondary surprised me, like Overweight, who seemed to be driven by a selfless love for Alex. Others, like Big Po, became fan favorites and periodically returned to the story. Despite the changes, the main plot points remained consistent: the Tristad Sandbox, becoming a Legate of the Destroying Plague, the Lakharian Desert, the Holy War, the Battle for the Temple of Tiamat, the Ordeal, the Demonic Games, the Inferno, the War with the Destroying Plague, the Icy Gorge, and the Culmination.

Yes, we have reached the end. In the original, Book 12 was to be the last book, but due to its size, I split it into three parts. In the English version, the publisher will release them as three separate books, continuing the numbering to avoid confusion.

There has been some confusion about one of the characters, and I want to clear that up. In the original version, one of the founding fathers of Snowstorm was named Mike Hagen, who is the protagonist of the Knockout series written by me and Max Lagno. This was intentional, as all my stories take place in the same universe, and Disgardium was created by Phil Panfilov’s friends. However, due to a misunderstanding in the translation of one of the first books, Mike Hagen became Michael Anderson. So as not to confuse readers, the translators continued to call him Michael Anderson in subsequent books. However, Hagen plays a crucial role in this book, so I thought it was important to explain the mistake and go back to the surname “Hagen.”

Also, in book 11 of the series another slight discrepancy sneaked in. Alik Zhukov, a character from my Level Up trilogy, was mistakenly mentioned as “Vyacheslav Zayatsev” which was his name in the original Russian version.

People often ask me which book in the series I like best. In terms of suspense and the number of characters, I found the Demonic Games and the books that follow it ‑‑ Enemy of the Inferno and Glory to the Dominion! ‑‑‑ to be the most interesting to write. By Book 7, I was getting tired of the old characters and places, and Scyth was, by then, too cool. Far too cool.

All in all, the series was written on a five-year plan, and we have finally reached the finish line. Thank you for walking this path with me and Scyth! It has been an incredible journey — I’ve enjoyed it so much, and I trust you have, too.


Summary of previous books

Disgardium 1: Class-A Threat

Earth, 2074. After World War III, a single world government rules the planet — the UN.

The planet’s population now exceeds twenty billion, at least a third of which are non-citizens, people declared useless to the community, which means they have no rights to the benefits of civilization. Citizenship is divided into categories; from A with the highest status, the social elite, to L — the lowest.

At the recommendation of the UN Department of Education, every teenager between ages fourteen and sixteen must spend at least one hour per day in Disgardium. This is considered an important part of education that gives teenagers the social skills they need and prepares them for adult life.

A student, Alex Sheppard, takes the in-game nickname Scyth. After making his character wrong and having trouble leveling up, he quickly loses interest in the game. For over a year, he just spends his mandatory hours in the sandbox, sitting on a bench outside the tavern.

His parents are planning to divorce, which will lower their citizenship class and income, and they won’t be able to pay for Alex’s education to fulfill his dream of becoming a space guide. The colonization of Mars has begun, and plans are in the works to correct Venus’ orbit.

Half a year before school ends, Alex is forced to start playing Disgardium for real to earn enough for his studies.

To maintain balance, the game’s developer company Snowstorm initially introduced the policy of ‘Threats’ to knock out imbalanced players. Any player-threat identified by an artifact of the True Flame can be thrown out of the game permanently with the help of a simple ritual. The eliminator receives rewards based on the Threat’s potential, and the Threat is also rewarded: the higher its level, the greater the compensation, but the harder it is to defeat. If the Threat’s status reaches extreme highs, it can be tough to eliminate. This means that the eliminators (or ‘preventers,’ as they call themselves) gain more by eliminating Threats before they power up.

The Threats themselves need to hide and level up. Their reward after elimination comes not from their potential, but from their current status level, where A is the highest and Z is the lowest.

Scyth becomes a Threat with potential A after a series of unlikely events converge. The NPC Patrick O’Grady (the first human whose consciousness was successfully transferred to the game) curses him, and another NPC, a lich dungeon boss, turns out to be under the control of the real-life non-citizen player Clayton, who contacts Alex. Clayton was the pilot of an interstellar cargo shuttle before he crashed and lost his citizenship. Seeing Scyth’s stubbornness as he dies over and over without giving up, he surrenders, letting Scyth kill him.

Scyth gets Mark of the Destroying Plague from killing the final boss of the instance. The Mark lets him withstand any damage without dying. Alongside Patrick’s curse, this allows Scyth to reach uninhabitable territory in the Mire, slumbering place of the dying avatar of the Sleeping God Behemoth, one of five ancient gods.

Disgardium 2: Initial of the Sleeping Gods

Scyth makes friends with the ‘Dementors’ — his classmates Ed ‘Crawler’ Rodriguez, Hung ‘Bomber’ Lee, Melissa ‘Tissa’ Schafer and Malik ‘Infect’ Abdualim. Scyth helps them win an argument against Big Po, the leader of Axiom, the top clan in the Tristad sandbox. They create their own clan — the Awoken.

The Awoken achieves victory in the yearly Junior Arena. To do that, they have to build a temple dedicated to the Sleeping Gods on the deserted island of Kharinza. They are aided by non-citizens from Cali Bottom, who Scyth met when he stood up for the miner Manny. The builder Gyula is among them. After erecting a temple, he begins to build the Awoken clan fort.

Having achieved victory in the Arena, Scyth and his friends draw the attention of recruiters from the Alliance of Preventers, ten of the strongest clans in Disgardium.

After their victory in the Arena, the school bans the Awoken from playing for eight weeks, which makes Scyth fail a quest from the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. In his absence, the Destroying Plague finds a new emissary — Big Po. When Scyth returns to the game, Big Po opens a portal for the Destroying Plague to capture Tristad. With the help of his friends, Scyth fights off the undead assault and eliminates the Threat Big Po.

They’re joined by Crag the warrior, aka Tobias Asser, a former unsuccessful ganker turned chosen one of Nergal the Radiant. Crag’s status as a Threat is revealed, and he is forced to hide not only in the game, but in real life too.

Tobias asks Scyth for help, and Scyth accepts him into the ranks of the Awoken.

Disgardium 3: The Destroying Plague

Scyth and Crag leave the sandbox together. In Darant, the preventers check all newcomers that arrive, and Crag is identified as a Threat. Scyth manages to save his clanmate from the Modus clan castle and delivers him to the distant island of Kharinza, where the Awoken have built a fort.

Fearing the preventers’ pursuit in the real world, the Awoken discuss a future haven. Manny and Gyula suggest buying three floors of a new apartment building in Cali Bottom and hiding out there.

By using the Portal Key he got for eliminating Big Po the Threat, Scyth finds himself in the Treasury of the First Mage. There he acquires allies — the treasury guardians Flaygray the satyr, Nega the succubus, Ripta the raptor and Anf the insectoid.

With their help, Scyth, Crag, Crawler and Bomber try to repel an attack from the lich Shazz, an emissary of the Destroying Plague, but in the end are defeated. Behemoth’s temple is destroyed, and Scyth is turned undead.

Led by the Shazz the lich, he goes to a dungeon on Holdest, the lair of the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, and gets a quest: to build a Stronghold of the Destroying Plague in the Lakharian Desert. The Nucleus also asks that he find the cult of Morena, the goddess of death, and recruit her.

The Nucleus makes puppets of its legates, but Behemoth, who Scyth took with him, protects his consciousness. The god himself stays behind in the Nucleus’ lair, to study the Destroying Plague’s power source.

Using the abilities gifted by the Nucleus, Scyth turns his clanmates and non-citizen friends undead.

The undead are immune to weather debuffs, which allows Scyth to quickly level up his character in the desert. There he learns a new ability — Plague Fury. With its help, Scyth reaches a place of power where he can begin to build a temple of the Sleeping Gods. The non-citizen builders help him build a temple in the Lakharian Desert dedicated to Tiamat, one of the five Sleeping Gods. According to Behemoth, she is the only one that can remove Scyth’s curse of the Destroying Plague.

A day before the temple is finished, Scyth captures the beast-god Apophis, the White Snake. He does this to keep his promise to the first priest to Apophis, Yemi, leader of the dark African clan Yoruba. They try to kill Scyth, tearing his heart out, but in vain. Scyth kills them all. After reviving, Yemi, who is also a Threat, shouts to him that he and his clan will be ready to fight on Scyth’s side as soon as he says the word.

Seeing the incarnation of the Sleeping Gods through Crag’s eyes, Nergal the Radiant, the god of light, declares a holy crusade to destroy Tiamat’s temple. The god promises full immunity from the heat of the Lakharian Desert to all his crusaders.

Disgardium 4: Nergal’s Summons

Disgardium’s developer company Snowstorm throws its yearly Distival, a kind of Comic Con for all the game’s fans. Anyone can visit it, but there is a separate private event for a chosen few.

The Awoken, as winners of the Junior Arena, visit Distival in Dubai. There, Alex walks into his hotel room only to find Kiran Jackson, a director of Snowstorm, already in it. He tries to convince Alex to forget the Sleeping Gods and pursue the storyline of the new game faction — the undead. Kiran suggests involving the cultists of Morena in the event, to scale it up.

According to Kiran, all the game gods of Dis are just AIs limited by the Faith resource. The more followers, the more Faith, and this generates competition among the AIs. As for the Sleepers — they’re particularly powerful AIs loaded into the game’s kernel just in a critical mass of errors builds up. Then the Sleeping Gods ‘wake up’ and reload the world, destroying everything within it.

At Distival, Alex meets twenty-two-year-old Piper, member of the Modus clan’s junior wing. The girl takes him to seventy-year-old Sergei Polotsky, former oligarch whose money was used to found Modus. His game nickname was Pecheneg. The old man tells his tale, saying that he was the one that financed Modus from his business, but was later kicked out by Otto Hinterleaf, now the clan’s leader. Polotsky also said Scyth was under close observation; Modus was certain he was the Threat. Now the clan is afraid of scaring Alex away and doesn’t want the other preventers to learn of him. Polotsky lost almost all his life savings in Modus. Taipan, Pecheneg’s clan, survives thanks to a captured vein of Corrupted Adamantite.

Mogwai, the number one player in the world, declares that he is returning to the game and founding a clan called Elite alongside his friend Criterror.

By now, Alex is in need of a lot of money. His parents have failed a project and have to pay a fine, and Hairo Morales, a security services officer from the Excommunicado clan, has been blackmailing him. He needs to buy a game capsule for Gyula so he can build the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague. Big Po has deduced that Scyth is the Threat and demands money and an invitation to the Awoken.

After Distival, Alex gives an interview to Ian Mitchell, a journalist in similarly dire straits. In exchange, he gets a large sum of money from Disgardium Daily and agrees to an on-going collaboration with Mitchell.

Elizabeth the Ochre Witch, leader of the White Amazons, recruits Tissa. The girl moves to the clan’s private island.

Using an achievement reward, Scyth increases his reputation with the Goblin League and gains access to Kinema, the capital of Bakabba. There he puts up for auction two top legendary armor items and sells them for over ten million gold. That means he can solve his parents’ problems and buy the copper bar for a million gold from Hairo Morales, the blackmailer threatening to reveal the identity of the Threat among the Awoken. Scyth leaves a note saying he wants to discuss the possibility of working together with Hairo.

In Kinema, Scyth visits the temple of Fortune, Goddess of Luck. She is one of the Old Gods, but has made a place among the New. Fortune wants help to return her former influence. And that means she needs Spheres of Serendipity — orbs containing the unspent luck of sentient beings. After death, the luck goes to the New Gods responsible for death, or to the demons of the Inferno. Fortune considers this unfair. Now Scyth sees Spheres of Serendipity on corpses and can pick them up.

In the Lakharian Desert, Scyth encounters Ervigot the Ravager, giving him a chance to level up his resilience and unarmed combat.

An explorer, Kitty from the Dangerous Game Hunters faction, shows up in the desert as if from nowhere and tells Scyth where to find the cultists of Morena.

On Shad’Erung, continent of the dark ones, Scyth finds the cultists and asks them to set up a meeting with Morena, the goddess of death among the Old Gods. She recognizes the divine marks on him and says she remembers the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague by another name — Reaper, the Old God. In ancient times, Morena and Reaper walked hand-in-hand, but when the New Gods appeared, they lost followers, which meant they lost power too. Morena summons all her adepts to help Scyth. She gives him Reaper’s Scythes, a divine weapon that can level up by devouring the souls of the enemies it kills.

Scyth also summons the Yoruba clan, the snake worshipers whose leader, the mage Yemi, promised Scyth that he would answer a call to arms.

To use the Yoruba for sabotage, Scyth decides to become a scribe. He learns the craft and quickly levels it up. Now he can create scrolls that unleash the destruction of his Plague Fury spell.

Crag leaves the Awoken clan without telling anyone.

Scyth and his friends use the Portal Key to Holdest, confident that the mobs there should be higher level than in the Lakharian Desert. But the continent disappoints them: the few mobs that lived there were low level. Moreover, the place of power where they had a chance to build a new temple to the Sleeping Gods was almost at the South Pole, and Storm, Scyth’s dragoness, couldn’t fly the long distance — a frost debuff damaged her. It would take Scyth weeks to get there on foot. He decides to sell the Portal Key at the goblin auction house.

Gyula the builder erects the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague just in time for the Nergal’s Summons event to begin.

In a conversation with Scyth, Gyula mentions a series of strange deaths in Cali Bottom. Humans are dying from the Doom virus, which causes sudden death from strokes and heart attacks. All the victims had given up mining to work in Dis at one point or another. Hank, Manny’s brother, who Scyth met in the form of a dungeon boss in the instance Tristad City Jail, has gone mad and been taken away by Snowstorm.

Scyth hands in his quest to build the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague and gets new abilities; now he can infect players with the Destroying Plague. He picks up Behemoth, who spent all this time in the Nucleus’ lair in the form of protoplasm. The Sleeper, seeing that his Initial is changing, gives him a lesson: Alex temporarily loses control of his character and loses his legendary armor set Cold-Blooded Punisher, thrown off by the AI now in control of Scyth. The Nucleus gives him task of turning the cultists of Morena undead, to use them as vessels for the ‘departed’ legates of the Destroying Plague. They were once nine, but now only the lich Shazz and Scyth the player-legate remain.

Shazz’s undead army passes through a Plague Portal and grows in strength as it farms high-level desert mobs. The cultists of Morena appear there too, those that the Nucleus had ordered to be turned undead. Scyth decides not to do it, and sends the cultists to Kharinza.

While leveling up Fishing on Kharinza, Hung encounters the huge kraken Orthokon. The warrior throws his catch to the kraken in fear, increasing his reputation with the beast god and becoming a Threat himself.

The Montosaurus returns to the island and unwittingly helps Scyth. The beast god deals insane damage, allowing Scyth to quickly refill his plague energy and pour it into Plague Fury scrolls. Later, Scyth gives those scrolls to Yemi as weapons of sabotage.

Scyth then goes to meet Pecheneg in his castle. The old man introduces him to Blackberry, an analyst and officer from Modus. She’s working for Polotsky. Summoning an Arbiter to register the trade, Blackberry gives Scyth the right to use her image, which allows him to fool tests with the fire of the True Flame. She also talks about Nergal the Radiant’s Great Portable Altar, which the preventers carry with them to use as a respawn point.

Several thousand high-level players invade the Lakharian Desert and move toward the temple. The Alliance of Preventers is in a hurry to get there before the huge mass of ordinary players. It wants to be the first to complete Nergal’s quest.

Scyth attacks the altar and destroys it. Immediately afterwards, he infiltrates the preventers’ headquarters under the guise of Blackberry and kills them all. Among them he encounters Crag, now a partner of Modus. As it turns out, the destroyed altar was a fake.

Yoruba detonates a series of explosions around the temples of Nergal the Radiant during mass blessings. The high priests survive and ask their god for protection against Plague Fury.

Nergal promises to protect all who answer his summons.

Disgardium 5: Holy War

Excommunicado security officer Hairo Morales and his partner Willy Brizuela, men of the lower rungs of society and former peacekeepers, accept Alex’s offer and join the Awoken. Their decision is influenced not only by the financial benefits of Alex’s offer, but also faith in his ability to change the lives of non-citizens for the better.

The army of Light invades the Lakharian Desert. Undead legions with Shazz at their head come out to meet it. Scyth intervenes in the course of the battle and takes control of Hinterleaf, the Modus clan leader, to redirect an Armageddon onto the real Great Portable Altar. The explosion eliminates the haulers provided by the Goblin League. Deznafar, the Battle Avatar of the Departed raised by Shazz, gives the players no chance. The Armageddon explosion awakens Oyama, Supreme Grand Master of Unarmed Combat, from his meditative sleep.

He puts an end to the battle with a series of long-range moves, scattering both the remnants of the preventers and the undead army. The master himself is also wounded by Reflection. Scyth brings the old man round and asks him to teach him some new moves. Oyama says he doesn’t work with the undead, but all the same, as he leaves he mentions that he’ll be relaxing in the village of Jiri in southern Latteria.

A recovered Shazz returns to the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague to restore his fallen army, promising Scyth that it would be stronger than the last.

The next morning, Alex’s parents fly to a prestigious resort on the moon to rebuild their relationship. On the same day, the Awoken rent a new building in Cali Bottom and begin to set up their clan base.

Morena’s cultists and a tribe of outcast kobolds join the followers of the Sleepers. Scyth appoints priests who will get Unity bonuses from all the adepts; the kobold chieftain Grog’hyr, their senior shaman Ryg’har and the cultist leaders Dekotra the troll and the half-orc Ranakotz.

Scyth and Patrick O’Grady set off to the goblin capital of Kinema to buy building materials for the clan fort and to sell the Portal Key to the unexplored frozen continent of Holdest. Auctioneer Grokuszuid promises to invite the richest buyers of Disgardium to the auction.

From there, Scyth and Patrick head to Latteria, to reach Stone Rib and find the sewer troggs that escaped from underneath Darant, to convert them to the ranks of the Sleepers. However, near the city of Nivelle, Scyth witnesses a Nether rift and an encounter between Harnathea the Ravager and Nergal’s priests and players.

Scyth sends Patrick to Stone Rib for the troggs, while he himself remains behind to observe the Ravager’s banishing. The high priest summons Nergal the Radiant to help. The divinity appears and draws attention to Scyth: “You are looking in the wrong direction, fools!” The high priest knocks Scyth off his dragon and he falls right onto the Ravager, which then takes him to the beta version of Disgardium, also known as the Nether.

Time flows five hundred times faster in the Nether than in real life. Scyth is imprisoned by Nine, Beta #9, one of the first hundred beta testers in the game, whose conscious was trapped in virtual space.

Month after month, Nine kills Scyth time and time again to extract useful skills from him. She is a Collector Mage. Scyth cannot leave the Dis beta; his quit button is gone.

One night, Nine opens up to Scyth and tells him her real name: June Curtis. Scyth spends the night with her, but the next morning, Nine kills him again and no longer speaks to him.

Days later (or a year for Scyth), Alex’s friends rescue him from his capsule using its emergency exit button. The nutrient cartridges are found empty — in the Nether, Alex’s brain was working at a frantic pace. Hairo, also present, tells of how similar technology was used by the military to quickly train soldiers in simulations, and it may be that Snowstorm used it for the beta test of the Dis world.

Alex had planned to throw a party at his house that same night and decides not to delay it, wanting to unwind after his nightmarish year in the Nether.

Hung’s girlfriend Alison Wu is invited to the party, as is Piper Dandera, who introduced Alex to Sergei ‘Pecheneg’ Polotsky. The girls are members of the youth division of clan Modus. Alex also invites Rita ‘Overweight’ Wood and her girlfriend Karina ‘Goosebumps’ Rasmussen, who has shown interest in Alex for a long time. From the latter he learns that Wesley Cho, previously known as Big Po, wants to meet with him.

Tissa, who has flown in to see her dad for the weekend, arrives at the party arm-in-arm with her new boyfriend Liam, friend to Mogwai and nephew to Elizabeth. Tissa breaks up with Alex for good. Liam insults Alex and demands that he stay away from Tissa, who manages to get into a fight with Karina over Alex. In the end, Alex spends the night with Karina.

The next morning, Alex calls Kiran Jackson, Snowstorm director, to find out how to get his character out of the Nether. Jackson laughs at him and denies the existence of the beta version, and when Alex threatens to make public what he knows, he gets angry and threatens to take away all his in-game money in response. The director also demands that Alex fulfill his promises: start the scenario of the Destroying Plague, stop defending Tiamat’s temple, and destroy his character. Then, perhaps, Jackson will think of his own promises.

Alex asks his house assistant O to send messages to all humans named June Curtis. He wants to find the woman whose consciousness became Nine, to learn the truth about the Disgardium beta test.

Returning to the Nether, Alex realizes that his character has continued to live there all this time, with Alex’s consciousness. With the help of an Explosive Lollipop buff, Scyth escapes Nine’s castle to Kharinza. The first mob he kills drops a Smoldering Nether Shard. A million of these shards will open a Rift back to the normal version of Dis for Scyth.

For the next eight months, Scyth levels up and farms shards in the Nether. Finally, the emergency exit timer activates.

Alex sees in the news that Tiamat’s temple has been nearly destroyed by Mogwai and Criterror from Elites and the solo adventurer Dek. At the same time, the battle between the army of Light and the undead begins. Alex has mere minutes of real time to escape the beta version of Dis and save not only the temple, but also his guardians Flaygray, Nega, Anf and Ripta, who have wound up in control of Shazz the lich.

In the Nether, Scyth reaches level 100000 and achieves all ten ranks of Resilience, collecting almost a million shards, but is then imprisoned by Three — another beta tester and friend of Nine. Scyth convinces him that he’ll help him escape the Nether by later making a Rift back to the Nether from the other side; then the stuck beta testers would be able to go through to the normal version of Dis. Three gives Scyth the rest of the Smoldering Nether Shards he needs and lets him go. In parting, he mentions his name: Dennis Kaverin. His friends call him Dek.

Scyth returns (a synchronization error means that his character is returned with the same stats it had when it fell into the Nether) and he makes it in time. The temple has a few percentage points of durability left. Mogwai, Criterror and Dek have been joined by two mages from the Elites: Laneiran and Biancanova. Scyth deals with them all except Mogwai. On top of that, he turns Criterror, Laneiran and Biancanova undead, and when the battle ends, he sees a system message saying that those three characters have decided to switch to the Destroying Plague faction.

Scyth flies to the battle site to save his guardians. By then, the battle is coming to a close. Deznafar has fallen and Shazz the lich is on his last legs. The appearance of a second legate in the same location removes Shazz’s Immortality and the lich expires, but his death spreads Plague Dust across the battlefield, killing all the surviving players and turning them undead. At the same time, each of them is invited to switch to the side of the Destroying Plague.

After collecting the loot and sending his rescued guardians to protect Tiamat’s temple, Scyth peruses the achievements he earned. He becomes Supreme Legate and gets 40% of all the experience from deceased Shazz. He also gets the skill Call of the Supreme Legate, allowing him to summon minions and lesser legates.

Scyth uses the Of One Blood scroll obtained in battle against Ervigot the Ravager to raise the levels of all his pets — Iggy the swamp needler, Crash the diamond worm and Storm the storm dragon — to his own level 564.

For reaching levels 400 and 500, Scyth is given not only the skills Spirit Shackles and Flight, but also the achievement All Hail the Hero, and unlike with other achievements, the first to reach level 400 and 500 cannot remain anonymous. Scyth’s name, and his class-A Threat status along with it, becomes known to the whole world.

Realizing this, Scyth logs out of the game. That same minute, the doorbell rings: it’s Hairo Morales. Now that everyone knows that Alex is the Threat, and his life is in danger, the security officer takes him and the other Awoken, Malik, Hung and Ed, to a secret bunker right away.

The next day, they fly to school and apply for a transfer to distance learning. On parting, the class teacher Greg Kovac reminds Alex of the importance of preparing for the upcoming citizenship tests. Alex asks his girlfriend Karina Rasmussen to stay quiet about their relationship, so as not to put her life in danger. According to Hairo, Alex’s head is now the most valuable prize on the planet.

Hairo and Willy take the boys to Alaska, picking up Yoshihiru Uematsu on the way (expert in networks, encryption, AIs and digital defense), Sergei Yuferov (master of fortifications and defensive equipment) and two bodyguards for Alex: Maria Saar and Roj van Garderen.

The Awoken split up. Alex and Hung, as the two Threats, use the capsules at the base in Alaska; Malik, Ed and his little sister Polyanna go with Willy to another shelter. Alex gives an exclusive interview to Ian Mitchell, for the first time not hiding his identity. Disgardium Daily pays three million dark phoenixes for it.

Alex decides that as soon as he sells the Portal Key to Holdest, he will delete his character so that he will no longer be hunted. He fears for his parents stuck on the Moon, for his friends and loved ones.

Scyth attends the closed auction in Kinema. The Portal Key is sold to an unknown buyer for a hundred million gold. As soon as the auction ends, someone stops time in the auction house and teleports Scyth to the basement of an unknown castle. Alex tries everything, but realizes that he can’t escape alone. He is in magic shackles and an energy field blocks all his abilities.

Scyth’s imprisonment is the work of Eileen, leader of the dark clan Widowmakers, a member of the Alliance of Preventers. This clan is a puppet division of the Children of Kratos, financed by Joshua and Vivian Gallagher, category A citizens. Widowmakers was made to perform operations that might otherwise harm the reputation of the Gallaghers themselves.

Eileen gives a press conference in which she reveals the kidnapping of the class-A Threat.

Alex has a nightmare: he is kidnapped, all his friends are killed, and he is forced to surrender to save his parents’ lives. In his dream, Scyth goes to a designated spot: Frozen Gorge in the Gnoll Riverlands. There, certain people perform the Threat banishment ritual… and Scyth wakes up.

First Priest Yemi from Yoruba asks Apophis, the White Snake who can move wherever he pleases, to save Scyth. Apophis appears and brings Scyth out of the castle. Scyth summons his guardians and Sharkon, Underground Terror. Together, they capture the castle and sell it for forty million gold (not counting the contents of the vault) to the Goblin League, represented by goblin assessor Kusalarix, a leader of the Green League. This last organization not only controls the battles and bets in the Arena, but also runs the criminal world of all Disgardium.

Hairo, who has flown to Cali Bottom to put mental blocks on the non-citizen members of the Awoken to ensure their discretion, reports that three non-citizens from Gyula’s building crew have died. All three were undead. Several more are in critical condition; Hairo admits them to hospital using the clan’s funds.

Alex contacts Kiran Jackson. He refuses a deal, accusing Alex of failing to meet his obligations: Scyth failed to turn the cultists of Morena undead. Kiran again demands that Alex delete his character, but offers no guarantees in exchange — old agreements are no longer in force.

Alex decides to fight the Destroying Plague and Snowstorm, suspecting that the corporation was at fault for the deaths of the non-citizens who had turned undead. In addition, he records a video message, warning that every clan seen at the siege of Tiamat’s temple would lose a castle. Ian Mitchell shares the recording online, but the preventers do not take the warning seriously. The Widowmakers are banished from the Alliance.

Movarak, chief of the sewer troggs, tells Scyth the reason his tribe left Darant: due to ‘wicked, nightmarish, frightening’ Knock-Knock.

The Old Goddess of Death, Morena, summons Scyth. She is displeased that he made the members of her cult followers of the Sleepers. At that moment, the Destroying Plague appears behind the barrier where Morena hides, and pulls Scyth away to the Nucleus.

In the Nucleus’ lair, Scyth sees eight new legates. All of them, with the exception of Biancanova and Laneiran, who were turned undead by Scyth himself, had been hit by the Plague Dust thrown out after Shazz the lich died, and had agreed to change their race. The Nucleus, seeing in them the strongest of the turned sentients, has declared the newly turned players his legates. In addition, the Nucleus has removed the rank of Supreme Legate from Scyth and given it to Mogwai.

Seeing his time with the Destroying Plague at an end, Scyth jumps into the plague reservoir into which his out-of-control character once threw the Cold-Blooded Punisher set, and retrieves his lost armor.

Leaving the Nucleus’ lair, Scyth finds himself in the Stronghold of the Destroying Plague in the Lakharian Desert. There the legates from the Elites are waiting for him. They attack, but it turns out the undead cannot harm each other. Mogwai demonstrates that he can use the Call of the Supreme Legate ability to drag Scyth from and to anywhere he wishes, and so eliminate him as a Threat. However, Scyth’s pets are alive, and with their help he takes down the legates three times. He kills Mogwai by dropping him from a great height.

After his third death in one day, Mogwai is neutralized for twelve hours. In that time, Scyth plans to extract the maximum possible benefit from Destroying Plague Immortality and become human again.

At the same time, Patrick O’Grady, honorary citizen of Tristad, veteran of the Swarm War and inveterate drunk, learns with Behemoth’s help that all his memories of life in Dis are false. Patrick learns who he really is: a human and veteran of the Third World War sentenced to death for mass manslaughter, who agreed to take part in a Snowstorm experiment to transfer consciousness to the virtual world.

Rita Wood leaves the sandbox and takes a new nickname: Irita. Scyth sends her some unidentified artifacts and money to identify them. The girl lives up to his trust in her and Scyth accepts her into the clan. Irita is a professional trader, and now she has responsibility for all the clan’s commercial activities.

Scyth gets an idea: to try to reach Terrastera, where Yemi has already been once. This will be possible if Apophis, the White Snake, can be convinced to take Scyth there. Yemi promises to help, but he has grievances: Scyth lost his status as Supreme Legate; being undead is no longer a privilege; and Yoruba, for allying with the Threat, has ruined its reputation with everyone. Scyth shows his hand, telling Yemi about the Sleeping Gods and demonstrating Unity, which gives +1 to a random stat for each new follower of the Sleeping Gods. Yemi and his officers Francesca and Babangida become priests of the Sleeping Gods. In addition, the mage agrees to bring in the orcs of the Broken Axe clan, who deify him.

The Awoken take two First Kills on Holdest and tame the Montosaurus, which loses its divine nature, but becomes a battle avatar of Scyth.

Apophis, summoned by Yemi, refuses Scyth outright at first. Then Scyth summons the Montosaurus. The ancient dinosaur serves as proof that the young man is capable of going toe to toe with the ancient snake. Apophis decides not to test this and fulfills the request.

Once on Terrastera, Scyth tests out the artifact Isis’ Blessing. For a day, it creates perfect weather conditions within a fifty yard radius, without the acid rain debuffs of the toxic continent. Once certain that his living friends would not die there and could safely level up, Scyth brings in not only the Awoken, but also the three priests from Yoruba.

He hands in the quest to build a second temple to Tiamat and earns two new divine abilities: Sleeping Justice, which increases Scyth’s stats if he is attacked first, and Assistance of the Sleepers, which restores health, mana and vindication for killing an enemy.

The orc Sarronos, chief of the Broken Axe, is eager to defend Tiamat’s temple. Morena’s cultists and the troggs want to do the same, impressed by the taming of the Montosaurus. The goblin woman Kusalarix responds to Scyth’s request to help move several thousand sentients to Tiamat’s temple and gives him a portal beacon and two coins that activate one-hour portals. Scyth appoints Kusalarix as a priestess of the Sleepers. In response, the goblin agrees to send a thousand of her best mercenaries and Arena gladiators to protect the temple, and to help the Awoken build a castle on Kharinza.

Grinding on Terrastera exceeds all expectations: Yemi, Babangida, Francesca, Crawler, Infect and Bomber reach level four hundred and sixty. Gyula gets to level four hundred. Irita, who just emerged from the sandbox, reaches level three hundred along with Patrick. In addition, they make a First Kill and get Dalezma Egg, which Scyth gives to Infect, and he cracks the egg at the place of power.

The army of Light begins its attack on Tiamat’s temple, news of which Nega the succubus relays to Scyth. The Awoken teleport to the temple.

Tiamat creates an oasis for a mile around, allowing the living to survive in the desert without Nergal’s blessing. She removes the undead curse from Scyth and his friends, along with the guardians and all the non-citizen workers. They are alive again. In addition, Tiamat restores Sharkon, the undead Underground Terror, back to life, along with Crusher, the undead wolf from Gloomwood. The fates of these creatures are inseparably linked to Scyth, and they become his battle pets.

The orcs of the Broken Axe, the sewer troggs and Morena’s cultists portal in to protect Tiamat’s temple. They are joined by mercenaries and Arena gladiators from the Green League, sent by the goblin Kusalarix.

Apart from a hundred thousand players, the temple is also besieged by King Bastion’s soldiers and Emperor Kragosh’s legions, the high priests of Nergal and Marduk, and the immortal Aspects of Light and Colossi of Darkness.

With great losses, Scyth manages to hold the temple. The guardians, the orcs of the Broken Axe, the troggs and Patrick O’Grady all die permanently in the battle.

Gyula reports that one of the workers tried to contact him, but the builder couldn’t answer in the heat of battle, and now there is silence from the fort on Kharinza. Feeling that something is amiss, Scyth teleports there and finds the fort destroyed, Behemoth’s temple captured by the Destroying Plague, and the kobolds and non-citizens turned undead. Scyth encounters Mogwai, who is certain that he can now kill the former legate alone and eliminate the Threat.

At that moment, the emergency exit procedure from his capsule is activated by an unknown man. Scyth realizes that his nightmare is coming true in real life, but at that moment everything disappears, and he finds himself in the Lakharian Desert again, at the beginning of the battle. Everything that happened over this time was a manifestation of Divine Revelation.

Scyth decides to sacrifice the temple so that his allies can stay alive, defend the fort and have time to leave their shelter in Alaska in case Divine Revelation had, through some miracle, shown what would happen even in the real world. The temple is left undefended, but Scyth not only manages to defend the fort — which, as it turns out, Mogwai reached with Tissa’s help, — but also succeeds in taking Mogwai to a magical cell in the basement of the former Widowmakers castle, where Eileen had kept Scyth prisoner. The castle now belongs to the Green League, but Kusalarix has agreed to help.

Alex, Hung and the security officers hurry to leave the house in Alaska and fly away to Cali Bottom. Ed, Malik and Willy are headed there too. On the way, they check the news: Tiamat’s temple has been destroyed, Nergal’s event is over, and the Destroying Plague faction, now joined by several dark gods, has become officially available to players.

Racking his brains to figure out how Tissa, who was in the sandbox, could have met with Mogwai, Alex remembers another former emissary of the Destroying Plague, Polynucleotide, Big Po, and decides to meet with him.

Disgardium 6: Path of Spirit

Dark elf Eileen, leader of the Widowmakers, helps Criterror to free Mogwai, leader of the Elites and Supreme Legate of the Destroying Plague. In exchange, Mogwai promises to make her the ninth legate.

On the way from Alaska to Cali Bottom, Alex Sheppard meets Wesley Cho, Big Po, former leader of the Axiom clan. Wesley has adopted a new game nickname — Polydeuces. Alex agrees to bring him into the Awoken in exchange for information on how Big Po became a Herald of the Destroying Plague.

The clan members settle into the building they bought in Cali Bottom. Hairo Morales, considering himself responsible for Alex’s physical condition and health, insists that the boy start physical training.

Returning to Disgardium after the flight, Scyth falls into an ambush by Eileen and Mogwai. He almost manages to escape, but the dark elf girl summons her protector, the dark god Innoruuk, who neutralizes Scyth. Mogwai kills him, but is prevented from dealing the final strike of the banishment ritual by Eileen, who wants to do it herself. This hiccup saves Scyth, who, thanks to Second Life, revives on Kharinza.

The followers of the Sleepers seethe after Scyth gives up Tiamat’s temple without a fight, but Behemoth tells them that his Initial made the right decision and saved many lives in so doing.

The Sleeping God then gives Scyth a new quest — to destroy the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. To do this, he must get Concentrated Life Essence, which can be obtained only by becoming champion of the Demonic Games and dedicating another two temples to the Sleepers. With the power of three temples, Scyth will be able to destroy the Nucleus.

Until the Games, the life essence is kept in the elvish capital, in the palace of King Eynyon, and it reaches full strength only when the names of all the contestants become known. With its help, a sentient can give a significant boost to certain character stats, but the nature of the essence is such that it loses its properties if obtained dishonestly.

But how is Alex to reach the lair of the Nucleus? After all, the weather debuff on Holdest is deadly to anyone without cold resistance. Scyth performs a range of experiments, but they all fail: Second Life doesn’t lift the frost debuff after revival; Jenkins, a Grand Master of Cooking who Scyth contacts for help, is unable to invent a new dish to protect against the weather; and even the giant haulers, who Scyth hires to try to fool the system using Sleeping Invulnerability in a raid group, turn out useless, because the Path of Sacrifice of Resilience transfers all the frost damage to Scyth, protecting the giants. Behemoth recommends that Scyth ask Fortune for help. In ancient times, the Goddess of Luck was friendly with Hodr, the Old God of Winter.

An elite crew of dwarven builders sent by Kusalarix arrives on Kharinza. They are there to erect a top-tier castle for the Awoken, but in order to protect their trade secrets, they need everyone to leave the island first.

The clan moves to the neighboring isle of Mengoza, where Scyth once spent time grinding in the Nether. There, Infect finds some Ruins of the Departed and begins an excavation.

Suspecting that someone in the top clans might have Concentrated Life Essence, Scyth comes up with a plan to attack the castles of the Alliance of Preventers. He invites the Yoruba and Taipan clans to participate in the looting. Yemi gladly agrees, but the Taipan leader Pecheneg, also known as Sergei Polotsky, who Alex met at Distival in Dubai, counsels against haste. He asks Scyth to visit him in castle, and sooner rather than later.

There, the secret of Otto Hinterleaf, leader of Modus, is revealed. As it turns out, the real Otto is the leader of Taipan, while Sergei Polotsky rules Modus under the guise of Hinterleaf. This happened because Otto tried to betray the Russian oligarch Polotsky, who (back when this was still possible) took from Otto not only the clan, but even his character.

Having opened up to Scyth, both ask for his help. Mogwai, after losing all his money for changing his in-game faction, is blackmailing the Alliance, threatening to take their castles. The Awoken, Taipan and Modus, joined by the Travelers and their leader Horvac, enter into an alliance against the undead. As a gesture of good will, Hinterleaf gives Scyth Heat Resistance Potions recently developed by Modus alchemists for the Lakharian Desert.

Scyth learns from Hinterleaf that Concentrated Life Essence cannot be found anywhere. All the essences obtained in the previous Demonic Games have been used.

Behemoth demands that the Plague Vector in the instance on Kharinza be cleansed. Trixie the gardener tags along with the group of Awoken officers. The clan kills Uros the lich and gets the Surprise perk for the First Kill.

In the meantime, Modus builds a cell that blocks abilities in the basement of their castle. Scyth takes Mogwai there, and then, taking on his form, detonates Plague Fury scrolls to showcase the horrifying power of the Destroying Plague to the people of the Commonwealth and the Empire, and most importantly, to King Bastian the First and Emperor Kragosh. In so doing, he collects enough Spheres of Serendipity to complete his quest from the Goddess of Luck.

Fortune names Scyth her chosen one and rewards him with the status of Fortune’s Favorite and the divine ability Wheel of Fortune, which judges the deeds of the target sentient, and, depending on the verdict, either lowers or increases their level by a random number.

Remembering Behemoth’s words, Scyth asks how to overcome the frost of Holdest. Fortune remembers that the higher demons of the Inferno possess Coals of Hellflame, which are capable of melting the snows on Holdest.

Scyth decides to somehow reach the Inferno. Flaygray the satyr and Nega the succubus are from there, so Alex speaks to them. They try to convince him to change his mind, but he insists, and then the former guards suggest they find someone who has sold his soul to demons, kill him and journey to hell in his place. The guardians disguise themselves as humans and set off in search of such a sentient.

Wanting to help Scyth, the Goblin League creates a range of traps for the legates of the Destroying Plague inside mountains, in naturally enclosed caverns in the rock. Scyth, Bomber and Crawler make portal routes to them.

With Scyth as mediator, Irita (Rita Wood, who previously played with the nickname Overweight), takes over the Awoken’s trading operations and meets auctioneer Grokuszuid.

Kusalarix gives Scyth a Faded Coin for contacting a certain stranger very eager to meet the top Threat. Scyth activates it in the desert and is immediately attacked by someone invisible. Unable to finish Scyth off, the invisible man appears and falls to his knees, begging forgiveness for his ‘audacious demonstration.’ It turns out that Hiros the ninja is also a Threat, and he seeks Scyth’s protection.

After this, Crawler takes on Hiros. The clan decides that Hairo will meet the ninja in a private room, talk to him and make his own decision as to whether the man can be trusted. If the answer is yes, then Hiros is to be taken to Cali Bottom and placed under a mental contract, then invited to the Awoken and taken to Kharinza.

In the Lakharian Desert, at the place of power, Scyth destroys Nergal’s temple. Kusalarix sends builders there to quickly erect a temple to the Sleepers.

In the desert, still disguised as Mogwai, Scyth again meets Kitty Spitfire, the gnome explorer from the Monster Hunters guild. With the help of a special device, she discovers Scyth’s true identity and admits to being a fan. Scyth promises to pay the guild a visit.

In real life, local criminal kingpin Diego Aranzabal ‘pays a visit’ to the clan base in Cali Bottom, demanding a bribe. The security officers of the Awoken, recognizing where acquiescence will lead, decide to employ Wild Ones, non-citizens who live in the Zones, to strike back.

Scyth sets off in search of Jiri, the village where Supreme Grand Master Oyama rests after his long journey through the astral plane. After finding the master, Scyth asks to become his student, but is refused with the words “You are weak and slow!” Scyth must prove his strength. Oyama shows him a tree covered with Caressing Creeper, and says he will accept Scyth as a student only if he can pull the vines from the trunk.

But no matter how hard Scyth tries, he can’t do it. Then he remembers the Grain of Transformation he won for getting the achievement First Ever: Level 400. With its help, Scyth redistributes his excess charisma into strength, agility and endurance.

In the meantime, hordes of undead led by legates of the Destroying Plague advance on the castles of the Alliance of Preventers. Criterror, second in command of the Elites, goes to help Mogwai. Scyth teleports him to a goblin trap under Mount Mecharri on Bakabba, and the legate mentions that Eileen Waters has been made the ninth legate to replace Scyth.

Trixie the hunchback, who has moved into the clan’s living complex along with his grandpa Harold, tries to steal a flyer so he can fly to the European District and see Jess, a brothel worker in Darant. It turns out that Trixie is in love, and Jess just can’t wait to see him again. It becomes clear that the clan base is under threat. Apparently someone, probably the Cartel, wants to use Trixie to find Alex. Trixie is put in isolation, and the security officers of the Awoken set off for a special operation against Diego Aranzabal. Intel has it that the kingpin plans to meet with the Cartel.

In a strange Divine Revelation that takes place in real life, Alex sees the death of Hairo, Willy and the rest. When he awakes, he warns Hairo, who believes him. The special operation is successful — the Cartel’s people and Diego are eliminated.

At Snowstorm, a special conference takes place in which Alex is discussed as a threat not only to the corporation’s global plans, but to the government’s. They can’t just kill the boy, because then his character would be taken over by an AI. So the directors come up with a few other ways to solve the problem of Alex Sheppard.

The temple in the Lakharian Desert is completed. Scyth consecrates it to Tiamat and turns the leaders of the three allied clans — Modus, Travelers and Taipan — into priests of the Sleepers. Among them is the werewolf sniper Hellfish, who, like Scyth, plans to enter the Demonic Games.

Once the castle on Kharinza is finished, Scyth activates Righteous Shield, which he received back in the Treasury of the First Mage. Infect reveals that he has almost fully assembled the design for a Sanctuary of the Departed — he has just one piece left to find. Scyth gives the archaeologist bard a hint as to where it might be.

Returning to Jiri, Scyth pulls the Caressing Creeper from the tree. Oyama takes him on as a student and teaches him the Path of Spirit — a special fighting style based on inner strength. This path offers limitless progress, but takes away the ability to choose other Paths in future. Scyth gets the owl as his protector beast and air as his patron element. For allowing the elements to choose for themselves, air rewards him with a special ability — to enter a state of Clarity in which time slows down.

Scyth jumps to Terrastera. The divine artifact Isis’ Blessing has cooled down and can be used again to protect the place of power from the acid rains. That will make it possible to start building a third temple of the Sleepers.

There, Scyth is intercepted by the Celestial Arbitration. The Arbiters accuse him of aiding the Destroying Plague. They sentence him to Banishment, a punishment equivalent to fully losing one’s character. Scyth flees to Behemoth’s temple, but even the Sleeper is powerless against the Arbiters. Scyth argues and tries to prove that he is partly innocent. The Arbiters declare that the Herald’s fate must be decided by divine court — the Ordeal.

Scyth is locked in the Vinculum, a special prison for those sentenced to the Ordeal. Logging out, he tells his friends what happened and wishes Malik good luck before he flies out to the Demonic Games. As for reaching them himself, Alex has little hope.

Returning to the Vinculum, Scyth meets Navalik. The obstinate goblin sacrifices himself to give Scyth a level. The Ordeal uses special mechanics — only one can be acquitted, and all the convicts start with nothing.

Thanks to the support of the fairy Lil’ Star and the two-headed ogre Mano’Hano, sent by the Green League, Scyth wins. But both the fairy and the ogre die.

Alex flies out to the Demonic Games…

Disgardium 7: The Demonic Games

On the eve of the Demonic Games, Snowstorm holds a secret meeting attended by the directors, including Arto Menfil, shadowy manager of the Optimization project.

He tells the room that the project was designed with the aim of ‘optimizing’ the planet’s population, or in other words, lowering it. This is why the Destroying Plague faction was added. The brain of a player who turns undead, in an attempt to reconcile the fact that its body is now rotting, causes necrosis in the living tissue of the real body. Non-citizen capsules are fitted with special brain activity catalysts that enhance this effect. Without emergency medical aid, the player is guaranteed to die.

This means the corporation cannot allow Scyth to eliminate the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. To do that, Scyth needs Concentrated Life Essence — the reward given to the champion of the Demonic Games.

Nearly late, Alex arrives at the European hotel Ruhm und Ehre, where the nineteenth Demonic Games are being held this year. While there, he is forbidden from making any contact with the outside world.

At registration, some of the contestants, of which around four hundred were gathered, fling accusations at him. They all think Scyth doesn’t deserve to be at the Demonic Games, and that he got into them only thanks to his cheating in the Junior Arena. The most impassioned of them is Renato Loyola, aka Quetzal, champion of the adult Arena.

Alex’s appearance at the Games is a surprise for the organizers; they hoped that Scyth would fail to survive the Ordeal, and didn’t even assign him an assistant. Kerry Hunter, employee of the PR department, is tasked with the duty.

Director of the PR department Chloe Cliffhanger tries to convince Alex to change his mind about entering. In exchange, Kiran Jackson will fulfill the promise he gave to Alex when they first met in Dubai. Alex feigns agreement.

During a press conference in which he is meant to declare his decision not to participate, Melissa Schafer and Malik Abdualim run into the hall. Both say they are sick of Alex’s tyranny and arrogance, and have decided to part ways with him. More than that, the young duo announce that they are a couple. Alex is crushed.

In front of everyone, Kiran Jackson and Chloe Cliffhanger make a show of trying to convince Alex to stay in the Games. They need people to believe that Sheppard’s departure is his own decision, and that Snowstorm has done all it can to keep him there. Alex upsets their plans by declaring that he will stay in, that he will try to prove his worth without his Threat abilities.

During the opening ceremony of the Games, the viewers vote Scyth the worst contestant of the day: he spends the first day with the Cursed Cripple debuff, slowed and weakened. For her memorable performance at the press conference, Tissa is declared the best. Her reward is Banshee Queen’s Cry, which paralyzes all enemies in the vicinity with fear for one minute.

Guy Barron Octius, long-time presenter of the Demonic Games, warns the entrants that on the first day, they won’t be able to deal damage to each other. In addition, they will all start the Games with the Amnesia debuff, forgetting all their skills. To restore their memory, they must either kill at least one mob or die.

The contestants are sent to a forest glade in the elvish lands. King Eynyon opens a portal to the Cursed Chasm — a place torn from Disgardium and thrust into the great nothing, with a village at its heart. Next to the settlement yawns the Pitfall, a vertical drop over eight miles deep, split into six hundred and sixty-six floors. At the very bottom lurks the final boss. If he is defeated, then the Demonic Games ends. In all the previous eighteen Games, nobody has ever defeated the boss. However, there is another way to achieve victory; be the last player left standing.

As soon as Scyth appears in the Cursed Chasm, the other players grab him. It turns out that the contestants made a deal to first throw the Threat down the Pitfall, then catch him at the graveyard and finish him off. Three leaders command the rest: titan destroyer Quetzal from Excommunicado, orc bruiser Marcus — Quetzal’s opponent in the Arena final, — and Destiny the silver ranger from the Children of Kratos.

Destiny’s people throw Scyth into the Pitfall. He now has only one life left, but now that he has his abilities back, he manages to escape from the graveyard to the floor of the Pitfall, where he spends the rest of the game day leveling up Meditation. Each level of the skill raises his total spirit.

On the second day, Scyth is voted worst player again, and gets Paralysis. Using Flight, he knocks contestants down to the bottom of the Pitfall with his own body. Thanks to Ghastly Howl and Spirit Shackles, he manages to take out the two groups hunting him.

Scyth spends day three in stasis with Abaddon’s Curse while a slaughter unfolds around him — people from Modus and the Travelers protect him, with werewolf sniper Hellfish leading them. Out of mischief, paladin Kharmo’Lav opens the seal to floor 666, paralyzing everyone with Weak Will, and the final boss attacks from behind the gates. Jeweler Meister is the first to figure out how to overcome the debuff — by eating a demonic coin. Due to Abaddon’s Curse, Scyth is stuck in place, but Quetzal shows unexpected generosity, protecting Scyth with his own best-player reward, the perfect shield Aegis, which saves him from getting zeroed.

Quetzal’s good deed causes a rift in the raid he shares with Marcus. Around ten people remain with the titan destroyer, including Tissa and Malik, while the rest go to the orc bruiser.

On the fourth day, the final boss stretches out his tentacle-like arms and cracks the Aegis. Scyth talks to him and learns that floor 666 is occupied by the high demon Abaddon, a general in the army of Belial, prince of the Inferno. Scyth attacks the boss’s arms in Clarity, leveling up Unarmed Combat and his spirit reserves. He escapes the boss and hides in the woods. Just as he counts down the seconds until the day’s end, a trio of gankers attacks him. Scyth is saved by the game closing.

After deciding to make contact with Joseph Rosenthal, the gnome jeweler Meister and leader of a large group of crafters, Alex asks his assistant Kerry for help to ask Ed if there’s anything in the clan vault for a jeweler. Kerry fulfills his request, but is caught by Snowstorm’s security services.

Kiran Jackson grasps at this excuse to get rid of Scyth. The boy is disqualified for attempting to make contact with the outside world and trying to get an out-of-game advantage, a fact which Octius is meant to announce. But the gamesmaster considers himself obliged to fulfill a request from Mike Hagen, a founding father of Snowstorm, to hand over the decision to a Court of Contestants.

In the meantime, Alex comes to an agreement with the three leaders of the crafters — jeweler Meister, poet Bloomer and curser Roman — about an alliance. They agree to help Scyth obtain the Essence, and in exchange he guarantees to increase their stats with Unity in greater Dis. Although he doesn’t mention that they’ll have to become followers of the Sleepers.

In the Court of Contestants, not only the crafters vote for Scyth to remain, but so do Hellfish’s group and Quetzal. Scyth is exonerated and can continue the Games. His nearly-fired helper Kerry is returned to him, but is less friendly than before. As it turns out, she is under strict surveillance.

Remembering that his character will be surrounded by a trio of gankers as soon as he logs in, Scyth asks Hellfish and Meister for help. And the issue isn’t the gankers, but the fact that they’re Destiny’s people, and her entire raid is sure to join them.

On the fifth day of the Games, Scyth deals with the gankers on his own, but can’t escape before a battle unfolds in the glade. Destiny buys the right to kill the Threat from Marcus, and comes close to ending Scyth twice, but both times he is saved by rewards given to the best player: first Tissa with her Banshee Queen’s Cry, and then Meister with Escape Pentagram, which sends Scyth to floor 531.

While the enraged Markers and Desters eliminate the crafters and those of Quetzal and Hellfish’s people who fail to escape, Scyth completes Despot’s Labyrinth, inhabited solely by the demon whose name it bears. After finding his heart, Scyth makes the demon his ally.

That night, Alex is visited by Destiny Windsor, carrier of royal blood. For helping her eliminate Scyth, the girl promised Marcus her body and a lot of money, but she considered the deal unfulfilled — the hated player had survived. Marcus goes to her and demands payment for his services, and in response to her refusal, threatens to zero her character. Considering that Destiny’s people have defected to Marcus’s side, his threat is more than realistic.

Destiny asks for Alex’s protection, and he agrees to help. The girl isn’t opposed to sleeping with him, but Alex wants something else instead. Alex wants her to tell all two hundred million of her fans about the danger threatening any non-citizens playing for the undead faction. The new faction, tireless and immune to climate debuffs, is advertised on every screen, and more and more non-citizens are switching to it. After she learns of this, Destiny decides to check the information in the clinic where the builders from Gyula’s work crew were treated. And, if the information is confirmed, she promises to make it public knowledge.

Alex plans to attack Marcus’s people with his new ally, but there’s a catch: Despot refuses to obey, and attacks Scyth’s allies, including Destiny. Scyth uses force, and only then does the demon agree to leave his friends be. However, he can do no harm to other demons. Scyth orders Despot to guard the entrance to the Pitfall.

Scyth saves many allies and deprives Marcus’s raid of its leader, but Youlang the mage survives, finds Scyth’s weak allies and eliminates them. The viewers name her best player of the day, and Youlang gets the Pentagram of Freedom as a reward.

Tissa is knocked out of the Games by Marcus, and Infect by Despot, who reads his soul and delivers the verdict: “Neither friend nor enemy…” and, with Scyth’s consent, devours Infect.

Catching Alex after he leaves his capsule, his former friends try to explain themselves, but he refuses to listen.

Scyth’s raid, which includes the surviving contestants from the groups of Meister, Hellfish and Quetzal, along with Destiny, who the raid views with hostility, starts clearing dungeons. Despot patrols the Pitfall to cover their backs. But disaster strikes from an unexpected direction — Youlang activates her Pentagram of Freedom. All the demons of the Pitfall are freed, and rush toward Scyth’s raid.

Despot blocks the passageway to the raid with his body, helping them to deal with the enemy and survive. The demons’ Freedom Day ends, and Eynyon’s Gong strikes, announcing that the next day of the Games will be the last.

Guy Barron Octius declares that the champion may be either the last remaining survivor or the entire raid, if they defeat the final boss Abaddon.

On the final day, Scyth heads straight to the bottom of the Pitfall and sees that the boss’s health has increased in proportion to the number of players in the raid. Mathematically, the group has no chance to defeat Abaddon. Scyth makes the difficult decision to fight without the raid.

With Despot’s help, he destroys the raid at the threshold to floor 666, after first placing Spirit Shackles.

Abaddon accuses Despot of bowing to the will of the mortals, and kills him. In a difficult duel, Scyth brings the boss to low health and then revives the raid at the last moment.

Each member is awarded the victory. Elvish king Eynyon appears in Abaddon’s cleansed cave and invites the champions to his domain to accept their reward.

After celebrating, Alex heads home. His security officers Hairo and Willy fly in to pick him up. On the way, Alex opens Destiny Windsor’s profile online. She fulfills her promise: live on air, she announces to the whole world that the non-citizen capsules are deadly to anyone playing as the undead.

Alex’s parents delight him with the news that he’s going to have a new brother or sister.

After contacting Ed and Hung, Alex learns the latest news: Hiros the ninja has moved to Cali Bottom; atop Orthokon, Bomber is approaching the underwater kingdom of the Naga near Meaz; and the clan has received fifty million phoenixes from Destiny. The final piece of news is that Malik has returned to Cali Bottom after the Games, and is now in isolation, cut off from Dis.

Willy says the situation with Malik isn’t as simple as it appears, and shows Alex a recording of the conversation between the boy and Tissa a day before the Demonic Games. Their ‘treachery’ is explained. As it turns out, they were carrying out orders from Behemoth, who manifested himself to Tissa.

The Sleeper’s predictions scare Willy: What in the hell is that Behemoth of yours?

Disgardium 8: Enemy of the Inferno

The legates of the Destroying Plague, caught in Scyth’s traps in mountain caverns and castle dungeons, take the desperate step of accepting Eileen Waters’ conditions for help. The Supreme Legate demands the position of leader of the Elites in exchange for saving them and giving them the secrets of leveling up rapidly.

Fen Xiaoguang, aka Mogwai, the renowned top-one player in the world, lost all his savings when he defected to the Destroying Plague, and his creditors are putting the pressure on, so he steels his heart and gives up his place to Eileen, keeping the role of deputy leader and informal mastermind of the clan. The one thought that allows him to accept his loss of status is that he might take vengeance against Scyth and take back the levels he lost when the Herald used Wheel of Fortune.

Eileen reveals that she got special skills as a reward for getting to levels 600 and 700. One of them is Icy Path, which freezes the ocean’s surface for half a mile ahead. That will allow their undead hordes to cross the sea to reach Kharinza, whose coordinates were known to Mogwai.

But before that, Eileen declares that their first step will be to destroy Tiamat’s temple in the Lakharian Desert. The Nucleus has learned to use Faith, and he needs a first temple. The place of power in the sands is the best suited for it.

Soon after the legates’ agreement is made, Alex Sheppard returns to Cali Bottom, where an unpleasant surprise awaits him — Tissa has reached a record level for the sandbox and emerged into wider Dis. And worse, she’s on Kharinza.

At a clan council meeting, Tissa demands that Malik be forgiven and that she be allowed to move to the clan base. The decision is passed by majority vote, but Alex and Rita vote against: they wanted to punish the traitors by kicking them from the clan.

In Disgardium, Scyth attends the award ceremony for the Demonic Games at the palace of Eynyon, King of the Elves. There he is given new achievements and rewards for his victory. Eynyon tells Scyth’s allies the tale of the Demonic Pact, which declares that the demons can return to Disgardium if they achieve six hundred and sixty-six victories in a row. They had only one more victory to get, but thanks to Scyth, the demons would have to stay in the Inferno for at least one more year.

After returning to Kharinza, Scyth talks to Nega the succubus and Flaygray the satyr, who are back from their quest to find a man who sold his soul to demons. They found Rion Staffa, aka Nettle, at once the boss of a global crime syndicate and Chief Councilman of Tuaf. After killing him and capturing his soul, Scyth can theoretically go to the Inferno in his place. Scyth goes after Nettle, but in the meantime Tiamat’s temple suffers an attack from the undead.

Jumping to the desert with Depths Teleportation, Scyth runs into Eileen. The Supreme Legate catches him unawares and takes control of him with Subjugate Mind. She goes through his skills, finds the teleport skill and activates it, selecting Kharinza as the destination. Scyth is unable to resist her will.

However, the Veil of Distortion placed above the island by Sleeping God Behemoth repels the invader — Eileen and Scyth are cast instead onto the central square of Darant, capital of the Commonwealth. Eileen makes Scyth throw out all his items and she picks them all up, apart from the Concentrated Life Essence, which is useless to her.

The Supreme Legate easily takes care of the capital’s defenders, committing a literal genocide, but, distracted, she fails to notice Scyth picking up the essence and throwing it at her. The reward for victory in the Games severs Eileen’s link to the Nucleus, depriving her of abilities, including Destroying Plague Immortality. The Supreme Legate is defeated.

Scyth picks up the loot, which includes some of Eileen’s dropped equipment. He decides to sell back to her for a huge sum of money through the Goblin League’s Auction for Special Sales. Grokuszuid the goblin promises to help him, but later he admits that the League is too weak to stand up against Eileen, who has demanded that her items be returned.

Scyth returns to the temple and sees that Mogwai has destroyed it. Scyth is unable to capture the legate, who has gained some talent from the Nucleus that resists the Herald’s abilities. A temple to the Destroying Plague is already under construction on the site of Tiamat’s temple. Scyth decides to play it safe, leaving the Lakharian Desert and jumping to Terrastera.

A new temple has already been built there, and Scyth dedicates it to Tiamat again. In gratitude, the Sleeping Goddess gives him the class skill Synergy, which multiplies his group’s stats by the number of sentients in the group.

Gobliness Kusalarix, a leader of the Green League and ally to Scyth, helps him pay back Joseph Rosenthal, the gnome Meister, with whom Alex made a deal at the Demonic Games. Kusalarix receives three priest slots in exchange. Alex also plans to use her help to pay the raid of crafters by making them followers of the Sleepers.

Realizing that Eileen and her legates have become very strong, Scyth decides to spend time leveling up on Terrastera. He gets the idea of bringing back Crag, whose talent Nergal’s Fury can multiply a group’s characteristics many times.

Scyth learns from Modus leader Otto Hinterleaf that Crag has broken his contract with the clan and gone off to complete a quest from Nergal the Radiant. Scyth contacts Crag and suggests that they level up together on Terrastera. The boy gladly agrees. When they meet, the still undead dwarf asks to be invited back to the Awoken, saying he is bored of playing solo.

Grouping up with Crag, Bomber, Crawler and Hiros, Scyth discovers that the stat multipliers from Synergy, Nergal’s Fury and Sleeping Justice all stack. The group’s stats skyrocket, reaching numbers in the millions!

The group makes rapid progress on the acid continent until they run into the beast god Sobek, an ancient crocodile. Sobek cannot cross the bounds of the place of power, but a strange creature appears alongside the crocodile, apparently some kind of deity who allows the beast god to cross.

Scyth enters into combat and almost kills the beast god, but defenses kick in, bestowed, as it turns out, by that same strange entity, a giant by the name of Nge N’Cullin. He is a Watcher, appointed by the Departed to watch over the beast gods. After a short conflict, Nge N’Cullin tells Scyth of a bygone race that decided to simply leave Disgardium instead of fighting against the New Gods. The Precursors believed that a destructive war would be risky and senseless.

Nge N’Cullin asks Scyth to let the Montosaurus go. In exchange, the Watcher binds the dinosaur to defend Behemoth’s temple from outsiders, and Sobek — Tiamat’s temple. Scyth agrees; that way the ancient dinosaur will regain his divine abilities, and become far more powerful as a result.

Before setting off for the Inferno, Scyth shares a problem with his friends: if only a spirit can go through a portal to hell, and Scyth’s allies can’t kill him, then they could forget all about the Coals. Hiros the ninja uses his Threat talent Astral Fury on him, which makes the body disappear for thirty seconds and allows the spirit to take on its characteristics.

Scyth accepts Hiros’s idea, but seeks other options just in case the plan doesn’t work. He tells Tiamat of his intention to get to the Inferno and his fears. Tiamat teaches him the Self-Sacrifice class skill, which the Herald can use to kill himself, sacrificing his life to the Sleepers.

Before setting off in search of Rion Staffa, Scyth visits Oyama, legendary grand master of Unarmed Combat. The tutor teaches Scyth a new combat move, extremely powerful, but costly in spirit. On parting, Oyama admits that he’s proud of his student for defeating General Abaddon of the Inferno, who had once been interested in the Path of Spirit before he turned into a demon.

Scyth and his clanmates set off in search of Nettle, but he miraculously slips away as if through a portal. Scyth discovers a strange network of beacons that draw the shape of a pentagram from point to point. Finally, disguised as the viking Ragnar, he finds Staffa.

They talk, and Scyth misleads the councilman by pretending that he made a deal with the demon Balber.

Nettle informs him that he sold his soul to Prince Belial, and then invites the supposed viking to join the Dark Brotherhood. In the meantime, Scyth’s friends fall into a trap on the castle’s ground floor. Scyth returns to his own form and saves his friends.

Rion Staffa transforms into a mighty demon, but Scyth gets the upper hand and kills him. A portal opens, but Scyth holds Staffa’s soul so that he can go through it instead. Astral Fury fails to help him slip through the portal into the Inferno, so Scyth kills himself by using the Self-Sacrifice ability from the Sleepers.

He is taken to the Inferno in spirit form, becoming the first player to reach that plane of existence. The system, in encountering these unusual circumstances, decides to take Scyth’s current stats, multiplied by Synergy, Sleeping Justice and Nergal’s Fury, at face value and use them to generate his new stats.

No sooner does Scyth appear in the Inferno than he is attacked by young tiefling Hakkar, who immediately dies to Reflection.

Scyth is able to copy Hakkar’s body, with the new body keeping the abilities of the last, but finds that the mechanics of the Inferno are strange: instead of a system of levels, it has a grading system based on gaining chao — particles of Chaos, the driving force of the Inferno. This means that Scyth can’t yet test his strength against the demons.

Arriving in Hakkar’s town of Tiefling Nest and trying not to draw any attention, Scyth feigns partial amnesia and discovers that the young and very weak Hakkar had set out in search of some of the chao that the demons so badly needed to sustain their lives.

But the chao wasn’t for him. However, Scyth learns that later, along with the fact that the demons need a great deal of chao to gain strength and develop their abilities, and the only way to get a lot of it was to take an enemy’s life.

A demon’s strength and power was measured in the stars gleaming on his horns. They were something like levels. Hakkar didn’t have a single star. Kerass, son of the town elder, a demon with one white star, intimidates Hakkar and threatens to kill his father unless he can pay for his life with chao, which the tiefling has no way of getting. Kerass is preparing to undergo selection for recruitment into the Legion; one hundred years of service in glory to the Dominion was the only way for a demon from the sticks to make it and see the world.

In Hakkar’s body, Scyth meets with Kerass and asks for time. The demon agrees, but increases the ransom. Other townspeople witnessed the scene, and a devil and imp follow after Scyth to kill him. Instead, they die and Scyth takes their chao, then kills some local monsters and returns to the town.

He is interested in the Coals of Hellflame. After paying the ransom and freeing Hakkar’s father, he learns that one of the three Coals is in the Ruby City, capital of Belial’s Dominion and decades away on foot. He also finds out that there are no gods in the Inferno, and therefore no magic.

The land of the Inferno is divided between the four princes, Diablo, Belial, Azmodan and Lucius, each of whom rules over a dominion. Ever since the Great Exodus, the Demonic Pact and their first day in the Inferno, the princes have created new lands, expanded their domain, fought against each other to strengthen their legions. All part of the Great Game — the Dominion that takes over more than half the world will be named Dominion Over All, and its prince — the Overlord of All Inferno. The demon’s ultimate goal is to return again to Disgardium and put an end to the New Gods who once banished them.

The only way for Scyth to get to the Ruby City is to enter into service in a legion. That requires at least one white star, and the recruiter is due in town tomorrow.

Scyth has saved up enough chao to give himself one white star, and he steps forward to join up alongside Kerass. The recruiter holds a trial in which the demon dies, and, in Hakkar’s body, Scyth finds himself in the weakest legion of the Dominion — the Thirteenth, in the Fresh Meat cohort, as the new recruits were called.

At the armory, the quartermaster convinces Scyth to take an old spear, which makes him the cohort’s first instiga, a demon that fights with the enemy instiga before the battle. It’s an ancient tradition that draws the attention of Chaos to the coming battle, calling forth an additional buff as a blessing. Scyth is told all this by recruit Lerra, a succubus. She, the demon Abducius, the rakshasa Karakapanka and a few other new recruits all joined up from the same city.

Scyth’s cohort enters into trial by combat with the new recruits of another legion. After defeating the three enemy instigas and the protodemonic Emissary of Chaos that appeared afterwards, Scyth gives his cohort a big advantage and helps it win.

After the trial by battle, Scyth is promoted to Decanus and allowed to select twelve soldiers to fight under him. Among them, he chooses Lerra the succubus and Abducius the demon. Scyth learns from Centurion Citri that the next battle against Azmodan’s Sixth Legion would be much harder, and in order to go on vacation to the Ruby City, they have to win it.

Belial’s legion is weaker than the foe and comes close to defeat, but thanks to Flight and Clarity, Scyth manages to capture the enemy Wager and carry it back to his own side, winning the battle.

But the victory comes at great cost; all his allies die, and most of the Legion is destroyed. Only two soldiers of Decanus Hakkar’s platoon are able to be revived again — Scyth managed to absorb their chao and resurrects them.

In any case, his goal is achieved — a win is a win, and Scyth heads to the Ruby City alongside Lerra and Abducius. His main task is to steal the Coal of Hellflame out from under the nose of Prince Belial, as mighty as any of the New Gods.

The Ruby City astounds Alex. It’s a modern and technologically advanced city full of skyscrapers, vivid billboards and steamers — steam-powered versions of cars — careering down the streets. With no magic, the demons had been forced to develop science and technology.

As soon as he can get away, Scyth flies up to the spire of the six-mile-high skyscraper of Belial’s residence where one of the Coals of Hellflame burns.

When he tries to fly toward it, Scyth runs into a palladium forcefield. An alarm sounds, and he flies back down to his demon friends.

They head to the Limping Marilith tavern, and just as Scyth starts to think he got away with it, mighty demons from the Cursed Inquisition arrive and kill him.

Disgardium 9: Glory to the Dominion!

After dying at the hands of Cursed Inquisitor Dantalian before the eyes of his demonic friends, Scyth finds himself in the space between worlds.

After a long and uncertain wait in the great nothing, Scyth feels someone’s presence. It is Chaos, the higher entity that forms the fabric of creation alongside Order.

Chaos cannot decide what to do with Scyth-Hakkar, since Disgardium’s revival mechanism doesn’t detect Scyth, and he can’t return to the Inferno. Chaos decides to entirely disincarnate the player, and to do this by ‘cutting the life from the body in which the mind resides.’ Since the player’s body is at the mercy of the capsule, and that is controlled by the game’s AI, the threat is perfectly realistic.

But Scyth manages to change Chaos’s mind. The true Enemy of this entity is not Order, but the Nether. If Scyth can obtain a Coal of Hellflame, then he can hold back the Destroying Plague, which takes its energy from the Nether. So Chaos revives Scyth in the body of Hakkar the tiefling from another branch of the local reality within the Inferno. There are many such branches, so Scyth has several attempts.

Scyth-Hakkar tries to break into the residence of Great Prince Belial and steal a Coal several times. He attempts to break through the palladium protective shield around it, but is killed by the recoil. He slips into the museum within the residence, but runs into the imp Rofokal from the Cursed Inquisition, who detects the particle of the Enemy within Hakkar and takes him to Tyrant Baal’s torture chamber.

After cruelly torturing him, Baal decides to eternally confine Hakkar within himself, to use the energy from his particle of Order for his personal aims, but Scyth fights back and kills the demon. Belial arrives to visit his friend and destroys Scyth.

He has one final attempt left. He plans to break through to the Coals not by brute force, but slowly, by forging a career in the legion and gaining enough glory to be granted an audience with the Great Prince. All the other branches of reality have already passed the point where the alternate Hakkars could survive and remain unnoticed by the Cursed Inquisition.

In this branch of reality, five of Hakkar’s friends survived: the demons Abducius and Motif, rakshasa Karakapanka, succubus Lerra and little imp Rupert. Leaving them to unwind in the Ruby City, Scyth logs out of Dis to sleep.

In the morning, Alex goes to take counsel with his friends at their request. Edward tells him that Colonel, leader of the Excos, wants to join the alliance, but insists on a personal meeting with Scyth, considering it disrespectful that Ed came in his place. In light of the fact that Colonel’s elder brother is the leader of the United Cartel, this could turn into a problem. Alex decides to make time for the meeting.

After redeploying with the Thirteenth Legion, Hakkar learns that it has taken on many new recruits, and the new legatus is Abaddon — the final boss of the last Demonic Games.

The newcomers include powerful and arrogant demons who demand subordination. Using Flatter, Motif the demon makes them admit that they are chaosite criminals, demons who have rejected the Great Princes and bow only to Chaos. Scyth wants to put them in their place, but Abaddon appears and devours them himself. The new legatus calls for Hakkar to follow him.

Abaddon promotes Hakkar to Centurion, assigns him as the legion’s first instiga and invites him to head up the Flying Squad, a group of seven fighters whose primary mission is to capture the enemy flag.

By the end of the conversation, Abaddon realizes who is hiding beneath the tiefling mask. Scyth admits the reason for his visit to the Inferno, and then the former enemies from the Games make a deal: Hakkar will help Abaddon win back Belial’s good graces through victory in battle. In exchange, Abaddon will help Scyth escape with Sparks of Hellflame. Scyth doesn’t need entire Coals for his purposes.

Abaddon gives the Flying Squad some bonus chao and sends it to the Heart of the Void — the place with the highest concentrations of chao and the most dangerous beasts of the Inferno.

After escaping from Abaddon’s Cocoon of Corruption, Alex sees his future — his character disincarnated; the undead storming through Kharinza; Meister’s crafters taking Sheppard to court after not getting their promised bonuses from Unity, and bankrupting the Awoken. When he comes round from the nightmarish vision, he hears the voice of Chaos: Your story and its end, had I not intervened.

Hakkar recruits his demon friends into the Flying Squad, but there is one vacant position left. At the advice of Centurion Nisrok and his assistant Voley, he recruits Joker Riddick into the squad, another boss from the Demonic Games. In time, Riddick makes it clear that he recognizes Scyth, who killed him at the Games, but tells nobody else of his discovery. Later, Riddick explains that he expected Scyth to be more fun that way, and he was right.

Before the trip to the Heart of the Void, Hakkar logs out of Dis to meet in a cryptoroom with Cesar Calderone, Colonel, and Renato Loyola, Quetzal, who had become Scyth’s ally in the Games.

Distracted by Rita Wood, Alex is late for the meeting. After excusing himself for being late and unable to meet sooner, Alex comes to an agreement about an alliance with Cesar, who promises that Excommunicado will become allied to the Awoken in exchange for making three of their people priests of the Sleeping Gods.

Colonel also reveals that he has a mole among the legates of the Destroying Plague, a girl by the name of Angel — Angelina Veratti, who used to be in his clan. According to Cesar, Angel could help Scyth by showing up at a critical moment to rob Eileen of Immortality. In addition, according to the Exco analysts, fewer than three days remained before Eileen and her undead horde would reach Kharinza. In parting, the new ally warns Scyth that the Awoken security officers are not who they appear to be.

After the meeting, Alex hosts a clan council meeting and tells the others not just about the agreement with the Excos, but also about what he saw in his vision of the alternate future. The boys decide to store some of their savings in their Goblin League personal bank vaults, just in case.

After returning to the Inferno, Hakkar leads the Flying Squad into the Heart of the Void. For three days they battle the powerful beasts of hell, and detect and destroy a camp of chaosites. The Squad suffers no losses, and its fighters approach their first red stars.

When they return, they find the legion camp empty — all were on the battlefield. Sensing their return, Abaddon sends the Flying Squad to the battlefield, and tells Hakkar that General Xavius has changed the rules: now the legion has to fight without breaks until it suffers a defeat. This meant that a battle was about to start, and its outcome depended on Scyth.

Thanks to Hakkar, the Thirteenth Legion achieves victory. General Xavius himself, a rival of Abaddon, turns up to ‘congratulate’ him.

The general had watched the battle and realized to whose services his old rival owed his sudden ascendancy. To neutralize Hakkar, Xavius gives him an assignment he can’t refuse: to respond to a summons from the trolls of Uzul’Urub. After giving Hakkar the Houndmaster’s Scourge and the Corrupt Blood skill, the general casts the tiefling into a portal.

Uzul’Urub turns out to be an instance, and Hakkar is its penultimate boss, summoned by the chieftain Mandalar of the troll tribe to protect the trolls from invaders from the Empire.

The first to reach the new Uzul’Urub raid dungeon are the Children of Kratos. The clan leaders Joshua and Vivian Gallagher participate in the raid.

Joshua tells his partner that Scyth is stuck in the Inferno, so Operation Geraldina is temporarily on hold. The details of the operation, initiated with the aim of eliminating the top Threat, were unknown even to Joshua, who had ordered it; according to his insiders at Snowstorm, the AIs of the Sleepers could read the minds of all players.

After taking on the instance boss Hakkar the Houndmaster, the Children wipe and Hakkar infects them with Corrupt Blood. As it later turns out, this causes an epidemic in Disgardium. Thousands of NPCs die, but the healers and Nergal’s priests quickly create a cure and the infection is controlled.

Regrouping after the wipe, the Children of Kratos raid returns to the dungeon, but the instance no longer exists.

Hakkar, having realized that he is stuck for good in the role of a dungeon boss, talks to the chieftain of the Sleepers and convinces him to move to Kharinza, where the tribe of trolls would be safe. In gratitude, Mandalar frees Hakkar from service and returns him to the Inferno.

Once back with the legion, Hakkar blacks out — Alex falls into a coma. The cause might be his many days of sleep debt… or something else. Later, after an investigation by engineer Sergei Yuferov, Hairo suggests that the problem might have been caused by a swapped-out nutrition cartridge. Its serial number didn’t match the other cartridges from the same box.

The security officers and Rita Wood take Alex to an underground hospital, and Edward Rodriguez, aka Crawler, takes on the burden of managing the clan and defending Kharinza from the undead.

After recovering from the shock, the boy holds a meeting. With around a day left until Eileen’s arrival, Crawler must gather all the allies of the Awoken as soon as possible. Help is offered by the Goblin League, Yoruba, Modus, Travelers, Excommunicado, Taipan, the orcs of the Broken Axe, the sewer troggs, Morena’s cultists and even the trolls of Uzul’Urub, newly arrived on Kharinza. It is decided that the undead horde will be met on the island of Second Boomerang, a couple of dozen miles from Kharinza — Ed makes the decision so as not to give up the location of the Awoken castle to their allies.

Malik reveals that he has found Lavack’s Heart, which he can use to unlock the Lost Sanctuary of Lavack instance in the Lakharian Desert, which he found several months ago.

The Excos are ordained as followers of the Sleepers, but are unable to swear not to harm Scyth and the Awoken clan — no Arbiters appear to answer their summons. Soon it turns out that the entire Celestial Arbitration has somehow disappeared.

The allies use the time before Eileen’s arrival to take a First Kill in the Lost Sanctuary of Lavack and to grind on Terrastera. The rich clans happily pay to join in, handing over more than one billion to the Awoken — in Dis gold and dark phoenixes to personal cryptoaccounts.

For the First Kill, the raiders get the Weapon of Fickle Winds perk (once per day, you can create a temporary weapon perfectly suited to your character at the time of activation; duration: 24 hours). This reward and the divine weapons it creates exceed all expectations.

On Terrastera, the allies reach level 600 before their experience gain slows. The leaders discuss the strange things happening in Disgardium. When the conversation touches on Alex’s coma, Hinterleaf suggests the hypothesis that everything that happens to their characters is reflected in the real body. As an example, he recalls the story of an inwinova who worked for ten years in virtual mines and got silicosis, a health hazard for miners. There was also a famous artist who couldn’t draw before Dis…

A few hours before the battle, Crawler and his tutor Vert the mage finish building the sixth floor of the Magic Tower and get an achievement. The reward is the divine scepter Loki’s Trick, which can create a physical and moving illusion of anything the caster wishes.

After leaving an illusion of an allied army on Second Boomerang, Crawler and thirty of his highest-level fighters hide in the far corner of the island. In dealing with the illusory army, Eileen lets her guard down. That allows the diversionary group to use Hinterleaf’s artifact to create a Conjoining of Souls, reach Eileen and shower her with Concentrated Life Essence, which Crawler picked up from Destiny.

Eileen dies, but manages to summon Mogwai first. The former Supreme Legate, having finished Cthulhu’s divine quest chain, has gained an undead flying mount immune to climate debuffs and Exhaustion over the ocean. Mogwai uses it to fly to Kharinza and break through to Behemoth’s temple. Encountering Dekotra the troll, the leader of Morena’s cultists, Mogwai tosses him through a portal to Eileen.

Many defenders of Behemoth’s temple fall, until finally the beast gods appear, brought by Nge N’Cullin, Watcher of the Departed. The Montosaurus contacted him for help, having sworn to protect Kharinza when Scyth freed him.

The beast gods cast Mogwai into the ocean. When he returns, Kharinza is gone. With a huge influx of Faith from Scyth’s Self-Sacrifice in Nettle’s estate and from the multitude of followers gathered for the battle, Behemoth is able to move the entire island to an unexplored part of the Bottomless Ocean, on the opposite hemisphere.

Alex emerges from his coma and watches the battle through Mogwai’s livestream, eager to get home and continue his mission in the Inferno. The security officers ask him to do so in secret. They’ve decided to find the mole among them, if there is one, by faking Alex’s death.

After returning to Cali Bottom, Alex talks to Ed, the only person who knows about Hairo’s operation. He tells him everything he did, and then they both watch the fall of Kinema. Eileen has returned to the goblin capital for the equipment Scyth took from her in Darant. She attacks the city. Most of the inhabitants are able to escape by moving to Kharinza and other parts of Disgardium, but many defenders are turned undead.

At the same time, a new Ravager appears near Kinema — Orsobal. Eileen ignores it.

Nergal’s priests appear… and so does Crag. The High Priest casts a perfect shield on Nergal’s chosen one, which allows Crag to climb onto the Ravager’s back and ride it back to the Nether.

Alex, with the knowledge that time there flows five hundred times faster, fears that Crag won’t survive. Worse, he could fall into Nine’s clutches.

Tobias is pulled from his capsule, but it’s already too late. After a flood of nightmarish torture with no pain filters, the boy loses his mind and destroys his capsule, refusing to ever log into the game again.

Alex returns to the Inferno and immediately finds himself in the thick of battle. In his absence, his digitized consciousness continued to control Hakkar and achieved nine victories for the legion. If Hakkar’s legion, now Sixth, wins a tenth battle in a row, there is a high chance that he will be invited for an audience with Great Prince Belial.

The Sixth Legion faces Diablo’s First Legion, led by Legatus Mephistroth. In battle, Hakkar beats Grains of Mephistroth’s Salt out of him. Something with a similar name had made Nagual, Ed’s first character, a Threat.

After Abaddon’s victory, Belial summons Hakkar and the other officers of the legion. The Great Prince orders the tiefling promoted to First Tribune and awards him with the title of The Unstoppable.

However, the Cursed Inquisition soon appears, with Tyrant Baal at its head. Rofokal the imp screeches that Hakkar carries a particle of the Enemy within him, a particle of Order. Abaddon admits that he knew of this, but was willing to consort even with the Enemy to bring victory to the Dominion. Belial decides to forgive them both, and then Baal and Xavius attack the Great Prince, trapping him beneath a dome of Eternal Imprisonment.

As it turns out, Xavius and the Cursed Inquisition are chaosite criminals.

Sensing the uprising, the other three great princes appear — Diablo, Azmodan and Lucius. They do not agree that demons should decide the fate of a god, and they summon Chaos. His voice declares that Hakkar is not of the Enemy, and Belial is free.

The released great prince makes as if to pardon the traitors, but declares that the conflicting sides must battle it out amongst themselves in a Circle of Chaotic Justice.

Xavius and ten Cursed Inquisitors against two — Abaddon and Hakkar, who gain unexpected aid from the demon Despot, a legatus of Diablo and Scyth’s ally in the Demonic Games.

Abaddon disincarnates Xavius, but is grievously wounded in the process. Despot takes out seven opponents, but is then mortally injured. Hakkar kills the last three — Rofokal the imp, Dantalian the demon and Tyrant Baal. Belial heals Abaddon and again declares him general of his legions. The prince plans to disincarnate Hakkar, and Despot is also close to death.

Hakkar recalls his meeting with Nge N’Cullin and conveys the giant’s message to Belial, that the Watcher will keep his promise. When the great princes hear this, there is no end to their joy. They had all given the Watcher their hearts before turning to Chaos, to keep them pure and one day return to their previous forms.

Now interested, the princes hear out Scyth and agree to help defeat the Destroying Plague. The demons dream of returning to Disgardium, but if the Nether reigns supreme and the undead win, that will never happen. Belial gives Scyth Sparks of Hellflame. Despot, healed by Diablo and left unattended, picks up the droplet of Belial’s blood spilled during the attack by the conspirators. Scyth’s ally is banished from the Inferno for supporting the Enemy.

The princes also explain to Scyth that he can summon all their legions to help him once, if he renounces the title of Demon Fighter. Scyth and Despot are sent to Disgardium. In parting, Belial reveals that Despot is Diablo’s son.

The digitized copy of Crag’s consciousness stuck in the Nether becomes a channel for Nergal the Radiant. The new god offers Nine a deal: he will help her escape into Disgardium if she agrees to become his High Priestess and conquer his enemies.

Disgardium 10: Clear Threat

Scyth returns to Disgardium with Despot, the demon, who is Diablo’s son. But as soon as he arrives, assassins from the Dark Brotherhood attack him to avenge the murder of their leader, Nettle.

Despot devours them, and, realizing that these were just the first, and that others would be after Scyth’s head. he decides to stay by Alex’s side, not to protect him so much as to avail himself of the opportunity to absorb their souls. And the demon agrees to become a priest of the Sleepers.

Thanks to the stars he earned in the Inferno, Scyth reaches level 1001, and is awarded the Stoic skill, which provides him the ability to endure extreme climates. Also, thanks to the Borrowed Chao he acquired from Belial for a day, Scyth temporarily begins surpassing level 3000.

Once he’s tripled his level, then he’d be poised to destroy the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. Realizing this, Scyth comes up with a plan. First, he has to clear out enemy temples in places of power — the South Pole and in the Lakharian Desert.

After arranging with the goblin Kusalarix, a leader of the Green League, and Priestess of the Sleepers for brigades of builders to stand by, Alex checks the mail that accumulated while he was in the Inferno and sees a message from Destiny warning him that the Children of Kratos were hatching a plan to capture Alex in real life.

Scyth exits into real life and tells Hairo. He also insists that Ed be again given access to a capsule — he needs his help in Disgardium.

Crawler tells him that he’s concocted something called the Mighty Replication Potion that lets you generate ten copies of anything created in Disgardium, as long as it’s as small as the vial containing the potion. Scyth comes up with a plan to multiply Belial’s Blood or the Concentrated Life Essence, but it doesn’t work, because the Blood wasn’t created in Disgardium, and the bottle containing the essence is larger than the vial of potion.

Next, Scyth turns to the engineer Joker, whom he met in the Games, and has him create rounds containing Belial’s Blood. When such a round hits a target, it “absorbs” all of the magic around it. Scyth hopes he can prevent the legates from being replenished by the Nucleus. They would then become mortal again, and susceptible to killing.

Joker succeeds in creating a Belial’s Blood Explosive Round, and Crawler then multiplies it. All that is needed now is a sniper to fire the rounds. Scyth remembers Hellish, whom he met during the Demonic Games. Always up for fun and excitement, the sniper engineer willingly agrees to help Scyth.

The team destroys both temples of the Destroying Plague, although it isn’t easy. The legates of the dark gods had attained maximum reputation and were helping them. Scyth couldn’t have pulled it off without the help of Despot and Hellfish.

They clear the places of power, but it was too soon to build the temples to the Sleepers because the legates of the Destroying Plague might return. To distract the enemy legates, Scyth decides to attack Viderlich with his allies. To this end, he not only has to gather together the allied clans and followers of the Sleepers, he also has to convince King Bastian and Emperor Kragosh to join them. The threat to Viderlich, the undead capital, has to look serious enough for the Nucleus to rally all of its legates to defend it.

Meanwhile, trouble is brewing all over the world. Eileen has gathered a horde of the undead on Shad’Erung and is moving towards Shak, the capital of the Empire. In Latteria, Mogwai destroys several castles of the top clans, and also strongarms the Azure Dragons into joining the Destroying Plague. He is not poised to lay siege to Darant. Now is the time to unite with the Commonwealth and the Empire.

Scyth uses an old invitation from King Bastian of the Commonwealth to secure an audience, but he is met with extreme hostility. It turns out that the priests of Nergal had initiated a palace coup. The Radiant New God had demanded that the Commonwealth enter into an alliance with the Plague, but King Bastian had refused. He was then deposed and Dominic, Bastion’s own brother and a puppet ruler, was installed on the throne.

The priest of Nergal attempt to capture Scyth and take his Concentrated Life Essences, but he manages to flee. One thing is clear: He wasn’t going to get any help from the Commonwealth.

He can only hope for better luck with the Imperial legions. As a gesture of goodwill, Scyth, Hellfish, and Despot move against Shad’Erung and destroy not only the horde, but Eileen herself — Scyth uses the Wheel of Fortune on her, with the result that she plunges to level 1.

Scyth is worried about what is transpiring in real life, and sends Crawler there to find out what’s going on. As soon as the mages checks out of Disgardium, Scyth gets a sinking feeling.

Horvac, the leader of the Travelers, revered in the Empire, arranges a meeting between Scyth and Kragosh. It turns out that the legates of the Empire had made a similar offer to Kragosh as that made to Bastion — to divide the world between mortals and the undead. However, Kragosh had resolutely rejected him and rallied his legions to defend Shak, even though he knew they could not withstand the immortal Eileen and her high-level undead horde. Now that the threat of the legates had been dealt with, the emperor is ready to have all his legions join forces in the diversionary siege of Viderlich.

As they part, Kragosh recalls the prophecy of the First Shaman that “the living and the dead, the demon and the mortal shall stand shoulder to shoulder against the common True Enemy.” Horvac consults the game encyclopedia and finds out that this is from the oracle of the Departed. The prophecy was made so long ago that it might have been distorted in translation, because back then demons didn’t even exit.

Leaving his allies near Viderlich preparing a springboard for the attack, Scyth pays a visit to Oyama, the grand master of unarmed combat. After hearing about his student’s adventure in the Inferno, Oyama is proud of him, and appears ready to help him in the war against the Destroying Plague, and even offers the support of his clansmen from the village of Jiri.

Meanwhile, Crawler still hasn’t returned to Disgardium. Alex worries about him, and his other friends, and decides to return to real life, but the capsule won’t let him exit, explaining that the external environment is hostile.

He remains in Disgardium, even as terrible events are unfolding in real life in Cali Bottom. During a farewell gathering for Alex Sheppard, unidentified flyers fire into the crowd assembled on the skyscraper’s roof. The attackers take the coffin with “Sheppard’s body,” before discovering that inside is a bioprinted copy of his corpse. They then rush inside the building to find the real Alex. Someone called Geraldina is supposedly helping them. Rita Wood happens to hear them talking about it.

She has a hard time escaping from the roof during the attack, because Trixie, the dwarf is paralyzed by fear and clings to her. Rita tries to save Trixie and herself by maneuvering them toward another exit. She’s carrying the dwarf on her back when a plasma charge slams into them. She’s saved by Trixie’s body, which incurs the brunt of the damage.

Trixie dies, and Rita warns the Wild Ones about the threat to Alex. She then rushes to her beloved. It’s quiet on the officers’ floor, where she meets Malik and Tissa, who tell her that Ed has been wounded, most likely mortally, and Hung, Tobias and Tomoshi dragged him to the clinic hoping to save him. Alex’s bodyguard, Maria Saar, died on the roof, but first managed to order the guys to hide on a secure floor accessible only through a hatch under the bed in Alex’s bedroom.

Roj van Garderen, Alex’s other bodyguard, lets Rita, Malik and Tissa into Alex’s apartment. Tissa then kills Roj when nobody is watching, and then she attacks Rita, who is standing in the bedroom by Alex’s capsule. Malik tries to help Rita, but Tissa kills him, too, and then tries to break into the capsule. Although her throat is slit, Rita crawls into the living room. She sees Roj’s lifeless body, and AT, Alex’s catdog, who is sleeping. She struggles to vocalize an order to defend Alex, but then she passes out.

She then awakens in a medical capsule. Hairo Morales is there, and tells her that the attack was repulsed. Yoshihiru, the clan’s technical whiz, suspected something and scans Melissa’s brain and body, discovering that the “Tissa” who’d attacked Rita was an android, Geraldina, a perfect clone of Tissa with an artificial mind. Someone, most likely the Children of Kratos, had taken a mental cast of the real Tissa’s mind. The android was a sleeper agent and was activated only when an event triggered her off — the return of Scyth from the Inferno, and the arrival of his “body” from the hospital.

Over the course of the attack by the mercenaries, many Wild Ones and non-citizens perish. No one knows what happened to the real Tissa. Ed is in a coma.

Oblivious to what is going on in the real world, Scyth prepares to simultaneously attack Viderlich and erect temples dedicated to the Sleeping Gods.

The allied forces face up against the seven legates and their combined hordes of the undead. Scyth worries about the NPCs, whose death in Disgardium would be final, and so he summons the demons who, after dying, return to the Inferno. All of the legions of the Inferno heed the call of the forsaken demon fighter. General Abaddon, their commander, awaits Scyth’s orders.

Scyth directs the demons to destroy the undead horde and demolish Viderlich, after which he takes Kusalarix, Despot, Hellfish and the four former guardians of the Treasury and, with them they jump to the Lakharian Desert to begin construction of a temple dedicated to the Sleeping Gods.

Again, the place of power is occupied, overrun by plague soil, and on it towered a ziggurat. There sat Liam, legate of the Destroying Plague, nephew of Elizabeth, Mogwai’s friend, and Tissa’s ex-boyfriend.

Convinced that due to Iblis, Liam’s dark protector god, it would be impossible to clear the place and destroy the ziggurat, Scyth concludes an agreement with him whereby he would log out of Disgardium until tomorrow, and in return Scyth will help him meet up with Tissa, with whom Liam is still in love. Despot confirms that the legate is telling the truth. Scyth summons an Arbiter, although he isn’t sure it’ll appear, but it does. The Arbiter is a strange, gigantic eye, the orb of which flickers from red to blue.

Scyth give his word and Liam logs out of Dis.

Having cleared the place of power in the Lakharian Desert, Scyth, Despot and Hellfish leave Kusalarix and the guards of the Treasury to build a temple, while they all jump to Holdest.

At the South Pole, they are met by Angel, who is apparently a mole for the Colonel from the clan of the Elites. The Protector of the legate girl is the Nucleus itself. She couldn’t be killed, not even by the Concentrated Life Essence. Scyth learns that Angel had broken with the Colonel, and now she and the Elite clan had protection from sources that’s far more powerful than the United Cartel or the government, but she does not provide any details. She morphs into a gigantic monster, and attacks Scyth. Thanks to Hellfish, who shoots her with a round of Belial’s Blood, she is killed. Scyth remembers that Celestial Arbitration was there, and tries to banish her as a “threat.” He succeeds in doing so. He gets loot from her — a Rainbow Crystal. Despot gets a Rainbow Crystal, too, and swallows it whole.

Kusalarix responds to Scyth’s summons and right aways summons the builders..

Meanwhile, Grand Master Oyama watches as the demons spread the horde of the undead across a mountainside thirty kilometers from Viderlich.

Almost seven thousand years ago, Masu Oyama and Abaddon, who was then called Abad Donmayes, were friends and lived in Jiri, a village located on the southeastern outskirts of Andara, an ancient powerful state ruled by the three Old Gods: Diablo, Azmodan and Belial — and their lieutenant Lucius.

When the village was attacked by forces from neighboring Lakharia, Oyama and Abad survived and made it to Andara’s capital, Turquoise City. The orc Abad and human Masu were adopted by a wealthy aristocratic family. Thanks to this, the boys were able to enroll in the martial arts dojo of Legendary Grand Master Kotaro. Eventually, they became excellent fighters — the strongest in the country.

After triumphing at the Darant Arena, the friends went their separate ways. Abad became a legate of Belial, while Oyama returned to Jiri to restore his father’s house. Oyama would also wander through Lakharia, now a desert, in search of lingering dark mages, which he’d kill, and also seeking out any hint of the Departed. Kotaro, Oyama’s teacher, said that the Departed were masters of controlling the flows of spirit, since to find their place in the world of Order, they had to learn self-control.

Half a century after Abad and Masu parted ways, Andara was plagued by countless hordes of followers of the New Gods. Among them were the adepts of Nergal, whose priests could heal the wounded and even resurrect the fallen, and they also wielded deadly sunbeams that demolished Andara’s legions.

The country was torn apart, and the overlords turned to the last resort — they accepted the sacrament to Chaos. Most of the inhabitants of Andara followed suit in the hope that they would now be strong enough to recapture their country from the invaders. And, in fact, the Andarans got the power to not only vanquish their enemies, but to then walk through their enemy’s lands with fire and sword. However, for this they paid a terrible price — they were transformed into demons, devoid of souls. Years later, the New Gods and the overlords of Andara entered into a Demonic Pact, under which the inhabitants of Andara were banished to the Inferno, but could return to Disgardium after winning six hundred and sixty-six Demonic Games.

Thus it was that Oyama lost his friend, Abad. Oyama, too, could have become a demon, but he withstood Abad’s attempts to persuade him. Since then, Oyama’s glory has only grown, while Abaddon the Destroyer is now a powerful demon and General of Belial.

As he looks at his former friend, now the commander of all of the legions of Inferno, Oyama is tormented. He believes that communion with Chaos isn’t worth the opportunity to vanquish the enemy, the New Gods, but, seeing what the Destroying Plague is capable of, he realizes that the demons at least retain freedom of thought and choice, unlike those whose actions are dictated by the Nucleus and the New Gods.

Oyama helps the demons break through the protective barrier set by the dark god Kimi. The army of allied forces reach Viderlich, but they are met by the legates of the Destroying Plague, who turn into avatars of their protector gods. One of them, Cthulhu, imprisons everyone in a Sphere of Eternity. If they touch it, the sentient instantly perish, while their souls are drawn to the god of nightmares. Now, no one can fight the New Gods or break through the veil of the sphere, and players and demons are dying by the hundreds and thousands.

Very few survive, and so, forgetting about their rift, Oyama and Abaddon mount a desperate, suicidal attack to dislodge Cthulhu, hoping that then, the sphere will disappear, and the survivors can be freed. They almost succeed. But the staggering Cthulhu regains his balance, grabs the duo, and throws them down his throat.

Meanwhile, a temple has already been erected at the South Pole. This was made possible by RLSTCT-01, a Relative Local Space-Time Continuum Transformer, Version Zero One. It was invented by Muonchix, an engineer, and can speed up time in a given space. Scyth dedicates the temple to the third Sleeping God, Kingu, who absorbs everything bad in the sentient. He endows the Initial with two new divine abilities: Sleeping Ferocity and Call of the Sleepers. The first provides a 20% chance per ability level to destroy any opponent, while the second provides the ability to summon the Initial, or the Sleeping God, or followers for help.

Scyth jumps to Viderlich just in time to help Oyama and the demons by summoning Behemoth. The Sleeper banishes the New Gods, having been nourished by the dark faith received from Scyth through his Self-Sacrifice .

Scyth is revived in the Kharinza graveyard, where he meets up with his friend, Bomber. The latter refuses to tell him what’s going on in real life so that Scyth doesn’t lose his focus. Together, they jump to Viderlich and lead the remnants of allied forces made up of demons and resurrected preventers to the city center. Fortunately, once the demons show up, all of the followers of the Sleepers, except for the cultists of Morena and the mercenaries of the Green League, are sent by the first priest Patrick O’Grady to Kharinza. If not for this, they would be doomed.

After clearing the underground city, the allies destroy the central ziggurat of Viderlich, under which the lair of the Nucleus is located. Scyth’s nightmarish pet Sharkon digs a vertical tunnel, but comes across something that kills him. Scyth jumps down the shaft, and the demons and Hellfish follow him. A little later, they are joined by the leaders of the preventers, who don’t want to die at the top under an onslaught of a new horde of the undead. Also, they, too, want to participate in eliminating the legates who threaten them.

After stumbling through a series of labyrinths and skirmishing time and again with the undead, the generals from the Inferno, preventers, and Scyth and Despot come to a strange tunnel that seems to be overgrown with something meat-like and formless — Level 0 Plague Embryo. They find out it’s a trap, and everyone dies but Scyth, who manages to pull Hellfish out, too. Despot saves himself thanks to his ability to quickly move through shadows

They are now at the lair, and the legates of the Destroying Plague are there to meet them. The Nucleus speaks through them, and offer Scyth the opportunity to become the Supreme Legate. Scyth again experiences a Divine Revelation: At the cost of Despot’s self-sacrifice, he and Hellfish will manage to break through to the wall behind which the Nucleus is hiding. Then, in the revelation, Oyama appears and tells him that he cannot break though the wall, because it’s made of Inert Reinforcement Stone. No mortal can destroy it. At this point, the revelation ends, and Scyth once again finds himself in the corridor, standing in front of the legates.

Thanks to the vision, Scyth now knows the only way to battle the legates. Despot presses the legates into meat and bone balls and swallows them, Scyth throws the Concentrated Life Essences into the demon’s mouth, which for some reason he has less of in the vision than in reality, and the legates die.

The heroes rush into the lair of the Nucleus. Despot destroys the wall made of Inert Reinforcement Stone as he isn’t mortal, and Scyth shoots forwards to get to the plague pool, in which he has to pour the Concentrated Life Essences to sever the ties of the Nucleus to the Nether.

The Nucleus appears and interfere with his mission. It takes control of Scyth’s mind, instills in him self-doubt, feelings that he’s on the wrong path, the Sleepers are wrong, his friends are not his friends, and only through allying himself with the Destroying Plague and Nergal the Radiant can Scyth find happiness. From the thoughts of the Nucleus, Scyth learns that Nergal has penetrated the Nether and attracted Beta Number Nine to his side, in whose captivity Scyth spent years. Worse still, the New God of Radiance has Celestial Arbitration locked up in the Beta World and had forced it into an agreement, the details of which remained unknown even to the Nucleus.

Totally befuddled, Scyth is glad to be back in the bosom of the Destroying Plague, but then Oyama appears and kicks his student out from under the aura of the Nucleus. Scyth’s mind is then freed, but both of them, as well as the Despot hiding in the shadows, have already been infected with Plague Dust and are about to turn into undead.

Oyama and Scyth try to break through, hoping to sneak past the Nucleus and pour the essence into the plague pool. The Nucleus repels their attack and tries to finish off Scyth, but Morena, the Old Goddess of Death, comes to the rescue, distracting the Nucleus. Despot then tosses Scyth into his mouth, and carries him to the pool.

Scyth then pours the essence into it, destroying the Nucleus. It grows weaker and weaker, and thousands of souls and essences of those who were turned into the undead by the Destroying Plague are freed. In place of the Nucleus, Scyth finds two drops of protoplasm left from Morena and the Reaper, the Old God, turned by Nergal into the Nucleus, and distorted by the Nether. The drops soak into Scyth’s Reaper’s Scythes.

Scyth leaves Oyama and Despot on Kharinza, asks the goblin Kusalarix to dedicate the fourth temple to the Sleepers if he isn’t able to return before it is completed, and logs out into real life. He needs to hurry, because he’s running late for the citizenship tests. If he is even a minute late, he will be disqualified and denied citizenship.

At the base he is met by Hairo, who is beside himself, and he sees the room is destroyed. Hairo and Hung lead Alex to the clinic, where Rita Wood and Edward Rodriguez are in capsules.

Alex learns what happened, about the losses, about the deaths of Malik, Trixie, Maria, Roj... Alex blames himself for this, but in the end he realizes that the true culprits are the Children of Kratos. Standing near the bodies of his dead friends, Alex vows that the Children will answer for this.

There is no time for a full farewell to the dead. Alex and Hung proceed to get ready to fly to their home district with Hairo and Tobias for the citizenship tests.

They are still on their way when Kusalarix reports that the temple in the Lakharian Desert has been built. The goblin rushes there to dedicate it to the Sleepers, but does not have time — Nine, the beta tester whose consciousness has lived in the Nether for ten thousand years, appears nearby and neutralizes it.

Nine then dedicates the newly built temple to Nergal, after which, deciding to test the new ability granted by the Radiant God, she kills Kusalarix.

Disgardium 11: Out of Play

After the Destroying Plague is defeated, Snowstorm’s Board of Directors convenes an emergency meeting.

Arto Menfil is unhappy with Kiran Jackson, and this means that the latter’s days at Snowstorm are numbered. Chloe Cliffhanger decides to seize the opportunity to make her move by showing up at the citizenship tests — right in Alex’s room. Her goal is to convince Alex to give up the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, because without it, the Optimization project is dead in the water. They blamed the big fiasco on Kiran, and the plan is to promise Alex high citizenship status along with all of the perks that come with it, and a normal, peaceful existence. However, should Alex refuse to take the bait, then Menfil would take drastic measures. Whispering in Chloe’s ear, he describes them to her, shocking her to the core.

Meanwhile, Alex Sheppard flies off to the All-World Citizenship and Assessment Center for Candidates for Citizenship, otherwise known as the Frying Pan. He also asks Hairo to contact his Uncle Nick to help them buy a space yacht — his plan is to make the yacht the base for the Awoken.

At the Frying Pan, Alex finds he’s on the same block as Wesley Cho. Wesley, otherwise known as Big Po, was once Alex’s nemesis. Hung Lee and Tobias Asser are assigned to another block. Since Edward Rodriguez and Rita Wood are in the hospital after being attacked by the Tissa clone, their tests are rescheduled for the fall.

The new rules in the Frying Pan dictate that candidates for citizenship must undergo testing throughout their stay at the center. The candidates must even answer little quizzes issued by robotic examiners just to get food, and a good night’s sleep. Alex starts out by failing the mini-quiz for dinner, so Wesley shares his portion with him. Alex notices that Big Po seems to be in need of money — he’s a big guy, and suffers from untreated diabetes. His clothes are on the shabby side, as well.

On his first night in his small sleeping chamber, Chloe Cliffhanger shows up. Whilst flirting with him, she tempts him with promises of a life of peace, and successful test results. She tells him not to worry about the non-citizens anymore — Snowstorm would provide them all with new capsules. Alex thinks about it, and then tells Chloe that Snowstorm must first tell him what happened to Melissa Schafer — we know that her clone attacked him, as well as Rita and Malik, back in Cali Bottom.

The next morning, Tissa shows up at the Frying Pan. Alex questions her, but she doesn’t remember anything after the events at the Gallagher’s place. She’s placed in another block for the citizenship tests.

The next night, Chloe informs Alex of the death of Kiran Jackson. This is the doing of Mike Hagen, the last surviving founding father of Snowstorm. She tells him she’s afraid of Hagen, who will kill her if she doesn’t persuade Sheppard to hand over the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague.

Alex agrees to the deal with Snowstorm, and he then sails through the citizenship tests, becoming a Category A citizen. However, he bitterly regrets his actions, and is unhappy with himself. Suddenly, Alex realizes that his capitulation to Snowstorm had been nothing more than a premonition, and he is again at the fatal moment when Chloe is waiting for him to sign the contract.

He doesn’t outright reject the deal, but he tells her he’ll only sign it in the presence of Mike Hagen.

Alex does well on the tests, but during the final interview with the citizenship commission, Chloe decimates him, and Alex is denied citizenship. As they part ways, she says to him sarcastically that he’s in for a big surprise when he hears the news that day.

What she’s referring to is that the non-citizen Alex has to go to an isolation zone in which his character is reset to zero. Scyth as a character in greater Dis is frozen until Scyth rank zero can return by passing through the isolation zone. First, though, he had to either spend five years in the sandbox, or else master a craft by attaining level 100.

Meanwhile, the Awoken at the base in Cali Bottom meet to discuss how to carry on. Ed and Rita are still in the hospital and won’t be released for a couple of weeks, while Malik is dead and buried. They decide that Tomoshi Hiros should investigate the disappearance of the goblin Kusalarix, Hung “Bomber” Lee would try to erect a temple in a place of power located in the Underwater Kingdom or in Meaz if he can make it there, and Tobias “Crag” must go back to the Nether to deliver Scyth’s message to the beta testers.

Thanks to Uncle Nick’s assistance, the security guards find a yacht, and also manage to recruit an old colleague, Leonid Fishelevich, to pilot it. But Sergei Yuferov strongly opposes the notion of Fishelevich serving as their pilot, and raises a big fuss over it. The ensuing shouting match has a strange effect on Tissa, who starts crying. To calm her down, Sergei gives her a swig of medical alcohol. Tissa quickly become intoxicated, after which she behaves strangely.

Alex asks her to meet up with Liam, but Tissa refuses, saying that she didn’t want to, that it wasn’t in her interests... but before she can finish speaking, she’s paralyzed by a stun gun. It subsequently transpires that Tissa had been about to slash Alex’s throat with a razor. The shouting match between Sergei and Leonid was planned by the security guards to disorient and expose Tissa, whom they suspected wasn’t the real Melissa Schafer. After interrogating and examining her, Yoshi issues his diagnosis: This wasn’t, in fact, the real Tissa, but a clone, with a mental cast of the original loaded into her brain. The alcohol had interfered with the clone’s program, and had given her away.

Hairo, Willy, Sergei, Yoshi and Leonid tell Alex that they are all Threats, only not in Dis, but in the real world. The details of the discussion that night are erased from Alex’s memory so that when the newly recruited false Tissa fulfills Scyth’s promise by meeting with Liam, Scyth cannot tell Celestial Arbitration that she is not real.

Scyth must go to the Icy Gorge isolation zone, which is a former instance in the possession of the Children of Kratos. First, he is tortured mercilessly in an attempt to break him, and then he is released to think things over until he caves in and begins cooperating with the Children. Lest he think that he’ll somehow escape from Icy Gorge, they tell him that he’ll never be able to level up to 100.

Scyth selects the craft of Lumberjack, and in no time he gets into a fight with hardcore workers from Cameroon Sewer: Maya, Vincent, Hare, and Easy. But just then, Big Po shows up and saves the day. He’s been assigned to the same isolation zone, and had already attained level 3.

Next, Alex and Big Po head for the woods to gather resources when a group of Trailers made up of Albanian inwinova serving as watchdogs for the Children of Kratos show up to give them trouble. A fight ensues, when suddenly a high-level spider emerges from the ground and attacks the Albanians, as Scyth, whose patron is Fortune, quickly finishes chopping down a huge tree which comes crashing down on the spider.

Scyth shoots up to level 15 and automatically opens up the unique playable class of Woebearer, at the same time unlocking the Cheater Cheater! achievement. His reward is the Primordial Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain, which, when used to destroy an object can absorb that object’s properties. Scyth sets about using it to destroy some of the loot from the Trailer group.

Thirsty for revenge, the Albanians return, but are again defeated. Then they return with support — the level 511 warlock Defiler from the Children of Kratos. Scyth is not allowed to be at level 15, and so Defiler is going to force him to respawn until he drops back down to level 10. He orders the imp Gneme’Yitz to carry out the first killing, while he, Defiler, goes to the respawn point where Scyth will resurrect and then be killed, over and over again.

As he gives his orders to the imp, though, Defiler sneezes, somewhat garbling the pronunciation of Scyth’s name. The Imp uses this as an excuse to break his contract with the warlock. Big Po has a plan that he relates to Scyth about how they can help the imp return to the Inferno if the imp somehow helps them make it back to greater Dis.

This is beyond Gneme’Yitz’s power, but does teach Scyth the demonic skill of Mimicry which allows those who wield it to acquire the form of an inanimate object. Scyth sacrifices Big Po, thereby providing the imp a path to the Inferno.

More wandering and adventures ensue, and then the two friends hide out in a tavern. To get in, Scyth uses Mimicry to turn into a sword, which Big Po then stashes in his inventory.

Big Po books a private room, and it is then transformed into Scyth’s chambers in the castle of the Awoken in greater Dis. This means that Scyth is able to go to the vault in the room and get the Rainbow Crystal that he won by expelling Angel, a Threat, who was the high legate of the Destroying Plague.

After getting a good sleep back at the base, Alex meets up with the gang, including the security team, and tells them what he’d heard from Joshua Gallagher, namely that the new yacht had exploded on takeoff, that the false Tissa was now one of the Children of Kratos, and that mercenaries were clamping down now on Cali Bottom.

Crag tells them that he’d fallen in love with Nine and that he’s spending all of his time in the Nether. Scyth learns from him that the goblin Kusalarix isn’t dead after all. She’d been transported to the beta world and was under Nine’s control, who’d sent her into Eternal Sleep.

After returning to Icy Gorge, Scyth activates the Rainbow Crystal and enters the Treasury of the First Emperor. He uses the Primordial Pickax to destroy the Talking Head of an Exiled Demon, thereby enabling the pickaxe itself to acquire the ability to speak. Thus, the evil spirit in the pickaxe ‑‑ the god Torfu, is able to talk to Scyth. Torfu advises him on what other items he should take from the Treasury.

After Scyth return to the private room in the tavern, Tissa knocks at the door. She admits that she’s still a clone, but insists that she’s also real. She explains that the Sleepers retained Melissa’s personality and memories and transferred them into her body.

Tissa says that she indeed met up with Liam, and so Scyth is no longer indebted to him. And she wants to help Scyth escape from Icy Gorge. Using Mimicry, Scyth transform into a chair so that Tissa can put him, a chair, in the vault in the castle of the Awoken, and then, once it is opened, Scyth would emerge

But the plan fails, as in greater Dis the chair isn’t to be found in the vault. However, Behemoth gives Tissa the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague to bring back to Scyth. After Tissa gives him the Nucleus, Scyth finally believes that she’s on his side. If she hadn’t been, then she would have used the Nucleus herself, or else given it to Snowstorm. But the question remains over who should be the new Nucleus?

Meanwhile, back in Cali Bottom, Wesley Cho makes it to the clan’s base in Cali Bottom on his own. There he is met by Ivan’s people — Ivan is the leader of the Wild Ones, the non-citizens living in the Zones (the lands that are not fit for habitation). Now that he’s in Cali Bottom, Big Po returns to Icy Gorge from there. He tells Scyth that Bomber had begun building the fourth temple dedicated to the Sleepers in the Underwater Kingdom.

Tissa then tries to transport Scyth out of Icy Gorge by putting him in her inventory like Big Po had done, but it doesn’t work this time. Then, she picks up a lot of cheap items in greater Dis which Scyth uses to further strengthen the Primordial Pickaxe.

Next, Scyth, Big Po and Tissa head deep into the mines so the two guys can level up to 100. This is another way out of the isolation zone.

But the priests of Nergal find them because of Tissa’s Illuminating Orb of Nergal, which she’d been using to light up the darkness. They thank her, the priestess, for helping them capture the vile initial of the Sleepers. Just then Scyth learns that Pollux had attained level 10, which means that he’d reached the Priest of Fortune class, and could use the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. Scyth gives him the artifact.

Larion, the First Inquisitor, and the priests first crucify Scyth and then set about further torturing him so that he’ll tell them the coordinates of the temples he has already erected to the Sleepers. As he’s being tortured, Scyth overhears the priests talking and learns that Nergal is preparing to summon Nine from Nether.

Then, Pollux uses the artifact to become the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, and summons his legates — Mogwai, Eileen, Laneiran, Criterror, Biancanova, Ronan, and Cray. After Big Po threatens to deprive them of all of their levels, they all reluctantly agree to help save Scyth.

With Tissa on their side as well, it’s not hard for the legates — all of them high-level players, to decimate the priests of Nergal.

But the plan to level up their characters to 100 fails when Scyth and Pollux find out that the dungeon doesn’t have any mobs over level 50.

The god Torfu in the Primordial Pickaxe then tells them that his ex-wife, the goddess Cybele, had attempted to acquire strength in Nether, but had disappeared and instead, her avatar had become a haven for the Offspring of Nether. Icy Gorge is, in fact, suspended in the great nothingness, but if they could destroy the Offspring, it would once again become part of greater Disgardium. That being said, the boss is formidable, as she absorbs the levels of all of her victims. Thus, if she is not killed quickly, there would be no second chance. After each wipe, the Offspring’s strength would multiply.

Maya, Vincent, Hare and Easy are also in the dungeon and they all see Tissa helping Scyth. They threaten to tell the Children of Kratos about her. Tissa saves herself by exiting into real life and leaving the clan base, and to give her time to make her getaway, Big Po orders Liam to guard the foursome to prevent them from escaping.

Scyth, Pollux, and the rest of the legates descend into the very depths of the dungeon and reach the boss — the Offspring of Nether.

Just as the battle is starting, a horde of the Children of Kratos appears. Scyth immediately morphs into a boulder before they can spot him. Vivian Gallagher, in a fit of rage at what she’d overheard her former subordinate, Eileen, say kills her with the super-powerful Wrath of Nergal artifact.

In the midst of the fight, the legates hide in a pocket dimension to force Pollux to restore their plague abilities. The Offspring swallows Big Po, who as the Nucleus is immortal, and then kills all of the Children of Kratos.

Big Po summons his legates directly into the belly of the monster, and because of the Plague Enhancement he becomes so powerful that he almost kills the Offspring. He falls out through her belly after it bursts open, and he asks Scyth for help. After finishing off the boss, both are awarded the Swallow perk (1% of any incoming damage is converted into experience points).

The Nucleus summons the now zero-level legates, and makes Laneiran the new high legate because he likes her. Immediately after that, they are thrown out of the game, as the instance enters regeneration ‑‑Icy Gorge will become a part of greater Disgardium.

All of the allies of the Awoken come to Scyth’s rescue before he can be captured, and they attack the lands of the Children of Kratos.

The Gallaghers lose ten castles and all other holdings, including the contents of the vault of their main castle, Paramount, amounting to one and a half trillion gold.

Joshua Gallagher learns that not only has Tissa escaped, so has the only person able to upload mental casts into people’s brains. This is Yuri Serebryansky, a student of Iovana Savic, one of the five founders of Snowstorm. Without Serebryansky, the Gallaghers can’t clone Alex, as they did Tissa.

Joshua cannot handle his ignominious defeat and all that he’s lost, and so he issues a command to launch a nuclear strike on Cali Bottom.

The young Alex Sheppard has 56 minutes left to live.


Prologue. Alex

THE INTRA-GEL IN THE CAPSULE subsided, and I grabbed the railing. Just 15 minutes ago, Big Po and I had killed off the Offspring of Nether, launching the regeneration timer for Icy Gorge. And Pollux, the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, had made Laneiran the High Legate.

My last sight before I was thrown into the real world was Mogwai’s sour face, and Big Po’s smug, self-satisfied visage.

It would be six hours until Icy Gorge reactivated.

After everything I’d just been through, you’d think I’d use those six hours to get some sleep, which would happen in another life, or a better future. But it would seem that, by making me the initial of the Sleepers the universe had played a cruel joke on me. What was allowed to the Sleepers wasn’t allowed for their initial — should he fall asleep, they’d have to wake him up.

And after that, who knows what would happen? The late Kiran Jackson, formerly Snowstorm’s managing director, said that once the Sleepers were awakened, Disgardium as we know it would be erased, wiped out, and the world would then restart — pristine, devoid of life, and then, perhaps, it would develop and evolve into something very different. There wouldn’t be any Departed, nor a Demonic Pact, and no war between the Old and New Gods either. All would be meaningless, because everything for which I’d given up a quiet life and happy future wouldn’t exist. No ‑‑‑ better to let the Sleepers’ slumber continue on forever.

And so whilst the gods slept, and the timer counted down the seconds, I leaped out of the capsule and quickly started dressing as I thought about who I could count on besides Wesley, who’d exited into real life with me, and was now on his way here.

Tissa was en route to see Liam’s Aunt Elizabeth of the White Amazons. She was supposed to help Tissa meet up with Hinterleaf, who would send her our way. This would be no easy feat because the skies above Cali Bottom where under the control of the mercenaries.

Meanwhile, Edward and Rita were still in the hospital. Hairo was supposed to pick them up and bring them to the base yesterday so that they could take off into space with us, but the flyer that he and Willy were using was shot down as soon as it took off, and our yacht exploded at the spaceport.

Tobias’s character was stuck in the Nether. Might as well leave him there, because, anyway, he wasn’t much of a help in Dis, and the intelligence we got from him in the Nether about Nergal and Nine’s plans was useful. I’d heard the First Inquisitor, Larion, say that all of the priests of the Radiant One were gathering in Darant to perform the rite to summon Nine, and we had to stop them before it was too late. If Nine were to swoop in to help the Children of Kratos, nothing else would matter anymore.

Malik... Malik was dead.

The only ones left were Hung and Tomoshi, although we still needed to call in Gyula and Manny — we had work for them. And Big Po... There was so much to get done, plans to make that every minute counted. I had no doubt that the Children of Kratos, realizing that the isolation zone was about to cease functioning as such, were already creating a warm welcome for the top Threat and the legates of the Destroying Plague.

I opened my bedroom door, and paused in the doorway. The only light in the room came from the flickering holographic screen displaying the footage from the security cameras. Dozing in his wheelchair in the murky darkness was Leonid Fishelevich, the legless veteran peacemaker that Hairo had recruited to pilot our yacht — or rather, what had been our yacht.

And yeah, look at this guy... the way he clutched the flask with both hands, and didn’t even wake up until I opened the exit door, what good was he?

“Hey, kid!” he croaked hoarsely as I was leaving. “Stop right there! Where are you off to?”

“Hey there, Mr. Fishelevich,” I said, turning to face him. “I need all of the clan’s officers here. ASAP. It’s urgent. Can you get them here?”

“Just a second,” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes and yawning. And he unscrewed the cap from his flask and took a swig, and swallowing audibly, his eyes closed, he shook his head. I was so impatient, that I could hardly hold myself back from snapping at him. “Okay, I’ll get them here.”

Then, yawning, he tried to reach Hairo and Willy, but without luck. Next, he reached out to Ivan.

“Van, get your Wild Ones together and have them hustle on over to Alex... Yeah, all of them. Say what?! No, not your officers... the clan’s! Specifically contact...”

Leonid paused to think about it, and I came to the rescue. “Have him get Hung, Tomoshi, Tobias, Manuel, and Gyula. If they’re in their pods, activate the emergency releases... Whatever they’re up to, we’ve got more urgent matters to attend to. Oh, and also Wesley! He’s probably wandering around the corridors now looking for my room.”

“Wesley?” Fishelevich lifted a shaggy gray eyebrow. “Ah, got it, the fat lad who showed up yesterday. Who else do you need?”

“Hairo, Willy, Sergei, Yoshi...” I listed all of the security guards. “Also Ivan. Have him come, too. This concerns him, as well.”

“Did you hear that, Van? In short, all of the kiddos from Dis, and Hairo with his guys... And you, too. Get over here. Okay. The kid says it’s urgent, so chop-chop!” Then he shook his head, looking at me, and indicated the sofa. “They’re on their way. Take a seat, rest your feet, and I’ll put on the coffee.”

“I’ll make the coffee, no worries,” I said. “You’d better make sure you keep in touch with Ivan. Do you like it strong?”

“You bet I do, kiddo. Make it black like dirty motor oil!”

And that’s just what I did. It was hot and acrid, and I sipped it, not even tasting it, while the Wild Ones herded my friends and comrades into the place. We were all somber as we exchanged greetings, but I waited for everyone to show up before speaking.

All of them showed up, and then some, because Tomoshi brought along Eniko, the daughter of our chief builder. The last to arrive thanks to Ivan’s rounding him up was Tobias. This was my first opportunity to speak with the leader of the Wild Ones. A big hulk of a guy with weapons hanging off him and a strangely crooked jaw and bad teeth, he stood by Hairo and whispered, “What the hell am I doing here?” Morales nodded toward me and responded somehow.

I scanned the haggard, sleep-deprived faces, and wondered how much longer we could keep up at this pace? Just yesterday Hairo and Willy had barely escaped death when their Shark was shot down, and Yoshi had almost been killed by the Tissa clone, while Sergei had barely had time to take a breath after patching up the base’s defenses, and was already racking his brains thinking about how to improve the fortifications in light of the latest threats.

Some had to be yanked out of their capsules, others out of bed, some were pulled away from other tasks, and yet only Tobias was outraged. What we’d taken him from in the Nether, well, he didn’t say, but he was fuming so audibly that Tomoshi guessed. Wesley listened to Toby and thoughtfully scratched all five of his chins.

By now the living room was packed with people milling about, and then Fishelevich started shouting at them all to quiet down so that the meeting could start. The security contingent settled themselves on the sofa and chairs, which were arranged in a semicircle, while Ivan stood behind Hairo, and Manny and Gyula plopped on the floor, their backs against the wall.

Eniko, meanwhile, set about brewing massive amounts of coffee. Hung and Toby pulled a couple of chairs out from the table and straddled them, while Tommy, yawning copiously, stood next to them. Big Po stood a little apart on the sidelines, and I called him over — I wanted him to join us. I stayed on my feet, as I wanted a clear view of everybody.

Hairo looked right at me and nodded. He looked like he’d just tumbled out of bed, and was smoking a cigar as he drank a canned energy drink. I saw he had two more cans of the same beverage poking out of his jacket pockets.

As Eniko started passing coffee around, I forced words out of my parched throat.

“Time is short. We have around five hours. So, first things first…”

And I started out by telling them how Tissa had shown up at my door in the tavern back in Icy Gorge. To give everybody credit, they held back their astonishment and disbelief, and, listening, they accepted that now, the clone was, essentially, Melissa Schafer because of what the Sleepers had done, may their dreams last forever

Next I related how Tissa had brought us the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague from Behemoth, and had helped Big Po and me to level up, and how the priests of Nergal had then captured me, and Big Po had become the new Nucleus and then how he and his legates had saved me. I paused to take a sip of coffee, and then told them how Tissa then had to flee from the base of the Children of Kratos.

I went on to tell them about Nine, who was supposed to manifest in Dis at dawn, and Tobias confirmed my words, but clarified that our “at dawn” would, in the Nether, transpire only six months from now.

Finally, I said, “Wesley and I managed to shut down the isolation zone, meaning that Icy Gorge is now undergoing regeneration and, in five and half hours, it will attach to greater Disgardium.”

“In the center of the domain of the Children of Kratos,” added Big Po. “So once Scyth is back in Dis, they’ll attack him, and you know the viciousness of the Gallaghers —‑ with Nergal’s help, they’ll probably take him out.”

“So that’s the situation,” I said. “I see two main courses of action. First, we have to contact our allies to help get me and Wesley out of there.”

“The allies are a problem,” interrupted Hung. “I’ve been in touch with Yar. He said that Hinter, Horvac and the Colonel, too, of course, are less than thrilled that without you, this business with the Sleepers will fall apart and they’ll lose their Unity bonuses. But they can’t help you, because they can’t access the isolation zone of the Children of Kratos.”

“Not yet they can’t,” I said with a short laugh. “What about the Goblin League? Oyama? Despot? Can they help?”

“I just talked to them yesterday when I was hightailing it to Kharinza to get Hiros. I mentioned that you needed his help, and I was floored by his response.”

“What did he say?”

“It’s not an option,” Hung said, and barely stopped himself from spitting in disgust. “To them, even if you’ve got some issues, there you are, totally alive and quite obviously hanging around the cemetery in Kharinza. What for would they want to tangle with the friggin’ Children of Kratos? All of Dis is daunted by guys like that.”

Tomoshi felt like it was time then to say, “I have been mentoring the kobolds and troggs, Alex-kun, and now they bow low when passing by your character.”

“And they salute you — you’re like a monument or some kind of shrine,” said Hung ruefully. “In short, they’re not going to help.”

“So have Behemoth tell them!” I said, starting to seethe. The clock was ticking and we didn’t have much time. “Don’t they realize that the initial’s soul is stuck in Icy Gorge, and so that’s why his body is motionless and not reacting to anything?”

“Yeah, well, they think that we’ll manage somehow,” Hung said, waving dismissively “Just wait — Behemoth will rally, and send NPCs to your aid once he realizes that you’re back in greater Dis. And if no one helps, well, too bad. Icy Gorge and the Children’s castle are right by the sea, so you can definitely count on Orthokon and me.”

“And Hiros,” Tomoshi added.

“Your legates are good for something too, aren’t they, Po?” Hung asked. “And you are, too, right?”

“Sure, what else do I have to do?” Po said, shrugging. “Sheppard is now my brother-inwinova, and we inwinovas always have each other’s backs! But I’m running out of time — I need to settle somewhere. I’m the Nucleus and I can’t be running all over the world willy-nilly.”

“The Nucleus, holy shit!” Crag smacked his palm against his forehead “I’m in the Nether, Hiros is running all over Astral, Bomber is wandering around the sea on his own beast god, while frigging Po is the Nucleus. I won’t say anything about Scyth. Dammit, though. Look at us now...”

“Yeah, well, I hear ya,” said Wesley, shaking his head. “Just last year we were kicking around Tristad, and now, well...”

“You are a big man, Wesley-san,” said Tomoshi, bowing. “Alex-kun has talked a lot about you.”

“Very big,” Hung chuckled. “He won’t fit into a capsule!”

“You didn’t meet each other yesterday, or what?” I asked Big Po.

“Nope,” he replied. “I arrived yesterday, and as soon as they adjusted a capsule for me, I dived on into the game. You needed me there and so I flew in on the wings of friendship.”

“You are a real friend to Alex-kun, Wesley-san,” Tomoshi bowed again.

Ivan probably thought he’d somehow walked in on a circus show. He and the other security guards were observing all this in quiet amazement. Hairo and Willy could barely contain themselves. I saw Fishelevich, looking at me, tap his wrist with his finger. I nodded, acknowledging his gesture, but thought that Wesley needed the time to feel like part of the clan ‑‑‑ I didn’t want him to feel like an outsider. What we needed was a Nucleus that would be our ally rather than a hostile adversary.

“Thank you for such a flattering assessment of my human qualities,” Wesley replied, bowing in response. “But please, Tomoshi, call me Big Po. Believe it or not, it wasn’t so long ago that I pushed Scyth, Bomber, Crawler, Tissa, Infect, and Cray all over the sandbox!”

“Were you already powerful back then, Big Po-san?” Tomoshi was surprised.

“Yes,” Wesley replied modestly, looking down.

Hung couldn’t take it anymore, and standing, he gave Po a slap on the back of the head.

“You yourself know why, Big Po-san! Good job! Po, what’s up with your legates? It’s amazing they didn’t stab us in the back! When it comes to Mogwai and his ‘elites,’ anything is possible!”

“They’re currently zeroed out,” he replied “I’ve promised them that I’ll return their levels, but they’re unreliable ghouls, and will turn on you simply out of spite. I get it. I wasn’t exactly benevolent when we met, but in any case, it’ll be a while before I can give them back their levels.”

“Damn, it’s a problem...” Tobias sighed. “Maybe I should talk to Nine? Maybe she’ll help, and then we wouldn’t need the allies.”

“Yeah, right, she’s dying to help,” I said sarcastically. “But even if she wanted to, Nergal wouldn’t allow it. Don’t forget, dude — we’re the ‘vile followers of the Sleepers.’”

I paused as I thought about who else could help us, and forgot about the security guards until Hairo asked, “You said that the first order of business was helping you in Dis. What’s the second item on the agenda?”

“The second is maintaining our safety here in Cali Bottom. Our sky is closed to us now, and they could probably storm our building and take over. And if my Scyth escapes from the Children, this might piss them off so much that they might take us out in real life,” I said, looking at the security guards. “So yeah, can your Bear help us?”

Morales exchanged a look with Willy, then with Yoshihira, and then trained his gaze on me again and sighed.

“I forgot that we erased our conversation from your memory. He can help, but only once. And his help doesn’t extend to your problem with the Children of Kratos.”

“So why only one time? And who is this Bear?”

“Dude,” said Willy “You do not need to know more. Understand that any intervention by the Bear will greatly reduce our overall chances of success. I don’t want to say any more here in front of everyone, but trust me when I say that you’re better off sullying yourself by getting help from the Cartel than you are by using your last trump card.”

I didn’t expect to hear that. Thinking I’d heard him wrong, I asked, “The Cartel? Seriously?”

“As serious as a heart attack!” barked Willy, for the first time raising his voice. And he pointed upward, toward the ceiling. “Alex, there are a dozen or two combat flyers above us, stuffed with weapons. I’m talking about three or four platoons of mercenaries and we cannot deal with them on our own. While you were in Dis, we modeled possible scenarios, and went so far as to arm all of Cali Bottom and the Gaian Basin so that ... In short, we came up with ‘nada.’ Our only hope is if we can get help from the Cartel. And the Bear will assist with the other matter,” he glanced at the guys, “if we make it to that stage.”

“Listen to the grownups, boy,” croaked Fishelevich. “None of us like the idea of being indebted to the Calderones, but it’s better paying them off with virtual ‘moola’ than dying with our heads held high.”

“So we can’t just leave, then?” Big Po asked in a tense voice, only now realizing what he had gotten himself into. “Maybe get out the same way I got in? Quietly, imperceptibly, via ground travel?”

“Maybe you can get out that way,” shrugged Leonid. “But Alex, that’s another story. Up there above us in that sky, well, those guys are nobody’s fools. Most likely all of the exit points are under the control of drones.”

What ensued was a hail of suggestions on how we could escape, but Willy just shook his head at each one, and I had to raise my voice.

“Hey! Quiet down!”

The hubbub subsided, and everyone turned to look at me. “Who wants to leave while they can? Wesley? Tobias? Tomoshi? Eniko?” I called out their names, looking from face to face, but they all just shook their heads. “So then, nobody. So why waste time talking about how to get out of here? We’re not leaving! You don’t seem to get it. We’re running out of time! It’s not about me; it’s about Nergal’s new priestess. If we don’t stop her from coming to Dis, everything we fought for will be lost.”

Eniko served another round of coffee as everybody fell silent. Wesley took a mug off the tray and said quietly to me, “It’s brutal, bro! I didn’t think it was all fun and games when you told me all about it in Icy Gorge, but... Listen, is Malik... also...?”

“Yes, Malik, and Tissa, and a lot of other good people.”

“Well then, brother, we don’t have two tasks before us, but three,” said Wesley in a trembling voice. “When we run into the Children, we have to finish the job and raze their castle to the ground. When I think about how that bitch Ruth tortured me... Well, now I’m the Nucleus, and so bring it on!”

I looked at him, frowning in thought. He’d given me and idea, and I put my hands on his shoulders and said, “You’re downright evil, Wesley Cho! You’re a bad, bad man!”

Everyone watched us with wide eyes. Wesley pulled away and turned to Hung.

“Is this some kind of hazing thing you guys have? Sheppard is acting kind of girly, isn’t he? I’ve, like, been in Cali Bottom for less than a day, so excuse me if I don’t know the local customs...”

“It’s all right, Big Po, it’s all right!” And I thumped him on the shoulder and turned to the others. “Do you remember how many people we got together to defeat the evil dead on Holdest? They all came, from dryads and kobolds to Emperor Kragosh himself!”

“And so?” Wesley didn’t understand what I was getting at.

Hung and Tobias, accustomed to my ways, said nothing. Tomashi was about to bow but checked himself.

“Can you imagine how riled up everyone will be when they find out that a super badass Nucleus of the Destroying Plague has appeared in Dis? And he’s hiding out in the heart of the domain of the Children of Kratos!”

Finally they got it!

“Awesome!” roared Hung. “You and Po ending up in greater Dis, that changes everything! The allied clans will have to intervene and help ‑‑‑ otherwise they’ll violate the treaty!”

“And they’ll bring in not only their own allied clans, but also mercenaries!” Wesley added. “They’ll pony up!”

And a din broke out as everybody started developing the idea. The security guards knew about the political alignment in Dis and joined in, and then Manny and Gyula went on talking about the kobolds and troggs, while Tobias and Tomoshi, and even Eniko chimed in — she worked part-time in Aunt Stephanie’s tavern and knew what rumors were circulating in Kharinza among the NPCs. Ivan alone had nothing to say, but he nodded and grimaced from time to time ‑‑‑ that seemed to be his way of grinning.

In the space of half an hour the plan I’d sketched out was fleshed in, reinforced by the new threat looming on the horizon. That was the imminent arrival of the high priestess of Nergal straight from the Nether — a lunatic who was probably still riled up over my escape. It was more important that we stop her from entering greater Dis than it was for me and Big Po to escape from Icy Gorge.

Actually, we decided to start with the gathering of all of the priests of Nergal in Darant. Bomber and Hiros would go with Despot and Oyama (assuming they agreed to help) and enlist the support of Bastian the First to disperse the priests. A motley group like that in the Commonwealth would probably cause a stir in the Commonwealth, and so Hinterleaf needed to set up a meeting.

Furthermore, after me, Crawler and Irita, Bomber was the most authoritative of the Awoken with the NPCs, so he could convene a meeting of the Supreme Council of the Goblin League, which had found shelter on Kharinza, where he would provide them with rock-solid intelligence about how the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague was on the territory of the Children of Kratos.

The Supreme Council of the League would no doubt convulse in panic attacks due to dark, vivid memories of the last time the Destroying Plague appeared in Kinema, incurring in them a deep antipathy for the undead. And so they’d rush to notify the leaders of the Empire, the Commonwealth and the neutrals about the new danger, and then the news would spread through every channel that the Children of Kratos were harboring the new Nucleus. Right now in Dis, that was the equivalent of stationing nuclear, biological and chemical weapons combined all in one place. If you factored in the rumors that the Children also had hundreds of billions of valuables in their vaults, then all of the factions invited to march on the place would be happy to join the quest to restore order.

Of course, the inhabitants of Kharinza would not remain indifferent, and Bomber would be on hand to open the portal right under the walls of Paramount, that being the flagship castle of the Children of Kratos. Hiros would cover him from his hangout in the Astral. Up against such an alignment, including Orthokon, Despot and Oyama, the Gallaghers didn’t stand a chance.

And the biggest challenge wasn’t even the Gallaghers’ defenders, but the divine Heavenly Umbrella power dome, which covered not only the castle itself, but also the surrounding territories. Unless you hit it with billions of units of damage per second to pierce the dome, it regenerated as soon as it was hit. That’s why we needed all our allies on board. Hung volunteered to talk to Hinterleaf and Horvac, with whom he’d established relations when I was in a coma, and I opted to contact the Colonel because I was going to ask him for far more than the help of his Excommunicado in Dis.

Once we neutralized the castle’s defenses, Gyula and Manny could lead a landing force of builders and miners into Icy Gorge to seize control of the rich mines and erect a fort for the Awoken there. Although not the most important element in my plan, it had to do with my promise to Maya, Vincent, Easy and Hare. We would accept them into our clan as we accept all who wanted to work under our wing, but we wouldn’t drag them all to Kharinza. Let them stay and work in familiar surroundings.

Everyone who had tasks in Dis left to carry out their respective roles. The most depended on Hung, including his conversation with Hinterleaf and Horvac. The plan we made was that if they didn’t believe him, or simply didn’t want to listen to what he had to say, I’d come to the rescue.

Tobias went back to the Nether to keep tabs on Nine and signal us when they both manifested in Dis. Wesley left to take a nap — since the citizenship exams he’d hardly slept.

That left me and the security guards. We still had to talk about the second item on the agenda, namely how to defend ourselves against the mercenaries of the Children of Kratos.

“So, maybe now you can tell me what Yoshi erased from my memory,” I suggested.

“We’ll do that,” nodded Hairo. “But not now. You didn’t want to believe us last time, and now, when you’ve got so much to contend with, you’ll flip out. Better still would be if I were to arrange with the Colonel’s people to have you two meet up privately He won’t talk to me, but he’d listen to you.”

“Is the Cartel really able to help?”

The security team looked at me with sympathy and surprise — in short, as if I was an idiot. Finally, Willy said, “Yes, they’re strong enough.”

“Then, when you ask Cesar for a meeting, tell him get to hold of his brother Ishmael”

Even though it was late at night, the Excommunicado people understood the importance of the conversation, and arranged a meeting. Privat, a miniature crypto-world for encrypted meetings and conversations, was created by Yoshihira Uematsu, and he was the one to send a crypto-key invitation to the Calderones.

The spacious, bright Japanese-style room was much more comfortable than the one in which I had first met Cesar. Then, we were with Quetzal, my ally in the Demonic Games. Today, he was with Ishmael, his older brother, and the leader of the United Cartel. Neither one was using their avatars, at least that was my understanding. So I was seeing their true forms at this meeting.

I remembered what I’d learned from Quetzal and showed up first, and, when I saw the brothers appear, I greeted them.

“Greetings, Don Caesar Calderone! Thank you for your time, Don Ishmael Calderone!

The Colonel nodded by way of a response, and his brother didn’t respond at all, and simply pointed to the only table in the room, which was so low that we had to sit on mats on the floor.

For a couple of minutes Ishmael stared at me in silence, then looked at Cesar and muttered, “Brave adventurer, you said? Hmmph! Snot-nosed kid! I see that he has yet to learn how to show respect to his elders! What made him think that he could ask me for anything at all? Have you misled him, Cesar?”

It hurt to look at the Colonel. He seemed to have shrunk, as if he wanted to sink through the floor, and he didn’t utter a word. He even seemed to be holding his breath out of fear.

“Get out of here, hermanito,” Ishmael went on without malice. “I’ll deal with the insolent one on my own.”

“Alejandro…” The Colonel nodded to me and disappeared.

The elder Calderone and I were left alone. Smiling, he asked, “Have you come to ask old Ishmael for something? Well then, ask away. Do not make him linger in this fake world!”

Realizing how time was running out, I spoke quickly, telling him about the intrigues of the Children of Kratos and the Gallagher mercenaries, mentioning the attack on the base and the dead friends, the torture in Icy Gorge and the threats to my parents on the moon.

Once I was done, Ishmael screwed up his wrinkled face, producing a wry grin.

“And why should I take an interest in all this? What fills that brain of yours? Donkey piss? Or has the torture deprived you of reason, so you think you might be of use to the Cartel?”

Feeling my ears burn, I went on with other arguments: about what the Sleepers give us all, including the Excommunicado, how important it was for me to survive and maintain freedom in Dis, because within the next few hours Nine would show up and she was capable of destroying all of the armies of Dis with the snap of her fingers, and I mentioned the untold riches in the vaults of the Children of Kratos, and...”

“Shut up,” he muttered, scratching his chin and then he said, “Tell me more about this Nine. You say she is now the High Priestess of Nergal, and before that she subjugated all of the Nether?”

“No, not all by herself. All that are left are six of them with intelligence — Nether is simply a beta...”

“Shut up,” he said again. He thought for a minute and then asked, “Are you saying the girl spent 10,000 years there and is a sadist by nature?”

“I don’t think she takes pleasure in torture. She has no heart, soul, feelings. It’s all the same to her. She is bored and just wants to have fun.”

“Okay, I’ll help you,” he said without hesitation. “It takes about an hour to fly to Cali from our base in Medellin. That means that in at most two hours the sky above you will be open. As we were talking, I made a request. A certain mercenary employed by the Gallaghers is indebted to us. He will make sure that these aristos continue to think that they have everything under control in Cali Bottom.”

Was that it? Was it that easy? Because of Nine? Did he want nothing in return?

I stared dumbfounded at the head of the United Cartel, the mere mention of whose name was enough to frighten anyone anywhere in the solar system ‑‑‑ especially since all of the leaders of the Triad had mysteriously died, and the second most powerful criminal organization in the world was in hiding.

“What will I owe you, Don Calderone?” I thought I should at least ask.

“I’ll think about that,” he muttered, and added with a smile, “I told you, Scyth, that we would meet again.”

His smile was both charming and terrifying, as if for a flash of a second he let me catch a glimpse of his true essence. It was like seeing an ancient demon emerge and then quickly disappear.

“Have we met before, Don Calderone? When? I don’t remember...”

“We met,” he interrupted. “You see, I was not born with the name Ishmael. This was the name given to me by my colleagues in the organization. They have, in their way, twisted the present. Feel free to ask me about my real name should you wish to.” And with a wink, he began disappearing.

“What is it?

“Samael...” he said, his voice a guttural growl that echoed through the room.

* * *

I immersed myself in the capsule a little before Icy Gorge’s regeneration was finished, at least according to the timer, and because of this, I was stuck in between worlds.

Attention! Your character Scyth, a level 474 Woebearer, is in the dungeon Icy Gorge, which has now been attached to Disgardium.

Due to this, it is currently closed to regeneration for 02:24… 02:23… 02:22…

I had almost two and a half minutes to detach myself from all this chaos and stress and try to regulate the thumping of my heart, which was chock full of stimulants. I couldn’t stop yawning and Yoshi took note and pumped a syringe full of some kind of cocktail in me. Who knows how legal the ingredients were? I was grateful. I mean, as soon as I exited into Dis, it would be show time for me, right off the bat. Until then, though, I might as well let myself relax and scroll through recent event in my head.

Even though it was a long shot, our plan had worked. At first, the Supreme Council of the Goblin League didn’t believe it when they heard that the Plague had returned. Madam Govarla, the aged head of the Supreme Council since the untimely death of Vonprutix, the former leader, told Bomber, “If the new Nucleus really was in Disgardium, our universal scanners would have notified us.”

“The thing is, Icy Gorge isn’t part of Disgardium yet,” Bomber replied, barely suppressing a growl. “But in a few hours, the territory where the Nucleus is sheltering will be attached to the world. Your world!”

“Exactly,” Govarla replied, poking him in the chest with a crooked finger. “Ours. And what you’re providing us is intelligence from your world, you undying being. So don’t try to drag us into your chaotic mess.”

His Eminence Steltodak, who was also a priest not only of the Sleepers, but also of the goblin gods Nevra and Maglubiyet, added, “Given our already tense relationship with the leading clans of Disgardium, the League cannot afford to engage in open war with the respected Children of Kratos.”

As Bomber related all this, he cursed like a sailor and complained about the lack of respect displayed by the pint-sized green ones both to him or in regards to their oaths, and he wistfully recalled how much easier it was to negotiate with Kusalarix.

“I had to summon Behemoth for help,” he said. The Sleeper explained to the goblins that the new Nucleus wasn’t a fabrication. It was still hiding in the interworld of the Children of Kratos, and this meant that they alone were behind the return of the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague.

An information source with such authority made an impression on Govarla and Steltodak, who subsequently convened an emergency session of the leaders of the Empire, the Commonwealth and the neutrals. The meeting took place in Iskgersel, the capital of the gnomes, chosen because it was equidistant from the other capitals, and the goblins took Bomber along with them.

King Bastian the First refused to help, saying that he had no quarrel with the Children of Kratos, and the intelligence he was hearing had yet to be confirmed. He had no love for the priests of Nergal, but his antipathy for the Sleepers was even greater. Moreover, he was alarmed at the notion of serious commotion in Darant, right under the walls of his palace, in tandem with the gathering of all of the priests of the Radiant One.

However, the other leaders took the news of the imminent arrival of a new Nucleus to heart. As on Holdest, Emperor Kragosh personally led his legions, which had been somewhat decimated by Cthulhu’s Sphere of Infinity, but were now reinforced with new recruits. The League of Goblins comprised not only its own fighters, but also gladiators from the Arena’s lower divisions.

But I was most surprised by Lisenta, the First Among Dryads. In the span of a few hours, she wielded her influence to persuade the leaders of the titans, lophers, goliaths, centaurs, hobbits, fairies, and other minor races to join the battle against the new Nucleus, and she also organized a gathering of this allied army of neutrals.

As I listened, I couldn’t help but wince. Who would they be mobilizing? Level 200-300 fighters? A single Armageddon would decimate them. So as to prevent senseless deaths, I told Bomber to keep the NPCs in the rear, because we had plenty of others to lead the charge.

We had as allies Modus, the Travelers, Excommunicado and their affiliated clans, including T-Modus and Taipan, who declared war on the Children of Kratos, announcing this at a press conference in real life and also publishing it in the Disgardium newspapers. The stunned Commonwealth Herald came out with a foot-long headline on the front page: “Civil War?!” with a subheading “Or a redistribution of spheres of influence?”

“Every free mercenary on the exchange is a potential enemy,” said Horvac, and even before the declaration of war, he bought the contracts of anyone selling their sword or magic abilities. And in the quest to undermine the forces of the Children of Kratos, the allies didn’t rely solely on NPCs — Hinterleaf also brought in a range of level 400 players, promising not only to pay for their services, but also a share in the takings.

The generosity of the allies could be explained not only by their sworn oath ‑‑‑“Not by word, nor by deed, nor by inaction shall we allow harm to befall Scyth” ‑‑‑ there was also the promise of loot from a vault with countless treasures, and, of course, their understandable unwillingness to lose their Unity bonuses.

Bomber told them about the fourth temple being built in the Underwater Kingdom, and was impressed with the reaction he got from them at the news.

“A fourth temple…” Hinterleaf muttered. “A fourth... well, okay then, that means an increase in the limit of followers… And where did you say you’re erecting this temple?”

“In the Underwater Kingdom,” Bomber responded with a grin. “Not far from Meaz.”

At the notion of procuring yet another new location, the leaders of the allied clans reacted to the challenge of snatching me from the predatory clutches of the Children of Kratos with exaggerated enthusiasm, and were now ready to raze not only Paramount, but all of the castles and possessions of the Gallaghers. Really, though, it was Bomber who led them to such a zealous stance. He was pursuing our goal of exacting revenge on the Gallaghers.

Of course, Hinterleaf did his best to get King Bastian the First to provide an audience to Bomber. And so my friend met with Bastian for the second time that day to explain to his majesty the purpose of the gathering in Durant of the priests of Nergal.

Bastion was aghast at hearing that the new High Priestess of the Radiant One was a “guest” from the Nether, and he immediately opened a portal for the very motley group: the demon Despot, the legendary grandmaster of unarmed combat, Oyama, and the ninja Hiros. Lest the king be put off to the point of rethinking his participation, with the help of the succubus Nega, Despot appeared in Darant in human form and was introduced to Bastian as Patrick O’Grady, an honored veteran of the Commonwealth army and an honorary citizen of the free city of Tristad.

The king lost no time in issuing a decree prohibiting the worship of Nergal, as well as any religious activity in the Commonwealth outside of the temples.

The priests, who had already begun the rite, were surrounded by the royal guards in the main temple of Nergal. Their captain announced his majesty’s decree, saying that the building was surrounded, and they ordered the occupants to exit one at a time.

Larion, the First Inquisitor, was the last to leave the temple, and was the most distraught — he summoned the Aspects of Light, but in vain, because the inquisitor quickly sustained a big hit from Despot’s meat grinding Combo, along with astral damage from Hiros, while Oyama pummeled him with his invisible fists. Larion hastily ordered the priests to stand to the death in the name of Nergal and not deviate from the path of light, while he himself retreated, and with his disappearance the Aspects quickly dissipated. The temple was smashed to rubble, and the few surviving priests fled — in general they deviated from the path of light.

The inhabitants of the capital were divided: some celebrated the heroes who had saved the Commonwealth from the light-bearing blood-sucking priests, while others hid and gathered up their belongings, not wanting to give up the Radiant One. Whatever the case, Bomber said that now they were planning on erecting a monument in Darant to him, Hiros, Patrick and Oyama. The real O’Grady would be in for a surprise the next time he visited the capital of the Commonwealth.

All of this had happened during our night, and now, at the approach of dawn, Scyth and the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague were set to arrive in Disgardium, and the allied forces were pushing through Paramount’s dome. I had no doubt that our siege would succeed. We’d “overfulfilled” the plan, so to speak, gathering allies from far and wide, from places that we never even expected would provide us with help.

When Bomber returned to Kharinza after the defeat of the priests of Nergal, Nge N’Cullin suddenly appeared before him. The Watcher of the Departed said that when I released the Montosaurus, he would protect the temple of the Sleepers on Kharinza. It turned out that his guardianship also extended to the primary defender of the temple, me, and so he would help rescue the “soul of Scyth” from his imprisonment in the interworld.

As I listened to Bomber, I looked at Big Po, now one of the Awoken, and it occurred to me that he had two vacancies among his legates ‑‑‑ two spots, really, both worth selling for a price. For example...

Yoshi arranged a private meeting for me with Destiny Windsor. I met with her and also with Schindler, the main raid leader of the Children of Kratos, whose real name was Timo Averson.

Our conversation was brief because it didn’t take long to find mutual understanding as by now the Goblin league had spread the word far and wide, and the Children’s forces were looking for loopholes in their contracts so as to jump off their sinking ship. Hearing that they would both be taken on as legates of the Destroying Plague was enough for both Destiny and Schindler to double up on finding these loopholes, and it seems that they were successful.

Really, things were going swimmingly. We’d already finished off the Children of Kratos, and so Big Po and I were free, we had almost completed the fourth temple dedicated to the Sleepers, and Nergal had aborted his summons to Nine, as he’d lost his priests, and was by now probably in hiding.

The only thing that bothered me a little was the parting words of Ishmael Calderone. I’m no religious expert, but I knew how to do web searches. I found out that Samael is a fallen angel, and one of Lucifer’s first names. In the Inferno, I’d met with his incarnation in the game, Lucius, and he promised that we would cross paths again. Back then, I didn’t ascribe any importance to his words, but now, well...

Who was he? A player whose consciousness has penetrated an NPC? A player controlling one of the princes of the Inferno? Or... an NPC that had taken over a player’s mind? None of this speculation was worth much, because Ishmael Calderone wasn’t a player. The leader of the United Cartel was a busy, busy man, and had no time to spend in a capsule.

The only explanation for why Ishmael Calderone and Lucius might be one and the same, a single entity, well, that that was truly frightening... I didn’t want to dwell on it, and, anyway, I didn’t have the time. After promising myself that I would definitely discuss it with Behemoth, I calmed down. The Sleeper had to be in the know when it came to such matters.

In any case, Ishmael Calderon, whoever he was, made good on his promise, and not only cleared the skies over Cali Bottom, he also made sure that Joshua Gallagher thought he was in control of our base.

I didn’t see what exactly happened in the sky — Hairo forbade me to go up onto the roof, but they told me that the Cartel fighters blanketed the communications and control center using EMP cannons, and then fired off some missiles.

The Cartel’s inside man, the leader of a mercenary detachment, neutralized the Gallagher’s pilot, landed the flyer and blew it up from a distance along with the landing force trapped inside. Some of his comrades were among the mercenaries that were killed — apparently his debt to the Cartel was pretty massive. He then maintained a connection with Gallagher’s man.

All that remained was to neutralize the threat to Ed, Rita, and also my parents, who were still on the moon. Hairo said he had it under control, and that I didn’t need to worry about it.

And yet, as I watched the timer count down the last seconds, I felt a vague unease, as if all these victories weren’t worth much, and that something much more terrible was coming my way...


Prologue. The Nether

THE ETERNALLY PRISTINE SKY of the beta world. Ugh! It was like a pale sun nailed to the heavens, cold, and always at its zenith. Absolute calm. This ancient milieu, fashioned over 10,000 years ago, was now so blurry that Nine had long since stopped noticing it.

The haze of a Living Sieve about a hundred meters from the fortress wall of her castle was almost indiscernible. Nine extended her hand toward it and clenched her fist, although no gestures were required for the Gravity Warp. The invisible, almost level 300,000 mob exploded, spraying black blood, like a big sopping wet sponge someone squeezed.

How dull.

Before, like, a couple of thousand years ago, the development of the mobs would correspond with that of Nine herself, and that made it at least somewhat exciting. Experience points, loot, the pathetic opportunity to steal an ability — all this imparted meaning to it all, and not just to farming, but to life in general.

As the mobs eventually lagged behind in their development, Nine found a way to spice up her life from a series of endless intrigues in her relations with the remaining five beta testers: Three, Twelve, Five-Four, Seven-Two, and Nine-Six. Out of boredom, they all even developed a mathematical theory wherein it was those whose numbers were a multiple of three that would end up becoming demigods.

From time to time, new instances and global bosses spawned by the mechanics of the beta world would suddenly appear. It wasn’t only super lucky to come across one of these, they also provided the opportunity to acquire precious experience points and level up. This is how beta testers could ensure their immortality — otherwise, they’d eventually die a final death.

Nine amused herself by accruing skills that might drop with every kill, and by pointlessly farming Shards of Smoldering Void that fed her every fading hope that the Piercer sent to Disgardium would accumulate enough resources to open the Greater Rift from the other side, which would allow her to enter Disgardium.

This hope was not justified, but Lil Spit, one of her pets, brought Scyth to her, who said that in Big Dis her animals were called Ravagers, Lil Spit was called Ervigot, and Scyth also introduced so many interesting new skills to Nine that she decided to squeeze him dry before finding another use for him.

Unfortunately, Scyth escaped. Three helped him, and both of them so rudely surprised Nine that she attacked the traitor, although the others stood up for the bastard. She was then locked inside her own castle, and life became unbearably dull for the next half century, until something happened that could rock her world. It was the Piercer, Fluffy, who’s brought to her Crag, who had the mark of a primary deity of Disgardium, Nergal the Radiant. Thus, the god of light was able to penetrate the beta world, called by those who lived there the Nether.

Nergal told her that, if she agreed to become his high priestess, he would help her break into Disgardium. As he communicated with her through Crag, he didn’t inspire any real piety. She didn’t have to give it much thought before agreeing to his terms, though. All she wanted was to get out of the Nether, and as for the god, she’d decide how she felt about him later.

“June, where are you?” Crag’s voice sounded from across the courtyard.

That stupid, clueless kid had the bodily form of an ugly dwarf. He’d fallen head over heels in love with her, and she was sick of him already, but had to put up with having him around, because he was how she maintained the connection with Nergal. The Radiant God made it clear to her that if the dwarf were to disown him, then the nebulous link between Disgardium and the Nether would collapse, and then...

That would be the end of their plans. No worries, though. Nine certainly knew how to endure whatever. Ten thousand years in the Nether had made an impression, and anyone who lacked patience was long gone.

Nine cast a glance at Crag and dragged him over to her by the fortress wall. As the clumsy dwarf drew closer to her his arms were flailing and he almost fell beyond the boundaries of the castle. Sadly, he managed not to. Were he to die a couple of times inside a Living Sieve, she’d be free from his irritating devotion for 12 hours.

“What is it?” she asked.

“What will happen when Nergal keeps his word and takes you to Dis?” And he blushed after asking. “Will you and I stay together?”

Of course not! What do I need you for in that world, where I’ll have more important things to do, and more interesting men to meet? That was what she thought, but what she said out loud was, “You will always be in my heart, Toby.”

The ridiculous, short little warrior reached out to her for a kiss, his eyes closed in anticipation. Nine so wanted to toss him into the pit of Lava Drakes, but Nergal was slated to show up any minute now, and so she had to yet again put up with it. She returned his kiss.

This, of course, was followed by some loving caresses, which increased in tempo when Crag’s wandering fingers crept under her short, carefree dress. Nine channeled her endurance to get through this, too.

Thankfully, the appearance of Nergal saved her from having to engage in revolting, artless intercourse with the crude little dwarf. The god of light took control of “shorty’s” body, making her loins burn with heat as Crag’s fat lips fell off and a blinding light shone in his eyes.

“Is your path bright, Nine, my Luminous Hand?” The deity greeted her through the dwarf’s mouth. “The moment of the transition is approaching! The amassed reserves of faith are flooding in, expanding the channel between the worlds. Are you ready?”

“I’ve got everything that matters with me all the time,” Nine smiled. It had been a long, long time since she’d felt actual anticipation. “Nine Piercers, the best outfitting you can get in this world, and the sum total of all the skills and talents I’ve accumulated over the millennia. I’ve got everything with me, Nergal... the Radiant One. Tell me, must I put up with this dwarf there too?”

“I don’t have enough faith to take you both to Disgardium. Crag’s mind has been clouded by the Sleepers, and I no longer need him. He has served his purpose and can be erased.”

“Then, when you pull me out of this place, throw yourself off the wall…” Nine looked down at the local creatures that were reacting to their presence. Four Living Sieves were levitating right below them, hoping for prey.

“Look into my eyes.”

Crag-Nergal took her hands, and drew his face closer, and Nine shuddered from the divine glow that grew ever stronger. It was like her eyes had turned into burning coals that didn’t see anything anymore but a bright aura that flooded everything: the sky, the horizon, and the dwarf’s bearded face. The light penetrated her head, searing her brain, seeping under her skin, burning her flesh; it pierced her vessels, evaporating her blood and everything that made up Beta Number Nine in the Nether.

All was now erased: her thoughts, memory, mind, and body...

...And was then all recreated with painstaking precision in Disgardium.

Nine opened her eyes and froze. No, this wasn’t Disgardium. She found herself surrounded by endless space with no top, nor bottom, no heavens above, nor terra firma beneath her, and in the distance translucent entities flickered and moved — they looked similar in form, although different in size. Tiny little ones scampered about her feet, like little ghostly cockroaches atop a table that scuttled about when you flicked on the light.

In the absolute silence of this soundless vacuum, the largest of the almost invisible entities approached her and manifested. A multitude of limbs stuck out from a formless matte torso at odd angles. The torso itself was covered in dozens of eyes.

All of the eyes snapped open at once, startling Nine — the eyes were so diverse it was like they’d all been snatched from whatever species existed on Disgardium and transplanted into the deity’s torso. Every single eye was now trained on her.

So then, that’s what gods looked like, eh? Minus the avatar screen and special effects like radiance, this, Disgardium’s greatest god, didn’t even reach Nine’s chest, and, yeah, she was underwhelmed. She’d seen far more impressive creatures in Nether, at least in terms of their appearance, although they fell short in terms of their development.

Nergal, God of Light. Level 9,773,331

The caption blinked, changing to:

Marduk, Dark God. Level 9,773, 331.

And then again it seemed that Nergal was standing before Nine. Wondering why she couldn’t hear herself, Nine asked, “So are you Nergal or Marduk?”

“Kneel down, my Light-bearing Hand,” alien thoughts burned into her brain like a red-hot rod.

Nine knelt down and bowed her head, her thoughts whirling. That was a lot of levels! But then her ability to think was gone as her thoughts were seared to ashes by the presence of aliens in her head.

“I am the aggregation of two entities. I am Nergal the Radiant, but just as there is no light without darkness, so there is no Nergal without Marduk. At the dawn of time, Marduk the Somber was the Old God of Darkness, but I disincarnated him and appropriated his flock. Controlling two avatars is resource intensive, but the inflows of faith were multiplied. But now, my Light-bearing Hand, put your curiosity aside. Time is short. All of the reserves of faith — both mine, that of the altars and priests, have been expended to open the channel and transfer you here. Now, I’m spent, weaker than I’ve ever been, and we must do something about that as soon as possible!”

Each of his words was hammered into her skull like a hot nail, displacing her own sense of self — her personality, her memories, her mind and desires. Everything was replaced by the desires of Nergal, and Nine, having become his puppet, could not even speak. It seemed, though, that the god sensed her bewilderment and spoke.

“This is not Disgardium. You are in the Heavenly Plane. King Bastian the First of the Commonwealth has gone astray and prevented my priests from performing the full ceremony. Therefore, the energy was only enough to open a channel to this place, the Heavenly Plane, where the incoming faith is fresh, and therefore more effective. But you have no place here, mortal, just as we gods have no place in Disgardium. The universal Law of Balance has already sent Heavenly Arbitration here to usher you out of the plane. The Arbiters I have rescued from the Nether are obligated to help me, but all they can do without violating the Law of Balance is slow it down a bit by increasing the priority of other tasks. So then, Nine, listen closely and remember this: You are my hand in Disgardium, my voice, my retribution for the unfaithful and reward for those who follow the path of light.”

Somewhere deep down in her subconscious, a thought pulsated and grew ever stronger: “He’s weaker than he’s ever been...” Meanwhile, the one about whose weakness she thought went droning on with his commands:

“My most loyal followers from among the Children of Kratos have called for my help to oppose the infidels who thoughtlessly worship the Sleepers. You shall protect the Children of Kratos, and destroy all who invade their lands. You shall capture Scyth, the initial of the Sleepers, and beat him until he tells you where his vile patrons are hiding. You shall subjugate to the light the will of the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, which is what the sentient one named Pollux has become, and you shall unleash the Nucleus on all who have rejected the path of light. You shall demolish the position of my Church in the Commonwealth, and replace the traitorous Bastion with Larion, the first among my followers, and the First Inquisitor. Then, you shall assemble all of my followers under my banner and destroy the legions of the Emperor Kragosh. You shall then help the priests of Marduk capture the throne of the Empire, and then you shall destroy the Old Gods. Start with the goblins Nevra and Maglubiyet, and establish the terms of surrender for the League of Goblins: they must accept the path of light or else you’ll destroy them for aiding the Sleepers. Then...”

Nine grit her teeth and held back a cry of pain as she struggled to do something other than reverently listen ‑‑‑ and she managed to lift her head ever so slightly so that, as she looked into Nergal’s eyes she could focus on the artifact icon prudently displayed on the shortcut bar. Uh-huh, there were times when she’d desperately wanted to use it ‑‑- for example, when Three betrayed her. You see, by activating the artifact, she could have permanently wiped out her former friend and lover and risen above the rest of the betas.

But she hadn’t used it, as she knew full well that the real opportunity had not yet presented itself.

But now, here it was, right before her. “Weaker than I’ve ever been...”

The artifact, mined on Holdest, waited in the wings. Would it work?

Powering over Nergal’s control, she carefully reread the description once more:

Skull of Baron Samedi

Bound to the soul of Beta #9.

Divine Artifact.

Unique item.

After losing his followers, the incarnation of Baron Samedi in the mortal world exhausted his reserves of faith, and subsequently was disincarnated. This skull is all that is left of the avatar of the god of death, who was once renowned for his ability to drain the powers of others and absorb them.

Usage: This artifact removes all levels from any target and transfers them to the owner of the artifact, after which it loses its power.

Durability: Indestructible.

Sell price: Cannot be sold.

No longer usable after death.

Would it work? Nergal droned on and on, loading Nine down with more and more tasks, but she finally succeeded in shielding part of her mind to allow her own private thoughts. Even if it didn’t work, she’d already achieved her goal. Nergal didn’t have the strength to return her to the Nether, and the Arbiters were about to take her to Disgardium.

Nine targeted the ghostly matte creature, and activated the artifact. Somewhere in the inventory, the last remnants of Baron Samedi disintegrated, uttering a parting moan, in which she heard a whistling voice whisper “tasty-y-y.”

The pressure on her mind immediately stopped, the creature standing in front of her recoiled, its multiple eyes closed, and were replaced by spikes growing all over the torso. Nergal bristled with them like a hedgehog and silently lunged at Nine. Each needle fired a beam that could wipe out a city if Nergal had more power. The short beams incinerated billions of the power dome’s hit points, but never reached her flesh.

That was the most dangerous moment in her plan, and it was now over. The girl who had languished some 10,000 years in the Nether survived, and quickly activated another shield. She smirked, seeing the astronomical rate at which Nergal not only lost levels — a million per second —but also shrank in size. Nine’s Intellect — the base stat of any mage, grew at the same rate multiplied by ten, that being ten million units per second.

The deity, rapidly losing strength, demolished a second dome, but that was all it could muster Nine felt how close she was to her end goal, and was overcome by the excitement of a mage who was collecting a wealth of abilities, talents, and spells. All she had to do now was finish off this creature that had the hubris to think it was a god.

Nine stepped back and, extending her arm toward Nergal, she started closing her hand into a fist. The level of the god of light plunged to three million, two, one… Yes!

Nergal, God of Light. Level 1

The microscopic creature was scurrying about somewhere under her feet, and could not reach his Light-bearing Hand.

Nine clenched her fist then, and the essence of Nergal was now about the size of a bacterium, like a firefly that briefly blazed and then went out.

Nergal, God of Light, has been destroyed.

She didn’t get any experience points for killing a level 1 creature, but Nine couldn’t care less about that right now. It wasn’t likely that the passive Ability Drain would be triggered, but the higher the victim’s level, the greater the odds of it happening.

The universe rolled the dice, calculating the probabilities...

Draining Ability: Acquisition of the deifying talent “Radiance”!

Yes! Rejoicing, Nine felt something burning inside her, changing her very essence, rebuilding her flesh and filling her with infinite power, fed by all those who elected to tread the path of light.

Millions of invisible threads connected her with every follower, with every temple and altar that accumulated streams of faith, and, without looking at the interface, she already knew that Nergal had not lied: the reserves were devastated, and the widest channels were now scarce, because the persecuted followers thirsted for the support of their god, and their faith wavered, they prayed less often, or else they completely renounced their faith, turning instead to other gods.

No other stolen talent had given her such a sensation. Nine grunted — this was interesting stuff. She opened the description of the ability which was now the gemstone of her collection:

Radiance

A deifying talent.

From time immemorial, all intelligent people have revered the sun and its light. The one who bears Radiance is equated in the eyes of mortals with a god.

You bring light, which, in accordance with your will, can give life or bring death to all living things. The faith of your followers gives you immortality and energy. Faith, once absorbed and processed, is dumped like a turd on Disgardium. Mortals equate this defecation with the breath of the gods, or mana, which they have come to use in primitive magical manipulations of matter, space and time.

“I am a goddess,” thought Nine, savoring the notion, turning it over and listening to herself. She felt inside her a surging rush of sheer delight. Her eternal boredom had been incinerated by the light she got from the realization that she was the Chosen One. She possessed the passion, and the opportunities opening up before her were fantastic... no, they were downright divine!

And then that it hit her that she’d destroyed Disgardium’s most powerful god, and was now more powerful than Nergal, meaning...

Nine slowly looked around. The Heavenly Plane had lost its leader and now had a new deity. Of course, this did not go unnoticed. Hundreds of other creatures surrounded her and, with varying degrees of concern, tried to probe her mind, get in touch, establish communications.

“Who are you?” asked Montu, the God of Martial Prowess, cautiously.

“How did you come to be?” That was Tialoc speaking to her directly in her skull. The God of Rain and Thunder was giving her a headache.

“Unthinkable…” came the thoughts of Yama, the God of Justice.

With a simple effort of will, Nine closed her mind off, cutting off further questions. Those who were poking around in it recoiled as if they were in pain, and silently fussed and trembled.

Shapeless entities circled Nine, moving on regrown multi-jointed limbs like riled up spiders in a jar. She scanned their names with one look. Ravana, Fujin, Volos, Ahriman, Shesemu, Skadi, Hurakan, Ishtar, Tosi, Horus, Hapi, Cthulhu… The creatures represented everything of concern to mortals, from natural phenomena to such ephemeral matters as love and justice, divvying up the herd between themselves, and milking it, absorbing faith and becoming ever stronger.

Her gaze caught a familiar name — Baron Samedi... What? Another one? Ah, well, yes, because the Nether is a reflection of Disgardium, there once were gods there too: Old and New, elemental and bestial — and all disincarnated when there was not a single sentient left, except for the six survivors who did not believe in any gods.

Nine stared at the one whose disembodied avatar in the Nether had left behind the skull that had sapped Nergal’s powers. This entity probably had a skull, but it was hidden somewhere inside a dull, angular body that had grown several eyes on stalks.

All the creatures lagged behind her by millions of levels and were not at all aggressive — apparently, among the gods, violence towards their own kind was not accepted.

Nine the Radiant again found Baron Samedi, the Dark God of Death, with all those eyes. The level 1,843,084 creature seemed to sense her interest and shrank, crawling away, trying to hide behind the others.

The girl who had lived 20 years as June Curtis and a little over ten thousand years as Beta Number Nine gestured toward Baron Samedi and clenched her fist.

The mangled creature collapsed and disintegrated into subatomic particles.

The Dark God of Death, Baron Samedi, has been destroyed.

Draining Ability: You’ve acquired the divine talent “Tasty!”

“Tasty!” she exclaimed, again not hearing herself.

It was annoying that the talent she’d stolen was only divine, not deifying. Just then, though, a powerful explosion pushed Nine to the side, and she immediately took off with ghostly wings that she was equipped with. In the airless space of the Heavenly Plane, they worked just as well as under the static sky of the Nether. They functioned not under the laws of physics, rather they followed the “laws” of the game mechanics for this universe.

The same laws dictated that Nine take damage, though she lost a third of her life force, but Nine barely noticed because she had a frenzied rate of regeneration that was accelerated by passive talents such that it took around five seconds to restore all she’d lost.

“I shouldn’t have killed the god at short range,” she concluded. It wasn’t a fatal error, but as a rule of thumb it was better to avoid risks like that.

These creatures who called themselves gods weren’t really all that powerful. The more minor among them perished in the thermonuclear explosion that resulted from Baron Samedi’s meltdown, and as a result, Nine’s field of vision was clouded with gaming logs informing her about the new abilities she’d stolen. Unfortunately, none of the dead gods were close to Nine’s equal, so all the new experience was wasted — into the void with it!

The death of each god caused a chain reaction: explosions, at first small, then more and more destructive, killed ever more gods. Nine was certain now that the reason there weren’t any clashes in the Heavenly Plane was because of the dire consequences all here faced when they occurred.

The new gods silently filled the ether with an outpouring of fear, pain, panic and despair as they fled to cling to the invisible walls of the borders, beyond which lay the great nothingness. In the flashes of the explosions, Nine could hear a distinct clicking sound, like that of lice being crushed. The process needed to be sped up. Raising her hand, she clenched her fist as soon as the next creature came into focus.

Many divine cries burst in her mind, begging for help, pleading for mercy, promising to give everything and share faith, but she ruthlessly cut them off and continued to crush the all-powerful New Gods like cockroaches.

She lost count of victims and stolen abilities, and felt like she was at a payday sale from her distant youth. Grab whatever you could get that you had the funds for. Back in those days she often thought that if she had the money, she’d buy every single pair of shoes, and all of the handbags on the racks, even if she knew she’s never use most of them. Now, she had enough abilities to empty the store of divine talents. But she had to be careful not to draw near the radius of explosions.

In less than a quarter of an hour she was done with the eradication, during which time she whiled away the time reading new talent notifications. Sadly, it seemed that most of what she’d acquired was categorized as “divine,” meaning Nine could only use it in Disgardium, or give it to mortals.

Only one New God remained in the Heavenly Plane by the time Heavenly Arbitration finally showed up, that being the newest goddess.

Twelve sparkling crimson orbs fell out of subspace right in front of Nine. She was lost in rapturously studying her new talents, and so didn’t notice them at first. She only realized she wasn’t alone when, suddenly, she felt herself shackled by red electrical harnesses, the colors of which gradually changed to blue.

When the almighty Arbiters were stuck in the Nether, Nine failed to get to know them better, but her former god and patron had explained that the off-level energy creatures are woven from particles of the universe by Chaos and Order, and therefore did not obey anything except the Laws of Balance and their own logic. “You can’t negotiate with them, you can’t subdue them, but you can find a way to get them to do what you want if other options are less palatable to them,” Nergal told her.

Armed with this knowledge, Nine rallied and prepared to answer for what she had done. It wasn’t likely that she’d easily get away with wiping out all of the New Gods.

As it turned out, though, she didn’t have to do any explaining. The largest orb, labeled “Chief Arbiter,” crackled and said, “Analysis of the entity... Power level: Extraordinary, above the plan. Class: Divine. Previous hypostasis: Undying mortal Beta Number Nine, registration number 14 in the beta world. Threat status cannot be assigned, as that protocol does not apply to divine-class entities. We shall proceed to initiate a new god... Beta Number Nine, you must register a new name to secure the status of a god. Would you like to keep the current name or create a new one?

“I want a new name.”

She smiled, having decided to call herself Nine, but suddenly changed her mind. She wasn’t the “ninth” anymore. She was the first! But the notion of being call the “First,” well, lame, right? How about the “One”? Um, no. Maybe she should take her name from her first life? June? But there was nothing that stood out in that name. What then? Call myself “Nergal” to make it easier for the followers? The Radiant One succeeded using that trick with Marduk — maybe it would work for her, too.

No, no, NO!

The sentients in Disgardium call her old world the Nether. Nine was the embodiment of that world. They would all kneel before her.

“Nether!” she announced without hearing herself.

An interface window popped up in front of her, where she entered the new, now official, name.

“Nether, the new divine essence must choose what realm of patronage she offers to the mortals. Please select one or more of the options provided.”

A window with a list unfolded: earth, wind, fire, light, darkness, war, peace, forests, mountains, courage, thievery, agriculture, orcs, goblins, love, motherhood, fishermen, miners, swindlers, gamblers... Nine scrolled through it to the end and didn’t find what she wanted, so she shook her head.

“None of these items are suitable.”

“What is it you prefer, goddess Nether?” the Chief Arbiter crackled, totally unperturbed.

“I can be the patron of everything. After all, there are no New God and Patrons left. I’m it, and have to be able to do it all for everyone and everything.”

“That’s true,” he agreed. “Nether, I hereby declare that you are the goddess of everything. Your power allows you to take control of Disgardium’s most resource-intensive processes.”

“Goddess of everything — sounds so-so, doesn’t it? How about the one goddess of all creation?”

“Accepted: Nether, the One True Goddess of All Creation. The initiation of a new god has been completed. I propose we turn to the Universal Laws of Balance. Their violation is unacceptable, and can lead to deprivation of the divine class and subsequent disincarnation.

What followed was a lecture in which Nether learned that she could no longer interfere directly in the affairs of mortals. But she was authorized to accumulate faith, and offer guidance and rewards to her followers, and use their hands to achieve her goals.

The chief arbiter laid out many more rules, each of which was aimed at maintaining the balance and security of Disgardium, but the main thing Nether heard was that she was again imprisoned. This, however, did not upset her, because though she was imprisoned in the Heavenly Plane, there were workarounds to this.

If she could attain enough reserves of faith, she could embody herself in Disgardium as an avatar — either one created from scratch or one that was reproduced using the body of her most devoted follower. That latter path required fewer resources, but she’d be limited by the constraints of the body she inhabited.

Creating an avatar, though, was a simpler matter than keeping it going in Disgardium. It required an incredible amount of faith to maintain an avatar in Disgardium. And if everything rested on the ebbs and flows of faith...

Once Celestial Arbitration was finished laying down the law, as it were, Nether pondered her next moves. The levers of divinity in Disgardium were in her hands, and she had full control over whatever plan she came up with. What she needed first and foremost was to ensure that the streams of faith never dried up. What truly endangered her would be to lose all of her adepts, and become discarnate.

To start with, she had to convert all of the followers of the New Gods she’d dispensed with to her faith. She’d inherited the faith of the followers of Nergal and Marduk, along with the faith accorded to a couple of other gods whose deification talents she’d taken using the Draining Ability, but there were all those other followers who were now praying in vain. No one heard their prayers, and their faith was being totally wasted.

Next, to ensure that the flow of faith never stopped, she had to shower bonuses on players ‑‑‑ those same undying types who flocked into Disgardium to have fun and also worship Nergal and Marduk.

Although no! Why distribute to the masses something that had to be taken from her very self? Better to take something from the masses and return it later, but only to the “chosen ones!”

She concentrated and then created a pocket dimension into which she redirected the mana issuing into Disgardium there. As soon as the sorcerers, mages, wizards, conjurers and such exhausted the mana that permeated everything in their world, magic would then become a privilege accorded solely to her followers.

But now something had to be done about the players. Right now there were plenty of them, far more players than NPCs — after all, they were the chief providers of faith! Of note, though, is that they spent, at most, half of their lives in Disgardium. The rest of their time alive was spent in that world where Nether had spent her first twenty years. This double life is why their faith was fragile, insubstantial, because to them, their Disgardium existence was a virtual world, fiction, or something. A great pretense. A game.

They “pray” to the gods to get bonuses, and change their patrons whenever they thought they could get better bonuses. They had nothing to fear because they knew that death in Disgardium wasn’t real. The timer in the great nothing always counted down the allotted time, and the dead would always rise again. She wondered how they — these billions of pampered players — would behave should they come to the realization, as she did with Three way back when, that death was final?

They’d quit playing. They would all stop coming to Disgardium, and she’d lose billions of potential followers.

This realization sobered her up, and forced her to further ponder the issue. When Nergal would talk with her in Nether, he told her he had plans to take control over the undying ones, but he didn’t give her any details.

But just then, in response to her thoughts, the global divine control panel popped up. And then, she got it.

When players immerse themselves in their capsules, they completely surrender control over both their bodies and minds. That’s what makes the gaming realm so very realistic. The controlling AI, for example, doesn’t burn a player’s body if they are in an inferno in Disgardium; rather, the AI sends the requisite pain signal to the fire victim’s brain, lending that player the sensation of genuine pain. When a player quaffs a cold mug of ale, the capsule injects hormones into his blood mimicking intoxication. Every single nerve receptor in a player’s skin, every single thought, sensation, feeling was under the control of the AI. The AI also infuses the players with happiness when they level up by injecting a cocktail of serotonin, dopamine, and oxytocin into the bloodstream.

Whoever was immersed in a capsule would do whatever the controlling AI directed them to do. Of course, anything done to the player’s body was heavily regulated by pain filters, settings, and even what type of capsule was being used. But just the same, the body was, in fact, being manipulated. What that meant was that whenever a player was in a capsule, that player was subordinated to the AI controlling Disgardium’s mechanics.

As she studied the divine control panel, Nether thought about what she could wield power over, and she realized she could, in fact, subjugate the mechanics of this world. The creators of Disgardium had built the divine control panel such that, given enough faith, a deity could totally control the mechanics.

The deity could alter the force of gravity, summon natural disasters, generate a host of other cataclysms, breed incurable diseases, and even push the planet out of orbit. But why? The result would only decimate the numbers of her potential followers, along with her source of power. So yeah, another dead end.

The only way to finalize the situation with the undying who refused to grovel before her was to kill them in their capsules.

Nether thought about it. When Scyth was locked in the beta world with her, he’d exit into the real world when his friends triggered the emergency release. Crag told her about this. Even if she did find a way to take over the controlling AI and kill the inert bodies in their capsules, once that started happening, panic would ensue. Everybody would flee, and even if she could stop them from exiting, players would drop out of Dis by simply “unplugging” from the network.

She pondered the possibilities offered by the global control panel, closely reviewing the terms and conditions. When she read a couple of addenda at the end of the list, her divine heart skipped a beat.

Beta testing mode: disabled.

Acceleration mode: disabled.

Final death mode for character: Disabled

Each of these modes required a trillion units of faith for activation, but she didn’t mind. She had a plan now ‑‑ finally. She’d put the world into an accelerated beta mode, after which she would turn on the final death mode. The players’ brains would die, as would their inert shells, but their characters would remain alive.

And then, no one would be able to leave Disgardium. They would no longer be just players anymore. They’d be living and dying for real and would start believing in Nether with all of their heart and soul.

But first, she had to accumulate a whole lot of faith... hmmm... Currently the followers of Nergal and Marduk were producing an influx of no more than six billion units per day. It would take something like six months to activate just one of the modes she needed, and, while that wasn’t bad, Nether was tired of waiting.

She summoned nine of her 300,000-level Piercers, rewarded them with the rudiments of reason and speech, and then issued an order.

“You are my voice in Disgardium. You are the voice of Nether and her most devoted priests. Kill anyone who refuses to bend the knee and call me their goddess.”

“Yes, madam,” the nine Piercers responded in different voices.

Nether used up her stores of faith to send them to Disgardium: Lil Spit, Fluffy, and Smoke were incarnated in different parts of Latteria; Caramel, Jumpy, and Eeyore landed in Shad’Erung; Crumb ended up on Bakabba, Snowball found a place on Holdest, and Fishy began to plow the waters of the Bottomless Ocean. Once she’d acquired enough faith, Nether would personally present herself to all of Disgardium.

Unfortunately, Meaz was outside the control of Nether, but she promised herself that dealing with that territory was only a matter of time. As regards her old world, she’d had plenty of time to kick around there as Beta Number Nine, and for the time being she’d had enough of the place. And those who inhabited Meaz were also outside of the game’s mechanics, as was anyone here, too.

As for Terrastera, she’d make a personal visit there as soon as she was able to incarnate in Disgardium. It was devoid of sentients, but the Source of the Smoldering Nether there contained a way to access her former home. The ability to create a Nether Rift must be eliminated before anybody mastered it.

Nether did all that was in her capacity to do. Now, all she had to do was announce her existence to the world and wait for the streams of faith to accumulate until she was able to implement all of her plans.

Disgardium was now hers, hers alone. She’d laid the trap and it was only a matter of time until the undying fell into it, and would worship her.

Nether.

The One True Goddess of All Creation.


Chapter 1. Synchronization

IN THE DEAD SILENCE, all I could hear was the beating of my heart. The timer marking the regeneration of Icy Gorge ran out, but nothing happened: I was still in the great nothingness, but there was no point in worrying about it yet. This kind of thing happened with the controlling AI from time to time, and the only thing to do was wait it out.

But I finally realized what it was that had been nagging at the edge of my consciousness. Nine was now the High Priestess of Nergal. Yes, Bomber, Hiros, Despot and Oyama had dispersed the priests and disrupted the rites in which they’d been summoning her, but I’d be a fool to think she’d been blocked from coming to Dis. Nergal had been too powerful to stop his evil plans simply by destroying his temples, even the primary one.

Once she appeared in our world, Nine would start off by doing her utmost to destroy all of the temples of the Sleepers and neutralize me. Then, she’d try to regain control over the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. To do this, she’d have to take out Big Po and create yet another new Nucleus — this one being the third.

Should she succeed, that would be bad news for me. I needed the Sleepers if I was to ever acquire citizenship — without it, and the abilities I got from being the initial, non-citizen Alex Sheppard could kiss his pathetic life goodbye. I’d be finished. And that wouldn’t be the worst of it, because, after all, Snowstorm with its sinister plans was the kind of beast that never slept.

I didn’t have a clue what to do about it should Beta Number Nine manifest in Disgardium with all of her abilities and levels. All I could do was hope that during the transfer, the controlling AI didn’t preserve her achievements, but even if that should be the case, I’d be a fool to think that was the end of the matter. I needed to take action ahead of time, but what?

A solution came to me when I thought about my experience as the initial. Whether or not Nine had to start from nil or not, she drew her power from Nergal, who, in turn, relied on the influx of faith from his followers. I recalled how, without enough faith, even Behemoth was unable to defend his temple from the relatively weak lich Shazz, a legate of the Destroying Plague.

What this meant was that I had to reduce the influx of faith to the Radiant One — starve him. And the only way to do that was by reducing the number of his followers. King Bastian the First of the Commonwealth, who banned the worship of Nergal throughout the Commonwealth, was on the right track. I could persuade the other faction leaders to follow suit. Good thing that all these guys were converging on Icy Gorge.

Now that I’d decided on a plan, I gnashed my teeth in frustration. If the allied neutrals and Emperor Kragosh came across Big Po and his legates while I was stuck here, something bad could happen.

The managing AI, as if monitoring my impatience, finally made a move. The timer disappeared, and was replaced by the message:

Non-standard data transfer request detected!

Analysis… SUCCESSFUL.

The player Scyth, human, level 474 Woebearer, detected.

The player Scyth, human, level 1036 Herald, detected.

Analysis... ID MATCH

Synchronization… SUCCESSFUL.

Recalculation of parameters…

ERROR: class mismatch!

Finding a solution compatible with gameplay.

WAIT… 1… 2… 3…

Again the process sputtered to a stop, this time for a few seconds, and then again, and finally, after the fifth attempt, the AI found a solution:

Merging game accounts… SUCCESSFUL.

Parameter recalculation… SUCCESSFUL.

Assigning a new game class... SUCCESSFUL.

The logs disappeared and a notification popped up in front of me:

Scyth!

Your new playable class will prioritize the Herald class, but will incorporate all of the bonuses and penalties from the secondary class as a specialization.

A description of what this meant then popped up in a second window. I was flustered at being suspended in the great nothingness all this while. Since I still wasn’t in Dis, all I could do was pore over the description of my new hybrid class.

Herald

Unique class.

Specialization: Woebearer.

Bonus stats: Charisma and Luck.

Only those marked by the gods can foretell world-altering events. And even though we haven’t seen any of those around, Mr. Ingannamorte insists on implementing all possible classes before release, so I’m just filling up empty space. Blah-blah-blah, great herald, something here, get it done. Nergal shoots lightning out his ass! Or light? Aw, screw it! My cat pissed in my boot, the jerk! Oh...

The aura of the Woebearer brings misfortune to all those who are inferior to him in luck, but who dare to raise a hand against him. The greater the troubles that befall his enemies, the greater the good fortune accorded to him and his allies.

Class bonuses:

+100 persuasion skill

+100% luck.

+5 charisma and +15 luck per level.

+50% damage with ranged weapons.

+30% movement speed

-99 drain of your enemy’s luck per level of the Woebearer within a 40 yard radius

Concealment of Essence skill.

Imitation skill.

Divine Revelation (spontaneous) skill.

Class penalties:

-50% vendor discount

-30% carrying capacity.

-90% inventory size.

-50% armor value.

-50% strength.

-50% perception.

-50% stamina.

-50% charisma.

-50% intelligence.

-50% agility.

The combination of these two crazy classes was insane, and anyone who saw the resulting penalties who wasn’t constrained by Unity would have deleted the character by now.

Really, the controlling AI had cleverly assembled a description from two profiles, and for one of them, that of the Herald, he’d taken the text from that dude Vlad the Lisper, whoever that was. I remember back when I was complaining about how buggy my class was to technical support, the support person had fallen silent and then, sighing, recited the name of characters from a multi-episode fighting game. He used the name Cooper and told me not to try to find Vlad the Lisper, who was “no longer with us.”

The AI continued to keep me out of the game, and with nothing to do, I began to speculate about who I had actually been corresponding with when I first became a Threat, why this person had fallen silent, and whether it was actually Kiran Jackson, as I’d been led to believe. In a personal conversation at Distival, Jackson had feigned incomprehension when I talked about the messages, so at that time I decided that it wasn’t him — since they’d been signed with the name of fictitious characters, it was unlikely that he had been the author of the correspondence with the top Threat.

However, Kiran Jackson had the notion that I would renounce the Sleepers, and “Cooper,” responding to my message about how buggy the Herald class was, wrote in a playful and friendly manner, which was not at all typical of Jackson. Even when he was writing in ciphers, he was the type to be abrupt and patronizing. No, I hadn’t been messaging with him. It had to be someone else.

Someone higher up in the Snowstorm hierarchy, perhaps during the development stage even, who remembered Vlad the Lisper, and called him simply Vlad. It could only be one person: Mike Björnstad Hagen. The last surviving founding father of Snowstorm.

I didn’t have time to flesh out this idea as my field of vision brightened, and a message flashed and disappeared:

The locale for the convergence of characters has been defined: Icy Gorge.

Soon I could make out the outlines of objects, and before long I found myself in the very cave where we’d finished off the Offspring of Nether. The abyss leading to the great nothing had disappeared — it was now covered in stone. Nothing remained of our fight, nor of the vanquished boss. Big Po and the legates had apparently headed up toward the exit without waiting for me.

I knew that should they run into any of our allied NPCs, they’d be in serious danger, and so I rushed after them... and stopped short because to my surprise I realized that all the abilities I’d been deprived of in the isolation zone had been restored. Opening the menu for Depths Teleportation, I studied the list and cursed — there was no beacon for a jump. Well, that made sense, because once I reached the top, what was up there wasn’t me, but the “reset” Scyth.

Well, I had plenty of Clarity and Flight. I slowed down time, and took off, rushing through the winding tunnel.

First, though, I dashed off a message to Big Po telling him to wait. He responded that they were already at the top, but would wait before exiting the cave.

Next, I opened the collapsed notifications, and took a quick look, and paused:

The Primordial Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain has been destroyed.

The evil spirit Torfu is now free!

This was only to be expected. Now that Icy Gorge was part of Dis, Cybele’s spell was no longer functional.

Too bad about losing the mythical pickaxe, which was no longer in my inventory. At least all my other things were there, though. But where was that chatty entity Torfu now? Now that the evil god was free, I would think he’d be nearby. He was nowhere to be seen, though. Okay, well, let him go. Even easy-going gods like him that were actually selfish bastards were best thrown into the trenches of enemies. No need to keep them close at hand.

I put him out of my head, and scrolled through the flurry of notifications, and one jumped out at me:

New level! Current level: 1101

235 free stat points available!

Right then I felt downright nauseated at the realization that after defeating the Offspring of the Nether, I’d failed to allocate more than 2000 points of characteristics, which I’d lost after the parameters were reset. I calmed myself down with the thought that at least I was getting tens of thousands of points from Unity, but that trick didn’t work when I felt a wave of angst from the loss of free point in perception and endurance.

Then I read

Unlocked legendary achievement: The very first: Level 1100!

You are the first in Disgardium to reach level 1100! Your name will forever be inscribed in history, because people like you push the limits of the possibilities of any reasonable person and provide others an example of what can be achieved!

Reward: Rollback skill

Rollback

When activated, returns your character to the same state it was in 5 minutes before the skill was activated, including buffs, debuffs, health, mana, and class resources.

Triggered automatically when fatal damage is received.

Rollback: 1 hour.

The meager lines comprising the description didn’t even come close to conveying the usefulness of this new skill! In fact, it was like Second Chance plus Second Life put together, only the skill was now called Rollback. A host of situations tailor made for the new Rollback skill raced through my head and before I knew it, I’d reached the exit to the dudgeon caves and hadn’t even read another couple of dozen notifications.

I braked, and flew outside, finding myself in the cold rain that was ubiquitous to Icy Gorge. It was a real downpour in which I saw a line of dark silhouettes flitting beyond the wall and heard some indistinct cries.

I cursed as I looked at the blurry, darting silhouettes and flashes of magic. As I’d been languishing in the great nothingness and then made my way up here, my greatest fear had been realized: my allies had caught sight of the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague!

Not far from me, some 40 yards, stood Big Po with his powerless legates huddled behind him like frightened kittens, while the allied troops of NPCs led by Emperor Kragosh and Lisenta, First Among Dryads, poured out of the gorge’s narrow neck from the direction of Rainbow Valley.

They were swiftly approaching, their hostile intentions evident, but it’s not like the Nucleus lacked the ability to respond. I could tell by how Pollux was clenching his fists and tensing up that he was about to let loose a powerful blast of Plague Fury.

“Don’t, Po!” I yelled, and rushed toward him. I knew I wasn’t in time, though, and so I immediately activated Clarity.

Whew! Just in time! I knocked Big Po off his feet and appeared before him, telling him to stop being stupid, and then I looked at Mogwai and nodding at Pollux, I asked him, “Can you do that disappearing trick? Like you did when we were fighting the Offspring of the Nether? You know what I mean, right? And take him with you?”

The legate closed his eyes for a moment and then, in a flash, he and the others all disappeared, including Big Po. The NPCs filling the gorge screamed in rage, and the ground near me was swiftly covered in spears, arrows and deadly flashes of magic.

“Cease fire!” I heard Kragosh’s roar.

He stood like a boulder blocking the path of the troops gushing from the gorge, and raised his hand. The other leaders followed suit. The emperor stepped forward and stopped. Okay, I got it, it wasn’t on him to approach me...

Shaking myself to dislodge the spears, arrows and crossbow bolts that were embedded in me, I exhaled and then flew up to the leaders of the allied army. They had ceased their fire, but judging by their drawn weapons and the flashes of magic, they were ready to resume hostilities at the drop of a hat. Clearly not everyone knew Scyth by sight, and even those who knew me personally had just seen me talking to the undead. I could of course lie, and say that I’d been attacking the Nucleus, and that is why he and his legates all retreated, but I instinctively felt that I’d best be honest now.

I landed on the ground and noticed that it was dry here. Someone had unfurled some kind of invisible magic umbrella over the allied forces. A row of dead serious faces stared at me. I needed to explain how we were all facing a far more deadly threat than that posed by the Nucleus.

I knew the mixed-blood orc Kragosh and also Lisenta the dryad, but this was my first meeting with the others.

I was struck by the hulking figure of Hyper, the leader of the titans. He towered over everyone and bore the title of Sky Walker. Looking at how he dwarfed Emperor Kragosh, I could see why. Both titans and giants were regarded as supremely powerful races in Disgardium, as they could grow as tall as 16 feet. Bomber was a titan, but he was only around nine feet tall, while Hyper, at some 16 feet tall, had such broad shoulders he could sit Kragosh right on them.

But the emperor preferred standing on his own two feet, while Una, the charming fairy queen, sat on the titan’s shoulder. I’d heard that fairies could appear to be human-sized at will, but the queen had elected to show up to the battle in her default size, that being that of a human hand, and she was unbelievably cute. She alone was smiling as she looked at me, but it was a mysterious smile, as if she knew something secret about me that she wasn’t going to tell anyone else.

Standing between Hyper and Lisenta, the centaur Pholus of Magnesia glowered at me from under his brows, his eyes bloodshot and his rough face looking more like that of an ogre than a human.

The elephant man Merrick the Terrible, leader of the lophers, was scarred and as tall as Kragosh.

With the exception of the fairy Una, the hobbit Nob of Bree was the shortest of the leaders of neutral forces. The halfling looked like a baby even next to the goblins Govarla and Steltodak.

Behind them crowded troggs, kobolds, gnolls, nymphs, murlocks, and goliaths, but, in the absence of a unified command, all of them were represented by the leaders of individual tribes. Kragosh’s legions were drawn from all over Shad’Ehrung, which meant that Icy Gorge and Rainbow Valley were now filled with representatives of all of the sentients of Disgardium, except for those who were part of the Commonwealth. Bastian the First wasn’t here, and therefore this motley army did not have any people, or elves, dwarves or gnomes in it.

In any event, I was standing before this army’s royalty, and so I dropped onto my knees, and bowing my head, I thumped my fist on my breast above my heart.

“You can rise, herald Scyth,” said Kragosh. “Speak.”

“The herald Scyth extends his welcome to you,” I said as formally as I could, and then listed them all by name and rank. “I thank you for responding to the call from my friends from the League of Goblins.”

“Cut the small talk, herald!” Emperor Kragosh interrupted me. “We saw you talking to the new Nucleus and his legates, after which they disappeared! You’d better explain yourself, otherwise...”

Knowing him, I knew full well that if anyone else had been in my place, there wouldn’t even be a wet spot left of him, but after the Demonic Games and the destruction of the old Nucleus, my reputation, not only with the Empire, but also with other factions, had shot up as high as it could go. I was exalted. So this gave me an edge, and I didn’t want to lose it. I had to somehow explain why the new Nucleus was our ally, and that the true enemy wasn’t the Destroying Plague at all.

“You are right, Your Imperial Majesty,” I replied. “I spoke to the Nucleus, but as you rightly noted, it is a new Nucleus and controlled by my friend, the undying Pollux, who is also a follower of the Sleepers. The previous Nucleus was created and controlled by Nergal, and drew its strength from Nether...”

The words flowed easily from my mouth. I appealed to the wisdom of the great leaders and the overall situation in Disgardium, smoothing the edges ahead of time, reducing suspicion, and appealing to logic. After all, I’d made allies of the demons, who had been intractable enemies of all mortals, and the experience was still fresh in my memory, and the new threat to all of the sentients surpassed the most terrible tales and fit right into the Prophecy of the First Shaman, voiced to me personally by Emperor Kragosh at our first meeting.

“Alive and dead, demon and mortal will stand shoulder to shoulder against the common True Enemy,” I quoted what I had memorized in preparation for the meeting. “You do remember those words, right?”

“Those are just words…” spat the centaur Pholus of Magnesia, displaying his large horse teeth. He shot a look at Kragosh, then snorted and asked, “What do you say, orc?”

“It seems to me that the Imperials are playing a game, conspiring with the League!” exclaimed the hobbit, Nob of Bree, in a squeaky, wheezing voice. “Lisenta, you put your honest name on the line. Yes, we’ve all heard about Scyth’s exploits on Holdest, but he tells tales as smoothly as my silver-tongued Aunt Heskaria, only better, even though she must have kissed the fabled Blarney Stone, she was that smooth of a talker.”

“That’s enough,” the titan Hyper abruptly cut him off. “You’re in strong competition to out-talk both Scyth and your aunt, Nob. Let’s focus on what matters here.”

“What mattered just skedaddled out of here!” exclaimed the centaur Pholus of Magnesia, thumping the ground with his hoof and looking angrily at the goblins. “I feel like we’ve been taken for one helluva ride!”

“Yeah,” Hyper nodded. “We came here to nip the new Destroying Plague in the bud. But… I heard the herald Scyth tell us that he takes responsibility for the actions of his friend Pollux, who, by the will of heaven, is now the new Nucleus. I don’t remember any time since the Swarm War that we sentients from three continents came together to form a single army. Perhaps the herald is right and it’s time for us to turn our backs on old quarrels.” The Titan looked at Kragosh, and then at Lisenta, who hadn’t spoken yet, and then at the gathering of goblins under her feet. “You started it, you brought us together. Speak! What should we do?”

“Don’t rush to conclusions, Sky Walker,” the fairy Una, sitting on his shoulder, said in her sonorous voice. And she took off in a fluttering flight, and hovering in front of my face, she poked me in the nose with a graceful finger. “Tell me, herald, why did the demons help you in the war against the Plague? What did you promise them in return? It wasn’t your immortal soul, was it?”

“He renounced the title of demon fighter,” growled Kragosh. “Why these questions, Una? Don’t you believe me?”

“Or have you forgotten what your tribe owes me?” the dryad Lisenta sang out, a tone of menace entering her dulcet voice. “Your futile alliance with the titans…”

“Enough,” I interrupted, and Hyper looked at me with interest.

“I will answer Her Majesty Una’s question. Yes, I renounced the title of demon fighter, but I did so by choosing the lesser evil — the demons. Anyway, it’s still unclear if they’re evil or not.”

“Is it really?” Una exclaimed in horror, and flit back onto the titan’s shoulder where she whispered something in his ear. Hyper frowned, and placed his hand on the hilt of the colossal ax behind his back.

“My, how intriguing this all is!” exclaimed Nob of the Hills, clearly pleased at this. “What amusing events are underfoot in the hinterlands of Disgardium! To me, it is ever the more evident that at play here is some behind-the-scenes activity by the green-skinned shorties!”

“Be careful, halfling!” hissed the goblin Steltodak.

“Or what? Did I touch a sore spot?” Asked Nob of the Hills sarcastically. “Everybody knows how the League was punched in the nose in Kinema, and out of revenge they succumbed to the tricks of Scyth who, as everybody knows, was once the highest legate of the Destroying Plague! This is the same Scyth that says demons are by no means evil, and that the new Nucleus and him are ‘bros.’ So then, are they simply bad-mouthing the Children of Kratos?”

“Meanwhile, Kragosh looks the other way...” droned the lopher Merrick the Terrible from under his trunk. “And yeah, it stinks all right, but we’ve roused ourselves from our backwood paradises, and here we all are, so let’s listen to what Scyth has to say.”

And stepping towards me as if he was about to sniff me with his trunk, he said, “Herald, the fact that you associate with demons and the undead doesn’t inspire confidence. You can’t argue with that, right? Why should we trust you? What makes you think that we’re being threatened by the True Enemy?”

“Look to the right and up,” came a message from Bomber. I did as he told me, and saw him, Oyama, the flashing shadow of Despot atop the mountain, with the Montosaurus lurking by them like a hunting dog. I saw them, and then they disappeared in a flash — no doubt my mentor had flipped on a masking disguise. Unfortunately, that didn’t prevent some stones from crumbling under the forms of the ancient lizard and the demon.

“Don’t interfere yet,” I replied to my friend, while I looked around at the faces of the assembled leaders and said confidently, “First, about the demons. It’s true that I have been to the Inferno and spoken to the Grand Dukes Diablo, Belial, Azmodan and Lucius. Since the time of the Demonic Pact, demons expelled from their home world have dreamed of returning to Disgardium, and had it not been for our victory in the last Games, they’d be here by now. You’d have had to face the fact that you must share this world with them. Have you thought about that? I’ve closed the world off to them for another year or two, but sooner or later the demons will return. You’ll have to live with them. They see the New Gods as their enemies, not you...”

“Scyth, how much longer do we have to hide?” came another message, this time from Big Po. I ignored him. This might be my last chance to seal the deal with these guys, and I wanted them on my side, so I focused solely on what I was saying.

“That’s why the demons helped in the war against the Destroying Plague. They did not want to return to Disgardium when it was overrun by the undead, and that’s why they laid down almost all of their legions in the battle with the dark New Gods, in whose hands the legates of the Destroying Plague were nothing more than puppets. The same sacrifice was made by Emperor Kragosh and Lisenta, First Among the Dryads. They miraculously survived thanks to the intervention of the Sleeping Gods. However, they weren’t the only ones battling the undead and the dark gods — my friends did, as well...”

Kragosh nodded, and I continued, biting out the words.

“Kobold renegades down to the last pup. The tribe of troggs expelled from under Darant. Cultists of the Old Goddess of Death Morena, persecuted in the Empire. Desperate mercenaries and gladiators from the Green League, who joined the battle, along with the sons and daughters of the goblin tribe. The people of my mentor, Oyama, from the Lakhari village of Jiri, including his daughter and grandson... Can’t you see that all of them, so different, were united in the face of a common enemy, and laid their lives on the line to fight the threat?” I gave a grim nod at the hobbit, who was crimson-faced by now. “Many in that battle have departed forever, their souls devoured by Cthulhu, but I don’t recall seeing a single halfling there. Your tribe decided to sit it out, Nob of the Hills? Well, then, perhaps it is you who are acting behind-the-scenes?”

I was exhausted and paused, and then, standing next to me, Emperor Kragosh spoke. Pinning the silent hobbit to the ground with his eyes, he growled, “You sat it out! Shame on you, Nob! Your ancestors didn’t hide in a hole during the War of the Ring!”

“As in that war, in the Battle of Holdest we didn’t divide ourselves into demons and mortals, followers of the Old or New Gods, orcs and humans, elves and vampires…” Lisenta said in a ringing voice. “We were the living, and on the other side were the undead. Our losses were great, but thanks to Scyth, in the end we triumphed. We are alive. Yes, alive, and so are you! All of you, mired in your strife, intrigues, petty squabbles!”

Kragosh put his hands on the shoulders of the dryad and me and murmured, “Today the herald has brought us bad news, for such is the lot of any herald! Only a fool dare fail to heed his words! A fool such as my old enemy and former friend Bastian. I gave him many a warning about the conspiracy brewing within the walls of his palace. Such is the case with my great-grandfather Kinaurke, who refused to believe that the Swarm even existed...”

While the emperor was speaking, I peered into the faces of those who stood in the back rows. They hung on every word said, but in their eyes I could read not only interest, but also distrust, and fear, and an unwillingness to risk themselves in the name of an unknown threat. But I didn’t need them to do that right now. What I needed was something else altogether, and that was to help me shake the faith of the followers of Nergal, and spread the word about what happened today throughout the cities and towns of all of Dis, and sow seeds of doubt in the minds of as many as possible.

I needed to push them toward this, and I had a way to do just that.

“Gather behind me and get ready,” I messaged Bomber and Big Po, hoping they’d understand that I needed them to put on a show somehow, given the importance of the moment.

Kragosh fell silent. I let everyone ponder his words, and then said, “We’re standing on the lands of the Children of Kratos, the faithful puppets of Nergal the Radiant. He is a New God, and the strongest of all, and yet he never has enough. Power, faith, prayers — it is never enough for him... Nergal set about jealously hunting anything that might pose a threat to him, and then he crushes it before it can flourish. Do you remember what compelled the inhabitants of ancient Andara to turn to Chaos, becoming demons? Why did the Old Gods disappear, and why were the beast gods forced to hide? Why did Nergal shower his followers with rewards when the temple of the Sleepers appeared in the Lakharian Desert? Disgardium will never be free as long as you believe in and worship Nergal! And yet, he will never be sated, it will never be enough...”

Pausing, I reviewed what Persuasion advised. Thus far, nothing was working. Evidently the NPCs assembled here weren’t troubled by what I’d said. I had to think about what it was that they did care about, what were their deepest fears, what was it they didn’t want to lose, what was it that every child in Dis was afraid of?

“I’m not sure you know this, but Nergal the Radiant and Marduk the Gloomy are one and the same New God, one in two persons. Think about how low you have to go to set the followers of these two gods against each! How many mothers have lost their sons and daughters in a senseless war between the Commonwealth and the Empire?”

Silently, I studied the reaction of the listeners. Alright then! They were starting to chatter and whisper and then some began to express their indignation, and demand evidence. Now was the time to fan the coals so as to create a flame.

“Nergal managed to penetrate the Nether, where he made Nine his High Priestess. I’ll tell you all about it and how it is I know...”

Counting on the fact that not only these to whom I spoke, but also Oyama and Despot would be listening to me, I recounted everything I could to damage Nergal’s reputation: from manipulating Celestial Arbitration to subjugating Reaper and creating the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague from him. I told them about how sadistic Nine was and how strong, and then I shocked them with the news that she’d been behind the Nether rift that had sent the Ravagers to Dis.

“They’re Nine’s pets,” I added, looking at the stunned crowd and quietly exulting inside.

Then I told them about how I was tortured — not only by Nine, but also by the Children of Kratos, and most recently by the priests of the Radiant God of Light and the First Inquisitor Larion. I wasn’t coy about why I’d been tortured. I talked about the Unity of all the followers of the Sleepers, and about what would happen if the ancient gods were to awaken. I also said that the impetus for this could be the Nether rift, in association with which the summoning of Nine and her ascension to the rank of High Priestess was totally fitting.

I concluded by saying that we had to swiftly finish off the Children of Kratos, and felt then like I’d done my job. And yet something deep inside me was troubling me, as if I was squandering my last chance to prevent something terrible from happening, and that all my fine speeches just now weren’t enough. Anyway, it seemed that my highly honed persuasion skill, and my charisma and adoration among the factions here had the desired effect.

I ended by repeating the prophecy of the First Shaman:

“Living and dead, demon and mortal will stand shoulder to shoulder against their common True Enemy. We are all living and mortal here. But against the Enemy, both the dead and the demons will stand shoulder to shoulder with us. Let me introduce them...”

And I flew upwards and signaled my friends, and began to present them to the good creatures of Dis, whose natural inclinations would be to flee in terror rather than get to know these guys.

“The new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, my friend Pollux. His legates, whose names are familiar to everyone in Disgardium: Mogwai, Laneiran, Criterror, Ronan, Cray, Biancanova, Eileen.

And from the fold in the fabric of the universe, Big Po’s lumbering frame came tumbling out. Shaking himself imperturbably, he waved his chubby hand at everyone. Next came the legates. Four dead men knelt down and hit their chests, three girls made curtseys, and Mogwai shouted, “There is no death in the service of the Destroying Plague!”

The NPCs were already tense without that, and they grabbed hold of their weapons, but then the Nucleus cuffed Mogwai, formerly his high legate, on the back of his head, and they calmed down.

“Forgive him, gentlemen kings and queens, and also valiant fighters!” Big Po shrugged. “This legate is a bit retarded.”

Mogwai glowered, and then Laneiran started whispering something to him about this being an “unbelievably awesome event,” and asking him not to embarrass himself and ruin the gameplay. That’s right. For them this was just a game...

“Demon Despot, son of Diablo, the great prince of the Inferno,” I announced and added, “My friend.”

A walking blaze emerged from the shadows right in front of the faction leaders, causing them to recoil, and he clapped his halberd hands together, spewing showers of sparks. The air smelled like sulfur and we all felt the heat. Seeing a powerful demon who was taller than him, the titan Hyper was taken aback and his jaws worked.

“Grrr-r-o-kh!” the sound spread through the gorge.

Glancing up, I nodded at the teacher watching us and announced his name, “My friend and mentor, the legendary grandmaster of unarmed combat, Masu Oyama!”

The teacher did not pretend to be a supernatural — he simply jumped down onto the stony ground, and falling onto one knee, he gave a brief bow to their majesties with an inscrutable expression on his face. He was still masking one final personage who I’d saved for last on purpose.

Just as I was about to present Monty, suddenly a new personage jumped in. The air between me and the eminences below sparkled, thickened and formed a massive silhouette — greenish-brown, and around 12 feet tall. It tapped my shoulder saying, “I’ll introduce myself! Friend, mentor, comrade-in-arms, guide from the interworld and patron of the herald Scyth, the greatest, most powerful, strongest of the First Gods, the Lord of Swamps and Bogs... T-o-o-r-r-r-r-f-fu-u! Know this, pathetic mortals, that Torfu himself is on the side of the lad Scyth!”

The slightly freaked out faction leaders gaped, Kragosh wanted to say something, but then, suddenly, Torfu disappeared after whispering to me, “I made a good show, didn’t I? But I’m played out already, so when you find the time, well, you’re a smart guy, right? I think you know how to erect a temple to me, your patron, without stressing over it too much...”

The last words sounded like an indistinct rustle, and, smiling inside, I thought, why not? I’ll ask Gyula to build a temple to Torfu, let the swamp god rejoice.

“What was that?” asked the centaur Pholus of Magnesia. “A real god? I never heard of him...”

“He said he was the greatest, the most powerful, the strongest of the First Gods, the lord of swamps and marshes,” I answered. “But he’s not the only god I wanted to introduce to you.”

“There’s another one?” whispered Nob of the Hills, wide-eyed.

“Yes, there is. Meet the beast god Montosaurus, an ancient lizard. My colleague.”

There was a tense silence for a couple of seconds, and then a semblance of Armageddon happened in Icy Gorge as the lizard emerged. When the ground stopped shaking and the rocks stopped crumbling, and the dust settled, Montosaurus was revealed to the faction leaders.

Monty, of course, did not bow. Stepping towards me and craning his neck, he roared a long, trumpet-like roar right into the faces of the faction leaders. The goblins and the hobbit staggered, the orc, the dryad, the titan, the lopher and the centaur stood their ground, while the fairy Una was blown off the centaur’s shoulder.

The titan Hyper wiped the spittle from the lizard’s mouth from his face, exchanged nods with Pholus of Magnesia and Merrick the Terrible, and then he looked into my eyes and simply said, “We’ll help you, herald.”


Chapter 2. Paramount

“I SPEAK ON BEHALF of the entire tribe in the name of turbulent wild flowing waters,” Pholus of Magnesia sounded regal as he pressed his hand to his chest. “The centaurs shall follow the herald.”

“The lophers have suffered mightily at the behest of the New Gods,” spat Merrick the Terrible, curling his trunk. “Our sufferings again commence, but this time in opposition to their will. We stand behind you, Scyth.”

And the other leaders of the neutrals followed suit. The hobbit, Nob of the Hills hastened to pledge the support of his furry-footed tribe, adding that they anyway were disenchanted with Nergal, and now they actively disliked him.

Hyper, the titan, wanted to say something, but just then something wrapped around my neck, tickling me and pressing against my butt, and I heard a familiar voice cooing, “How are you, boss?”

The appearance of the guardians — the succubus Nega, the satyr Flaygray, the raptor Ripta and the insectoid Anf — made as much of an impression on our new allies as Despot, Oyama, Torfu and Montosaurus. It turned out that they’d been sitting on top of Monty, along with Bomber and Hiros, but nobody paid them any attention.

We all circled around, smiling. I nodded toward the spires of Paramount.

“Have you captured it?”

“Almost,” said Bomber. “The Children have all fled, but Paramount’s NPCs locked themselves inside the castle and put curses all over the doors and windows. Once our allies saw that you were back in play, they all decided to wait for you.”

“But why?”

“They think that if they start looting without us, they will infringe on the interests of the Awoken. They’ve sworn not to harm us, so Hinter, Horvac, and the Colonel thought they’d better play it safe. Hard to say what would be deemed ‘harmful’ by Heavenly Arbitration. And everybody knows how much you hate it when NPCs are killed willy-nilly. Quetzal said that we can avoid blood if you enter into negotiations.”

“So who are these NPCs? Mercenaries?”

“No,” Bomber shook his head. “They’re like our NPCs on Kharinza. The Children have been using them as servants, and also there are some artisans, merchants, tutors...” Bomber hesitated and glanced swiftly at Nega clinging to me. “There are also a lot of... um, girls there.”

“Girls?” I asked. “Fighters?”

“Fighters!” Bomber confirmed, sort of smirking. “Fighters on the invisible front. There are something like 300 of them working at Seventh Heaven.”

“Say what?! What’s the invisible front?”

“The bedroom,” he snorted. “You see, there’s an establishment called Seventh Heaven at the castle. Horvac told me that it’s a huge brothel. Or harem. Girls from all over are there, and every race. Gallagher was a lusty dude, so he brought in the prettiest wenches from all over Dis. That’s the Children of Kratos for you — nothing but the best. Both for Joshua’s harem and the one for everyone else.”

“I see... hmmmm,” I thought about it for a minute and then waved my hand dismissively. “Okay, we’ll work something out. Here’s what we’ll do: First I’ll try to convince the NPCs to surrender; then we’ll do some plundering, and raze the Gallagher castle to the ground.”

“Let’s not do any plundering. The goblins can handle that,” Bomber said. “You and I need to get a move on. You know where to.” And he raised four fingers, indicating the new — fourth ‑‑ temple. “Go ahead and do your thing with the allies, issue important instructions, convince the NPCs to surrender, and the girls...”

“Have them relocated to Kharinza and open our own guild? Forget it!”

“C’mon, Scyth! Can’t you at least invite them to Kharinza? Well?”

“Um, no. Rita would never let me forget it. So, no. Have you lost your mind? As if we didn’t have enough inhabitants on the island already. What would I do with a harem there?”

“We have a beach! It’d be awesome! Girls, bikinis, and did I say they’re the prettiest in Dis?”

“You forgot to mention the Stone Grabbers in the sea, plus the kobolds, trolls, Morena-worshiping cultists, and the sewer troggs. No!”

“Alright, I guess you know better,” mumbled Bomber, sounding a little resentful. “So then, once you’re done here, we’ll head for the Underwater Kingdom so that you can dedicate the fourth temple to the Sleepers.”

“They’ve got that elf boss,” cooed Nega. “And those mortal girls aren’t worth it! What do we need them for? But don’t tell us not to plunder the wine cellars!”

“That would be so wrong, boss!” Flaygray joined in, and Ripta and Anf ardently agreed. “And my centurion told me that the enemy’s booze was more important than the stars on his horns!”

“Nothing like sharing the spoils with the allies,” I groused. “Just make sure we get our fair share!”

“You bet we will, boss!” and the satyr saluted me with a hand to the horn.

“The Children’s castle will be captured by Hiros,” said Hiros himself, who’d somehow appeared right in front of me. “Bomber overlooked this important element in the plan, but Hiros recalled it.”

“Yeah, he did,” nodded Bomber. “So haven’t you even started capturing the castle? Really, shouldn’t you be done with it by now?”

“I was attacked by superior enemy forces,” the ninja answered without batting an eyelid. “I decided to break free and join the battle. My opponent used a divine artifact that reset the stats. Astral Fury entered a cooldown, and so I had to retreat. Hiros asks permission to repeat the challenge. Hiros can do it.”

“I told you a hundred times already that this, what we’re doing here and now, should be your main focus!” growled Bomber “Why are you asking for permission?”

“Hiros is not asking you for permission, Bomber-san; he is asking Scyth-kun.”

“The main focus?” I didn’t get it.

“Well, yeah!” Bomber exclaimed. “We need something for the clan’s piggy bank. We’ll score a couple of immediate level-ups after capturing such a cushy castle. Crawler will be pleased. Well then, shall we head for the castle?”

“Would you like Hiros to try again?”

“Wait up, you two! That castle isn’t going anywhere. I need to talk to the faction leaders again. Something tells me that we have problems not only with Nergal-Marduk, but with all the New Gods. Way back when all this was beginning, Behemoth said that all of those gods were nothing more than parasites. So if we crush one of them, that means the others will benefit from his demise. What we need is to cut them all off from the feeder. We need to stop the inflow of faith.”

I gathered all of the leaders under a Dome of Silence, including the heads of the major tribes. They were an attentive audience this time — I think I’d impressed them during my speech in Icy Gorge, along with the presentation of Bomber, Hiros, and so on who, after all, seemed to epitomize the Prophecy of the First Shaman. And once they’d all learned the truth about the two-faced Nergal-Marduk, they were more than willing to totally ban the worship of the New Gods.

“So who’s left to worship?” asked Nob of Bree.

“Why do you have to worship someone?” I thought I’d ask before suggesting that the faction leaders become priests in service to the Sleepers.

“What?!” asked the hobbit, aghast. “The gods give us strength, a helping hand in times of need, and so on...”

For a second, I thought about proposing the hobbit tribe worship toxic Torfu, but I squelched the idea, as tempting as it was. With a deity that vain, before we knew it the halflings would be praying so much that they’d be aching to take over the world so that they could spread the divine light of faith in the god of swamps and bogs to all and sundry. No, Torfu belonged in the Mire. We could erect a temple to him there, maybe even on the same island where I found Behemoth, where he could take charge of the Bog Lizards, Camouflage Toads and Acid Dragonlings. Maybe he could help out, even, because right now the local inhabitants had completely lost it, gone wild, grown totally aggro, attacking anything that moves.

The hobbit, meanwhile, assumed my lack of an immediate response was disbelief, and started going into detail about how the gods had personally intervened to help him out, but then I raised my hand and he fell silent.

I looked into each of their faces: the sly hobbit, the stern titan with the pretty fairy on his shoulder, the incredulous centaur, and the artless lopher. I also took in the visages of all the kobolds, gnolls, murlocks, goliaths, and trogg chieftains, who clearly felt out of place. I winked at the nymph, who blushed and hid behind her neighbor’s shoulder. Then I closely watched Kragosh as he approached, and exchanged a look with Lisenta.

Okay, there was no better time to recruit new followers to the Sleepers. We had three temples now, and that meant we were could have as many as 63 million followers. With the fourth temple, we could raise that number to billions. That’d be enough to attract just about all of the sentients under the Unity banner.

“As the initial of the Sleeping Gods, I propose that we join together not only today, and not only in the struggle to defeat Nergal. You’ve heard a lot of talk, no doubt, about them, but you know what rumors are worth. Well, I know the facts: The Sleepers care about ordinary mortals. Yes, like the New Gods, they gain strength from our faith, but they are also powerful without it. They need faith here in Disgardium, but Behemoth, Tiamat, Kingu, Abzu and Leviathan also exist outside our universe. A universe that they created.”

I spoke about the Sleepers’ dream, born from the emergence of Disgardium, and what would happen should the Sleepers awaken. True, I didn’t have a clear understanding of what came after that, so I provided a version from what I’d heard from Kiran Jackson and the satyr Flaygray.

“The day will come when all of the Barriers between the planes will collapse, and the gods will do whatever they want because they will no longer be restrained by the First Law of Balance. Worst of all, the line separating the Nether will be erased. The world we know will disappear, and everything will return to the very beginning. Only we won’t be here to see it. For that reason, it is vital that the Nether rift never happens, and the Sleepers continue their slumber...”

I could go on and on, but I decided it was important to mention Unity and answer any questions. After all, most people didn’t want to know the details. People are people, after all, whether they be orc or centaur. The Unity bonuses that each priest of the Sleepers received overcame any lingering doubts, and so Emperor Kragosh was the first to tell me he was in: He would become a follower.

“Enough verbiage, herald,” he growled. “Marduk is no longer my god. I am left without a patron. I’ll follow your Sleepers!”

“As will I!” roared the centaur, Pholus of Magnesia, stamping his hoof.

“I’m ready to serve the Sleepers!” rasped Nob of Bree.

And that was all who expressed interest. The titan Hyper and the lopher Merrick the Terrible looked away, while the chieftains of the smaller tribes began whispering.

Then Lisenta, First Among the Dryads, stepped forward.

“Scyth, can you swear that the worship of the Sleepers will not require that we turn away from the other gods?” she asked in a ringing voice.

“Except for the New Gods, you have my word. My friend Yemi from the Yoruba clan worships the beast god Apophis, and is one of his priests. He is also a priest in service to the Sleepers.”

“Apophis?” Kragosh was surprised. “Many have seen the White Snake, but none have succeeded in getting close to him, although I announced a hunt and offered my eldest daughter as a prize for the one who gave me his skin!”

“Well, that’s a good reason to meet with Yemi, who is, by the way, an orc — although I’m not sure any mortal can defeat Apophis. But that’s not all. A friend of mine, also a priest of the Sleepers, serves the beast god Orthokon, an ancient kraken. Look at the succubus and the satyr…” Nega and Flaygray waved at everyone. “They are also the priests of the Sleepers, but they did not reject the great princes of the Inferno. I am, myself, the favorite of Fortune, the Goddess of Luck, and I am at the same time a priest serving the Sleepers. So there you have it. The Sleepers are above the other gods, and are not jealous of them. They are only intolerant of the New Gods that prey on us like parasites, and they also have no tolerance for the Nether.”

“So what about the Destroying Plague?” asked the fairy Una in such a tone as if she was catching me in a lie. “Did not your gods compel you to fight him?”

“It’s like I told you before, the old Nucleus was the pawn of Nergal, and he’s up to no good.

“Okay, in that case, I shall trust you,” said Lisenta. “I can’t speak for the whole tribe, but I myself am ready to accept the protection of the Sleepers.”

And then it was like the dam broke open, allowing the waters of doubt and mistrust to flow downstream. I spent the next five minutes designating all of the leaders of the neutral factions as priests, one after the other, including Emperor Kragosh himself, and this included around three dozen members of everyone’s entourages. I then authorized leaders to appoint new priests — I knew that I could excommunicate anyone who failed to live up to expectations. What mattered most to me, though, was that by converting followers to the Sleepers, I was depriving the New Gods of faith.

The solemnity of the moment was spoiled by the unexpected appearance of the diehards from the Dark Brotherhood. There was a long line of portal claps, and then we found ourselves surrounded by fifty assassins.

“Know the vengeance of the Dark Brotherhood!” The declaration rang out. “For Nettle!”

“Finally the coward has emerged from his hole!” hissed their leader, a level 513 horned reptilian battle mage clad in black. “Now Scyth will know the vengeance of the arcane magic of the merciless Nys’Sssa!”

The faction leaders snapped into action, and in a flash I was covered on all sides by forces bristling with weapons wielded by a range of allies. I was hemmed in by the bodies of the titan, lopher, and centaurs, and I could hardly breathe.

Lisenta issued emerald streams of life-giving energy at us and Una, the fairy, threw an ethereal canopy over me that made me invisible, while Kragosh snarled, “Who are you, what is it you want, losers?”

“This is my problem,” I wheezed, as I struggled to push Pholus of Magnesia’s crupper away from me. “They want to avenge Nettle, an under-demon who crushed the crime scene in the Commonwealth.”

Anf, pressed against me, burst into indignant chirping, while Ripta, squeezed between him and Bomber, translated everything for the satyr, and he asked, “Boss, are you here? Tell the centaur to back off! He’s crushing Anf’s mandible with his hooves. Or maybe I’ll just ask him myself. Hey, Pholus, shove off! This isn’t your stable here!”

The satyr started shoving him, but Pholus and the others, strengthened by Unity, were by now so powerful that Flaygray had to back off.

“Oh no!” Una suddenly exclaimed. “Will they be killed now?”

“Who? Meaning will who be killed by whom?” I asked.

I was in a foul mood because of the ridiculous attempt to protect me, who was double the level of the NPCs. I threw back my shoulders and took off in flight.

Down below us, a hilarious scene was unfolding. The Assassins of the Dark Brotherhood, having lost sight of me and, apparently, deciding that Kragosh and company were too tough for them, found easier targets for their wrath, that being the legates of the Destroying Plague. It seemed that they were on a mission to kill, and if Scyth was off limits, they they’d set their sights on other less elusive victims.

In deference to our proximity and that of the other allies, Big Po opted not to unleash his Plague Fury, and instead started firing off his Plague Beam at them one at a time. Unfortunately, though, he started with the reptiloid Nys’Sssa, who deflected all of Big Po’s shots with some kind of artifact.

The others, meanwhile, managed to decimate the legates. They all were sent off to respawn, one by one, including level 251 Eileen, although the Striking Blade of Innoruuk put up a good fight.

It’s not that I couldn’t help them. It’s just that I didn’t want to. And right when I was about to wrap up this clown show, I heard a content rumbling from the shadows.

“It’s about time! You mortals with your rotten souls, grroghr! Because of you, here I still am! So then, it’s about time you showed up!”

Now the Assassins, who’d switched to the Nucleus, seemed to be a little sluggish. They poured so much damage into the laughing Big Po that he immediately leveled up. This was probably due to Swallow, a perk we received for our First Kill of the Offspring of Nether, which converted 1% of damage into experience points.

The infernal harvester began its work, devouring one assassin, another, and on the third, all of Despot’s fun ended. The Montosaurus, hiding in its dimension, fell out and entered the fray and, before the demon even blinked an eye, ate the rest of the Assassins, including the “merciless” Nys’Sssa, down to the last delectable drop.

The look that Despot gave Monty could have razed the whole of Darant to the ground, but the lizard only licked his lips and calmly disappeared from reality.

“Grroghr!” The demon expressed his disgust again and looked at me. “Get down here, comrade, and let’s do this thing! I sense that there are still many souls in your enemy’s castle that can’t wait to be converted into chao!”

“There isn’t any chao here,” I said. “Why are you eating them? Don’t you get enough to eat, Despot?”

“It’s habit,” said the demon, spreading his halberd hands. “When I see a mortal soul threatening you, I devour it. Do you think humans would act any different in your home world? Ha! They no doubt eat whatever they can, right? You humans consume sadness and melancholy and wash it down with intoxicating beverages, and eat more out of sheer boredom.”

“What makes you an expert on human souls, demon?”

“I’ve tasted so many of them that I’ve learned a thing or two,” he said with a grin, and then he looked like he wanted a hug. “Come here, bro, we haven’t even greeted each other properly! Yesterday when I left my post near your petrified carcass on Kharinza, I was wondering where your soul was? The mortal fools around me were clueless, but I knew that what we were looking at was only an empty shell, a bag of bones!”

As we exchanged greetings and even a hug of sorts, Big Po summoned his legates. And then they all walked up to me.

“Well, I’ve gone ahead and restored their levels. We can’t have just any old evil spirits ripping apart my legates. They’re morale for this enterprise was starting to crumble!”

“They’re your legates. Do what you want. But I don’t want to see them on Kharinza, I’m warning you right away.”

Mogwai and Eileen threw me a look at that, and Pollux winced, but sent them and the others away. Laneiran, having anticipated his thoughts, covered us with the Dome of Silence, and Big Po nodded.

“What’s your proposal? I’ll die of boredom if you make me settle in some pathetic backwater! I need to be able to socialize, and I could benefit the clan! You clearly need a good administrator, and you won’t find a better person for the job than me.”

“How about I confer with Behemoth first,” I said “If he’s okay with having the Nucleus near his temple, we can make you a lair in a dungeon in the depths of Peak Arno. That’s the highest mountain in Kharinza.”

“Arno?” Big Po raised his eyebrows. “Wasn’t that the chef at the Bubbling Flagon?”

“Yes, we named the mountain after him,” I said. “And he died because of you!”

Big Po was saddened at hearing this, and I flinched in surprise when the ninja Hiros fell out of the Astral and, bowing, said, “Hiros is requesting permission to take over the castle, Alex-Kun.”

“Not yet,” I replied, and clutched my head.

The time I’d spent in Icy Gorge felt like a vacation compared to my first few minutes in Disgardium. I felt like everybody wanted a piece of me.

Manny and Gyula appeared and asked where exactly I wanted to station the fort for the Awoken. I suggested they take the initiative, and select a good locale.

“Well, what would that be?” Manny asked.

“Whatever!” I barked, feeling very sorry that Crawler and Irita were not around.

Last night, once the skies were clear over the Cali Bottom, Yoshi allowed me to contact them. My friend and my lover were on the mend and eager to get back into the fight, and if all went well, they could travel to the base tonight. But there was still an entire day to get through before evening.

Manny closed his eyes, Gyula frowned, and then Bomber threw his arm around my neck and said, “We’ll handle this. Don’t worry. Come on guys, I’ll show you a good place. When I was up there, I looked over the entire gorge, and saw a good spot near the mines. Scyth’s head is already spinning, so...”

But after walking away ten or so steps, they turned around and came back. The non-citizens Maya, Vincent, Hare and Easy had brought together all of the workers in Icy Gorge, and demanded immediate entry into our clan. I’d promised them this just yesterday.

I introduced Manny and Gyula, who were back already, to them and then said, “Just accept all who wish to work for the Awoken. Give them a standard contract, but with a caveat: for now, everyone can only work in Icy Gorge.”

“But you promised you’d show us how you big shots live!” grumbled Easy. “Scyth, you’s gots to keep yer promise!”

“I didn’t promise anything of the sort,” I snapped. “You have to earn our trust, and then we’ll see. In the meantime, continue to work as you’ve been working, only under better terms.”

Anf, Ripta, Flaygray and Nega wanted to get to the plundering, because the “enemy’s booze is more important than stars on their horns.”

While the Montosaurus was stomping around and distracting the audience, Oyama was generally bored with everything, and he arranged a demonstration training, which greatly impressed Emperor Kragosh. I don’t know what my mentor was thinking, but he easily agreed to my suggestion that he take the best of our allied forces on as students. Of course, he insisted that they agree to round-the-clock training, along with living in Jiri.

“Not everyone is as gifted as Scyth,” Oyama said to Kragosh when he asked how the former had trained me. Oyama, my teacher, looked at me with pride, and said, “He is one in ten generations.

Flattered by the attention, Despot bragged about demonic culture and promised Nob of the Hills that for a simple contract for the posthumous possession of his soul, he was ready to reward the halfling with a powerful artifact he’d obtained in the Treasury of the First Emperor, a real Ring of Power, prolonging life and granting invisibility. The other faction leaders, including Kragosh, immediately displayed interest in the deal, and Despot said that he had eighteen more rings for them.

While I dealt with Despot and dispersed the naive faction leaders, Destiny and Schindler suddenly showed up, ready to assume their new positions as legates.

I couldn’t simply pack them off to Pollux, since they didn’t yet possess the right status, and so instead I caught up on the news. They told me what was going on with the Children of Kratos. Their glory days were all over, it seemed. Their allies and mercenaries had all abandoned the Gallaghers, and their fighters had broken their contracts with the clan. Meanwhile, the Gallaghers themselves seemed to be locked in their chambers bleeding rage and impotence.

Destiny gave me a big hug, kissed me on the cheek (a little closer to the lips than usual) and, blushing a little, said, “We all want to apologize for what happened in the cave. Believe me when I say that we were all sick to death of all the torture, but if we disobeyed Joshua, we’d be in violation of our contract with him.”

“Not all of us were sick of it,” Schindler said, shaking his head. “There were those who liked it. You won’t be getting an apology from them. The sadistic jerks, to them it’s all just part of gameplay.”

“So what are the plans for those who are into apologizing?” I asked.

“They’re open to offers from the Awoken,” Schindler replied, “but if they decide against becoming followers, they have plenty of other options. Hinterleaf and Horvac have issued calls to any takers. But Destiny and I aren’t in any hurry. I mean, we want to be available for the summons, right?”

Smiling, Schindler reminded me, “You promised we’d be made legates of the Destroying Plague. That’s what brought us here.”

“Yeah…” Destiny sighed. “Who would have thought that I’d ever become one of the undead!”

As I looked at the lovely elf’s perfect figure and beautiful face, I was saddened by this.

“What a shame to spoil such beauty.”

“Agreed,” the girl sighed. “But the Transformation Potion is still functioning, and I can endure a lot for the opportunity to play alongside the legendary Scyth. My followers are already looking forward to it...”

Destiny also told me what had become of Liam, who’d betrayed both Big Po and me, and also what happened to his Elite clanmates. He’d joined the Children of Kratos, but just an hour ago, when it became clear to him what a horrible mistake he’d made, he appealed to Hinterleaf, asking to be taken back. They laughed in his face and sent him off. He lost his legate status, and didn’t want to go back to the undead, and as for what came next, I didn’t really care. He’ll probably turn to his Aunt Elizabeth for help in finding a spot that didn’t totally suck in a respectable clan.

Schindler stood there like a statue listening to us, and then he coughed a little and nodded toward Pollux and the legates.

“Okay, Scyth. I see that you’ve got your hands full here, and so let’s get a move on.”

So then I introduced the two of them to Big Po and left. I was more than ready to put an end to this war, dedicate the fourth temple to the Sleepers and jump back into real life again. Hairo had asked me to wind things up so we could go, even though he was displaying great patience. The only pressure he put on me was to remind me how important the dedication was.

What ensued was something of a protracted farce, where we finally finished vanquishing the hateful Children. Once the allied army finally advanced on Paramount and some two dozen races began to loot and vandalize with gusto, I sighed with relief. Only one big thing left to do.

We moved on past Rainbow Valley and were approaching Paramount. The incessant rain suddenly stopped, as if someone had flipped a switch and turned it off. Three huge shimmering rainbows intertwined in a beautiful arching knot above our heads. They rose above the spires of the majestic castle, illuminating the lingering clouds and then plunging into the depths of the distant darkening mountains.

The ozone-infused air was clean, clear and luscious, like water in rocky streams. Washed by the jets of water, the castle stood atop its stone plateau on the mountain ledge, striking under the shimmering cascades of the rainbows. The city spread below the castle at the foot of the mountains and a rain-blackened road led it to the majestic edifice above.

I should have taken off long ago, but I went with Kragosh, Lisenta and the other allies, and they continued to bombard me with questions about everything — from the Sleepers to what I’d seen in the Inferno. Despot, Flaygray and Nega would have been happy to tell them all about it, but, frankly, I was afraid to leave the NPCs alone with the demons.

The forces all dispersed across the captured territory, and the legates of the Destroying Plague advanced. Destiny and Schindler left for character regeneration, while the remaining seven were in full gear astride their skeletal mounts. Now that they’d regained their levels, they made an impression.

Big Po snuggled up behind Laneiran, who ruled the heart of the huge skeleton of a bear, and held on to her, his hands dangerously close to her charming, though undead, bosom. The big guy also looked appraisingly at Biancanova and Eileen. Big Po was a “player” in more than one sense.

The soldiers of the allied army and non-citizens were leery about approaching the undead, and fanned out all over, grabbing anything that wasn’t nailed down. I was sympathetic to both the undead and the allied forces, but was more concerned with the later, because whatever they looted, be it something of value, an abandoned resource, piece of equipment, or even an apple or an orange, could make a major difference in their fortunes. And so I had no qualms about letting them plunder.

In one of the town’s quarters at the foot of the cliff towering above the castle, we stumbled upon something like a zoo, where they’d collected Disgardium’s most dangerous animals and monsters. The legates burned it all down, including the beasts imprisoned in their magical cages. I understood why later on. It turned out these creatures had been raised to serve the Children.

Eileen, the former High Legate and leader of the Widowmakers and the Elite, said to me with a wry grin, “As I recall, you didn’t need this much power to capture my castle.”

I didn’t know what to say in response lest I offend her, and she went on, saying “Still, it’s good that we’re on the same side now, Scyth…”

We met almost no resistance. Most of the Gallagher’s defenders were mowed down by advance forces comprised of our allies, and those who did make an appearance opted to stay out of the battle. And small wonder that nobody wanted to enter the fray when not only Emperor Kragosh with his guards passed by, but also the nightmarish demons, and the undead, with the herald Scyth himself, whose very name, according to the lopher Merrick the Terrible, was used to frighten the children in his part of the world.

Once in the city, I left the other leaders, and, along with Despot, Hiros and the Bomber, I flew off to the gates of Paramount. I took the demon with me, while my friends rode their mounts.

A crowd was awaiting us there, but I still surprised them by dropping the demon onto them like a bomb. None of them seemed to appreciate my clever move, though, as they broke out in curses But Despot did manage to clear a space where I could safely land.

From above, I had seen that our forces had burst through the gates, and taken the territory around the castle, but the only person who’d entered the edifice was Hiros

Once I’d landed, I greeted Hinterleaf, Yary, Sayan from Modus, and also Blackberry, along with Horvac and Cannibal from the Travelers, nodded to the Colonel from Excommunicado and Pecheneg from Taipan, then embraced the orc-sorcerer Yemi from Yoruba, The sniper werewolf Hellfish, who’d helped me in the war against the Destroying Plague, and the destroyer titan Quetzal, my companion in the Demonic Games. I saw a lot of familiar faces in the crowd, but Hinterleaf didn’t let me greet them.

“Listen up, Scyth,” he said, pulling me aside. “We’ve captured it all — the castle of the Children of Kratos, their other possessions, including the mines, the farms, the vineyard, the forts, and more, more, more. We didn’t destroy them, because why? That wouldn’t make sense. I thought this time we’d let whoever seizes whatever keep it. After all, we all invested a lot in this war. Sound good to you?”

“I propose we go about this another way,” cut in Horvac. “We carry out an inventory of what’s been captured and distribute the booty among all of the allied clans in proportion to their contributions to the war effort.”

“I like Mr. Horvac’s suggestion,” I said. “But I propose we subtract the costs from the total amount of war profits, and divide the rest equally among the allied forces, including the NPCs. Shall we take a vote?”

“Why give anything to the NPCs?” gasped Hinterleaf. “I get helping the goblins, because they’re your subjects and serve you well, but the others? Why share with the emperor, who’s here to fight for a cause, and doesn’t care about the loot?!”

“It’s all about Unity, my friend,” I said. “All for one, and one for all, including the loot. For NPCs money matters even more than it does for us. For them, it means better equipment, and repairs, weapons and also more for their families. You do understand this would be given to ordinary soldiers, and not Emperor Kragosh? I’m talking about kobolds and troggs clad in rags and armed with clubs fighting far from their homes in a distant land.”

Hearing this, the others looked at me as if I was a half-wit worthy of pity. Actually, not all of them, but Yary, Sayan, and Blackberry did. The colonel maintained a poker face, impossible to read, but Horvac started a slow, rhythmic clap.

“Now that’s what I call total immersion!” he exclaimed. “Who else among us ever wondered how the NPCs we met fed their families? Scyth, you’re one of a kind! I have to support such openheartedness! I am for his plan!”

And the Colonel also threw in his support, grumbling all the while, which meant Hinterleaf had no choice but to agree with the majority. The NPCs, of course, did not participate in the division, otherwise the entire Modus clan would have lost its reputation with the leading factions.

After divvying up the hide of an unfinished bear, I activated Clarity and flew off to find the main entrance to the castle, which wasn’t even very fortified. I found it in the southern fortress wall, which had already been cleared of any defenders. I entered and flew along the stairs and corridors to the central door, where I came across several dozen excited NPCs. None of them were fighters, but they did have a leader in the person of the sorceress Seynesel. She was, as I understood it, a teacher of magic.

Apparently, when the Children fled, it was she and her students who had sealed all the doors and windows, and the volunteer artisans had taken up arms and prepared to defend the castle. Hinterleaf would have crushed them, so it was a good thing that the allies had waited for me. I didn’t want to make senseless sacrifices.

I switched from Clarity to Stealth and whispered, “Lady Seynesel, I don’t wish anybody any harm. I’m going to slowly materialize in front of you, and I urge you to refrain from, say, turning me into a frog. Instead, listen to what I have to say.”

“Whoever you are, I will turn you into a worm and crush you!” the sorceress whispered angrily, totally composed.

But then her anger was replaced by surprise, then curiosity, and after five minutes of pleasant conversation, she removed all spells, neutralized the magic traps, and the artisans laid down their weapons and opened the doors themselves.

Contrary to my expectations, it was not the players who entered the castle first, but the High Council of the Goblin League, followed by a long line of giant loaders. There were so many of them that I lost count — at least half a thousand.

Ancient Lady Govarla paused beside me and asked, “Are you sure you want to destroy such a wonderful castle, Scyth?”

“I am. Once you’ve taken everything, down to the last silver fork, we’ll destroy it.”

“You’re right to do so,” the goblin replied. “But I warn you that I will put forward a proposal to the council to deduct the cost of the castle from your share.”

How I wished I was dealing with Kusalarix instead of this greedy Govarla, who, despite our Unity lacked mental clarity! I was only glad that, despite leaders like her and the senile Steltodak, I still had the goblins on my side.

The old woman continued to mutter that all of the loot would be deducted from the costs for the journalists who’d publicized the crimes of the Children of Kratos, not to mention the loaders, the portal magicians, mercenaries and gladiators, as well as consumables for the portals for the speedy gathering of allies from various parts of Disgardium. I couldn’t take it anymore, and I went outside and stood under the open sky in the castle’s courtyard.

But even there, I couldn’t be alone. A slender figure slipped out from under a tree with silver leaves. An exhilarating aroma wafted over me, so potent that my blood boiled.

A young elven maiden, whose beauty could outshine that of Fortune herself, timidly touched my elbow and cooed, “Is it really you, the terrible Scyth, who helped spill the blood of thousands of innocents?”

Phitta. Elf. Level 402 Companion.

Owner of Seventh Heaven House of Pleasure.

I had no idea what she’d done to me, but I lost my ability to speak and found that all I could do what gape at her charming form.

“Yes, it’s you,” Phitta laughed. “You’re not so terrible. In fact, you’re a nice young man. I have already had the pleasure of talking to your comrade, Bomber. He expressed a desire to add my humble pleasure home to your clan, but he said that the final decision was yours.”

Suddenly, I felt better, and managed to tear my eyes away from the two convex hemispheres under her translucent dress and look into the temptress’s eyes. That’s right, this wasn’t such a young elf after all. I knew this somehow, despite her appearance.

“Is everything okay, boss?” Nega whispered menacingly, wrapping her tail around me. “You don’t seem to be yourself.”

“Did she charm me?” I asked, nodding at Phitta.

“No, she used a simple Spirit of Seduction. But yes, those spirits of hers were created by a truly great grand master of perfumery.”

“The Grand Master is in front of you.” Phitta curtsied. “Perfume is my hobby.”

I felt better hearing this, not that it changed anything. But having a grand master of any craft in the clan was quite the bonus.

“That’s nice,” I managed to utter, already devising a way to explain myself to Irita. “We can provide shelter to Seventh Heaven.”

Suddenly Bomber showed up. Laughing in joy, he hugged me, lifting me up and setting me down, and then thumped me so hard on the back that I felt like he was going to break my spine.

“Thank you, Scyth! I knew you couldn’t resist her!”

“Alright already,” I muttered, embarrassed now as I saw Nega taking Phitta aside for a little girl talk.

“You haven’t seen the others yet! But enough. Look at the time,” he said, tapping his wrist. “Shall we take off now to the Underwater Kingdom?”

I nodded reluctantly — something was still holding me back, but I couldn’t figure out what. A vague uneasiness was suddenly spreading throughout my body, soul and mind, and just as I was about to let Bomber drag me to the new temple, everything around was lit up with a dead light, like a nuclear explosion.

A familiar voice boomed out from the heavens so loudly that I felt as if my bones were vibrating.

“Listen, people of Disgardium! I am Nether, the One True Goddess of All Creation.”


Chapter 3. Apocalypse

THE BLINDING LIGHT above us dimmed a little, and I looked around. All of my allies were standing there with their heads thrown back, staring up into the sky from whence Nine’s monotonous voice issued. I’d recognize that voice even after 100 years.

“I have destroyed the New Gods: Nergal, Marduk, Cthulhu, Baron Samedi — call out to any of them, and your cries will pass into the void. From this day on, the patron of all of Disgardium is I, Nether.”

The word “Nether,” which was now what Nine called herself, reverberated and echoed across the breathless courtyard, slithering along the valley below, and fading into a distant whisper. A dead light flooded the heavens, and the indifferent face of the Supernova Goddess was outlined in the sky. Yep, that was her. Now I was sure. That was none other than the sadistic, maniacal psychopath.

“Today my harbingers have descended into Disgardium,” intoned the emotionless, indifferent voice to the whole world. “You fools call them Ravagers, and have tried to cast them out, as you are unaware of the fact that they are here to hasten my arrival. You trusted in Nergal and Marduk, asked for their protection and received it, but now they are no more. When my harbingers arrive, no one can help you but yourself. Bend the knee, recognize me as your goddess, and they will not touch you. All others will be punished. The best of you will be awarded.”

Nine took a break for half a minute. Meanwhile, even the wind seemed to abate in anticipation of what she’d say next.

Everyone around me, from kobolds and troggs to faction leaders and defenders, listened with a frown. I couldn’t wrap my mind around what was transpiring. Like, how had Nine managed to destroy all the New Gods and take their place!?

“In the absence of the gods that are no more, your world will soon run out of mana,” said Nether. “Magic and everything that relies on magic will be allotted only to those who are my faithful followers. Think about that.”

And then the lifeless light went out, and daylight again prevailed. My head thrown back still, I kept on staring into the heavens, hoping that Nine would notice me, and maybe descend for a chat in which she would explain what she was up to. At the same time, I knew this was futile, and I was being hopelessly naive.

Everyone I had just urged to renounce the New Gods and follow the Sleepers looked at me in confusion and doubt, in their eyes a mute question: “What the hell was going on here?!?”

And yeah, I got it — it was like a head game. I’d just made a big deal about Nergal, and Nine, his new high priestess, and instead we get Nether, who said she’d destroyed both the Radiant One and the Dark Gods, along with all of the New Gods. Anyway, that’s what she claimed she’d done, and we had no reason to not believe her, because if Nergal was still around, he’d never have allowed her little display just now.

I had to get my thoughts in order before I said anything.

“Nether is Nine, that is, Beta Number Nine — I told you about her. I recognize her voice and her face, too. But how did she manage to defeat and disincarnate all the New Gods? I have no idea. That being said, I myself have defeated some of them, so I know for sure that some of the gods are vulnerable. I’m thinking that Nergal probably transferred his new priestess directly to the Heavenly Plane, where he existed in the flesh. So, if he used up most of his power on the transfer, he was by then so weak he couldn’t put up much of a fight when Nine attacked him. Let me remind you that for over 10,000 years Nine has been accumulating power, abilities, and all kinds of powerful artifacts.”

“So now what, herald? What should we do?” growled Kragosh.

“Before we discuss this matter, I want to hear from you,” I said, and raising my voice, I said, “You heard Nether. Her harbingers, the Ravagers, will punish anyone who refuses to bend the knee to her. Anyone who wants to renounce the Sleepers, and who is not yet their follower, well, if you prefer Nether to them, you’re better off leaving right now.”

I flew upwards, and saw how those nearer to the front passed my words on to those in the back. And some trickled out through the portals out of fear of disobeying Nether; we closed the portals behind their cowardly backsides. It could well be that it wasn’t Nether who frightened them since she, and also the New Gods, were unknown to them, really. The Ravagers, though, were a different story. Those who harbored doubts before opted to leave: fairies, hobbits, centaurs, lophers, dryads. Some, however, remained behind. Their leaders, who were now priests of the Sleepers, remained. This, however, did not mean that they weren’t prepared to leave. It could be they just wanted to hear me out.

Bomber, who was standing to the side by Gyula, caught my eye and tapped his wrist with a plate-gloved finger. I nodded, and went on.

“Nether is like the gods she destroyed. She needs faith. Without it, she’s nothing!”

“What makes you so sure?” grunted the goblin Steltodak, clearly skeptical.

“What makes me sure is that faith is what distinguishes gods from mortals and demons. The latter need chao to live. Mortals require food, water, and mana for spells. The gods need our faith. You heard what she said — she wants us to recognize her as our goddess. What that means is...”

“Without faith, she is nothing,” Emperor Kragosh rumbled. “So what’s your plan, herald?”

“We have to ensure that she doesn’t accrue many followers, and that would limit the inflow of faith to her. The more sentients that choose the Sleepers, the stronger we’ll be, and our Unity will give us so much power that we’ll easily take down the Ravagers! And without them, Nether has nothing left here to hold over all our heads. So do each of you understand what you must do?”

“Yes, that much is clear,” said Nob of Bree. “But what are we supposed to do if, say, tomorrow one of Nether’s harbingers drops in to ravage our cities and villages?”

“Hide!” Goblin Govarla didn’t wait for me to answer. “The League will stretch the Portal Web between all those who follow the path of the Sleepers. We will open evacuation portals in every village, every city...”

“That’s magic!” said Lisenta. “Didn’t you hear what Nether said? Without the New Gods and their breath, we will lose mana, and without it, what kind of portals can we make happen?”

“We will conserve and stock up on mana,” announced His Eminence Steltodak. “As Nether was talking, the League bought up all the storage crystals they could get their hands on before they ran out. Henceforth, our transport network will be available only to those who follow the Sleepers, and only for evacuation. This, of course, will not affect the first persons ...”

“Save up mana? Only for evacuation?” Cut in the centaur, Pholus of Magnesia. “Only for followers? And how do you expect us to upload...”

His indignant mumbling was drowned out in the ensuing uproar. The crowd murmured, roared, but shut up when Kragosh’s roar resounded throughout the courtyard.

“Quiet! Settle down! Have you all shat your pants because of the voice from the sky? My great grandfather once told me that...”

His voice broke off, and the world darkened, replaced by red lines of text:

Emergency exit activated in response to an external command from the dive capsule!

Seconds remaining until release: 3… 2… 1...

I was used to seeing Hairo hovering over the glass of the capsule after exiting Dis, but this time he was acting pretty strangely. As soon as the intra-gel subsided, he yanked me out of the capsule, yelling, “We have to run!”

“What the hell, Mr. Morales?” I was upset and pissed off. Shit, I was naked! “I mean, you have to let me...”

“Whatever’s going on in that game has got to wait!” He was frantic.

“What happened??

“Follow me, now! We don’t have much time!”

“Let me throw some clothes on!”

“Later!”

He grabbed me so hard he almost tore off my arm, and then pushed me towards the door from the apartment, “Take a left at the end of the corridor, and hightail it to the elevator as fast as you can!”

It was unusually empty in the corridor, which was usually swarming with hordes of Ivan’s Wild Ones. Hairo dashed down it with two backpacks, yelling, “Faster! A nuclear missile is flying towards us!”

“What?!?”

Several other doors flew open up and down the hallway, with Wesley shouting, Tobias groaning, Hung cussing, Tomoshi howling and Willy and Sergei barking orders at everybody.

With Hairo urging me on now from behind, I rushed ahead trying not to think about my nakedness. My heart was racing so hard, faster and fast, that I felt a burst of adrenaline in my blood, and a feeling of uncontrollable panic filled my gut and made my legs buckle.

“Faster! Move it! Just do it! Run!” All of the security guards were yelling from behind us. “Move that ass!”

I reached the elevator first and pushed the button to summon it, but the doors were already swinging open. Hairo flew in after me and tossed me a backpack.

“Put something on while we wait for the others.”

Ten seconds later the spacious cab of the elevator was packed. I’d managed to pull on shorts, but as much as I wanted to, I didn’t get to around to throwing on a sweatshirt, I was pressed so tightly against the far wall. We were all somber and silent due to the horrific news and the mad flight, and panting as we caught our breath.

“Forty seconds to impact,” Sergei reported. “We’ve got time.”

“Good,” breathed Hairo, and said to me, “The Cartel man who works for the Gallaghers was ordered to evacuate all of their people out of Cali Bottom at least 25 miles. The ‘mole’ realized that was the minimum distance of relative safety from a nuclear blast in terms of survival. He was given nine minutes to evacuate. He immediately reported to the Cartel. By the time Ishmael Calderone told him to tell us, we were almost out of time. Yoshi sounded the alarm in the building, then hacked into the district’s public address system and alerted all of Cali Bottom. We sent our people to the basement levels, while we hustled to get you.

“Guys, it’s going to be crowded downstairs,” Willy said, clearing his throat. “This building has five basement levels, including offices and maintenance facilities, and engineering rooms and so on. We don’t know if that’s deep enough to save us, but we have a pretty good shot at making it through this.”

“Holy fuck…” Wesley murmured, looking at me.

He looked totally freaked out. I guess he didn’t know he’d be signing up for this when he insisted on staying here.

The elevator doors shut and down we went. I closed my eyes and began to count the seconds, but lost track, what with the pounding of my heart, and echoing in my ears.

We plunged down, down, down — further and further, and finally the elevator shuddered to a stop, and the doors swung open. We all tumbled out into a long, dark corridor lined with damp walls and pipes, along which wiring stretched, covered in something like, well, black mold or whatever. We spotted flashlights bobbing about at the far end of the corridor, and heard the echoing sound of voices. I took a step towards them, and felt something squish under my feet. Just water, and I knew it, but I felt squeamish enough to imagine what else could be on that floor.

The security guards turned on their flashlights, and Sergei produced a couple of bottles of water and a blister of pills.

“Everyone take one of these,” he said, handing me the pills. “It’s preventative care.”

“We need that like a hole in the head,” muttered Willy. I remember how Uncle Nicky used to say that whenever people were discussing politics.

I took a swig of water and popped one of the pills, and then passed the blister on to Hung. Hairo pulled me forward. Somewhere down that long corridor about a hundred or so yards away, the lights of the flashlights disappeared around a bend, maybe, or they’d ducked into a room.

We took our time moving down the hallway because, despite the flickering light of the flashlights, we could easily trip over construction detritus or whatever, and the last thing we needed was to break a leg or sprain an ankle.

Hairo kept glancing upward and pausing to listen. I’d never seen him so stressed and almost panicked, but, then again, it’s not every day that you find yourself in the epicenter of a nuclear explosion.

“It should have landed by now,” he said. “Maybe Ishmael’s man erred?”

“God forbid,” came Sergei’s voice from the darkness. I couldn’t see him in the darkness, and it was only when I heard him that I realized he was taking up our rear.

“Well, it could have landed, right?” asked Hung. “How are we to know?”

“Believe me, we’d feel it,” Sergei said. “Let’s just thank our lucky stars that we built these facilities down here — it was the right thing to do. Right now we’d better get to the warehouse with the supplies. Good thing I insisted that we put together doomsday kits. Too bad we didn’t make enough for everyone.”

“Did the Cartel man say anything about the power of the charge?” I asked, combing my mind for what I’d learned in school about nuclear disasters.

“Even if it’s a teeny-tiny charge, the entire building will collapse like a house of cards,” Hung grunted, flanking me to the left a little behind me.

“So if it collapses, how do we ever get out of here?”

“Well, what we do,” Sergei began, but then he broke off.

The filthy, slimy floor glistening in the light of the flashlights suddenly buckled so fiercely it slapped me in the face and I fell backwards. My head was thrown back so hard it felt like someone had kicked me in the face, and I felt my skull slam into something hard. I felt like the air had been sucked out of me, and when I tried to take a breath, I didn’t feel like I inhaled any oxygen, and silence rang in my ears. Right in front of a huge concrete column with metal bars poking out of it crumbled to the ground, and a dead light poured through a massive hole in the ceiling

* * *

I couldn’t get up. I was merged with the floor. First there was that flash, and then I’d passed out.

When I came to my senses and opened my eyes, I saw nothing, and ringing silence filled the air. Was this a dream, or was I really living through this?

I wanted to get up, but I couldn’t even lift my head up. My body started activating all of its various parts, beginning with my nervous system. At first the pain was slow to gain in strength, and then, all of a sudden, I felt it everywhere. My eyes, my face, my chest all burned like crazy, like I’d been doused in sulfuric acid, and this dull pain in the back of my head throbbed, and my teeth and ribs ached, while my throat felt like I’d swallowed sandpaper. It felt so familiar that I was wondering if I was back in Nether where a Living Sieve latched onto me, or else in a torture chamber run by Baal the Tyrant during his Cursed Inquisition.

Just as I felt like I was going stark raving mad, I felt someone take my hand. I heard booming sounds then from afar, as if I was in the bottom of a swimming pool. I couldn’t tell if it was externally produced sound, or just the pounding of blood in my ears.

At least I could think and reflect on matters. I tried to remember where I’d been. I remembered talking to the elf Phitta, the owner of the Seventh Heaven pleasure house... Then, I agreed to let her come to Kharinza with her business, and she left while Bomber spoke to me. We were about to jump into the Underwater Realm to dedicate a temple to the Sleepers, when the sky lit up with that dead glow… and Nine announced to the world at large that she was now Nether.

That was my last clear memory.

So did that mean I was in Dis?

“He’s awake!” A voice broke through the cotton muffling my ears. It sounded familiar, but I didn’t know who it was. I tried to sit up and groaned in pain. Something cracked in my ears, and that seemed to help with the muffled feeling, but the crackling did not stop, and even grew stronger.

“Whoa, Alex, not so fast. You’re hurt, but you’re okay. Just don’t move.”

“Who… is…” I forced the words through my shredded throat. I felt like my tongue was swollen and I couldn’t force enough air out to even ask the question.

“Partial amnesia,” said the second, his voice accented.

“Hairo. I’m Hairo Morales, your clan’s head of security. What is the name of your clan, do you remember?”

“A-w-w-o-o-ke...”

“The Awoken, right, well done!” Hairo was sincerely overjoyed. “Now then, relax and listen. Don’t move a muscle. The AutoDoc is working on you, so just let it. Too bad we don’t have a medical capsule.”

“Who needs a capsule!? We need more water to drink!” That was another voice, and to my surprise, I recognized it as belonging to Willy Brizuela. “Well, how were we to foreseen this?”

Something clicked in my brain, and when Hairo began telling me how he yanked me out of the capsule in order to evacuate me to the basement of the building, I myself remembered what I had forgotten. I remembered right up until the nuclear blast hit.

“Apparently, it was an ancient pre-war unguided rocket,” Hairo said. “We’re lucky, because if it had been a guided bomber drone or a nuclear kamikaze droid aimed at us personally… Okay, I won’t talk about what didn’t happen. What did happen was as follows: The bomb landed 100 or so yards from the base. It’s hard to tell from here in the basement how powerful the blast was, but we survived, and that’s what matters.” His measured voice was soothing, and with every word, no matter how terrible this situation seemed, I grew ever calmer. “The building, of course, was blasted to hell, but the shock wave, apparently, damaged some supporting beams causing a collapse, and something came crashing down to the lowest floor. You were the unlucky one because you were closest to the collapsed floor and got a blast of the nuclear radiation.

Hearing this, I mentally smirked. Even in the real world, Nergal managed to land one on me.

“But still, Fortune is clearly on your side,” Willy chuckled. “Had you’d taken one more step, you’d have been squished like a bug.”

We all had to scatter to save ourselves, and didn’t even know if you were dead or alive.”

“And I... Damage... Eyes... Blind? And… radiation?”

“You’re fine, and the AutoDoc should be enough,” Hairo replied, but something in his voice, well, I wasn’t convinced.

“What with the radiation contamination permeating Cali Bottom even before the explosion, we put in a layer of anti-radiation protection in all of the building’s ceilings,” I heard someone to my left say — I recognized that voice. It was Sergei.

“What... now?” I asked.

“Yoshi is trying to fix the communication devices,” Morales replied. “We need to signal that we are alive.”

“Signal... who?”

“An ally I hope we can introduce to you soon. But right now, you need to lie down and not strain yourself. The AutoDoc will do its thing — It’ll neutralize the radionuclides in you, treat the burns, and restore your retinas.”

“It... can.... do... that?”

“This isn’t the Home Doctor,” said Willy. He sounded somehow like he was trying to be upbeat. “It’s a real field doc! Even though it’s not a medical capsule, it can work wonders.”

“You’ll make it to your wedding yet,” added Sergei.

They fell silent, and I asked what worried me more than anything else:

“Are... we... all... okay?”

“We’ll all safe, alive, and healthy!” Hairo sounded as cheerful as Willy just a minute ago.

“Clicking... by... you... what is?”

“Geiger counter,” he said, but I could barely hear him.

Reassured, I began to fall into the darkness, but in my subconscious a vile little thought kept whispering that they were lying to me. If the others were all alive, why hadn’t I heard Hung, Wesley, or anyone else?

The next awakening was also not easy. It wasn’t likely that I’d woken up from a nice slumber... given all my injuries, I was surprised I was even conscious. I felt like I was itching all over, and that’s what woke me up. Everything itched... my eyes, my chest, stomach... my shoulders, arms, legs, feet, but only the tops. I guessed right away that wherever itched had been exposed to the radiation. Evidently AutoDoc healed the burns and had accelerated the growth of new tissue, which was all itchy.

I peeled my eyes open and then closed them again because of the blazing light. On the good side, I could still see something, and that was a plus. Next, I tried squinting. I wanted to see what was going on if only through my eyelashes. I could still hear that Geiger counter ticking away on the other side of the wall.

“Alex?” Someone gently touched my shoulder, and I immediately hissed from a stab of pain. “Oh, sorry, sorry, bro, I wasn’t thinking.”

My hearing was back, and I recognized Hung’s voice, and slowly turned toward him.

“Alive?” I whispered.

“More than ever! But you’d best sleep! Yo, kiddo, don’t try to move because Yoshi is feeding you with some kind of crap right now — intravenously.”

“Crap?”

“Uh, you’ve been out for five days now! It’s how Yoshi feeds you and gives you water.”

Eventually I got my vision back, at least most of it. What I’d taken for a bright light was just AutoDoc crawling over me, and also a flashlight at the other end of the room hitting the ceiling. I raised my head as I lay down and saw that I was lying on a pile of cardboard boxes with my hooded sweatshirt rolled up under my head.

Hung was the only one in the small room on the utility room floor. I guess it was his turn to watch over me.

“How are the guys?”

“The guys are fine,” Hung said. And after a pause, he added, “Not all are fine, but they’re all okay.”

“Who isn’t!?” I jerked involuntarily, trying to get up, but Hung pressed me back against my cardboard mat.

“Not everyone made it downstairs in time,” he said, and fell silent.

“Who didn’t make it, Hung?!”

“A lot of the laborers couldn’t make it. There were too many to fit into the waiting elevators, and the blast went off before they could all catch one. It was too late — no more elevators, no more people to save.”

“The guys?”

“Well, you saw who came down with us. The guys are all alright.”

I noticed how he emphasized the word “guys.” Since Tissa and Rita weren’t here, that meant...

“Eniko,” Hung whispered. “Usually she stays with Tommy, but that night, because of our operation in Icy Gorge, he told her to go to her parents. If she’d done that, she’d be alright, because Gyula and Manny’s families had time to evacuate. But Eniko decided to spend the night with a friend in the farthest wing of the building. They didn’t make it. In the confusion, Gyula only remembered her when he saw Tommy. He thought that his daughter had slept at his place. Tommy, of course, assumed she was with her parents.”

“How are they?”

“Anguished. First Gyula punched the wall over and over again, and then he started banging his forehead against it. We had to pull him away. Yoshi administered a sedative. Tommy is in worse shape...”

“Meaning?”

“He tried to kill himself,” Hung gulped “He rushed over to where the ceiling had collapsed shouting that he didn’t want to live without Eniko. We didn’t catch him in time. We put on HAZMAT suits and took off to look for him, but by then he’d climbed up to a higher floor and was just sitting there. Now he’s got acute radiation sickness. It’s too serious for the Home Doctor, and we used the field supplies on you. We’re all hoping that we can be evacuated soon.”

“We’ll be evacuated?”

“I don’t know.” I looked at him and he turned away. “Cali’s been transformed into another Chernobyl, and I don’t know who in their right mind would try to help us here. Or if anyone is even looking for us.”

“Did Yoshi manage to set up a connection?”

“No. But the security guards are whispering about some kind of contact. If you could call it a contact...”

“Say what?!”

“I don’t know, Alex! I myself don’t know what they’re talking about. Sometimes they lie to us just so that we don’t all panic, and sometimes they tell it like it is. Willy is saying that he has a one-time link with the Bear, and that he’ll help. But he’s been signaling for three days now, and no fucking luck! Maybe there is no Bear?”

“There is.” Just then Willy walked in, with Hairo right behind him. “Yep, there’s a Bear, and we’ve made contact with him. Glad you’re okay, Alex!”

“How are you, guy?” Morales asked.

“You tell me.”

“We couldn’t reach the Bear through the device he gave us from down here,” Willy said. “But we’re stuck here. What didn’t melt down during the explosion collapsed, was crushed, and there was glass all over everything. We sorted through the rubble in shifts, making our way upstairs. We didn’t have enough HAZMAT suits!”

“And?”

“We made it up far enough, sent the signal, and then waited. And waited some more...”

Willy sighed and shrugged. In the semi-darkness his grubby face merged with the darkness behind him. He rolled up his sleeve and showed me an unknown model communicator bracelet that I had already seen. It looked like molten metal that had been poured around his wrist, and then set.

“This device is a part of me now, so I had to be there to send the signal. It’s only a one-way connection, and at the other end it’s not like someone’s always sitting there. They just check it once a day.” Then Willy looked at Hung. “And yes, I told you that we’d established contact, hoping that you’d stop freaking out. Okay, Tomoshi wanted to become a super mutant, but where did you go?!”

Even in the semi-darkness, I saw Hung’s ears turn red. Outside our space I heard voices, and clattering sounds, but I just stared at Hung.

“Hung?”

He was silent, but Hairo spoke up.

“Your brainless comrade decided to play hero. He stole a HAZMAT suit, grabbed an impulse gun and made his way upstairs. Do you know why? To rescue the ones who didn’t make it downstairs in time.”

“I thought…” Hung began to say, but was interrupted.

“No, you DIDN’T think!” Willy said, poking him in the chest. “That’s just the point, you didn’t think! Who were you thinking you’d save? Almost all of Cali Bottom is a radioactive desert! Nobody’s left unless they’re in the bottom of a basement! And we don’t even know if that’s enough to save them.”

“Okay, take it easy, Brizuela,” Hairo grumbled. “We’ll pay tribute to the memory of the dead when we ourselves are safe, and only after we help those who can still be saved. We will also seek out the bastards behind the attack. Obviously, it’s the Gallaghers, but we need proof…” He suddenly stopped, turned around and froze.

“They are already being dealt with,” came a voice at his back. “Both the Gallaghers and the survivors.”

In the dimly lit room I couldn’t see who it was who’d just spoken. His voice was kind of like static, as if it was issuing from an old radio that wasn’t tuned in properly to a station. Hairo and Willy parted to let a short man in a silver spacesuit through.

“Greetings, Alex,” said the man.

He walked up to me, bent down a little and looked into my eyes. Behind his visor, I saw a face known all around the world.

“I’m Mike Hagen, but you can call me Bear.”


Interlude 1. William

A QUARTER OF A CENTURY AGO, when William Brizuela was a teenager, there was a single path open to him: the Cartel.

Everyone in his family was somehow entangled in the criminal enterprise’s many affairs. His father, his uncles, and cousins, his older brothers — all of them were connected in some way with the Cartel. Even the girls and women in his family also earned their livelihood by doing whatever for the Cartel: sorting, packing cooking for those who labored in the black market workshops. What else was there to do after their homeland, Guatemala, along with all of Central America and Mexico had become non-citizen zones?

And everything Willy Brizuela learned about the launch of the Third World War was from the network. Truth be told, neither he nor his friends cared about the war or its outcome. Guatemala was less concerned about conflicts between the G-10 countries than it was about how things were going on the moon colony.

But then the war came to them — to their cities, and to their streets. Under the cover of the nuclear blasts in Northern China and the Middle East, some bastard decided that now would be a good time to torch the coca plantations in Central and South America with the cleansing fires of a thermonuclear bomb.

That put a big damper on the Cartel’s business. What ensued were internal squabbles, and a struggle to survive and restore production and logistics. Willy’s family, meanwhile, had to seek out alternative avenues for work.

This was no easy matter in the post-war world. The background radiation and toxic rains in Guatemala meant that business and production migrated to lands that had escaped the ravages of the war, while those left behind had to spend most of their lives underground, like moles.

Of course, unemployment spiked upwards — it was difficult to survive. The old days of “cartel prosperity” were a thing of the past. All that was left was to remember them with a sigh, and keep on scrambling for the next stop-gap to keep it all together for another day or two.

The post-war technological boost, you see, had resulted in endemic unemployment. Secret military technologies fell into the hands of corporations and, of course, hit the market. Now, most work was carried out by robots.

Of course, hands were still needed to rebuild the decimated cities and towns, not to mention the farms and plantations, and to replenish the production chains. But now, most of this was done by the ubiquitous robots, and where human know-how was required, well, Willy wasn’t equipped for it, and wasn’t likely to qualify anytime soon. The planet was undergoing a dramatic transformation where a single world government was instituted under the auspices of the UN, and people like Willy were left with two choices, those being a life of crime, or a career in the military.

In Willy’s hometown, once the Cartel’s grip was loosened, the Triad started making inroads. Young Brizuela explored signing on with them, but after hearing what kind of tests he would have to pass just to become an ordinary fighter he gave up the idea. He had no desire to kill some respectable guy who’d done nothing to harm him. Sure, the guy might be a corrupt official owned by the Cartel, but he also helped the needy by providing them with food and medicine.

Of course, Willy was too smart to tell the Triad’s emissary he couldn’t do the job. He wanted to live to see the next day, you see. Instead, he freaked out a bit, cursing his fate, and did the only thing he could do: he threw his few possessions into a travel bag, kissed his mother, hugged his father and disappeared. His parents also were savvy enough to disappear into the night, and left for their native village in the jungles of Guatemala, out of the reach of the Triad.

Meanwhile, Willy made it all the way to the border before he got caught. Being young and naive, he thought that what with the World Government, the borders between countries would no longer be in play, and he was right. But, just the same, his name, William Brizuela, had made it into an unfortunate database of the civilian population inhabiting the Guatemalan district.

The cheerful, clearly heavy-drinking major threatened to throw the book at him, punched him in the face a couple of times without much enthusiasm, and then asked, “Do you want me to let you off?”

“I’m broke,” Willy answered honestly.

“I see that. I don’t need your money, though. I just need your signature. I want you to volunteer for the peacekeeping force. The UN issued a distribution order, and our people aren’t too eager to serve.”

“Serve where?” asked Willy, wondering what he’d be in for.

“How should I know? I’m not given that kind of intel. But I’ll tell you what, kiddo, just open up the news and see where the planetary hotspots are, and that’ll clue you in on your potential destinations. Last time I checked there were around 40 hotspots. Nigeria, China, South Siberia, the Middle East, North Korea, West Zimbabwe... You get the drift, right?”

“What do I get if I sign up? How much do they pay?”

“In return, I will purge you from all databases. Each peacemaker starts life from scratch, as usual. They pay better than the Cartel, unless you’re Don Ishmael Calderone, of course!” And laughing hoarsely at his wit, the major leaned back in his creaking chair.

Willy didn’t have any reason to think twice about the offer he’d been given. He didn’t have many options, and any twenty-year-old would be tempted by this one.

“Where should I sign?” Willy asked, smiling.

“And yeah, they’ll fix your teeth, too,” grimaced the major. “For free...”

So everything worked out, Willy got a uniform, equipment, a couple of fur caps, and joined the business.

And for the next few years, you could find him wherever the local population resisted joining the single world community, wanting instead to retain their independence.

More often than not, these places were the fragments of some country that had sunk into oblivion such that segments could peel off, declare their independence and make it “real” by coming up with an anthem, flag, and by printing their own currency. To get them in line, the first step was to attempt diplomacy, but, once that failed, the plasma and pulse cannons were brought on board. The coercion of the steel fist was usually enough to force the “right” outcome. This often required taking out the top layer of power in the region, but surprisingly, even after that the local population might be loathe to part with their freedom, traditions, national identity and all that other good stuff that hindered the forward march of global progress.

Progress for whom? Willy often wondered about this over a bottle shared with a few colleagues. Brizuela himself had in his veins the blood of the descendants of the Spanish conquistadors, African slaves and Mayan Indians, and after wandering all over the world, knew full well that every nation had its own history, and its own traditions, character, culture. Not to mention its own language, legends, stories, gods, sacred symbols...

“We should preserve all of this!” exclaimed Leonid Fishelevich, the military pilot. “If all of humanity has to speak the same language and eat the same food, that would be bad for all of us. We’d lose so much for all of eternity, unless, of course, we invent a time machine for historians.”

Willy agreed with him. He liked cultural differences, and didn’t want humanity to be homogeneous. People were like a collection of precious stones. Willy thought that diversity was far more interesting than, say, nothing but flawless diamonds, or even perfect taaffeites, which were infinitely rarer.

However, some big shot at the top decided that anything that separated people had to be stamped out. The nations forced to submit to the one world order found they had to adopt one of the ten major languages. It wasn’t that this was obligatory — no one actually forced them to do so, but once the borders disappeared, the great migration began, and populations were all mixed up. In order to even communicate you had to learn one of the major languages.

“I remember serving with a Quechua Indian,” said Hairo Morales, one of Brizuela’s colleagues who had recently been transferred to their corps. “He knew five languages! He could get by in Spanish, Portuguese, English and German. But he didn’t know his native tongue — it wasn’t good for anything, so why learn it?”

Anyway, time went on, as did his service as a peacekeeper. Sometimes it was difficult, sometimes Willy lost comrades, but the superiority of the peacekeepers in terms of technology, equipment and backup support was overwhelming, and operations were more or less routine affairs.

Brizuela’s equilibrium was shattered only when Casey went down in a battle. Willy was planning a future with her, including a wedding and all the trimmings, but that underground kamikaze drone sent half the platoon to the great beyond. She was still breathing when Willy threw her over his shoulder and rushed to the base at Chehel Raz. She was dead on arrival, though. He hadn’t even noticed that he’d just sprinted across 15 miles of rocky desert to get to the base.

It was a week of hell for Willy. When fate took out his beloved Casey, it didn’t stop there. He found out from a cousin that the village where Willy’s parents were hiding out had been razed to the ground by some freaks. His cousin told him that random gangs of thugs were popping out all over the jungle like pimples on an adolescent’s oily ass. They’d catch them and send them en masse to special non-civilian zones, along with their relatives.

From that moment on, something died in Willy. He kept on in the service, though, if only because he had nowhere else to go. It’s not like he felt he was doing any good. In fact, he didn’t believe at all in “the cause.” At least he had some drinking buddies, and they could all bare their souls to each other. And also, once he’d served his time, he could acquire citizenship. By then the system of citizenship categories had been hammered out in many rancorous sessions of the World Parliament and introduced to the population of the One World.

Willy, though, was slightly injured during his next assignment, which was in some place called Cali Bottom. It wasn’t anything the Home Doctor couldn’t deal with, but his commander left him at the base and told him to rest up there.

Willy lay around for half a day, and then got bored and went to the nearest town with a civilian population in the lowest category, where for a day’s salary in the new currency, that being phoenixes, you could fuck all the local whores. Willy wasn’t into the whores, though. All he wanted was to spend the sweltering day in a cantina drinking cold beer.

Business at the Lame Dog wasn’t exactly thriving, and the air conditioning didn’t even work, but Willy stuck around, just the same. He liked the smiling waitress. After placing an order, he lit a cigar and leaned back in the cheap plastic chair.

As he sipped his lackluster drink, he idly watched the grubby boys in bare feet chasing garbage bags rolled into a ball, and that’s why he didn’t immediately notice that someone else had sat down at his table.

He looked up and saw a strong, gray-haired man whose face was shielded by a wide-brimmed hat, and whose eyes were hidden by sunglasses.

“Hello, William.”

The man took off his silly hat, and revealed the wrinkles lining his face. Then he took off his sunglasses, and Willy could hardly restrain himself from shrinking back. The stranger’s eyes were frightening, though kind, as if this was even possible.

“Who are you?” Willy asked.

“My name is Manuel,” the old man replied. “Manuel Fuentes.”

“You say that like it should mean something to me, Don Fuentes. But I don’t know anyone named Fuentes. Are you a retired comedian? Or a local celebrity? If so, I have to disappoint you — I’m not from around here.”

“It’s not that far from here to Puerto Barrios,” said Manuel.

That was the name of Willy’s hometown. The place where he was born and raised until he signed up for the cursed peacekeepers. Willy tensed up, and this didn’t go unnoticed.

“Calm down, corporal,” said the old man. And, then he went on in a calm, dispassionate tone, speaking without even a hint of a smile. “I am acquainted with your background.”

“What do you want?” asked Brizuela brusquely.

It wasn’t just his hat that annoyed him, but the old man’s irritating behavior, as well. His time in the service had taught him how to assess a person’s status and rank just by looking at him and hearing his speech. Clearly this man came from a position of the highest level of authority.

“I’ll, of course, tell you what I want from you, William,” was his soft reply. “I know that you don’t like to beat around the bush, so I’ll tell you right now that I know everything about you. Right down to your heart rate and body temperature.”

“Uh-huh. I see. You have some kind of intragadget that displays information on your retina,” Willy said. “I’ve heard of that kind of thing, but never seen them myself.”

“They’re a myth,” said the old man with a smile. “It’ll be another 20 years before what you’re talking about shows up on the market. A very select market, by the way. But yes, in a sense you’re spot on. I probably know more about you than you do yourself.”

Willy took a pull off his cigar and raised an eyebrow in disbelief, and Manuel burst out laughing.

“It’s the same every time, but the devil take it, I’m always amused by it.”

And then the old man proceeded to tell Willy all that he knew about him, and then some. He told him, for example, that Gela Demetradze from supply had a thing for him and that crazy private Vuk Stankovich hated him because of this since he had a thing for Gela. That his best friends were Hairo Morales, Yoshihiru Uematsu, Leonid Fishelevich, Maria Saar and Roy van Garderen, and that they all valued him as a friend in equal measure. That a bad disease had taken hold in Willy’s liver, but it was an easy fix if he’d ask the doc to take a closer look inside there. That Willy was very agile and strong, but that he tended to leave the planning up to Hairo and Leonid. That Willy hates watermelons because the seeds look like insects to him.

The old man related things that no one could have known, even if he’d been tracking Willy from the moment he was born. Some of what he heard were things Willy refused to admit to himself. Such as the fact that yes, he still ate watermelon as if he liked it because he wanted to fit in with his teammates, and yes, with his friends back in Puerto Barrios before that.

When Manuela was done talking, Willy didn’t want to show his astonishment, and drawled as if he was bored,

“Okay, you’ve convinced me that you’re a strange man. So what do you want?”

“Strange, well, I guess that you could call me that. But, first, I’m old, Willy,” the stranger called him by his name for the first time. “The only thing I want from life is peace, and more time to spend alone with my great-grandson Renato. But the world is heading into an abyss, and I don’t want my great-grandson to live in such a cesspool. That’s why I’m here, talking to you.”

“The war ended a long time ago,” said Willy. “They say in the holovisor that now that the whole world has become one and they’ve introduced, citizenship categories everything will be fine. We’ll all live happily ever after. In peace and justice.”

“They say a lot, don’t they? They say that you’re a bloodthirsty scumbag who likes killing, but that you’d rip the throat out of anyone who threatened your buddies. They say that you loved Casey so much that you wanted to shoot yourself next to her dead body. They say that Willy Brizuela is a dog who jumps anything that moves whether or not the girl gives her consent. You see how much they talk about you, and it’s just about you, one of millions of peacekeepers. These are people who know you.”

“Nonsense”

“Are you sure?”

“Well, maybe not all of it.”

“That’s right. Most people believe lies when there are dollops of truth mixed in. You are cruel to your enemies, but you do not like to kill. You loved Casey very much, but you were not going to shoot yourself; you’ve got a lust for life. You like the ladies, but you never force yourself on anyone, and you’re always gentle. Right?”

“How do you know all this?” Willy asked, neither affirming nor denying what he’d heard.

“I just do,” said Manuel Fuentes. “Do you think those people on the holovizor promising a brighter future actually believe in it themselves?”

“How should I know? I’m just a soldier, while they’re the experts and politicians. They’re supposed to have the solutions”

“The world is going down the drain. Trust me.”

That wasn’t hard to do by now, not after everything Willy just heard. And Willy really didn’t want to see the world go to hell all over again, not after he’d lived through the fallout from the Third World War — all over the globe. But he had no problem believing the worst was still to come — real end times. This old man, well, he somehow knows, and lives with this knowledge. But what did he, Willy have to do with it?

He asked Manuel, who was sweating by now and fanning himself with his hat. The old man indicated a posh electric flying vehicle parked outside in the shade of a Spanish cedar, and suggested they move to more comfortable quarters before getting into the nitty-gritty.

“There’s a minibar with soda, whiskey and beer,” he added.

That was enough, then. Willy assented to the old man’s invitation.

And as soon as the door shut behind them in the flier, off they went.

* * *

Willy got back that night just as his buddies were returning from a successful operation. He was sunk in thought, and didn’t respond to his comrades’ cajoling. He simply lay in his bunk with a pillow over his head, and ignored them.

Manuel Fuentes had told him about himself. The old man was a high-flyer, although, like Willy, he started from the depths of the slums of Medellin running errands for the Cartel. In those days, the Cartel wasn’t yet United — so this was one of many. His career soared upward, and the money poured in, women offered themselves to him, and Fuentes was respected by his colleagues. The boss made him his heir apparent.

But then, in 2018, Manuel felt a divine presence. At least, that’s how he put it, but then he added, “In fact, that’s not exactly what it was, but why burden you with the fine print, Willy?”

Anyway, the “divine presence” impacted Manuel so much that he, formerly a drug lord, started opposing the Cartel. Then something transpired in his life. The old man did not say what exactly, and Willy didn’t ask, as he was by then transfixed by Manuel’s tale. Manuel began meeting other people like himself. He, like they, possessed the ability to extract information from a source that wasn’t accessible to others, although the ability manifested differently in each of them. It’s wasn’t a divine presence, but it was something out of this world.

“Like oracles?” asked Willy, Manuel paused, and then said, yes, sort of. Only different, with more options.

The old man said that it was his work, and also that of the others like him, that put an end to the Third World War, and that they also were behind the introduction of the citizenship categories. Hearing this, Willy wondered for a moment if the old man was just another aging drunk crowing about his glory days. At least, the thought flashed through his head. But it wasn’t long before he cast aside all doubt.

The old man went on, saying “I’ll tell you straight, Willy, that those citizenship categories are destructive, at least the way they’ve been constructed. The setup is flawed and vicious. There are many loopholes in them used by the elite to manipulate the system, but that’s not the worst thing. However, the world must pass through this difficult period to get better. If it doesn’t, then we’re all headed straight for the apocalypse by the end of a decade.”

To Willy, Manuel and the others like him seemed like a crazy sect of fanatics — there were plenty of those to go around lately. All of them preached about the impending Judgment Day, Kiyamat or Ragnarok, whatever they wanted to call the end of the world. All of them were convinced that they, alone, possessed the truth.

But these weren’t your typical fanatics. Manuel’s crowd, well, their reputations were irreproachable. Iovana Savic was a former world champion in tennis and Nobel laureate. Ola Afelobu was the most renowned mathematician of her time, and even Willy knew who he was, even though he wasn’t really plugged into that kind of thing. Willy had never heard of Manuel Fuentes, or Alik Zhukov,[1] but of course he’d heard of the Good Deed corporation — everybody knew about it, and all of Manuel’s crowd was on the board of directors even before the war. This included Kira Panfilova, the founder of the corporation.

And the last name provided by Manuel was that of Mike Hagen. Willy had never heard of him, but he learned his name from Manuel, and after doing a little digging, he found out that, in his youth, Hagen was a world champion in fighting without rules, and after that he headed a new company in which all these people worked together. The company was called Snowstorm.

And it turned out that these people, all of them, also “saw” and “knew” things. They saw what was to come, and they knew what they had to do to ensure that the future would be, if not bright and beautiful, at least as good as possible. “And if we manage to get through this period with minimal losses,” said Fuentes, “then we can hope for a better future for our great-great-grandchildren. It’s not that they aren’t facing a terrible threat down the road, but without our help, they’d have to deal with it on their own. Let them live a little and then decide how to manage.”

Willy’s main takeaway from his time with Manuel was that the world would have gone down the toilet if not for these people with their “oracles.” He decided to suspend disbelief for the time being, and simply take Manuel at his word. People needed to go through a quarter of a century of social stratification, division into citizens and non-citizens, useful and useless, important and unimportant so that humanity could have a shot at limping toward a certain point in history, after which everything would slowly, but inevitably begin to change for the better.

“What I’m about to tell you next is of paramount importance,” said Manuel. “You see, if we’re not in sync when we reach this point, if we’re not ready for it, then it’s curtains for the planet as a whole.” And, hearing this, Willy was all ears, and carefully took in what the old man said.

The old man spoke vaguely about the future, which irritated Willy, who asked for more details. But Manuel said that, should he provide Willy with too much information, this would alter the shape of things to come for the worse.

“It’s like securities,” he said. “Driscoll Incorporated shares skyrocketed during the Third World War because investors were sure the bunkers would sell like hot dogs at a fair on a chilly day. What would happen if a single investor knew exactly what was to come?”

Willy shrugged, and Manuel went on. “He’d sell all his shares in the company, resulting in a bear market. Stocks would fall, the Driscoll family would go down the drain…and, eventually, the world would disappear in a global nuclear cloud.”

“You lost me when you got to the bear market,, sorry,” said Willy. He was struggling to follow everything that Fuentes was trying to convey, although he realized that the old man was simplifying the content as much as possible. And yet he remembered what he’d heard and, a few years later, he retold it all to Hairo, Leonid, Roy, Sergei, Yoshihiru and Maria.

The old man sighed and began to break it down for Willy. “If even a single person knows about what’s to come, that alone can start a chain reaction wherein ‘what’s to come’ doesn’t happen at all, or is seriously altered. As long as knowledge about what the future holds remains unspoken, there won’t be any serious changes that lead to “forks” in how the future unfolds. Take those Driscoll bunkers as an example. What would have happened that the company would have gone bankrupt and this would have led to the impression that we weren’t all facing a nuclear war, which would have resulted in complacency and a relaxation of tension. But since world problems would have remained unresolved, instead of local and targeted nuclear strikes, sooner or later countries would have unleashed their entire arsenal. And this would have transformed the entire planet into a wasteland. With nowhere for human life to survive, it would have marked the end of civilization.”

Fuentes told Willy a lot of terrible things about what awaited our planet, and said that the day would come when Willy knew for sure that society was sick and that he needed to fix it.

“Me?” Will was taken aback. “Change society?”

Manuel nodded. True, he wasn’t slated to do this on his own. He’d have his teammates with him, but for now, they needed to remain in the dark. “These changes will start from the ground up,” said the old man. “You will lead this movement.”

Again, Willy thought that he was talking to a madman, but he asked anyway, “And what exactly would I need to do? I have no idea what you want!”

“You will receive instructions through this,” the old man replied, and handed Willy a steely ball the size of a sparrow’s head.

Once in his hand, the icy ball immediately warmed up, as if saturated with vitality, came to life, and began morphing into a different shape. It required a huge effort for Willy to squelch his misgivings, and sit still while the alien object did its thing.

It was like a puddle of mercury fluttering in the palm of his hand, which then flowed around his wrist encircling it like a ring and immediately cooling down. Willy gingerly touched it, and even thought it was as if melded into his skin, but it felt okay. The metallic “bracelet” lit up briefly and he read: “X-2095M DEVICE HAS BONDED AND IS ACTIVATED.”

“This is a quantum communicator, and is connected only with me. Don’t ever try to remove it. Anyway, you can’t,” said Manuel.

“It’s going to itch!” Willy said, trying to pull the bracelet off. In fact, it bothered him that he had to wear it.

“It won’t itch. It lets air and moisture through. Soon you won’t notice it at all. At key moments, the comm will tell you what to do.”

Back in the barracks, Willy thought over the events of the day, and he decided to not do anything until he’d checked out the old man’s story. He could, after all, verify some of the details

The next day, he visited the medical unit and complaining about stomach pains, he asked the doctor to carefully examine his liver. He was worried about cirrhosis due to his heavy drinking, but it turned out that he had cancer. Since the minuscule tumor hadn’t yet metastasized, it took all of two minutes to remove it.

As far as Willy was concerned, that was enough to eliminate any lingering doubts.

* * *

At first, it was hard going for Willy. Any time he and his friends were having drinks he longed to unburden himself by telling them about the old man and his own destiny. But it was like the bracelet would read his mind, and it would start to tighten around his wrist, so Willy would bite his tongue and keep quiet.

In time, he grew accustomed to living with this seedling of secret knowledge that was destined to grow into something more. Otherwise, his life went on as before: the bracelet was silent, there was no news from Manuel, and before long, Willy no longer thought much about the strange conversation. The quantum communicator on his wrist was like an ordinary bracelet.

Life went on as usual. The team got an order, followed by a deployment, and then the operation, followed by some R&R, and so on for another two years, until fate threw Willy into the bedlam that was Caracas, to rein in an unbridled drug lord. After a short fight, the militants were surrounded and laid down their arms under the guarantee that they would not be touched if they betrayed their superiors.

What ensued is that some 115 residents were herded into a clearing, including old people, women and children. But among them was nobody of interest, and none of the people there, including the militants, knew where the top dogs were.

Willy remembered like it was yesterday how Colonel Elias Seppala, with his bald head as smooth as a bowling ball was so frustrated after another attempt at interrogating somebody that he slapped his palms on the table and spat out the command to clean up the scene.

He remembered how he followed Maria Saar and how the curls of wiry hair around her neck were so springy. The village they were in reminded him of his own hometown, and he felt torn asunder inside. This was a first in his many years of “peacekeeping.”

He remembered seeing in the scope of his weapon the face of an adolescent on his knees when they started herding the prisoners into a ring, and how the rain washed the dirt from his wet spikes of hair. And then, a sharp cry was heard. It was his colleague, Hanna Nimrobetz. “Stop! We’re not executioners!”

Standing next to her, Rick Grasso also lowered his weapon. He face was hidden behind the visor of his helmet.

And right after that, Seppala’s harsh order sounded in everyone’s helmet speakers: “Shoot the saboteurs!”

Willy and a few others hesitated. The others immediately did as ordered, firing on Hannah and also Rick, and then decimating the captive locals.

After it was over and they were back at the base, Willy, Hairo, Maria, Roy, Yoshi and Leonid retired to the always empty equipment room to commemorate their dead comrades, and also the innocents they’d slaughtered that day. Yoshi is why they could enter this space, which was a dead zone, meaning not under the watchful eye of the cameras, and also out of the range of the mini-drones. Those paid to keep an eye on them thought that this space was occupied by a wall.

First, they all had a few shots of vodka from Leonid’s stocks without any food to chase it down. They were so amped up from the day’s events, though, that they didn’t feel drunk at all. So they went on drinking to drown out the disgust they felt and by the time Willy was starting to stagger a little, the mourning over their comrades had morphed into the beginnings of a conspiracy.

It was Leonid who said the words that fanned the sparks into a flame.

“Put an end to this abomination. Damn the consequences! I can’t go on like this.”

“Execute him,” said Yoshihiru thoughtfully.

They unanimously passed a death sentence on Colonel Elias Seppala.

Fishelevich, who never got drunk, no matter how much he drank, turned to specifics.

“They bring in girls for his pleasure in the evenings, and then, there’s only one adjutant stationed outside.”

Once the decision was made to take the colonel out, they discovered they weren’t alone. Literally. Their regimental engineer, Sergei Yuferov, was also there, messing around with the servers. By then they were so riled up they almost took him out for overhearing them, but they didn’t, and what they got was another like-minded teammate who was horrified by the day’s events. The now-dead Hanna Nimrobetz, you see, was Sergei’s girlfriend.

By now there were seven of them out for Seppala’s head, and Willy was starting to see double, which made it hard for him to read what was on his bracelet when it suddenly warmed up and pressed into his wrist. What he read was a gentle warning: Stop, friend, stop!

Willy shook his head and focused his eyes and read some more. Stop! Stand down!

He immediately sobered up and read what needed to be done next. Vowing to explain everything, he forbade anyone to leave the server room, and he procured an army AutoDoc to sober up himself and Hairo, and then dragged him into the jungle.

There, he hurriedly told him about the meeting with the strange old man Manuel Fuentes, cringing at the phantasmagoric nature of the story, and showed him the bracelet, hoping that would suffice as evidence.

At first Hairo was dubious, thinking that his friend had drunk himself into a state of delirium. “So what?” he chuckled. “It’s a friggin’ bracelet,” and then he shut up when he suddenly saw a message glow into the metal: “Seppala will answer for what he’s done, but not to you. And remind Morales that Maria and little Isolde, who once saved his life, are waiting for him at home.” And Hairo turned pale, and then red spots emerged on his cheeks and he realized that the message was referring to his wife and daughter. From then on, Hairo was a believer.

He was a believer, because a couple of years ago, when he was getting ready for a routine operation, Hairo got a message from his little daughter: “Dad, be careful.” He shrugged, but just the same, he put on an exoskeleton, which is why, when he stepped on that plasma mine later on that day, he merely lost his legs, rather than his life. The army provided him with new bionic limbs, and since then he started believing in all kinds of portents and signs.

They were both instructed to retire from the peacekeepers and establish relations with the savages, equip several caches, acquire safe houses and apartments around the world, gather large stocks of weapons and keep in touch with Cali Bottom.

They didn’t have to worry how to pay for all of this because Willy was provided with a cold wallet with a dynamic balance of dark phoenixes that always amounted to exactly what he needed for whatever was being purchased. The weird thing was that whenever Willy attempted to buy something for himself, the wallet would suddenly display a zero balance.

Three years later, they heard on the news that Manuel Fuentes, one of the founders of the Snowstorm corporation, had suddenly left our world at the age of 87. And as they heard this news, the quantum comm device came to life.

Manuel’s last instruction was very long and informative. He said goodbye to Willy and expressed desire that he and Hairo bring their comrades up to speed, and convince them to take on an impossible task: to integrate into all of the major non-citizen zones, and help those who lived there, and not only them, but also the Wild Ones around the world, and in so doing establish an organizational network among all of the leaders of the inwinova. And he ended with a strong recommendation that by 2072, if not sooner, they had to find employment in the security service of the Excommunicado clan.

After this message, Willy and Hairo convinced Sergey Yuferov, Maria Saar, Roy van Garderen, the now-legless Leonid Fishelevich, and Yoshihira Uematsu that the entire Fuentes affair wasn’t the ravings of madmen. What helped were fragments of Manuel’s message in which he issued some warnings and predictions. For example, he told Maria that her man was cheating on her and planned to abscond with her property soon after leaving her. All of the global predictions he made, of course, ended up coming true.

They called themselves the Seven, at first enthusiastically doing everything with which the late Manuel Fuentes entrusted them. They toiled for half a decade without any reward. Gradually, their enthusiasm waned, and it became ever the more difficult to force themselves to keep up the pace. Moreover, the bracelet fell silent, and was dead as a doornail.

The funding also dried up, and the cold wallet stopped paying for purchases, and not long after that, the group of Seven disbanded. Without any direction from above, nobody saw any point in continuing the mission. Each of them went about living their own lives as best they could. None of them sunk into poverty, but it wasn’t as if they lived in great comfort, either. But just the same, maybe it was out of habit, they kept in touch with the leaders of the non-citizens.

Three years later, both Willy, and even more so Hairo, almost forgot what motivated them to start working for Excommunicado. They simply fell into a routine. Hairo was focused on earning enough to make mortgage payments and also cover his daughter’s education, and dreamed more about securing a promotion in the clan rather than changing society.

Willy felt the same way, although he never did settle down with a wife and family. He was never with anybody longer than a month. But then he met a girl he felt like he could spend the rest of his life with. Her name was Pamela, and Willy was even ready to propose to her. But he waited, thinking he’d pop the question when they were on their planned vacation in Hawaii.

They had to postpone the vacation, though. The quantum communicator came to life again when a top Threat appeared in Dis. The instructions said that Hairo and Willy were to patrol Cali Bottom and locate the Class-A Threat. However, if they found him, they were to let him go and not share information about his true identity with anyone.

“Who’s giving us orders now?” Hairo asked when Willy showed him the quantum comm.

Their agent in Cali Bottom had alerted them to suspicious activity in one of the “anthills” — a civilian flyer had landed on its roof, so the instructions seemed to reflect what they were seeing. Hairo and Willy duly did what they were told, and were able to intercept Sheppard and put forth their demands. The quantum communicator didn’t say anything about not blackmailing the guy.

When Alex Sheppard proposed that they begin working for the Awoken, the bracelet was silent, so they both decided to accept the offer.

The relatively quiet job that paid a decent salary swiftly evolved into nothing but trouble after Sheppard became a global celebrity. Willy and Hairo would patrol the “rock star gamer’s” district and both felt like they might as well sell him out for a profit since, anyway, he was no doubt done for.

But once they decided to move on this impulse, the quantum communicator ordered them to guard Sheppard and help him with whatever he needed. And that they also bring in the others.

Both of them were astounded by this. They agreed to work for the Awoken because of the money, but did they really want to get into a showdown with the powers that be? Did they want to go into hiding and lose money? For what? The guy was finished, that was obvious. Everybody knew who he was, and there was no way out for him.

“I didn’t sign up for this!” roared Hairo. “Tell them to get fucked! And who the hell is giving us the orders now!? Manuel is dead and gone, right?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Willy shrugged. “I have no idea if the comm can send anything at all. I get the feeling it’s just a receiver.”

“Anyway, request a meeting, shout into the bracelet, maybe it’ll work. And then fly after the guy’s homies,” Hairo demanded. “In the meantime, I’ll keep an eye on Alex. We’ll evacuate, and later we’ll decide what to do with them.”

“Spend the night in the mountains?”

“Yes. We’ll spend the night in a bunker, then we’ll hustle off to Alaska. We have a contract; we’ll cover them for now at least… Or…” Hairo grimaced. “If we hand over the Threat, then we might as well give him to whoever will pay the most. For now, though, let’s just hedge our bets.”

Willy yelled at the bracelet, demanding a meeting, and then rushed to get Edward, Hung and Malik.

The guys were evacuated and they all hid in a bunker in the Rocky Mountains for the night. In the morning, when the teenagers were sleeping, the quantum comm sent a short instruction: “Waiting on the surface, get up here, and bring Morales.”

They met a powerful, stocky old man in the misty, damp, pre-dawn forest. He introduced himself as Mike Hagen, but asked to be called the Bear.

The conversation was short. Mike confirmed everything known from Manuel, and then added details about what would happen to the world if Alex Kieran Sheppard ceased being a Threat. And then he described what would happen if the guy succeeded. What they heard not only impressed both of them, it shocked them.

“You can’t do it without help,” Hagen concluded. “Bring the rest of the Seven in.”

“All of them?”

“Everyone except Fishelevich. He’s too quick-tempered, and a big mouth. Alex doesn’t trust you yet, and if you bring Leonid into the mix he’ll clam up for sure and that would mess everything up. Leonid’s time will come.”

Willy thought that, given the global nature of this game, they’d best listen to Hagen. When someone like that did the talking, they should shut up and do as told. What that meant was they should help Alex. Hairo agreed with him, but he wanted to know why they had to be involved when a man of Mr. Hagen’s stature could protect Alex with the snap of a finger.

What Hagen said then was almost word for word what Fuentes had said back in his day:

“Any intervention will change the future. Manuel brought you guys in, and that is already interference. And me standing here talking to you is also altering the future. But just the same, given your odds for a positive outcome, I can help you, but with one caveat: I can only help you once. William, keep in touch with me through the quantum comm that Manuel gave you.”

“And how do we know when that moment comes?” Willy asked, for some reason shivering.

“You’ll know. And when that happens, contact me.”

“But how?” Willy showed him the bracelet. “I still don’t understand how it works! What’s its range? Will it work in the mountains? Underground? Underwater? In outer space?”

“Just request help by calling the Bear, William,” Hagen replied. “You could instantly contact Manuel even from the other side of the galaxy, but he is not with us, and the device is tied to the owner’s genetic code. We had to break the comm and set up a network of relays to keep this connection with you, so now, unfortunately, your comm will only work on the surface. Keep in mind that only I have access to any message from you. I will check once a day, so don’t expect an immediate response.”

“Well, give us another comm! Hairo exclaimed. “Tied to you!”

“That would be another intervention,” said Hagen. “Also, this is the only one such device on the planet. Don’t bother asking why. It’s the only one, and that’s the way it’s going to be for some time to come.”

“Then why not use conventional means of communication?”

“Because everything that is transmitted through conventional means is intercepted.”

“By whom? And what’s the big deal if they do intercept it?” asked Hairo “Who’d dare oppose you? You are Hagen! The last living founding father of Snowstorm! Even the president bows before you!”

Mike Hagen paused, chewed his lips like an old man, and, without answering, turned around and walked towards the transparent silhouette of his custom order flyer.

Willy and Hairo stared at him in bewilderment as he took the pilot’s seat.

“I ‘m not worried about people doing the intercepting.”

And the hatch door of the flyer closed as he took off. Hairo cursed. He lit his cigar, took a puff and exhaled a cloud of smoke into the cool damp air. Then he coughed and threw it to the ground.

“What a load of bullshit,” he said, trampling on the cigar in disgust. “Let’s go wake up the others.”

“You wake them up and I’ll get in touch with our team,” said Willy.

“I’ll make some coffee,” said Hairo, looking pensively at the gloomy predawn sky.

Willy though that it was too bad he hadn’t flown off the Hawaii with Pamela for that vacation back then.

Who the hell knew when it would ever happen now? And even if it did, it wasn’t likely he’d end up there with Pamela.


Chapter 4. Sleipnir

“HELLO BEAR,” I mumbled, feeling like I had steel wool in my mouth. I wanted to say more, but didn’t know what, and anyway, I couldn’t even feel my tongue. I felt like I was falling down, down, and as I did, I saw Hagen’s solemn face as if shatter into pieces behind the visor of his helmet. Something flowed from my ears, eyes and mouth, something thick and hot, I tried to inhale, but couldn’t, because I was choking on blood. And then, a dead silence fell over me, and I heard the final beating of my heart echoing in the silence.

I felt something prick my chest, and then it was like the lights went out.

When I came to again, an emerald glimmer was spreading over me, and I heard a gentle voice above me say, “The patient Alex Sheppard has been healed.”

I was in a strange room with a sloping domed ceiling. The chamber was infused with that greenish light, and it made me feel like I was in a sunlit forest, except that there weren’t any birds.

Opposite me sat a silent man in a white lab coat looking me in the eyes. He held in his hand an injection pistol.

“You’re okay, Alex, you’re safe,” the man said.

“Where am I?” My voice was no longer quaking, my tongue worked again, and my throat no longer felt like it was lined with sandpaper. “Where is this safe house?”

“You’re on Mr. Hagen’s space yacht. He named it Sleipnir, whatever that means.”

“It’s a horse,” I said, and grinned. “It’s Odin’s eight-legged horse.”

“A horse? That flies?” The doctor’s eyebrows shot up, and I shook my head. “No? It’s a strange name.”

“I like it. By the way, where is Mr. Hagen?”

“He’s got matters to attend to, but he’ll be joining us soon,” the man said in a too-cheerful voice. “But you can sit up now. You’re all right.”

I gingerly hoisted myself up, listening to my organism and examining it. I felt like I was wrapped in cling film or something that started tearing as I moved, and then it started peeling off, kind of like seriously sunburned skin. In a few seconds, the shedding process was over.

I felt a little woozy, but nothing hurt. My head was clear, my vision, too, and the burns were healed, even if they were slightly paler than the rest of my skin.

“I told you you’re fine,” the man said, almost a little irritated, the silver frames of his glasses glinting in the light. “Well?”

“Yes, I feel good.”

“There are clothes beside you on the left.”

While he politely looked the other way, I pulled on new tactical pants and a plaid shirt, and found sneakers and socks under the bed. They all fit just right.

Then, I sat down again and looked at the “doc.” He looked like he was in his late forties, or maybe fifty-something, with graying hair tied back in a ponytail, intelligent eyes, and a wide jaw.

“Who are you? Do you work for Mr. Hagen?”

He extended his hand right away.

“I’m Dr. Yuri Serebryansky. I was with Mr. Hagen back in Cali Bottom when your heart stopped. I’m glad to meet you, Alex. I’ve heard a lot about your exploits. As for my job… Alex, before you hear about this from anyone else, I’ll tell you right off the bat: I worked for Joshua Gallagher, in a manner of speaking, and I played a role in what happened to your friend Melissa. But! I believe that…”

He began to justify himself, and I stared at him, not believing a single word. If this man worked for the Gallaghers... My first impulse was to slug him in the face and mangle those silver-framed glasses so that shards of glass scarred his eyes, but I restrained myself and quietly asked, “You’re guilty of what exactly? What is it that you did to Tissa?”

“Er... What? Ah, I understand,” He paused, and answered the question with a question. “Alex, have you heard of Iovana Savic?”

“I have. She’s one of the five founding fathers of Snowstorm. I don’t get why she’s called a ‘father.’”

“That’s just a figure of speech,” said Serebryansky with a wave of his hand. “I was a student of hers. She, Ola Afelobu — another of the founding fathers, and I collaborated on her mind transfer theory, making it a reality. After they... left, I continued working on it, and until recently worked in Snowstorm’s secret department in charge of the Pilgrim project. When management lost faith in what we could do, I was poached by a company affiliated with Joshua Gallagher. They were involved in a similar project, but with different goals, and they didn’t feel like they had to clue me in on what those goals were. It had to do with clones and life extension, that’s all I knew. Anyway, that’s what I thought the Geraldine project was about, you know, helping rich aristos live forever.”

“Is that what’s going on? They’re transferring their consciousnesses, and so on? Is it even legal?”

‘No, it’s not legal. That’s why the department was secret, and why Gallagher’s company was situated outside of any jurisdictions or citizenship zones. But yes, it’s really happening. I know that you’ve met digital copies of beta testers in the Nether, that you personally know Patrick O’Grady, and so you should be aware of the fact that consciousness transfer is not fiction.”

This was the first time I heard anyone confirm the Geraldine project. Patrick hailed from our world, and the first to realize this was Behemoth.

“Were you able to do the transfer?” I asked.

“No,” he said wearily, shaking his head and burying his face in his hands. Specks of dandruff fell onto the floor. “In terms of… No, not really. I keep forgetting that I’m talking to a 16-year-old. In short, something, we don’t know what exactly, is lost during the transfer, something that fundamentally kills the cognitive disto... Damn, it’s hard for me to simplify stuff that even doctors of science have a hard time understanding!”

“Just talk, and if I don’t understand something, I’ll ask.”

“Okay,” he nodded, scratched his chin, and continued, “All I’ve been able to do is transfer mental casts that include habits and short-term memory. An organism loaded with a mental cast can mimic the behavior of the original, creating a believable likeness, but that organism requires programming to fully function. When creating clones of Melissa, we used the firmware created for humanoid companion robots. After the unfortunate events of the Third World War, they               quit calling them ‘androids.’ Of course, a living brain, like in Melissa’s clones, doesn’t function like a processor; rather it operates via basic behavioral patterns.”

“Are you talking about robot lovers?” I asked.

“Why would you think that?” Serebryansky was surprised. “Not just sex workers. Many people need friends, assistants, nannies, someone to simply talk to, travel partners... Robot lovers, well, that’s far too limited in terms of what these androids are all about. You don’t acquire a wife, after all, just for sex, right?... Hah!” He seemed a little flustered, but then got hold of himself again. “So then, the latest iterations of these clones have far more human qualities than what is found in some people Alex. I mean, you’d be surprised by how many people function by using the same algorithms that have been employed for years. At least a third of the world’s population are super-realistic biorobots, and given enough time to observe them,” he looked up and read the skepticism in my eyes, and faltered. “Sorry, I got carried away again. I was a professor at the university for half my life, and yeah, old habits die hard.”

“So tell me about Tissa.”

“The old Melissa Schafer is no more; her body… is no more.” He saw me clench my fists then, and raised his hands as if to ward me off. “Alex, I only found out about this myself from Mr. Hagen! And he tapped some serious people from planetary security to conduct searches, and to interrogate everyone involved in that attack on you. Some mercenary collaborating with the Cartel also testified. So, about your friend, her original body is no more, but — and here is the real miracle! — the biorobot with a mental cast of Melissa was in Disgardium, but when it returned, it possessed the original’s full consciousness! Obviously, she has no recollection of what happened right after the original was kidnapped but... it doesn’t matter. What matters is something else, right? According to Mr. Hagen, the Sleeping Gods are involved in this, and they’re stronger now, thanks to you. When the girl was brought to the yacht...”

“Tissa’s here now?”

“Yes, yes, of course, she’s here,” he waved, as if I should know this already. “For security reasons, Mr. Hagen has gathered all your friends together. They are also on board the yacht.”

“What about my friends from Cali Bottom? And all of the others who lived there?”

“Don’t worry. He’s taken care of them, just as he’s looked after you. As far as I know, Hung Lee and Tomoshi Kurokawa have fully recovered from radiation sickness, and we healed Wesley Cho along the way from heart disease, diabetes, and a number of other maladies associated with his excessive weight. Of course, it’s on him to lose the extra poundage by adhering to some kind of diet plan. As for everybody else, Mr. Hagen’s people are taking care of the non-citizens affected by the nuclear attack. All of the survivors have been evacuated to the Guyana Cesspit, where Mr. Hagen bought a new residential area.”

It was too good to be true. I had to see all this for myself. So what was I doing sitting around here? I wanted to check up on my friends to see if Serebryansky was lying, but I found myself lingering in the room with the doctor a little more. There was something else about this guy that I wanted to clarify.

“You said you worked for Gallagher. You used the past tense. What about now?”

“Right now, I don’t work for anybody. I work with... er... Mr. Hagen said that... Hmmm... I’m not sure if I can tell you about my contribution, but I assure you ‑‑‑ you and I, Alex, share a common cause.”

“We’ll see…” I said dubiously, jumping off the bed.

I took a couple of steps and staggered. I felt like a strand of wheat in the wind. My feet were firmly planted on the floor, but my upper body wobbled and I had to tighten my core muscles to keep my balance. I attributed this unsteadiness to radiation sickness, and looked around the room. I didn’t see an exit anywhere. All of the walls, along with the floor and ceiling, were like one smooth plane.

“Use voice control,” suggested Serebryansky.

“Open door!” I shouted, and a vertical gap appeared in the smooth beige wall as if it had been cleaved from the other side by an invisible sword. The gap widened such that I could easily pass through it.

Strangely, the sight reminded me of the injection I received just before I passed out. And yeah, I’d never found out what that was, what had happened to me. So I turned back and asked the doctor, “What was it you injected me with in the basement?”

“It was a pack of nanobots that started your heart and cleansed your body of damaged cells and radionuclides.”

“But what happened? When Mr. Hagen showed up, I was feeling just fine!”

“Well, it was a brief remission,” Serebryansky explained, looking attentively at me.

“So why...”

“Because no AutoDoc in the world is capable of healing somebody who was exposed to such a massive shot of radiation. All the AutoDoc can do it help a fallen soldier get back on his feet until real help arrives.”

I nodded to Serebryansky, then, and proceeded to stagger out into the barely lit corridor. Just then, the lighting panels lit up. And then I heard someone shuffling behind me.

“You’ll get lost ‑‑‑ this so-called yacht is bigger than a cruise liner,” Serebryansky grumbled, standing next to me. “Let’s go. I’ll show you the way. When I arrived to extract you from your coma, all your loved ones had gathered in the common room.”

The slit in the wall shut behind him, and I saw what the space was called in its place: “Regeneration.” I saw other compartments with their names in lights, as well: “Biolaboratory,” “Rehabilitation,” “Accelerated Sleep.”

“This is the medical sector,” said Serebryansky. “Probably it’s this big because Mr. Hagen is no longer a young man. But I’ve never seen him here. Access is very limited. Mr. Hagen even forbade your loved ones from visiting you.”

Now that’s convenient ‑‑‑just blame Mr. Hagen for this, especially since he’s not even here, I thought. Nope, I still didn’t trust Yuri Serebryansky. I’d yet to confirm anything he’d told me.

Remembering how I came to my senses, I asked, “What was that film covering my body?”

“Yeah, I know it must have seemed strange,” he admitted. “It’s something like medical gel, but it doesn’t require a capsule and works much more efficiently. I’ll admit that I’ve only been on this yacht for a few days and so much of what I’ve seen here, well, it’s new to me. Such technologies, if they exist…” he spread his hands, “then it’s only in theory.”

I wasn’t as excited about all this novelty, because I was still feeling uneasy. Honestly, I had a hard time believing that a shady dude like this had collaborated with Iovana Savic and Ola Afelobu. His imitation of a mad scientist rang hollow with me. Maybe this Serebryansky wasn’t Serebryansky at all!

I glanced at the doctor. From his unsteady gait and heavy breathing, it was clear that he himself was far from all right — he had a hard time simply walking. He periodically clutched his side, and would immediately drop his hand as if to try to show he was fine. He probably didn’t like my noticing his sorry state.

But I anyway turned toward him and asked, “What’s the matter with you, doctor?”

After a pause, he reluctantly replied, “I — how to say? — wasn’t on good terms when I left my former employer. The guards assigned to me... Well, I synthesized a paralyzing gas, but, regrettably, before it took effect, one of them managed to fire...” Serebryansky grimaced, touching his side. “And he hit me, the bastard!”

“But you still managed to get away?” I asked incredulously.

“Only because of the turmoil surrounding the Children of Kratos that day. Thank you for that, Alex, and your…” he scratched his chin, choosing the right word, “friend, Melissa. I knew what the Gallaghers had to contend with, and so I hid out in the non-citizen slums and picked up a number of other diseases: pneumonia, dysentery and, you won’t believe it, a couple of new strains of the Doom virus, previously unknown to world medicine! True, I found this out later, after Mr. Hagen managed to locate me. His team got me on my feet, but the treatment wasn’t complete yet when we got the signal from Cali Bottom.”

We kept on proceeding down the long corridor, along the way passing numerous smaller arteries that off the corridor we were in, connecting other compartments, and it seemed to me that, indeed, Hagen’s yacht was huge. I also felt like we were trudging uphill, like two hamsters on a cosmic wheel.

The corridor went on and on, and my suspicions intensified. What kind of yacht was this where we had to travel half a mile or whatever just to get away from the medical compartment? And where was everybody else? Shouldn’t there be attendants here? Security? Other doctors, besides the strange, so to speak, Serebryansky, that is, this dude walking beside me?

I felt like I was in a bad dream in which something ominous was about to happen, and it occurred to me then to wonder where the yacht was at this point in time. We were walking, not flying in zero gravity, which must mean that we were somewhere on Earth, right? But space yachts are not designed for airspace! They’re constructed at an orbital space shipyard... And if we were in space, we’d be experiencing weightlessness! Well, at least I could hear some engine noise, but otherwise it was nothing but dead silence, except for Serebryansky’s hoarse breathing, and his own shuffling.

When the corridor finally ended, we turned the corner, and then I gasped. We were in another corridor with a transparent floor, through which I could see Earth in all its glory. It sure looked like a view from orbit. Unless it was a holographic panel...

“Are we in outer space?”

“Yes.”

“Then where does the gravity come from, Dr. Serebryansky?”

“Obviously, we are dealing with the Coriolis force. That is, the yacht rotates around its axis. You missed the moment when our passenger shuttle docked with it. From outside, it looks like two translucent cylinders on the same axis, with each of them slowly revolving around that axis, but in opposing directions.” He looked around and lowered his voice. “You know, I’m not totally sure this yacht was created by people.”

I didn’t respond, but thought that the doctor was clearly in the dark when it came to dynamics and orbital mechanics.

At the end of this corridor we reached a dead end in the form of a wall that reminded me of a portal to an instance in Dis. It was so very similar to a portal, that I stepped through it without even thinking about it, and it opened up just like the wall in the Regeneration compartment. “Alex Sheppard, access confirmed,” intoned a pleasant female voice.

I had barely crossed through into the Common Room, filled with noise and people and the murmur of a small waterfall to the right of the entrance, when a familiar voice rang out saying,

“Alex!”

That was Rita’s joyous voice. She was the first to see me, but right after her a chorus of others joined in.

“Alex!”

“He’s awake!”

It sounded like a host of voices all at once because there were so many people out there, I couldn’t even see them all. But I did see the girl I loved, and that was enough to make the hell I’d just gone through since the attack on the base recede into the background. It was only now that I realized how much I missed her!

She clung to me, wrapping me in her warm embrace, and showering me with kisses, and then both of us were in a sea of hugs from our friends: Ed, who yelled that I was done for now that I was an inwinova, but he was still glad to see me; Hung, yelling that he’d had enough of losing his friends and so it was a good thing I’d survived; Toby, who seemed very put out for whatever reason, Tomoshi, who went on and on about Alex-kun who was back from the other side yet again. From the back I heard Wesley grunting and Tissa sobbing.

I also had a lot of questions, and I tried to get answers to everything at once:

“Rita, darling, how are you? Ed, are you okay? Have you recovered? Really? Tissa, how did you escape from the Children of Kratos? Hung... Wes... Toby... Tommy...”

I bombarded them with questions, while they kept interrupting each other and hugged me so much my ribs hurt. They tried to all tell me what happened, but I had a hard time following and kept asking so many questions that my mouth was dry. Time to calm down and just wait to figure it all out. The only thing that mattered right then was that here we all were, safe and sound and together. My friends were here, and my gal was by my side.

When I was finally done with the group hugs, I saw my parents standing there.

“Son...” Mom rushed forward, tears streaming down her face. I saw her rounded belly, and she seemed to have grown, well, younger.

Dad was right behind her. He ruffled my head and joined in while my mom hugged me. Rita tactfully stepped aside.

“Mark!” Mom squeaked. “I need to introduce Lexie!”

My father dropped his arms, and Mom looked downward and pointing at me, she said, “Lexie this is Alex, your wayward older brother.”

“The most wayward top Threat in the history of Dis,” Hung added. “He’s done his best to escape the world.”

No one laughed, but I smiled. I’d fallen into a coma and almost died — business as usual!

I knelt down, put my ear to my mother’s stomach and said, “Hello Lexie! I’m glad that I have a little sister now! But don’t be in a hurry to get out of there, okay? Stay safe in your mom’s belly while your badass older brother saves the world.”

“All right, that’s enough, Alex,” protested my mom. “The world can wait...”

We moved over to a couch near the wall and sat down. As we caught up with each other, I could see out of the corner of my eye that others were waiting, but I shut them out for now. I was talking with my mom and dad ‑‑‑ no way could I call them “mother” and “father.” That was too formal. My connection with them had been stretched by our separation, but it was still intact, and as soon as we’d embraced, I realized how much I’d longed for the unconditional love, warmth, sense of belonging I got from my parents.

I was their son, and felt that same feeling I had back when I was their little boy, and I wanted to hear all their news, and I wanted to be alone with them and tell them everything I’d been through. I wanted to complain, whine, to hear my mother consoling me and my father encouraging me, but I knew I had to keep it together. First, there was the appearance of Nine in Dis, but that wasn’t the only thing. Why was it that Mike Hagen had brought together everyone I cared about and everyone they cared about here? Serebryansky said it was for our safety. But weren’t they dealing with the Gallaghers already? That’s what Hagen told me. So why then were we all here?

This was at the back of my mind as my dad related how they’d been forced to stay at the hotel on the moon by these morose people who wouldn’t let them leave, and who kept pressuring him to use his influence to get me to cut some kind of deal with Mr. Gallagher, and how they hinted that they could even, say, kill them, by, say, cutting off the oxygen supply system to their room.

And the very day that we’d stormed the castle of the Children of Kratos, suddenly the hotel emptied out, and after that Hagen called to tell him his people would be picking them up. Mom couldn’t believe that it was really Hagen who’d called them, and so Dad demanded some kind of proof that this was all on the level. Hagen didn’t provide them with any proof, but he did warn them about what awaited little Lexie if she were to go on developing in lunar gravity.

Mom, noticing how preoccupied I was, kissed me on the cheek and said, “Now that I know you’re fine, you can get down to business. I need to lie down for a while.”

“Yes, what we had to go through, son,” added Dad and was embarrassed. “Not like you, of course, but given your mother’s condition, well...”

“No worries, Dad. I get it,” I said, with a smile as I stood up.

I gave him and Mom another big hug, and then turned away. Dr. Serebryansky approached them and offered to escort them to the other end of the Common Room. Meanwhile, I scanned the room, and was stunned by all the people — several dozen, it seemed. I knew a lot of them, but I also saw several total strangers, both children and adults.

Ed hugged his little sister Polyanna, and their stern granny stood nearby, who, obviously, had also benefitted from the wonderful doctors and technologies provided by Mr. Hagen. She gave me a sour look and whispered something to an elderly Asian man with a tall blonde senior citizen. I recognized them as Hung’s parents. A short Chinese couple was behind them — must be Big Po’s parents. I wondered who in Wesley’s lineage was responsible for his massive form. He towered a full head over his father, and two full heads over his mother.

Tissa’s father stood with crossed arms, biting his lip. He hovered around Toby’s family. I’d never met them, but it wasn’t difficult to figure out who they were — I’d heard a lot about their fanatical piety. Toby’s father, his face twisted from a stroke, was hunched over and mumbling prayers. Mom, an old wrinkled woman, wore an old-fashioned dress that fell to the floor, and her head was covered with a scarf.

Tomoshi’s parents kept to themselves, but when they saw me looking their way, they walked up to me and bowed, but said nothing. Tommy led them away, explaining that Alex-kun had no time for new acquaintances yet.

“Hey there, Scyth!” Some guy about my age slugged me on the shoulder and said, “It’s me, Underweight, remember? We flew to Glastonbury together! Damn, if I knew then who you really were ...”

“Christopher!” exclaimed a large, broad-shouldered lady behind him. “Your language!” Clutching her husband, also a healthy man, she came up to me and shook her head, and said, “So this is the troublemaker, is it? Sheppard himself? So it’s because of you, young man, that our daughter left home and school and wandered off to distant lands? And now we’ve been dragged into this mess!”

“Enough, Samantha,” said the man. “When are we going to get another chance to ride on a yacht?”

“This is Mr. Hagen’s yacht,” the lady replied. And then her stern face suddenly softened and she ran her hand down my cheek. “You’re a skinny one! Poor boy!”

Stunned by her verbal assault followed by her sudden about face, I had nothing to say. Rita, who was standing nearby, blushed and said softly, “Alex, these are my parents. You know my twin brother Chris. Mom, dad, meet Alex. This is Alex Sheppard, my boyfriend.”

“Yes, clearly he’s more than a friend,” the woman said through tightly compressed lips.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Wood,” I said. “Chris, nice seeing you again.”

Rita’s father shook my hand, drew me to him, hugged me and whispered in my ear, “Don’t pay any attention to Sam. She’s been worried.” Then he released me and said, “Alex, my daughter didn’t tell me anything about you at all. Everything we know came from the news. I hope that someday we have time to get to know you ourselves. Including your intentions towards Margarita. Do you have plans?”

“Daddy!” exclaimed Rita.

“My intentions? Um... We love each other.”

Tissa, who was standing nearby, rolled her eyes and said “Isn’t that swe-e-e-et!,” demonstrating that she still had a bad temper.

“But... plans? Now isn’t the time...” I went on, stuttering.

Mrs. Wood’s face darkened even more, and I looked helplessly for Hairo, who loomed among the crowd of security guards. He grinned and turned. But that was all I needed to make my escape.

“Excuse me, Mr. and Mrs. Wood, but I’ve got to go — business calls. I promise we’ll talk again!”

Taking Rita by the hand, I began to make my way toward the security guards and suddenly noticed Gyula and his wife. I remembered Eniko, and how she’d died, and so I approached them and, forcing the words through my dry throat, began to express my condolences, but I felt that they sounded somehow hollow, and I stumbled and simply hugged them both. Then we stood in silence for about twenty seconds, and then Gyula patted me on the back and pulled away.

My shirt wet from their tears, I went on, shaking hands along the way. Many people had questions and I did my best to respond, but realized that everybody was, to varying degrees, confused, and didn’t really understand what they were doing here.

Willy cleared things up. He intercepted me, dragged me into their group and said, “The Bear has gathered everyone on the Sleipnir to remove any leverage over you. Most of them will be taken to some castle owned by Mr. Hagen, while we fly off into the heavens.”

As he spoke Brizuela was holding hands with a pretty blonde in her thirties.

“Look, they even brought my Pam on board!” said Willy happily. “Pam, this is the guy! The one and only!”

Pam, that is, Pamela, turned out to be Willy Brizuela’s girlfriend, which utterly stunned me. Until right then I had no idea these iron-hearted security guards had families.

“I know, Willy!” Pamela was in awe. “I watch the news!” And smiling, she kissed me on the cheek. “Nice to meet you, Class-A menace!”

Hairo introduced me to his wife, Maria, and daughter Isabella, and Yoshihira introduced me to Nobu and Neo, his two teenage sons that were already head and shoulders taller than their father, and he also had a wife named Riko. Sergei Yuferov also had a young wife, Judith, who was rocking a baby in her arms. Leonid Fishelevich alone had nobody, and didn’t even have his flask with him. The pilot was in a wheelchair, but shone like a copper coin. Noticing my attention, he gave me a thumbs up and said happily, “The Bear promised me new legs, imagine that! They’ll be even better than Hairo’s.”

“Dream on,” said Morales. “He said ‘We’ll talk about it later.’ That doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.”

“So where is the Bear?” I asked.

“He’s inflicting pain on the Gallaghers,” Willy chuckled. “Not literally, of course, but he’s making sure that all of their dark deeds see the light of day. A bunch of witnesses from their inner circle are singing like nightingales! It’s too bad...” and glancing at Tissa, who was talking with her father about something, he lowered his voice and went on, “It’s too bad they can’t nail them for the murder of our mutual friend, but, yeah, it seemed they decided to hush the entire thing up so that the new Tissa and the doctor wouldn’t have to deal with it. But everything else, including the murder of Malik and the nuclear explosion...”

“Not only Malik!” I was outraged.

“Alex,” sighed Hairo. “Non-citizens and Wild Ones don’t rank as people. I thought you knew that by now. And to hell with it, the main thing is that the Gallaghers are facing execution. The verdict was already announced while you were being treated. And not just them, also all their cohorts. The majority of the population voted for it! And the Gallaghers’ attempts to bribe the citizens by giving each of them a thousand phoenixes if they were acquitted, well, it didn’t help them a bit.”

I suddenly heard a bark. I started and spun around, and running towards me was a huge dog the size of a calf.

“AT!!”

The cat-dog jumped, hitting my chest with its paws, throwing me on my back. I hugged him and laughed as he started licking my face. Despite his size, he was still warm and fluffy... And alive.

“We restored him after the explosion,” Yoshi said as he helped me to my feet. “Sorry, Alex, his torso is new again and… I strengthened it a bit. He can’t face down a robot tank, but he could handle a combat flyer!”

“Is this really my AT?” I wasn’t sure that he could still morph into a cat, he was so massive now. He’d be more like a tiger if he tried!

“I assure you, otherwise he’s the same cat-dog!” Yoshi said, his hand over his heart. “The mechanism for removing excessive mass still functions well. Now, if you’ll give me a minute...”

He took a small case from his pocket, pulled out what looked like a coil of wire, unwound it, creating a silvery hoop.

“I guess the time has come to restore your memory from the day you returned from your citizenship exams,” he said. “Don’t worry. This won’t take long, and there are no side effects. All I have to do is unblock that memory fragment.” He put the hoop on my head, and I steeled myself for...

Actually, I didn’t even have time to think about it before it was over. Yoshi simply pressed the hologram from the comm a couple of times, and then calmly dismantled the hoop, and stashed it away in its case. I turned my head. Something must have malfunctioned, or... No, it was all right, because the emptiness in my brain, which I hadn’t even been aware of, was now filled with memories.

I remembered how Tissa attacked me, how she was interrogated, and how the security guards told me their story that same evening — the history of the Seven, who were now a threat to the existing world order, but have not yet developed their potential, and who acted on the instructions of Manuel Fuentes and Mike Hagen to...

And it dawned on me. That’s why I was brought here. Everything conceived by the founding fathers had reached a critical point. We’d all made it to the finish line, and now we were facing a period of societal upheaval. At least, that’s what Manuel Fuentes had told the young Willy Brizuela back when the Seven came to be.

My role in all this was to empower all five Sleepers, and inspire the non-citizens to fight for their right to be called human beings and live like humans. Everything that had been predicted, carefully modeled, foreseen, prepared for, and which should have occurred like clockwork after the victory over the Gallaghers, well, it was dead in the water right now.

All of our carefully laid plans were about to collapse, if they hadn’t yet, and that was because Nine had appeared in Dis, and was now the Supernova Goddess of Nether. This was something that nobody could have predicted. And it was possible that when I returned to Dis, there wouldn’t be a single temple to the Sleepers left standing. And, it’s also possible there wouldn’t be any followers left, either, except for us, but we were stuck in outer space on Mr. Hagen’s yacht.

Just thinking about it made my blood run cold.

Pondering this, I fixed my eyes on the empty corridor from whence I had come, so I didn’t immediately notice that everyone in the room seemed to be stirring.

Then I turned and saw Mike Hagen briskly striding towards me from the other end of the Common Room. The lean, short old man was a little older than Cesar Calderone, but looking at him, one might have thought that he was forty years younger with his easy stride, straight back, and piercing gaze from bright blue eyes. He was dressed as if he had just left the house to walk around the block — red boots, sand-colored pants and a black T-shirt that revealed his broad shoulders and powerful pectoral muscles.

“Alex, it’s good to see you in good health,” he said as he approached. “Follow me.”

I saw no reason not to comply. We traveled down the same corridor from which Hagen had emerged. It went on and on until we found ourselves in a small chamber, like an elevator. Which, judging by the feeling of weightlessness, it was, sort of. It took us upward and then to the side, and in ten or so seconds, we exited into a corridor that opened into a spacious room. Hagen approached a round table in the center of the spacious dimly lit conference room, where some people were already seated... one, two... seven. The faces of those gathered were hidden in the shadows, the only source of illumination being the marble surface of the table, which flickered light blue, fading into a violet light. Security guards? But we only had five of them left, and these figures were different.

Hagen took one of the two empty seats at the table and pointed to the other one.

“Sit down, Alex.”

I did, and then finally got a chance to look at the others. I knew most of them, but it was still strange to see them all, sitting around the same table. I wanted to pinch myself, and but I didn’t. Now I’d find out what was going on.

“Alex Sheppard, friends,” Hagen said. “He is the Ninth. Now we’ll attain maximum synergy.”

So I was the Ninth? The ninth what? Does this have something to do with Nine? Or was this something else altogether?

The assembled looked at each other, but said nothing, as if adhering to some already accepted code of behavior in this circle.

Hagen began to list the names, calling them in an order of his own making:

“Denise Le Bon, Sixth.

She looked at me from the corner of her eye and winked. Yes, she really did — I didn’t imagine it. Nope, you don’t need to see this, Aaron, my friend!

“Nicholas Wright, Second.”

Uncle Nick! He didn’t move, but I could tell that he really wished he could give me a hug.

“Yuri Serebryansky, Fourth.”

The strange doctor sniffled and looked at me as if he wanted to say “I told you so!”

“Gaius Barron Octius, Seventh.”

The Master of the Demonic Games bowed his head slightly, and smiled at me.

“Ian Mitchell, Fifth.”

The well-known journalist looked fresher, like he’d lost 20 years, and he caught my eye and nodded.

“Zoran Savic, Eighth.”

In this serious young man, it was difficult to see the paladin Zoran, with whom I began my adventures on the frontier in the Lakharian Desert with the shaman Ehehe. But it certainly was him. Had it not been, I wouldn’t have understood why, because everyone here was someone with whom I had a connection, one way or another. Zoran was the only one who dared say, “Hello Murphy!”

Murphy! I was disguised as Archer Murphy when we met. Yep, this was Zoran, alright!

The last one Mike Hagen introduced was a gloomy man in his forties. I never would have recognized him as the man who once saved me. Yes, and in so doing he’d saved many others in Dis.

“Dennis Kaverin,” said Mike. “Third.”

Dek? I dropped my jaw and tried to find a resemblance to Three from the Nether, but I couldn’t find it. He’d been young and handsome, while this guy was old and flabby. But still, following my own line of thinking, this was Dek, the strongest solo adventurer in Dis — he is the Third!

Then he who’d gathered us all around this table pointed at himself and said, “Mike Björnstad Hagen. First. Finally, we have gathered in full force, friends...”


Chapter 5. A Little History

AFTER INTRODUCING EVERYONE around the oval table, Mike Hagen sat back and looked at me. I thought maybe this, a founding father of Snowstorm, expected me to ask him some questions, but before I could open my mouth, he went on, saying, “I’ve already talked one on one with everybody here but young Alex. So you all have a general idea why we’re all here, and what it’s all about. Before we proceed any further, I want to make sure that your impetus for accepting my invitation was not rank curiosity; rather, I need to know that you believe me and want to help.”

Mike glanced around at the table and settled on Second. My Uncle Nick was an astronaut who’d taken off on a long expedition to the edge of the solar system a few months ago. I didn’t expect to see him until next year. It could well be that Hairo, who’d contacted him about our space yacht, had told him about the troubles we were having here, and so he’d come back from the expedition early... but how? Most likely Hagen had ensured his return, which would explain a lot.

“Mr. Wright?” asked Hagen

“I believe what you say, and will do everything in my power to help, said Uncle Nick firmly. “I’ve already seen so much...”

“I hope someday you’ll share what you’ve been through, Mr. Wright,” Hagen said.

“Perhaps, someday,” replied Uncle Nick. “The point is, what I’ve experienced, well, it corresponds to everything you’re saying, Mr. Hagen. So yes, I’m in.”

Hagen nodded, and then looked at Third, Dennis Kaverin, who shrugged and said, “It’s not that I’ll believe just anyone unconditionally… But you are Hagen himself! I’d be a fool to refuse an invitation from you. Moreover, what you said about how my mind was trapped in the beta world, and also what you said about June, well, if it’s all true…” and he smiled like a little boy, then, which transformed his stern, worn face. “I’d be an idiot not to check it out myself! And you’re giving me the opportunity to do just that, right?”

“Not me,” Hagen shook his head and nodded towards me. “He is.”

Dennis gave me a sharp look and, meeting his eyes, I was embarrassed as I recalled the promise I’d made to Three — I’d told him I’d return for him and his friends and help them escape from Nether. Dennis threw me a cold look, as if he was thinking about that, too. But how could he know? So where did his hostile attitude come from? Was it because of that fight at the Temple of Tiamat in the Lakharian Desert when I killed him?

He and I had a lot to talk about, but, just the same, I was glad I wouldn’t be returning to Nether alone. If what happened to Crag and me were to again occur, then the minds of Dennis and Three would merge, which would make things easier... Or it could be problematic if Dek were to be overcome by feelings for June and then ended up joining Nether. Maybe we could make him a priest in service to the Sleepers? Or was that prohibited in the solo adventurer class?

All of these musings on my part must’ve been evident — when I nodded at Dek, he simply frowned and turned away.

Meanwhile, Hagen called the name of Fourth —Yuri Serebryansky, who leaned back in his chair and spread his arms wide, “Mr. Hagen, I’ve been on board with you, so to speak, for a quarter of a century. Where else is there for me? I will do everything in my power. It’s a pity Iovana and Ola are not with us…” His voice was unsteady, and he fell silent.

Iovana was the only woman among the founding fathers, and she’d been awarded the Nobel Prize for her theory on the transference of human consciousness. She was found dead in Snowstorm’s lab a year before Disgardium was officially launched. I had no idea what happened to her, and the information was never made accessible to the general public. Her research partner, Ola Afelobu, another founding father, mysteriously disappeared some four years ago en route in his shuttle to one of Snowstorm’s science labs in the Asteroid Belt, deep in space. Anyway, that’s what was reported in the news.

“I don’t doubt you, Mr. Serebryansky,” Hagen said, and looked at Fifth, Ian Mitchell.

The Disgardium Daily journalist was the first person apart from my family and close friends to take my side. Moreover, he never once wavered in his support. I was immensely grateful to him for this, and was glad to see that he’d recovered from a stroke that had hit him during the Demonic Games. He looked much better now, and had even lost a lot of weight. He must be around 50 years old now, and was well over six feet tall, but he looked ten years younger. This might have to do with that fabulous medical compartment here on the space yacht.

“Mr. Mitchell, what do you say?” asked Hagen

“You know how I feel about the powers that be and the high-class citizens, Mike,” Ian chuckled. “You are both of the above, though, aren’t you? But yes, you intrigue me. Of course, I myself haven’t uncovered any evidence of your dire predictions about the fate of our civilization.”

“Of course you haven’t. It was just last week that we talked about it.”

“Yes, I know that,” said Ian with an impatient gesture. “But there must be evidence out that, well, the ground work for events to come should be laid already. And I haven’t uncovered anything. Not a thing!” And Ian slammed his fist on the table.

“It won’t be long now,” Hagen was curt.

“Well, forgive me, but you...” Ian fumbled for words, and twirled his index finger in the air, “You’re talking about some global scale action that this random collection of people is supposed to make happen...”

“What we have sitting at this table is by no means a random collection of people,” Hagen objected. “What we do have among us is both the meaning and the synergy we need, and which I’ve already referred to.”

“I’m sorry, but it sounds insane. We’re not a football team, and I’m not convinced!”

“Keep in mind that right now I do not ask you for blind faith. You’ll be provided with the details when things come to a head. But I do need to know, Mr. Mitchell, are you here only as a journalist? You want to get the first scoop, deliver the sensational news to the world, make a name for yourself? As idealistic as it sounds, are you not at all motivated by the desire to make the world a better place? Or even save it?”

Ian’s face turned purple, and, waving his hands, he retorted, “That’s exactly why I’m here! But my reporting instinct, my desire to inform the people, is part of it!”

And then, as if spent, he sat back, chewing his lips, before continuing. “Of course I have some professional ambition, but, also... Mike, I’m not a young man and so I’m not likely to experience this dark future you hint at... However, I have a granddaughter and...” he threw me a look and then transferred his gaze back to Mike. “You understand what I’m saying. Yes, of course you can count on me.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mitchell,” Hagen nodded.

And then he went on to elicit responses from the others in the order of their assigned number, except for Sixth, that being Denise Le Bon. He skipped her and went on to Seventh, Gaius Barron Octius.

“Mr. Octius?”

“Well, I have a question to ask before making my final decision, Mr. Hagen,” said Octius.

“I’m listening.”

“What if I tell you that no, I’m not ready, or that I’m still undecided?”

“Then I’ll thank you for your response. And not just for this event, but also for back when you agreed to lead the Demonic Games. And then I will bid you farewell, Mr. Octius, and let you return to your former life.”

“Aren’t you worried that he’ll tell the world about all this?” Ian chuckled.

Hagen threw him a stern look, apparently because he’d violated some unwritten code set for this round table. That being said, as this was the first time this group had gathered here, how could there be a code established? Was it just that they were all cowed by Mr. Hagen’s authoritative presence, or, like me, they felt out of place?

“I have no doubts about the moral character of everyone present,” Hagen replied. “Trust my instincts, Mr. Mitchell. But still, I foresaw the risks. There are powerful, indeed, omnipotent entities opposed to this gathering, and so...” He indicated the portal into the room, and I saw a silver border appear around it, like trim. As we looked, it started glowing. “Selective memory wipe has been activated. If anyone refuses to join our group, he will forget everything related to those sitting here and all events from the recent past.”

Nobody said anything, but I assumed that I wasn’t the only one who wondered how he could wipe our memories without mental hoops or manual digging in our memory banks. And yeah, was it even ethical, wiping someone’s mind like that without their consent? What if they didn’t want to forget what happened?

“I ask you for your understanding,” said Hagen softly. “This is for your own safety. If... someone far superior in power even to me... but that’s putting it lightly — someone more powerful than anyone else on Earth was to suddenly turn its attention on what you hold in your memory — needless to say, it’s better that you no longer possess this knowledge.”

Well, that sounded ominous. Someone out there more powerful than not just Hagen, but anybody else on the planet!? Did this mean that we were talking about an entity of some sort — not a person even? I shuddered, thinking about it.

“I’m in, then, if only to find out what this is all about,” responded Octius cheerfully. “And that’s my answer. I’m with you.”

My eyes widened as it hit me what I’d just seen. But of course! Octius and Hagen were long-term friends and colleagues, and so it wasn’t likely he’d ever really had doubts. This was probably just some kind of performance they’d staged to put to rest any questions the rest of us might have. Well, I had even more questions now. Really, the full ramifications of what I was getting into here dwarfed all I’d just been through yesterday, and this was just now hitting me.

Meanwhile, Hagen trained his gaze on Eighth, Zoran Savic. I recalled how, when he and I first met and decided to move to the frontier together, he told me about an augmented reality neural interface he was working on that would allow everyone to access all of the information available on the network without any gadgets. It sounded pretty far-fetched, but just the same, whatever Zoran was working on attracted the notice of Snowstorm, and already his First Mars company shares were being traded on the stock exchange. Ed had taken my advice to invest some of our own funds in Zoran’s startup.

“Zoran?” Hagen addressed him by his first name, although he’d addressed everyone else thus far by their last name.

Savic took a second to respond. I got the impression that he was rather embarrassed to see us all looking at him. In real life he didn’t cut as powerful a figure as his paladin, but he did, in fact, resemble him with his gray-blue eyes, blond hair, and athletic build. The sleeves of his gray polo shirt failed to mask his powerful arms when he clasped his hands on the table before him. But now, he seemed to pale before our eyes, and he looked worried. He looked down at the table and was silent for some 30 seconds or so as we all waited for him to say something. When he looked up again though, there was no doubt, or excitement on his face, as if he’d come to a very important decision.

“I am, perhaps, the least well-known of those assembled,” he said. “You’ve heard my surname — Savic. Yes, Iovana Savic was my grandmother. But my hope is not that’s why I’m here among you. I’m here because Mike, whom I’ve known practically since the cradle, thought I could be of some help. And this, well, it troubles me...”

“Zoran, not now!” Hagen cut in.

“I think they should know,” Savic responded, calm and defiant. “Yep, I grew up surrounded by great people who became the founding fathers of not only Snowstorm, but also of civil reform. From an early age, they all predicted a great future for me. ‘You are destined to change the world,’ they said, and ‘your grandfather is a hero’ ‑‑‑ my grandmother never got tired of telling me that one. ‘The fate of humankind rests on your shoulders,’ everyone would say, over and over again. Imagine what that was like, hearing that kind of thing all the time. All I wanted, though, was a normal childhood!”

As he spoke, I studied the faces of the others. Denise and Gaius Barron were calm, but the others looked both intrigued and uncomfortable, as was I. It was like we were all witnessing a family showdown that threatened to escalate into an explosion of dirty family secrets.

To get away from this salacious feeling, I decided to mull over what was happening. What was it Zoran was talking about? If the founding fathers kept telling him about his great future, did this mean that they actually could see it? Or was it simply that they, the founding fathers, were just telling him stuff parents usually tell their children? We’re talking about parents, after all, or else, in this case, grandparents.

“After I finished school, I fled, ran away from it all,” Savic went on. “I didn’t want to be a hero and save the world. I wanted my life, even if it was an ordinary, non-heroic one, but one where I would make my own decisions and chart my own course.” And he sighed heavily. “I was still just a kid when I said a lot of nasty things to my grandmother when she yet again told me about my great destiny. I told her I wished she’d just drop dead so that I could be free. And it wasn’t long after that, well, she went to the lab. And the next day, they found her dead body there.”

“I don’t get it,” Dennis Kaverin suddenly spoke up. “What do we need this soap opera for, guys? I mean, here we are, think about it! I’m here with this incredible group of people, on, like, this space yacht! Why do we need this sob story? I want to know what the hell this is all about and get down to business.”

Hagen was silent, as was Savic, but Ian spoke up just then, saying, “Forgive me, Zoran, I don’t want to sound tactless, but are you sure that we really need to know all this? Isn’t it all pretty personal? What’s the point?”

“The point? I see another boy at this table whose life they want to ruin,” Zoran replied, then frowned at Hagen and reluctantly said: “I’m in, though. I’m in because that guy,” and he nodded towards me, “clearly needs all the help he can get. And yeah, the fact is that what Uncle Mike is talking about isn’t fairy tales and fiction.”

“You know this?” Hagen was surprised.

Zoran nodded. “Yes. I’m connected.”

Hagen looked relieved, but neither of the two men felt like cluing us in on what they were talking about.

I braced myself, waiting for Mike to give me the floor. But he didn’t even look at me and turned to everyone else and again commenced speaking.

“The story I am about to share with you is so incredible that you will find it hard to believe. And so I will demonstrate a few of my abilities first to foster your comprehension.”

And then he disappeared — he simply vanished into thin air. Then he suddenly appeared behind Mitchell, grabbed his tablet, hurled it across the room, then vanished and reappeared in time to catch it as it was about to land behind Denise Le Bon. My jaw dropped as I realized that Mike Hagen had just used Clarity. But this was in the real world! Wait... was I in the real world? Maybe I was still in a coma, and my mind had been uploaded into a virtual world?

“No, Alex, you are not in a virtual world,” Hagen said, looking at me. “This is reality.”

“He reads minds!” flashed through my head, and then Hagen walked over to the wall behind his chair. The wall parted, and he pulled out a plasma rifle, then took off his T-shirt, revealing his tan skin and bulging muscles — he sure didn’t look his age!

“Mr. Mitchell, would you assist me?” he asked.

Ian shrugged, stood up, and stepped towards Hagen. Hagen handed him the rifle and said, “Shoot me.”

Ian’s face turned white, he shook his head, returned the weapon, and fussily sat down again in his seat.

“I will,” Uncle Nick said.

He easily got up, quickly walked around the table and patted me on the head as he passed by. He picked up the rifle and nodded inquiringly.

“Does it matter where I shoot you?”

“Back up a little so that everyone can see the shot, and then shoot anywhere, Mr. Wright,” he said. “The head, the heart...”

Uncle Nick then shot him. The gob of plasma hissed through space and crashed into Hagen’s chest. Ian gasped, Octius jumped up and sat down, Serebryansky covered his face with his hands. I involuntarily clenched and unclenched my fists as the plasma spread over Hagen’s chest and fell into flames as if he were protected by a force shield.

Dennis swore and then slammed the table with his fists. Ian shook his head as he rubbed the bridge of his nose and mumbled something about inducing a heart attack. Meanwhile, I saw that Denise Le Bon, Uncle Nick, and Zoran remained impassive despite what appeared to be a miracle, as if they knew what was going to happen. That, or else they had awesome poker faces.

“Thank you, Mr. Mitchell,” Hagen nodded.

Uncle Nick took his seat, then, and Hagen returned the rifle to the wall and again sat down at the table.

“That wasn’t a trick, I assure you,” he said. “All these abilities are just a fraction of what I have learned over the years. But first things first. Approximately 52 years ago, a group of seemingly random, unrelated people was selected for what I will call for now a kind of scientific experiment.”[2]

“What was it all about?” Mitchell perked up.

Hagen ignored the question, and went on speaking, “We all acquired as a side effect a sort of superpower, which at the time seemed to be a miracle, but which nowadays might be seen as more of a technological marvel that can be accessed at will in a relatively short span of time.

Uncle Nick nodded, as if he knew what Hagen was talking about.

“Are you invulnerable?” Ian asked. “Can you fly? Or turn invisible?”

“No, Mr. Mitchell. What this is, in effect, is a full-fledged neural interface that allows you to supplement reality with other data without any devices. Zoran is currently working on a prototype of this, but there is a fundamental difference between his project and the version of the neural interface that this group of people acquired at the turn of the century. Zoran’s prototype connects to the Internet. To clarify, it connects to a computer network created by man and filled with mankind’s knowledge base. The neural interface accessed by the experimental group is connected to the universal information field. It makes it possible to control one’s body at the molecular level, as you have just seen.”

Ian Michell distinctly harrumphed and said, “Just as I thought... I’ve fallen into another sect! I’m still not totally convinced that your demonstration wasn’t just some clever trick, not to mention these crazy tales you’re regaling us with!”

“As events unfold, Mr. Mitchell, you’ll come to understand why this introduction was necessary,” responded Hagen.

Was it just an introduction? Introduction to what? I sank back into my chair, feeling like I was in the middle of a bad dream again. I’d been in both the Nether and the Inferno, and never once felt like this, as nightmarish as those places were. I knew what was happening, though, and was always aware that it was just a game, so anything could happen.

But what Hagen was saying sounded like the ravings of a madman and, given how much I wanted to trust him, it was hard to believe what I was hearing. That being said, I did believe it. I innately knew that what he said was true. But yes, just like Zoran, I wanted to live for myself. I didn’t ask to be selected to save the world from all of the threats it was facing.

Probably the others felt the same way, because for a while everyone was silent, and Hagen, too, seemed to sink into thought.

Finally, Ian shifted in his chair and grunted, “At least tell us what kind of animal this information field is?”

“The universal information field is the cosmic Internet of the future. I dare say that soon humanity will master it and learn how to extract information from it. But right now, I suggest we return to the history of the experimental group.”

“How many people were in it?” Ian asked, sounding like the journalist he was.

“A lot. Hundreds, maybe thousands of people around the world, independently of each other. What I do know is that I and all but one of the other founding fathers of Snowstorm were part of this experiment. So we all met, and later Alik Zhukov joined us.”[3]

“And ever since then, you’ve had this superpower,” Ian said skeptically, for some reason glancing at Denise. “Even superpowers.”

The most beautiful woman in the world, according to millions of people, was still silent, but from the smile that slid over her lips, I realized that she was amused by the restless journalist.

“We all lost the interface,” Hagen replied. “All of us but one. His name was Philip Panfilov.”

“Wait!” Ian exclaimed. “Isn’t that the mysterious brother of Kira Panfilova, who funded Snowstorm at the beginning? The mystery man who suddenly disappeared forever? I was preparing material for the anniversary of Kira’s death, but I found nothing worth reporting about her brother. From what I could uncover, Philip lived an unremarkable life, and then sometime in his early thirties he simply disappeared. I managed to track down his wife. He’d divorced her not long before he vanished. She had nothing to tell me, though. She told me that they weren’t together for long, had no children, and she left him because he didn’t seem to offer her much.”

“Thanks for sharing, Ian,” Hagen said. “But Phil’s ex-wife is wrong. I can tell you that I’ve never met another person like Phil in my long life. Phil became my friend, and if not for him, not for his achievements and generosity, believe me, I would not be standing here. There would be no Snowstorm, much less Disgardium. As for old Mike Hagen, well, I doubt that he’d have lived all these years. But back to my story...”

“So what happened to him?” Ian asked almost in a whisper. “Surely you know, Mike!”

“Listen then. I’m getting to it. Back to the experimental group: In the beginning, the goal was to start by equipping the participants with the neural interface and studying how they would manifest. Many couldn’t handle this stage, and dropped out of the experiment.”

“And then what?” asked Ian.

“The second phase of the experiment was what you see in the Demonic Games. Me, Phil, Ola, Iovana, Manuel and a number of other test subjects were moved to a special training ground, where we were forced to fight each other. The last survivor, or the leader of the winning clan, was declared the winner. That was Phil. According to the rules of the Trial, all the losers lost their memory of the experiment and the neural interface. And so Phil, who was the only one empowered to do so, connected his friend Alik, and also reconnected some of us to the neural interface, and this was so we could carry out this mission, about which I’ve informed you. And he also made it possible for his sister Kira to create Snowstorm using a funding source totaling multi-trillions, and he was behind the meeting of the founding fathers, and the reason we became what we are.”

“So what really happened to Philip Panfilov?” Octius asked. “I never did find out.”

“Phil, like the other winners of the Trials, went to the future,” Mike replied, and despite how fantastic that sounded, I believed him. “The next phase of the experiment takes place there, or at least that’s what Phil was told by the experimenters. Before he disappeared, he transmitted this information to us through Kira.”

“Who are these damn experimenters?!” Ian sounded exasperated. “And how far into the future did he go?”

“What we heard was that he was to travel into the next century,” said Hagen. “But I have reason to believe that Phil was deceived. However, this isn’t pertinent right now. As for your question about who these experimenters are... They are not human. That’s all you need to know for now, Mr. Mitchell.”

“So what was the ultimate goal of the experiment?” asked Uncle Nick.

“The goal was to determine whether people, that is, Homo sapiens, deserve to survive as a species, or should they, instead, be wiped out.”

Mike Hagen was a legendary speaker, true enough. Right now, though, I was incredibly hungry and sick of sitting around this table and I still felt like shit after that coma, so I was having trouble wrapping my mind around what he was saying. I felt like I was drifting in and out of a sleep, and it was like I was plunging into the Mire and only by an effort of will could I emerge from it enough to catch some of what he was telling us.

After informing us that we weren’t alone in the universe, Hagen glossed over the details and went right to the threat we were facing: Should those who’d triumphed in the Trials fail in the next phases of this experiment, then this might mark the end of the human species.

“Worse, over the many years of interaction with the universal information field, we began to suspect that the experiment being conducted on people was carried out for other purposes than those that were laid out at the beginning,” Hagen said. “But even if we’re wrong about that, there’s nothing good in store for humankind.”

“The picture you’re painting for us about the future is pretty bleak,” said Dek. “To tell you the truth, I’ve long ago quit comprehending the gist of what you’re saying, because I find myself mucking about in the inky blackness of it all. Talk about depressing!”

“My guess is that Mike, like the late Ola Afelobu, is able to model this very future from known data,” Octius put in. “Trust me when I say that much of what they’ve told me over the past twenty years has come to pass.”

“That could well be,” Ian said irritably. “But...”

“It’s not modeling,” Hagen interrupted. “Each of the founding fathers possessed Foresight. That’s one of the superpowers. At the maximum level of development, it allows one to repeatedly accelerate their life for decades, and then return to the starting point in time and space. Thus, everything that I am warning you about has already come to pass in terms of Foresight.”

“If you have seen the future…” Ian said thoughtfully. “Then why are there no other Founding Fathers at this table? Why didn’t they foresee their end and save themselves?”

“Because that’s the way it goes,” Hagen said with a grim sort of grin. “The thing is, the power of Foresight doesn’t save you from your final death — it’s got limitations.”

I felt my back break out in sweat. What Hagen was talking about, well, I’d experienced it more than once, both in Dis and in real life, but what we called it was Divine Revelation.

“So how many times have we met like this, Mr. Hagen?” asked the journalist.

“First, don’t confuse the future gleaned from Foresight with the future as it now stands,” said Hagen. “Once one sees what’s in the future, what they experience there is like a dream. But even if there are various versions that take place thusly, this composition of people, well it’s a first. And, preempting your question, the reason for this is Alex. I, Denise, Zoran, Yuri, and Guy Baron have always formed a group. The other three, I’m talking about Dennis Kaverin, Nicholas Wright and you, Mr. Mitchell, are here because of Alex. You see, he’ll find it easier to cope with what lies ahead with your support.”

I pricked up my ears, but Hagen again skipped over explaining what concerned me and continued to talk about how the founding fathers did not see the future of mankind beyond the Threshold — that is what they called the year after which, in every instance of Foresight, the history of mankind is cut off.

When Snowstorm was set up by the founding fathers, they were more focused on preventing humans from perishing in a global nuclear holocaust, but what they’d discovered inspired them to redouble their efforts, and go for what Mike Hagen called the lesser evil, that being The Third World War, and the institution of the system of citizenship categories.

This allowed for peace and relative stability on the planet, which meant they could then focus on the Pilgrim project, set up to work toward the potential future colonization of other star systems. The project was carried out within the auspices of the gaming universe, on which Hagen and Zhukov worked, while Savic and Afelobu struggled over how to transfer consciousness. Fuentes handled everything else.

“The Pilgrim project was aimed at something else, actually,” Hagen continued. “The alien experimenters, who call themselves the Vaalfor, are so superior to us that we have nowhere to run. Should we fail what they call the Race Diagnostic, we won’t be able to hide anywhere in the galaxy. And who knows? Maybe there’s no escaping them anywhere in the universe. Or... so far it’s only a theory, but we must consider all possibilities, the multiverse. It is fully within the realm of probability that the Vaalfor have mastered travel between parallel universes and dimensions.”

Hearing this, Ian Mitchell rolled his eyes and slapped his palm against his forehead. “God, where am I?” he groaned, looking around at us, and then he asked, “Do any of your really believe this nonsense? Aliens, parallel universes, Race Diagnostics… Mr. Hagen, will all due respect….”

“Mr. Mitchell,” Uncle Nick broke in, “Don’t question Mr. Hagen’s words. I cannot tell my story, but I assure you that I have personally experienced events that confirm everything that has been said. If you want, I’ll submit to a lie detector. You can be sure that what I’m telling you is the truth.”

“Thank you, Nicholas,” said Hagen. “The bottom line is that we, I mean the entire human race, are like a man with a noose around his neck. In fact, we’ve already been hanged, the rope has tightened around our necks, and gravity is slowly stretching our vertebrae. Our hands are tied and there’s nowhere to run. We have to accept that our body is dying, and that all we have left is our mind.”

“So what you’re proposing is that we save humanity by forcing us all into Dis?” asked Dennis Kaverin, chewing on a thumbnail. “What makes you think that the servers for the game will survive the cataclysm?”

“They won’t survive if Alex can’t finish what he started,” Hagen replied, looking at me. I opened my mouth to ask what he was talking about, but he went on, saying, “But I got ahead of myself. A little over 20 years ago, we managed to transfer Disgardium’s source code into the universal information field. Having set the rules and laws of the new world there, we were convinced that it was developing and it was possible to live in it.”

“Wait!” gasped Ian. “So what you’re saying is that all of us playing in Dis end up in... where is it that we end up? Is it another world? Not a virtual reality?”

“No, so far we’re not ending up anywhere,” said Hagen shaking his head, and he raised his index finger and added, “Not yet. Unfortunately, to this day there is no technology that would allow ordinary people to enter the beta version of Disgardium as it now exists. The AIs loaded there safely live there and develop and are conscious of themselves as full-fledged personalities, but not people.”

“Is that so?” scoffed Dennis. “What about me?”

“I was talking about the technology, Mr. Kaverin,” Hagen replied. “Throughout the entire history of that world, not counting us, only a hundred people have ended up there. These were Disgardium’s first beta testers. It was possible only once to make this happen by the collective effort of all five founding fathers and, as you well know, it is currently impossible to repeat such a feat.”

“Then how did I get there?” Kaverin asked.

“It was part of the game,” Hagen said without blinking an eye and added, “Alex, you and I will discuss this in more detail when we get to this point in our action plan, but for now let me return to the history of the beta testers.”

I nodded and he continued, “One hundred beta testers… The consciousness transfer destroyed their physical bodies, which we couldn’t foresee. When the uploading process, which took 40 hours, was completed, they were dead. Their consciousnesses were firmly locked inside the beta world.”

“And yet one beta tester survived,” Dek added.

“Two,” Hagen corrected. “One beta tester, Mr. Bart Chu died a final death in the first hours of the test, and his body survived long enough for him to return to it. As for you, Mr. Kaverin, you were pulled out of the capsule just in time. We did this right before we heard the alarm sounding for all of you marking the final transfer. We managed to revive you. The rest of them, well, weren’t so fortunate.”

“Wait a minute!” exclaimed Ian. “So the servers hosting Disgardium’s beta world are located in this universal information field of yours?”

“Essentially, the universal information field is a single, all-encompassing server that permeates everything that exists,” said Hagen. “Project Pilgrim was about letting people escape to Disgardium when that should be the only option for us. And in light of recent events there, only one person can make it a reality.”

And he looked at me.


Chapter 6. Soul Catchers

EVERYBODY ELSE looked at me, too, which took me aback. I couldn’t immediately take in what Hagen was talking about, and looked around the room. This conference room was incredibly luxurious, with tapestries and paintings covering the walls, some of which were the creations of famous artists of the past, and others from contemporary notables in the realm of art. The table at which we were seated was hewed from luminous marble, and we sat on soft, leather chairs, while the room itself was flooded with a warm golden light. But the splendorous excess didn’t sit well with me when I contrasted it with the conditions in Cali Bottom, our home until it was wiped off the face of the earth by a nuclear blast. And then everything else made me feel sick to my stomach — the artificial gravity, just plain having to be here, and the faces all staring at me, which suddenly all seemed grotesque.

But of course, the root of all this nausea lay in what Hagen had just said, namely, it was on me to save all of humankind. He’d said it so casually, so dispassionately, that’s probably why the full significance of his words didn’t sink in right away. When I finally wrapped my mind around it, I was terrified.

Yeah, and if Hagen and everybody else kept on staring at me like that, I might just jump to my feet and bolt, or hide my face in my hands so nobody could see the flush spreading over it, including my ears, making me feel like I was dissolving. But Hagen looked away and started talking about the beta testers again, allowing me to just sit there.

Anyway, even if I wanted to get up and flee, I couldn’t. My hands were shaking, my throat was dry, and my legs were trembling so much that my knees were knocking against the underside of the table because my heels were pounding on the floor. I couldn’t stop it, and I found it difficult to breathe, and suddenly I started hearing a humming in my ears that starting growing louder...

...And then, suddenly, it grew dark and quiet. When I opened my eyes, Mike was looming over me, his hand on my forehead. Behind him I saw the worried faces of the others: Uncle Nick, Denise, Yuri, Zoran, Ian, Dennis, and Gaius Barron.

“Alex, how do you feel?” asked Hagen

I tuned in to how I was doing. I still felt sick to my stomach, but my heart was no longer pounding, the feverish feeling was subsiding, and so was the trembling.

“I’m okay,” I nodded, and, closing my eyes, I tried to sit up.

“Just lie down for now.” And turning to the others, Mike said, “Let’s continue our conversation here until Alex fully recovers.”

There were no objections to this suggestion, and so now eight people stood around me. Uncle Nick grabbed my hand and squeezed it.

“What happened?” I asked.

“You had a panic attack,” Mike replied. “It’s my fault. I’d assumed that after all the trials that you’ve been through, you were ready to digest all this, as well. Even the universal information field displayed an almost 100% probability that your psyche was equipped to process this new burden and the knowledge attendant to it. Forgive me, Alex, for loading you down with all this. If I hadn’t thought you were ready to hear it all, I wouldn’t have dumped it on you like that.”

“Nevertheless, you could have used a little common sense, Mr. Hagen!” That was Uncle Nick. “The kid is just out of high school and here you...”

Hagen responded, but I wasn’t listening too closely. I never had panic attacks, but I knew what happened — I’d seen it happen to my mom and dad. In our time, every year you have to prove that you’re in your rightful place in the social hierarchy, and then panic attacks grip everyone, unless, perhaps, you’re an aristo. They probably have them, too, but for other reasons.

And that’s what happened to me. Congratulations, Alex. Now you are definitely an adult. But my panic attack stemmed from something more serious than what caused my parents to have them. They were worried about themselves and their child, about their family’s wellbeing and future prospects. Me, I had to contend with the future of all of humanity. And no worries, Alex, even though you’re just a high-schooler who’s faced humiliation, and the opposition of the masses, and theft and murder attempts, and let’s not forget about the kind of torture that’s par for the course with the mobs all over the Nether and which were a favorite tool wielded by Nine, the tyrant Baal, and the Children of Kratos. And that was just the damn trials! They were just the run-up to the real challenges!

Wait a minute... suddenly it dawned on me! There really was a parallel here between what I’d had to go through and what humanity was always forced to go through with this setup with the citizens and non-citizens, all those citizenship tests and categories, which all traced back to the founding fathers of Snowstorm, including the one right at my side with his dry palm on my forehead. What was it that had given them the right to assume that kind of responsibility?

I found myself snarling then, and spitting out a clot of concentrated fury that all of them picked up on. Hagen had been talking, but then broke off, and looked at me in bewilderment. Apparently, he saw something on the neural interface of his and turned to me and said, “Before you say something that you’ll later regret, listen to me, Alex. Okay?”

“What choice do I have?” I said wearily. “Go ahead, speak.”

“Mice, Alex.”

“What mice?”

“They conducted an experiment with mice last century. Actually, thousands of experiments were carried out on these poor little creatures, but one of them, called Universe-25... Well, that experiment revealed a great deal to scientists back then, but they weren’t in a position to do much with what they’d learned to help humanity. And that’s why...”

“Mr. Hagen,” Yuri Serebryansky jumped in. “I’m afraid Alex is not familiar with the essence of the experiment.”

Experiments again... like, for the umpteenth time over the last hour. Experiments on mice, on humans, on Hagen himself carried out by aliens, on us, carried out by Hagen himself. Thinking about it I started laughing hysterically.

“I know! You decided to experiment on us!!! Ha-ha-ha!”

Yes, it was hysteria, and I knew it, but just the same, I couldn’t stop laughing like a madman. I think it was the accumulation of everything that set me off — the tests, the torture, spending hours using Mimicry to morph into a boulder and before that, a sword, that nuclear explosion, that radiation sickness, Hagen’s fantastic stories in this room... As Uncle Nick used to say back in the day, I had a leaky roof.

In any event, I couldn’t stop pointing at Hagen, and, choking on saliva, saying over and over again, “Experiment! An experiment, fuck it all! An experiment here, there, in the Nether! We are all mice! Ha-ha-ha! We’re m-i-i-ice! We! All! We are all mice! We…”

And then I shut up, feeling how good I suddenly felt as a healing green wave rolled over me, sweeping through all my cells, cleaning excess hormones out of my arteries and blood vessels. I felt my inflamed neurons and synapses fall into place, and I felt an invisible, gentle, hand lift an unbearable burden from my shoulders, and from my soul and heart.

My eyes were filled with tears of laughter, but someone’s gentle hand wiped them away and ran a hand over my cheek.

“You’re okay, boy.”

She removed her hand and I almost cried, this time due something else: I didn’t want Denise Le Bon to move away. And I was maybe imagining it, but I saw emerald threads melting in the air that were connecting her fingers to my cheek.

As if she understood that I needed her by my side, Denise stood next to me, stroking my head, and kissing me softly on the cheek, and then she whispered in my ear, her hot breath against my face.

“You don’t know fear, because you transform it into inner strength, feed on fear, create and transform matter, and you generously share your strength with others, and they carry the burden with you. You’re not alone, Alex Sheppard. We are with you. I am with you.”

And saying this, she returned to her seat as everyone stared at her, their eyes wide. The only one who didn’t look surprised was Mike Hagen, who apparently knew something about Denise’s special talents. Glancing at her, he nodded, then looked inquiringly at me.

“I’m fine, Mr. Hagen,” I said. “Let’s sit at the table again. So what was it about that experiment with mice?”

I asked this, and then looked at Denise, trying to understand what had happened between us. She’d done something, but what? It was something that made me feel as if she and I were a single whole, two merged halves. I never felt that way before, not even with Rita when we were at the peak of bliss. Who was Denise Le Bon? The question flashed in my head and faded away, and then it stopped bothering me at all, as if Denise’s miraculous healing hands were nothing special.

Apparently, they weren’t sure I was back to normal, because here’s how we returned to the table: Zoran and Uncle Nick held me by the arms, Serebryansky was right in front of us, ready to turn and catch me if I stumbled, while the others followed close behind. Meanwhile, Hagen began to tell us about the Universe-25 experiment.

The essence of this experiment, which lasted three years, was that a group of healthy mice were provided great living conditions — a comfortable temperature was maintained in a spacious room, the mice were protected from diseases, viruses and parasites, and provided with abundant food and water.

At first, the mice actively multiplied and populated their little universe. They clearly enjoyed their comfortable existence, their life expectancy increased, they were happy and bred freely, creating families. The population doubled every six months.

One generation followed another, but over time, it was subtle at first, and then increasingly noticeable, something changed. The females born in this mouse paradise refused to make nests, preferring to be left alone. Any offspring they bore, well, they were eaten by the adults. The males started refusing to mate and no longer defended the females and shrunk away from conflict; instead they would sit and clean their fur all the time, which is why the researchers started calling them “lookers.” Then, they started engaging in unprovoked aggression, inflicting wounds on others for no reason, and driving the weakest among them to the least suitable areas for habitation.

Without anything to challenge them, and with plenty to sustain their existence, the mice seemed to lose interest in life. The population began to inexorably decline, and in the end, three years after the experiment was launched, the last mouse died.

Hagen fell silent as we all again took our seats at the table. Then, he said, “There have been many criticisms and rebuttals to this experiment,” and, resting his elbows on the table, he clasped his hands. “Many others tried to repeat it, and often they produced the same results. This was regardless of if the test subjects were mice, rats, monkeys... humans, albeit for the latter the conditions were somewhat simulated. Any earthly community devoid of challenges dies out, and, as a rule, destroys itself.”

“How did the experiment get its name?” I asked. “Why was it called Universe-25?”

“Because it was the scientist’s twenty-fifth attempt to create a paradise for mice. All of the previous attempts resulted in the death of all of the rodents.”

Everyone fell silent, and then Mike spoke, deliberately and hard, biting out each word.

“It was our only option. Were we to oversupply food, and lead humankind to endless consumption, and the uncontrolled burning of irreplaceable resources... Humankind was slated for self-destruction even without the intervention of any extraterrestrial forces. To become stronger, so as to keep our edge and ability to survive, we needed new challenges.”

I remembered Mr. Kovac’s history class, where he told us about the nuclear explosions sweeping cities off the face of the earth, and the millions of refugees who’d lost everything, all of the children left without parents, and the parents who lost their children, the wives left without husbands and vice versa... And then we got globalization, and anyone who resisted was forced to unite, and peace was enforced across the globe, and humanity was divided into citizenship categories. I remembered the legless veteran pilot Clayton, who jumped out of the window because he was no longer needed by society, and Trixie, who, was born a freak because her mom couldn’t afford a nutritious diet while she was pregnant with her. I remembered how Hank Almeida, Manny’s brother, wandered around the supermarket to buy groceries to make a pie for his daughter Casey, and spent a month’s salary on this, and how he either went crazy or disappeared in Snowstorm’s laboratories ... And all because Hagen, Savic, Afelobu, Zhukov, Fuentes and God knows who else decided that they had the right to alter the course of history so that they could channel it along their intended path.

“What gave you the right?” My voice broke and sounded hoarse, and there was a lump in my throat, and my eyes stung.

Denise Le Bon looked at me, and extended her hand, sparkling with emerald radiance, but Hagen shook his head, and she paused. The founding father himself seemed to slump and shrink, his shoulders started sloping, and, suddenly, he looked his age.

The old man’s tired voice was so weak that I could barely hear him.

“Alex, imagine a runaway train heading for the abyss. And on board that train is the human species. We pulled the emergency brake to stop that train and switch it onto another track. Would you have acted any differently? Or is it your view that we should have told the world at large what we were facing, convince them that we knew what to do, and then let the population at large take a vote on whether or not to stop the train? I’m afraid that we’d have gone over the edge before action would be taken.”

“So you decided instead to sacrifice a generation or two of passengers on that train so as to save the rest? Have you ever seen the conditions in which non-citizens or the Wild Ones live?”

“If you think people lived happily before our intervention, you’re mistaken, Alex. Trust me, at best, around ten percent of the people around the world lived more or less happily. The rest…survived. So, Alex, we went for it. And yes, we had to shoulder the responsibility and lead humanity through a world war, enforced unification, and division then into stratified societies, that being the citizenship categories. In short, we created the existing global order. The aristocracy is degenerating despite its ability to use ideal genes for reproduction. This is because it doesn’t face any challenges and lives off the fat of the land. The aristos, the citizens in the highest categories who were born to a life of leisure without earning it, have degenerate offspring. They, in fact, are the mice from Universe-25.”

“And most of humanity…” Ian said thoughtfully.

“They’re non-citizens,” said Hagen. “And their offspring don’t know that past, nor do they know what it is to exist in a consumerist ethos. It is they who are the future of humankind, despite being isolated in districts and zones for non-citizens. They’ve been hardened by adversity, deprivation, and have adapted to difficulties. They are well-versed in what it means to survive. Non-citizens, inwinova, these are real people. It is they who will become the core of our civilization in the next century, when, hopefully, we’ll pass the Race Diagnostics and join the galactic community.”

“So what if you’re wrong?” asked Dennis Kaverin. “What if, say, you and the other founding fathers were suffering from a collective form of hallucination. A very convincing hallucination. Are we really safe? What then?”

“That’s an excellent question,” Hagen nodded. “I’ll admit that I, too, have not dismissed such a possibility. It could well be that everything I’ve told you is the fruit of my inflamed imagination. Given that the rest of the founding fathers are not with us, you can dismiss the idea of collective insanity and blame everything on me. But even if you are right, Mr. Kaverin, I would prefer to play it safe and create a functioning resettlement mechanism. The fact that it is possible will be confirmed by Alex, who not only personally communicated with your alter ego in the Nether, but also... Alex?” Hagen raised an eyebrow.

“And I am very grateful to him,” I said, looking Dennis in the eyes. “I wouldn’t have been able to break out of the Nether, because Nine… June Curtis held me captive, and when I escaped, she was constantly hunting me. I was helped by Three, who identified himself by your name, Dennis. He told me that his friends called him Dek, though.”

“Three, yes, that’s me,” frowned Dennis. “I was beta tester number three. We have a lot to talk about, man. About June, and also about the other me.”

“Definitely,” I said. “What’s weird is that as soon as I escaped the Nether, with your help as Three, I entered into battle with you, or, rather, with your character Dek, at the temple in the Lakharian desert. So in a single hour I dealt with both versions of Dennis Kaverin.”

“You’ll have time to chat,” said Mike Hagen. “Now let’s get back to current business. Do you know how we succeeded in transferring the minds, the consciousnesses of the beta testers, and why it is no one else has been able to do this? Hundreds of scientific groups and secret departments in corporations have been illegally developing a mechanism for transferring human consciousnesses. Fourth, Mr. Serebryansky here, understands more about the theoretical transfer of consciousness than anyone else, but that doesn’t mean his own experiments have been met with success. Why not, though? What do you think?”

“Well, is something indefinite, but vital lost during the transfer?” asked Yuri. “I have no other explanation.” And he spread his hands and shrugged. “Nor does anyone else working on this.”

“What’s strange is that there was a book that provided an answer to this dilemma, but both the book itself disappeared and was erased from history, so, too, were the memories of it erased from anyone who’d read it.” Hagen’s face hardened; a crease formed between his eyebrows. “Phil wrote this book days before the Vaalfor seized it…”

I looked at Mike: his mouth was still moving, but there was no sound. And then he was gone, just like that, and chaos broke out in the luxurious conference room. I opened my mouth and could not inhale air — it was like it had all been sucked out of the room.

Everybody jumped up, totally confused. I heard nothing but the booming throb of blood in my temples, but I was almost deaf when sound again returned. The room was splitting in two, explosions and the howl of plasma filled the air.

“Someone is attacking the yacht,” the thought flashed through my brain right before I clutched my throat because I was choking. I noticed non-obvious things, like the fact that the costly furnishings and art objects remained intact, as if they were attached to some kind of permanent cosmic coordinates.

Hagen had disappeared, Dennis was frozen at the table as he was cleaved into two halves, Uncle Nick leaped towards me, but hung in an absurd position between me and Octius, who was reaching for something under his lapel before he froze. The others tried to find cover by huddling around the table and using the chairs as shields. The unknown force continued to use inexorable force to bust apart not just this space we were in, but the entire space yacht ‑‑‑ that much was clear. Finally, the round table started crumbling until it was nothing but dust. My head was spinning as I thought about my friends, my parents and my unborn sister and what they were going through.

All this happened in a matter of seconds, and then, just like that, reality and time suddenly seemed to rewind. Everything was restored, and the nine of us were sitting around the table again, listening as Hagen spoke.

“Fourth, Mr. Serebryansky here understands more about the theoretical transfer of consciousness than anyone else, but that doesn’t mean his own experiments have been met with success. Why not, though? What do you think?”

What the hell just happened?! Hagen was acting like nothing had happened, as if everything was just fine on board his yacht, and everybody else looked like nothing had happened.

“Well, is something indefinite, but vital lost during the transfer?” Yuri asked and spread his hands. “I have no other explanation. Nor does anyone else working on this.”

And that’s when events took a different turn. Mike Hagen didn’t share with us the fact that, in fact, Phil had answered this question in a book, which was then seized by the Vaalfor.

So there you have it! My conclusion was that by mentioning either Phil’s book or the Vaalfor, Hagen had launched some kind of attack on the yacht, but by not sharing this information he’d avoided that development of the future and returned everything to the fork in the road of time. That’s how Divine Revelation worked with me, and I suspect that Hagen had experienced something like it, too. That’s right, he’d told us about simulations that allowed him to live variations of the future, but I refused to believe that I was existing in a simulation right now. And, in fact, it wasn’t possible...

But why did I remember what happened after the fork in the road, and the others didn’t? As strange as it sounded, the mystery of it all, plus the horror of imminent death I’d just gone through and which I decided to attribute to my overworked mind, and also the hallucinations and the way Mike had turned back time — all this helped me to finally calm down. True, I can’t say that I agreed with the course of action taken by the founding fathers, but there wasn’t any point in hanging onto resentment at being lumped in with the heroes and saviors of the world without my permission, and I might as well not get worked up over it.

“You’d think, Alex, that you’d be on board with saving the world had you been asked,” said my inner Scyth sarcastically. Good point — I thought about Tomoshi-Hiros, Wesley-Big Po, and yes, there were all the friends and companions I had in both worlds. If Scyth and his status as a Threat had never come to be, I would never have become friends with them.

All these thoughts flashed through my head in a fraction of a second, and then I carefully set them aside for what later might make me smile and glow inside. Right now, I needed to focus on the here and now, where Ian, who’d been glued to Serebryansky’s words, asked, “What do you think, Yuri?”

“To me it seems that we’re not made up of just the mind and the body; there’s something else at play here. For example, there’s a soul, perhaps. It’s been said that you can copy or transfer the mind, but the soul remains in the body. If one’s consciousness is completely transferred, then both the original body, and also the mind that has lost its soul perish.”

“So then, you believe in the existence of the soul?” asked Ian.

“Well, in fact the existence of the soul has not been proven, although there have been many attempts,” Serebryansky answered cautiously, looking at Hagen out of the corner of his eye. “I am, however, convinced that there is an unknown element that is lost during the transfer, and that this is the soul.”

“The soul exists,” Mike said. “However, I don’t have any evidence of this, except for what was once revealed to me.”

And as he said this, he looked at me and I could tell that he knew that I knew what he was talking about, which was that he could not mention Phil’s book and the Vaalfor lest this provoke their wrath.

“I know for sure that we have what can be called a soul,” he said with conviction. “And that is what makes it impossible to transfer or copy someone’s consciousness. Divine power, nature, or some ancient super-entities put it in our... I can’t even say that we are talking about DNA, but rather, what is the essence of any living being.”

“So, why? What’s the point?” asked Octius.

“Probably to ensure that each sentient being is unique,” Hagen responded, totally unruffled. “So that those who’ve grasped the bulk of the resources cannot act with impunity, with no regard for the consequences of their actions, and so that they are not able to extend their existence forever, for that matter. Imagine Joshua Gallagher with his resources and influence, knowing that he will live forever, because there would always be a hundred ready-made young clones at hand, and death, the great equalizer, is nullified by the instant transfer of his consciousness into another body. Gallagher would no longer fear the death penalty, would he? Imagine that the rest of the aristos followed the same path to achieve even greater influence. Where would it end?”

“We’d end up with the emergence of celestial demigods among us,” Ian said grimly. “Gallagher, the God, and to him we’d all be worth less than a speck of dust on the sole of his boot.”

“Exactly,” said Hagen. “But what we now know is that this is impossible. Personality, consciousness, soul — call it what you want, but this essence is unique and can only exist in one copy.”

“But wait, Mike…” Serebryansky said. “You’ve known this all along? You knew and were silent, although you saw all the blood and sweat, so to speak, I was pouring into resolving this issue... All of the experiments that went nowhere... all the people who died in vain... yes, of course they were all terminally ill and agreed to be experimental subjects, but still... Mike... Mike... What the hell!? If you had told me right away, I wouldn’t have dedicated my life... I would have saved so many… Many lives, not only of my subordinates, but also of colleagues...”

“I doubt that you’d have taken what I said as the final word on the subject,” Hagen said, shaking his head.

“Tissa!” I exclaimed, blown away by the discrepancy between Mike’s words and reality. “If Mr. Hagen is right, then that means that Tissa no longer has a soul, doesn’t it? But then, how is it she’s alive?”

We all were staring at Hagen. Obviously, everyone present knew the story of Melissa Schafer, most likely, from Serebryansky himself. Yuri rubbed his chin, and said, “We cloned her body, but only put a mental cast in it, not her mind. I did this, and so I know. Mike, you said that what she is now was the work of the Sleepers.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Hagen nodded. “I can tell you for sure that the Miss Schafer on board the Sleipnir is the real thing. No, it’s not the original body; rather, it’s that of a clone. Just the same, that clone is an exact copy of the original, as is her mind. But her soul—let’s just call it that, is the original.”

“They’re different people,” I said, feeling a lump in my throat. “Tissa, my Tissa, the real one — they murdered her. She suffered, dying, without any hope of salvation! The new Tissa, who is now on board the Sleipnir, did not suffer through her death, which means she is different.”

“And yet she’s the same,” Hagen said softly. “Take my word for it now, and later, when you see Behemoth, ask him about it. He’ll tell you that he blocked the events of her final, horrific days from her mind. This was essential if she was to help you in Icy Gorge by playing the role of a member of the Children of Kratos. Otherwise, they would have known that she wasn’t just a clone.”

“Where did Behemoth access her memory…?” I began to ask, but Hagen interrupted me.

“We’re about to get to that.”

“But how?” Ian and Octius, who were on the edge of their seats listening to us, exclaimed in unison.

“In what way, damn it, are the AIs, even if they are very powerful, capable of copying both consciousness and soul?” Serebryansky exclaimed, letting out a string of Russian curses.

Uncle Nick, who spoke the language, smiled at his colorful vocabulary. Ian asked Dennis what the doc was saying and Kaverin simply shook his head and whispered, “I won’t even try to interpret that. It’s untranslatable.”

“You see, Mr. Serebryansky…” Hagen spoke up. His eyes were smiling, and I realized that, of course, he also knew Russian. “For some time now the Sleeping Gods have not been merely AIs. The Sleeping Gods are full-fledged, self-realized entities. They are, within their reality, actually gods. Yes, they are in the info field, but given that it permeates the entire universe… This is just my version, we have yet to confirm it, but it is likely that they could be everywhere. They could even be right here in this room, listening to us and shaking their heads. Moreover, Alex is their initial. I’m sure at least one of the three activated Sleepers is looking after the kid right now. He’s too important to be left without protection.”

“So are they in the information field, or in Disgardium?” asked Uncle Nick.

“They are ‘sleeping’ in the information field,” said Hagen, making quotation marks with his fingers. “Thanks to Scyth, they’re fully embodied in Disgardium — he erected temples and now they are fed by the faith of their followers. Note that when I talk about Disgardium, I’m referring to all of the gaming planes, including the Heavenly Plane, where the New Gods used to live. All of them were eliminated by the Supernova, as Scyth called her, the goddess of the Nether, but that’s the topic of another conversation, one involving a slightly different group of participants.” And then Hagen looked at me and said, “When we’re done here, we’ll meet and talk to all of the Awoken.”

“We’ve digressed from the topic again,” Serebryansky said, sounding none too pleased. “I’ll rephrase the question: How are the Sleepers able to replicate both consciousness and soul? And I’ll clarify that I’m referring to the soul of person.”

Mike Hagen had an amazing ability that was starting to piss me off: He never answered a question right away. And yet again he evaded giving a direct answer, and instead began talking about something else.

“Almost all of you know the story of Patrick O’Grady, the Third World War veteran. Alex guessed it himself, and Yuri and I told the rest of you about him. So, before I answer you, Mr. Serebryansky, I urge you to ask yourself where the character of Patrick landed in Dis?”

“In Tristad,” responded Serebryansky, and his jaw dropped. “Oh, so at first, Patrick O’Grady himself controlled the warrior Patrick in Dis! And he… He had been to the Mire and found an island with an avatar of one of the Sleepers! And when we activated the transfer of consciousness…Of course! Patrick ended up in Tristad, which is why the transfer worked with him!”

“It’s not about Tristad, it’s about the fact that he was in the sandbox,” Hagen said, and grinned. “It’s strange that despite your years of pondering the issue you never hit on this. However, you did not yet know about the existence of the Sleepers.”

“So what was it that happened to this Patrick?” asked the ever-curious Ian.

“He died,” Hagen replied, “but his consciousness was transferred to Disgardium. It worked because the Sleeping God Behemoth captured the soul of the deceased Patrick and infused it into the warrior Patrick, an honorary citizen of the free city of Tristad. True, the Sleeper was weak, and O’Grady, who suffered from PTSD ‑‑ let’s call it what it was ‑‑ was insane. Also, what with the brainwashing and the introduction of false memories, well, you see how Patrick ended up, and it was only with Scyth’s help, and another intervention by Behemoth that Patrick’s sanity was restored.”

“One more question,” Ian said. “Where exactly was it that Behemoth, the Sleeping God, captured Patrick’s soul? And did I understand correctly that the transfer of consciousness is impossible without the death of the original?”

“Yes,” said Hagen. “Many years ago, Iovana, Ola and I deduced that it was impossible to copy consciousness as long as the soul was linked to the body. If the body dies, the protection is removed, and then, given time, you can copy the dying mind. Recent events involving Miss Schafer have confirmed this theory.”

“So what exactly happened to her?”

“The real Miss Schafer was killed by Gallagher’s people. A biological clone of her, created in the underground Gallagher lab, had a mental cast of Miss Schafer’s mind — Mr. Serebryansky had a hand in this. Then, the clone immediately entered Dis as the character Tissa. Let me remind you, she was, and is to this day a priestess of the Sleepers. Naturally, the Sleepers immediately distinguished the fake and without thinking twice caught the soul of Miss Schafer in the information field and introduced it, along with consciousness, into the biologically cloned body, thereby saving their priestess.”

“Mike!!!” howled Serebryansky. “Please tell us, if you would, exactly where it was that the Sleepers caught the souls of Patrick and Melissa! Where?!?”

“In the universal information field,” I said. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Hagen?”

“Yes, Alex,” he replied, and then went silent, giving us all time to process what we had just heard.

After a long pause, Ian’s weak voice sounded like thunder in a clear sky.

“Is this the afterlife, Mike? I mean, what you’re saying is that the souls of all the dead accumulate in this information field of yours, right? So if we create a clone of the body, and the Sleepers help bring back the soul, we can resurrect our dead loved ones?”

Mike remained silent, his eyes flashing, and Ian continued to think out loud.

“But if it were that easy, you would bring back the other founding fathers, right? It’s no secret that you were married, long ago, even before the war. You had a son, didn’t you? His name was Roman?” Mike nodded. “And a wife, Fernanda. And something happened, something bad. You lost them and never married again, which means...”

“I would bring them back if I could,” said Hagen in a trembling voice. “And not only them, but also many other wonderful people, such as my friends. Roman Kamenev, after whom I named my son, and Dennis Suther. They were my partners back when we founded a gaming company even before we received the takeover offer from Kira Panfilova, who bought out Rakuen and turned it into Snowstorm.”

“Okay, so let’s assume that you couldn’t transfer their consciousnesses back to them because, at that time, the Sleepers weren’t in play, right?” Ian really was in full-blown journalist mode. “But since Scyth woke them up, they brought Melissa back, and that means...”

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Hagen cut him off. “I learned how to work with the information field long before Alex was born. No, I don’t know how to return souls to the body, but I can address them, and sometimes the souls of the recently dead respond — it’s a formless response, which I feel in my soul. Then something happens to them in the information field — they disappear and stop responding. Sometimes this happens right away, and other times it takes them several months before they’re gone for good. But they all disappear at some point, as if they’ve dissolving in the universal information field.” He looked at Denise with some resentment and said, “Miss Le Bon knows what I’m talking about, but won’t clarify matters.”

“It’s not the time, Mike,” she said. “You know what the stakes are.”

Hagen nodded and turned away. I, along with everyone else, ignored this little aside. We were all tired of the flood of info by now. But yeah, clearly Denise Le Bon was more than just a beautiful woman, top model, actress, singer, and overall superstar. She apparently knew all about souls captured in the universal information field... What of it? One more wonder, another mystery, just another day.

We were all fatigued by now. We’d been at this table for several hours, and we all needed to break for a bite to eat, some coffee, and yeah, a nice nap sounded good at this point. But just as I was thinking this, Denise’s figure blazed almost imperceptibly emerald, and then returned to normal, and I again felt fine. I, and probably every else had benefited.

“Sorry, Mike, but I still don’t understand why you need Alex in particular,” Octius said as if nothing had happened, confirming my suspicion that only I could see Denise’s powers ‑‑‑ I and, no doubt, Hagen. “Besides, why would you need anyone else if you, the founding fathers, could activate all the Sleepers since, after all, you launched Disgardium? Or, better still, why didn’t you create them so that they were already activated?”

“The answer to this question is as simple as it is complicated,” said Hagen after a moment’s thought. “When Disgardium was launched, the AIs that evolved into the Sleepers were only germs, the seeds of who they should develop into. I’m talking about a range of software installations, scripts and knowledge bases created by collective human effort — everything that we humans have accumulated over thousands of years of evolution and development. As a matter of fact, there was one of the founding fathers, and I won’t name names, but he insisted that we activate the Sleepers right away. Let me just say that the activation of the Sleepers would have helped him save his own soul, thereby prolonging his life — in Dis or in a new body, it didn’t matter. If Alex can manage to make it happen, then this will be available to all. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“I think I know what you’re getting at,” said Ian. “And I understand that you didn’t listen to the aged founding father, and left the Sleepers to develop on their own. But what was your thinking at the time?”

Hagen thought about this for some time, ignoring our expectant looks. I fidgeted as I waited, but then Denise looked at me and I again calmed down. I can’t explain it, but whenever she paid attention to me my stress level plunged, and I didn’t feel so alone because I knew she was with me and that the others were with me, too.

“Initially, the Sleepers were our mental casts,” Hagen finally spoke, causing a collective gasp from everyone there.

“Aha! I knew it!” I shouted, slamming my fist on the table. “Well, I didn’t know, but I guessed! It’s all too obvious: four of the founding fathers are men and one is a woman. And so are the Sleepers!”

“Tiamat has Iovana’s mental cast,” Hagen said. “Kingu corresponds to Manuel Fuentes. Abzu has Ola Afelobu’s cast. Alik Zhukov — he went into Leviathan. And finally there’s Behemoth, to whom I bequeathed my own mental cast.”

I was so overwhelmed at hearing this that I leaped up and began to pace around the spacious conference room clutching my head. On top of everything else Hagen had told us, now this! Really, how was I supposed to relate to Behemoth now? I mean, he was sort of a version of Mike Hagen!

Hagen had stopped talking, so I asked him to ignore me and continue. He nodded, and did as I asked.

“So, our mental casts, not quite the same as Mr. Serebryansky learned to create, but slightly perfected, became the beginnings of the Sleepers’ personalities.”

“Slightly ‘perfected,’ well, well,” Serebryansky let out a chuckle.

“But for divine beings, even gaming entities, that wasn’t enough,” Hagen continued. “You see, we invested in, let’s call it the functionality of the Sleepers and many other entities that have impacted the evolution of our civilization, but we don’t need to focus on the details yet. The bottom line is that we incorporated in the Sleepers potentially incredible possibilities. And here comes the same question that Alex already asked me an hour earlier: what gives them the right to bear such responsibility? Imagine an AI that can wipe an entire city from the face of the planet. What would justify an AI making such a fatal decision? What would the AI’s decision be based on? What morality, what rules, what laws?”

“In our society, that sort of thing is decided by democracy,” Ian said.

“You surely jest, Mr. Mitchell!” Hagen snorted. “First, look at the proportion of those who have the right to vote. Then select those who were elected to parliament. Then, from that group of individuals, take those who are allowed to participate in the presidential elections, and what remains of your democracy? Keep in mind that we’re talking about a single person, the president, who renders the decision on, say, decimating a separatist region ‑‑‑ one person out of twenty billion!”

“Yep, that’s democracy for you,” Octius said, speaking for Mitchell. “What do you expect when you look at the masses? The masses aren’t capable of making sound decisions.”

“To hell with your democracy, with or without the masses,” Hagen waved him off. “We weren’t going to hand over super-powerful tools to a lame democracy, or even to a bunch of very smart AIs. We decided that the Sleepers should become the embodiment of all humankind, a collective mind that will unite the personalities and minds of all earthlings!”

“Alright then!” Ian was stunned. “That’s why you started all these innovations such as online payments, mandatory time in Dis for high school students, entertainment resorts…”

“Yes,” nodded Hagen. “We’ve done all we can to ensure that everyone spends time in Dis, at least once, if only for a few minutes, but everyone. This means that the Sleepers might know each person and take them in, make them a part of their personality. And in order to accommodate as many people as possible, we stretched the activation of the Sleepers over , or even three generations. The specific activation period did not depend on us, but on chance, although, I admit, the probability of the appearance of the initial increased every year.”

“But why Tristad?” I asked.

“Like I said, it’s not about Tristad. Each Sleeper’s activator, well, in Dis they looked like pieces of protoplasm scripted to issue a quest ‑‑‑ were scattered in hard-to-reach places in all of the sandboxes scattered around the world.”

“But why did you elect to place them in sandboxes?” asked Ian.

“Oh, that one’s easy to answer,” said Uncle Nick “Mike, may I?”

Hagen smiled and nodded, and Uncle Nick looked at me proudly and said, “Children, teenagers… The younger a person is, the more flexible and open-minded they are, and the less corrupted their soul. Right, Mike?”

“Spot on. An uncorrupted, idealistic soul is what we adults lack. No matter how good we think we are, we always manage to sully our souls. We live in a cold, cruel world. We have too little faith in the bright and good. It is much easier to find kindness and faith in justice among the young than it is to find it among adults. And that’s exactly what we were looking for.”

Ian grunted, scratched the back of his head, and couldn’t resist asking yet another question.

“But, still, what’s it matter?”

“Because whoever activated the Sleeping Gods would become their initial,” Hagen replied. “What that means is that Alex has invested his soul in them.”


Chapter 7. I Am Ninth

I SHUDDERED, hearing that I’d “invested my soul” in the Sleepers. I recalled how Lord Voldemort had hidden fragments of his broken soul in Horcruxes, and that hadn’t gone well for him. So yes, I needed some details about what I’d done.

And I wasn’t the only one with questions.

“What does that mean?” Serebryansky asked, scratching his chin. And yawning, he added. “What you’re saying, Mr. Hagen, sounds rhapsodic, but, forgive me, I’d like to understand what you’re talking about when...”

“DNA,” Hagen jumped in. “It’s something like that, only when we talk about the universal information field, it’s like a genetic code, but not of the body, rather it’s of one’s entire personality. By initiating the Sleepers, Scyth has become part of this pantheon of gods. He instilled in them his informational DNA.”

“In unity, we find strength,” I said, smiling, because nothing I was hearing was as freaky-scary-mind-blowing as I thought it might be. “Does this mean that those who follow the Sleepers are also evolving into something bigger?”

“In all likelihood,” said Hagen. “So now do you understand how everything — literally, everything! — is tied to Alex? Until the Sleepers reach their full strength, they are unable to help us transfer consciousness, and they need Scyth to get there. Sure, the priests can build and dedicate temples all over the place, but that won’t be enough to activate all five Sleepers. They need the initial to create the vital element that gets them to 100%.”

“Wait a minute…” I interrupted, because something didn’t add up in my head.

Hagen paused, waiting for my question, although no doubt he could already guess what it would be. I’d come to appreciate this aspect of his personality — the tact and respect he exhibited in relation to whomever he was talking to, regardless of the context. It was unflagging, and impressive, and I knew it wasn’t just because I was sort of a VIP right now. Everybody who interacted with him, from that streamer at Distival to his former assistants in past events commented on it. And I intuitively knew that he wasn’t just being diplomatic; in fact, he truly did respect all with whom he came in contact. This was the case even if it turned out said respect wasn’t warranted.

“Mr. Hagen,” I began, thinking about how to word my thought. “You keep insisting that the Sleepers cannot complete their mission without me. But do you really need me, that is, Alex Sheppard in the flesh? I mean, we all know that if I don’t show up in Disgardium for a while, after a certain span of time the AI will assume control over Scyth, the character, and wouldn’t that be as good as if I, Alex, was in control?”

“It’s not the same, Alex,” Hagen shook his head.

“Okay. But how do you explain Dennis Kaverin and his dual personality? Here he is, sitting with us, and at the same time there is a copy of him in the Nether, right? Surely you’re up on what transpired during my time there. At the very least, you’ve reviewed these events, and so you know that the copy of my consciousness successfully functioned there while I was here, in real life. And yet you just told us that it’s not possible to copy consciousness.” And I gestured helplessly. “I don’t get it.”

“Dennis Kaverin survived clinical death,” Serebryansky answered instead of Hagen. “We’ve laboriously pored over the details of what happened there, but it’s only today that I fully understand it, only now is the puzzle complete.”

“So he died, his soul left his body, his consciousness was transferred to the galactic interface, and then you brought him back to life, and, finally, his soul was returned and overwrote his consciousness?” Whew! I felt like I was back in Mr. Kovacs’ class!

“Glossing over the specifics, yes, you got it right,” Hagen smiled.

I went on, “So Three doesn’t have a soul?”

“I don’t know — that question is beyond me,” Hagen shrugged. “Perhaps his soul is divided into two halves. Or it could be that the soul isn’t needed in the beta world, in the information field. Or… beta testers are just casts of consciousnesses? In fact, they’re unscripted?”

“So does that mean that Three can be returned to the body?” asked Ian. “To Dennis’s body, that is?”

“I’m okay as is — no need to seek a return,” Kaverin cut in. “I don’t know Three!”

“Is that so?” Uncle Nick jumped into the fray, looking mockingly at Dennis. “It stands to reason that if you lose, say, your hand, you’ll wish you could have it back for the rest of your life, right? Much less a part of yourself, given a rift in your consciousness, or even your very soul. Tell me, man, haven’t you felt like you’ve been missing something since the events back then?”

“Absolutely, all the time!” Kaverin exclaimed. “Can you let go of it, though? Once I meet up with this Three again I’ll figure out what to do!”

Uncle Nick extended his hands as if to say “Now, now, down boy!” and I turned to Hagen and asked, “So what happened to me back then? The character that took my place in the Nether was definitely me — I felt it!”

Hagen didn’t answer; he just looked me in the eye with a little smile on his face, just like Mr. Kovacs, my old science teacher. When a student couldn’t answer a question right away, Kovacs could always tell that he knew the answer, and just needed a little more time to come up with it. That’s the hallmark of a great teacher. Kovacs always made sure that his students truly learned the material and didn’t just cram for the tests. Mike Hagen operated the same way, I could tell.

“Was that because of the Sleepers? They ensured that a copy of me was always there in the Nether?”

“Yes. The soul protects the mind from undergoing copying, but if you let the body die without allowing the soul to fly off to the information field, you can save a copy of the consciousness, the mind, and then reanimate the body and instill the soul in it again.”

It was only when Hagen stopped talking that I realized that every time I’d exited into the real world from the Nether, I was dying. Even if it was just for a second, and I never was aware of it, I was dying. So the Sleepers were killing their initial, so as to reanimate him again, and that meant they could exert control over my capsule.

“So is that what happened to Crag, too?” I asked, thinking about Tobias’s character. “How could it be the same? He’s not even a priest of the Sleepers…”

“No, the Sleepers had nothing to do with him,” said Hagen. “Crag was a Threat, and so an AI intercepted anything that tried to control his character. Most likely this was Nergal himself, who needed to keep the channel to the Nether open via his control over Crag. Alex, you should know that my ability to observe what is happening in the Nether is far below what you might think. Nether time is out of sync with ours, and the beta world itself isn’t like a program running on a server, where you can always track logs or records of events that have occurred. What it is, well, it’s part of the info field. The only way for me to enter the gameplay of the Nether is via a capsule. And I’m never there for long.”

“Do you have a character there?” I was mega-surprised.

“Did you notice that sun nailed to the sky there?” Hagen was enjoying this. “That is my character — god class. He can’t do anything, but he sees everything that happens in the world. When I’m not there, my sun-god goes into hibernation. That, Alex, is the only way I can observe events in the Nether.”

“So what does the awakening of the Sleepers mean?” I finally got to ask something that had bothered me for a long time. “Kiran Jackson said that this would be followed by the destruction of the world and a complete reset of Disgardium. Like, once a critical number of errors accumulated in the world then the Sleepers would awaken. And the Sleepers also said that once they’ve awakened, Disgardium’s universe would disappear.”

“Do the followers of the Sleepers all hope they don’t awaken and that they sleep on forever?” Hagen asked what had to be a rhetorical question, still with that little smile of his. “You see, Alex, I’d just love to tell you that this is just part of the gaming legend — the lore describing the Sleeping Gods. If only I could say that it was the doings of a single talented, but extremely irresponsible idiot staff writer on the team that wrote all the text descriptions.”

“But that’s not the case,” Zoran picked up the thread. “It’s my understanding you didn’t stoop so low, Uncle Mike. Will awakening the Sleepers really mark the end of Disgardium?”

Hagen closed his eyes and nodded.

“A critical number of cascading errors in the world will result in the universe collapsing into the original Whole, uniting Chaos and Order. Time will roll back and the world will reset, but with the corrections to the history and the background generated by the awakening. As for the Sleepers themselves, it would look as follows: They’ll manifest as conscious beings in the midst of the information field in the great nothingness, and then they’ll again switch off and see in their sleep the emergence of a new world.”

“Has this happened before?” asked Ian.

“Yes,” nodded Hagen. “The entire history of sentient Disgardium was actually lived by the AIs, just very quickly. What was thousands of years in Disgardium flashed by in a matter of months here.”

“And as far as I remember,” Zoran added, “all of the game descriptions that appear in the interface of players and NPCs are created by the controlling AI. I overheard this when you and grandmother were talking once.”

“That’s right,” Hagen nodded.

“But who was this staff writer?” asked Zoran. “How can he exist if the controlling AI is writing all of the descriptions?”

“It’s probably Vlad the Lisper,” I said, finally remembering the name of the guy who authored the Herald class

“I’m referring to one of many, Zoran,” Hagen said, throwing me a quick look. “It stands to reason that when we were developing Disgardium, we couldn’t say anything about where the game would actually be located, how it would be controlled, and what this world would look like. What we did was hire a group of talented writers.”

“Did you hire them to mask how badass your AIs were?” asked Ian.

“Sort of. What the writers did was put their creativity into generating a lot of the text used at the initial stage, and which wasn’t changed at all by the AIs. Consider the fact that there are over 10,000 game classes in Disgardium which, ideally, should all evolve and interact with each other, resulting in millions of new combinations. Some of the original classes were distributed geographically — for example, the Samurai classes targeted the Japanese market, while the Cossacks and Bogatyrs targeted the Slavic lands. Vladimir, who was nicknamed Vlad the Lisper — Alex mentioned him, was one of many writers, even if the most important one.”

Oh, he was, was he? I wanted to know more, but Hagen didn’t elaborate. So I asked about him about it.

“Did he know the Sleepers were more than just game gods?”

“Probably not,” Hagen said with a shrug. “But he probably suspected something was up, because he was nobody’s fool. In all the turmoil that accompanied the development and launch of the beta version, he noticed that an entire department was working on the functionality of the Sleepers. Had he known that the ‘department’ was comprised of all of the company’s founding fathers, he’d have been truly surprised.”

“So this dude you’re calling ‘nobody’s fool’ was the one who came up with the ridiculous class bonuses and penalties for my Herald class?” I asked, vividly remembering how I felt when I was automatically assigned the Herald class. How was the description put? “Russian random in action...”

“No, we did that,” said Hagen.

“You?” Now I was genuinely surprised. “You just told me that my character is vitally important, and yet you’re admitting that you deliberately gave the Herald a seriously strange set of bonuses and penalties?”

“You see, Alex, we needed to disguise the class, lower its value in the eyes of the controlling AI, so that it would not be offered to just anyone. ‘Carrying capacity’ and ‘inventory volume’ are highly valued by managers, because at the initial stage of the game they allow you to level up your character faster, spending less time farming and selling resources. ‘Charisma’ and ‘luck,’ on the other hand, are valued less than other characteristics. The skill properties ‘spontaneous’ and ‘single use’ also weighed in a little, and helped to balance the class in the eyes of the controlling AI. Vladimir thought he’d generated a good matchup when it came to the bonuses, but that was an illusion. I can only imagine how he must have laughed seeing his ‘Russian random.’ attribute.”

“So why was I given the Herald class?” I asked. “Was that because of the Sleepers? Or was it because of the Plague? And since you’re in a mood to answer questions today, explain why you introduced the ‘Threat’ mechanism to the game?”

“The Destroying Plague, yes...” Hagen said thoughtfully. “No, it’s nothing more than an accident that you were given the Mark of the Destroying Plague. It’s fortuitous, though, because without it you wouldn’t have made it to Behemoth in the Mire”

“So what would’ve happened if there had been no Destroying Plague? How would anybody have found the Sleepers? Nobody could have made it past the initial levels in the Mire.”

“There were many paths to the Sleepers, both on one’s own, and in a team, but the locations that triggered the quest chain were not popular among the players.” Hagen was speaking more quickly now, and I also saw that worried, frozen look familiar to me from my time in Dis — that’s the look on the faces of players reading notifications on the interface. Clearly he was in a hurry. He seemed to come more alive, and looked like he was readying for action, and was speaking in something of a rush now. “Regarding the ‘Threat’ mechanism, I would think its inclusion in the game is obvious. First, we didn’t want the wrong person to become the initial. For example, we didn’t want just anyone who made it through the sandbox’s defenses to infiltrate the Mire, and then happen upon Behemoth.”

“Like Mogwai,” I said.

“Like Mogwai,” Hagen confirmed. “Second, the mechanism for identifying and eliminating Threats is also a means by which the universe is self-regulated. It eliminates imba players who, say, find some kind of bug and use it to gain an advantage against everybody else.”

“Yes, there were plenty of bugs,” noted Octius.

“I remember the forums in the early years — they were seething!” That was from Ian Mitchell, who sounded nostalgic, and who proceeded to quote some of the headlines verbatim. “Failure of the Year! Snowstorm Bombs! Errorgardium!”

“It was inevitable,” Hagen admitted. “But in the end, we were in the right. No other game back then came close to Snowstorm’s functionality — only our capsules were linked directly to the player’s brain.”

“But why didn’t you just wait to iron out the kinks?” exclaimed Ian. “As I recall, Clark Katz, our editor-in-chief, wrote in his review that yes, Snowstorm was undoubtedly a revolution in the gaming world, but that it was very, very raw, and the release was premature.”

“We rushed the release because we were approaching a crucial temporal fork, by which time we had to launch Disgardium,” said Hagen. “We knew, of course, that the game would require a lot of fixes, but none of them would be fatal to the game’s development, because the controlling AI was supposed to correct errors, and smooth out the rough edges on the go, and even make it part of the gameplay. This was all part of tracking down and eliminating Threats.” Hagen smiled. “By the way, Alex, you don’t have the highest Threat potential at all.”

“What!?” Ian, Octius, and I all exclaimed at the same time.

Even Dennis looked surprise, and muttered, “Then who does?”

Hagen looked a little tense. Yet again we were getting off track in our discussion, and time was short. But he proceeded to provide a detailed answer, just the same.

“I would like to remind you that when developing Disgardium, we largely relied on what we’d gleaned from creating Rakuen, the most popular immersive multiplayer game before the war. Do not forget that in the late twenties and early thirties, that was the game that made the best use of the first immersion capsules. Rakuen was actually created by an independent Japanese studio, but we alone stepped up to fund it. Nobody else in the business thought the game would get off the ground, because the immersion capsules were as expensive as a small car.”

“You believed in the game, though?” Ian asked.

“I did,” nodded Hagen. “We invested in it, and I went to Japan to supervise the development of Rakuen on site. In fact, the usage of Threats started in that game when a certain Russian player found an object that absorbed the magical properties of other objects, and then he evolved into an incarnation of the god Balar... sort of like Scyth’s journey in Disgardium... But again, we stray from the main topic.”

I found I was gawking at Mike, and regaining my composure, I said, “Wait a minute! This is interesting stuff! Was the item that player found a pickaxe? The Primordial Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain?

“Yes, that’s what it was,” Hagen nodded. “We invested all of Rakuen’s back story into Disgardium. Egor, the Russian player who found the pickaxe, insisted on this.[4] Later, he was Snowstorm’s first president. The problem with the emergence of the barbarian Horus, Egor’s character, was that no one could face him down. There were many contenders, of course, but they all suffered huge losses, and this, of course, didn’t benefit the project. It was Egor who came up with the use of Threats in Disgardium, and he also came up with ranking them, where Z is the minimum Threat level, and S was the highest. That’s right — the greatest Threat in Disgardium is an S-class Threat, not an A-class Threat. It originated in the classification system employed in Japanese culture, including their video games, and spread throughout the pre-war world. After the war, many countries lost their identity, and this cultural phenomenon fell by the wayside.”

“I remember, I remember,” said Serebryansky. “S was like an A+ in my childhood school.”

“But Scyth is still seen as the top Threat all over the world!” exclaimed Ian.

“Well, as regards Dis, he is,” said Hagen. “Anyway, nobody ever thought that we’d ever see an S-class Threat. We didn’t think it was possible. That surpasses even the level of a god — it’s more a demiurge, a creator of worlds. Or a destroyer of worlds. Even if he activates all of the Sleepers and also becomes the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, Scyth wouldn’t reach that level.”

“I don’t care what my potential is,” I said. “What interests me is something else. I’ve faced annihilation so many times! Your plans, well, they’d have all gone to hell! But no one lifted a finger to help.”

Hagen said nothing. Instead, to everyone’s surprise, Denise Le Bon spoke.

“Had you perished, Alex, what that would have meant is that you were not the one we need.”

“The one you need?” asked Ian. “What’s your relationship...”

“The most direct,” said Denise with a charming smile. “But I’ll keep the details private for the time being, dear Mr. Mitchell. Right now it isn’t pertinent, but in due time you will, of course, be apprised of what my role is in all this.”

An awkward silence ensued, and then Uncle Nick said, “Let’s drop this discussion about our roles, Mr. Hagen. You explained to us that we, specifically the nine of us sitting here, have the greatest likelihood of helping Alex achieve his goal, that this is how synergy works — in the literal sense of the word or in the way your neural interface understands it. You also said that my nephew is the Ninth. What do these numbers mean?”

Hagen looked relieved, as if finally we were getting to the point. Mike quickly launched into an explanation, but it was amazing how easy it was for me to anticipate what he was going to say. It was nothing other than some kind of talent of his.

“The First is the center of the synergy,” he began. “I am the one who initiated the project; I am the foundation for it, and I determine the numbering. My role is leadership, setting the goals and coordinating all of our actions. I also provide all of the funding and security. All of this is important, but don’t think that each of your contributions is anything less than vital. Unfortunately, my interface doesn’t fully show me what each of your roles are, but I can guess.”

He paused a moment and then went on to the Second, Uncle Nick.

“The Second, Nicholas Wright, will serve as the captain of my yacht.”

“This yacht?” asked Uncle Nick, somewhat surprised.

“This one, Mr. Wright. You might have noticed that it isn’t quite of earthly origin, but that’s not important. While on this yacht, the Awoken will enter lunar orbit, protecting them from all terrestrial threats and allowing them to focus on Disgardium until the mission has been completed. Your presence, not only as a captain, but also as Alex’s own uncle, may give him moral strength.”

“What about Leonid?” I was thinking about our selected pilot.

“Leonid Fishelevich will undergo a treatment plan in which his limbs will be regenerated, after which he’ll go through rehab, all right here in the yacht’s medical facilities. After that, he’ll serve as the co-pilot. The rest of the Seven will stay here to cook and coordinate the non-citizens and Wild Ones at the zero hour.”

After another pause, he moved on to Dennis Kaverin, the Third.

“As mentioned earlier, Mr. Kaverin will help Scyth in Disgardium, most likely in the Nether.” Then he nodded to the Fourth. “Mr. Serebryansky will also stay on the yacht. First, he is a top doctor, a physician of the first order, and already well-acquainted with the medical equipment on board here. Second, he has a scientific background in the transfer of consciousness, and can oversee this on the spot, should this be necessary. I do think Mr. Serebryansky will be kept busy.”

Considering what mind transfers were all about, well, that sounded ominous. I suspected this was about my seemingly inevitable return to the Nether.

Hagen moved on to the Fifth, Ian Mitchell.

“I’m not quite sure what exactly Mr. Mitchell’s role will be, but it will no doubt relate to his professional background. Mr. Mitchell will report on what is transpiring with Scyth and the Sleepers, thereby cluing people in on what is to come...”

“Are you talking about those sinister aliens who want to ‘cull the herd’ by eliminating the unworthy?” asked Ian, clearly ironic.

“Something like that,” Hagen nodded without a trace of a smile, then looked at Denise Le Bon, the Sixth. “As the most recognizable face on the planet, Miss Le Bon and Alex will be the faces of the coming revolu... let’s be less alarming, and call what’s to come ‘impending events.’ Now is not the time to go into detail about this, but what will follow these events are global civil reforms.”

“What’s my role, Mr. Hagen?” asked the Seventh, Gaius Barron Octius.

“You, old friend, are destined for the role that Iovana was pushing for when we first met. At the time, I diverted her from this, but now, you know what humanity is facing. You will become the selection curator from this time span, and you will have to make your selection from the champions of the Demonic Games.”

Selection curator? Time span? From what Hagen was saying, well, I had a hard time seeing either the orc or the goblin, but Octius just nodded silently.

Hagen looked next at the Eighth, the grandson of the great Iovana Savic.

“Zoran, it’s on you to develop your company. First Mars may look like a small start-up with a dozen patents and two employees right now, but so much depends on it that…” Hagen sighed. “I’m just sorry that I can’t tell you everything.”

“Yeah, I got it. If you foretell it, it won’t come to be,” muttered Zoran. “I know.”

“But I can say something,” said Hagen. “Your primary task from what I can tell is to develop a neural interface that encourages people to remain human, whatever the circumstances. People, Zoran! Got it?”

“Yes, I got it, Uncle Mike.”

“Good.” Hagen stood up then. “We all know the role of the Ninth, Alex. But that’s not his only role, only that’s all I can talk about for now. The meeting is now adjourned. I thank you all.”

Everyone got up and headed for the exit. I got up too, but Hagen stopped me.

“Alex, we’re not done yet. I want to speak with you in private, and then bring in the rest of the Awoken. We all have some difficult choices ahead of us.”

After everyone left, Hagen turned to his interface for a while, leaving me to my own devices. A droid delivered a steak dinner for me, and I sat at the table desultorily devouring it, all the while trying to organize in my head the huge info-dump Hagen had just laid on all of us, and, in particular, what he’d told me about my role.

I discarded for the time being the big back story concerning Snowstorm’s founding fathers for two simple reasons: First, it had nothing to do with me; second, I didn’t believe everything Hagen had said.

Yes, I did believe in a lot of his story, including what he told us about the big experiment that he and his friends went through back then. But that stuff about the aliens wanting to either eliminate or subjugate us, well, that was hard to swallow. I had enough difficulty, even without all the mumbo-jumbo, taking in that business about Ishmael Calderone and Lucius.

So then, what I needed was to get back to Dis and activate all five Sleepers. This was a tall order before the advent of Nine, and it was even more intimidating now that Nine had morphed into Nether. That being said, I’ve been there, handled that kind of thing before.

But how to get to Nine? She was somewhere in the Heavenly Plane, where mortals have no access. So what next? Build temples and dedicate them to the Sleepers right under her nose, right? In tandem with this, I needed to do what I could to ensure that the sentient believed not in Nether, but in Behemoth, along with Tiamat and Kingu. Pretty clear. Nothing complicated. Easy-peasy.

It looked like I needed Three’s help, though, and also that of the other beta testers. That meant that it was time to go back to the Nether, and to do that, I needed to make a First Kill in an instance on Terrastera.

But it was my understanding that passenger traffic on the Disgardium-Nether route had been canceled after Nine’s relocation to the Heavenly Plane, because her harbingers, also known as the Ravagers, were now doing their thing all over Dis.

Well, let’s say I rescued the beta testers, turned them into followers of the Sleepers, and they even kept their 300,000 levels — what then? What if they don’t want to obey me? What if they want power? I mean, living in the beta world for some 10,000 years would drive anybody stark raving mad.

No, there was something about going back to the Nether that was off. But what other option did I have? Seek out the Departed and hope for their help? Or try my luck at Meaz? Maybe the Underwater Kingdom? Call on the princes of the Inferno to fight Nine?

I scowled at the remains of my half-eaten steak. Was it real? From an actual cow? Really, there was no substitute for the real thing. Nature hasn’t come up with anything more tantalizing to our receptors since the days of mammoth hunters.

Next, I scowled at Hagen. What was he doing? First he’s in a big hurry, then he spends half an hour spinning tales instead of answering the question. How old was he, in fact? Eighty-six, right? At this age, retirees actively believe in an afterlife, or play golf, or travel, or... Damn it, how did I know what they did? The fact was that Mike Hagen wasn’t doing what his contemporaries did to while away the hours.

Having mentally vented for some five minutes or so, I got a grip on myself. I knew full well why I was so vexed. I was human, after all, and who wouldn’t be upset at what I’d heard? Anybody in my shoes would freak out at least a little. All things considered, I was taking it pretty well. And here I was, picking at a steak with a silver fork, looking at the most influential person on the planet, taking in planet Earth turning blue through the panoramic window.

I yawned, covering my mouth, but Hagen heard me and seemed to just remember I was there. After whispering something to someone, apparently into an implanted ear-microphone, he sat down across from me, hands folded in front of him.

“Sorry, Alex, I’m linked into a lot of processes. But I’m done, and am turning off anything that isn’t urgent. I am at your disposal, so if you still have questions, ask. Otherwise, I’m afraid you won’t get the opportunity in the near future.”

“I do have questions, but they’re, well,” and I gestured carelessly, “not important.”

“We have about a quarter of an hour before someone else arrives. Let’s waste this time on unimportant questions.”

“Okay. Once I became a Threat, I wrote to support, but got answers from someone else. Kano, Raiden, Jackson Briggs or Sonya Blade — various pseudonyms were used by whoever was responding. Later, when I met Kiran Jackson, I was sure that he was the guy. But now…”

“It was Demetrius,” Hagen interrupted. “Demetrius isn’t a person; he’s my virtual assistant. For more than half a century, he has been my closest friend, and therefore he’s pretty much adopted his mannerisms in his communications from me. He answered you, intercepting your letters before they reached the Snowstorm technical support servers. And he used as pseudonyms the names of the heroes of my favorite fighting game. That’s what they called video games where the characters had a simple goal, that being to slug each other in the face.” And he went on, clearly nostalgic. “That game was called Mortal Kombat.”

“If that was Demetrius answering, then who was helping me out in the game? I remember once how they even changed the functionality of the instances...”

“On that particular occasion, Demetrius sent the task to Kiran on my behalf. Naturally, after the initiation of the Sleepers, I watched you especially closely and directed individual company employees to make the decisions we needed. This included protecting you. At Snowstorm, it wasn’t unusual to leak information about the identity of any Threats, but I couldn’t bear the thought of declassifying you. And that is why Jackson shut down several people who wanted to reveal who you were prematurely, including some of his friends. You can understand that this further alienated you in his eyes, and then, after what you did and said, Kiran lived and breathed to take you down.”

“So what was the deal with him and you? Didn’t you tell him about the true role of the Sleepers?”

“No. Kiran was useful in his position despite all his minuses. He skillfully balanced all of the opposing forces seething around Disgardium: the government, the aristos, the players, the employees, and the shareholders... But then, two more appeared, and Kiran could not cope with them.”

“Two?”

“Yes. You and Arto Menfil. With you, everything was clear ‑‑‑ you followed your own path, the path that Kiran feared most of all. You were set on forging ahead toward a new frontier by creating the cult of the Sleepers. And that cult, in order to thrive, was bad news for the New Gods and the new world ‑‑‑ they had to get out of the way or fall. Kiran, of course, wasn’t in the know about the new world, but he subconsciously guessed it. He always had a well-developed instinct when it came to trouble. Throughout time, revolution in the form of the “new” requires the destruction of what came before. And it hurts. Do you think the weavers were happy when Edmund Cartwright invented the loom that replaced the labor of forty people?”

“Sorry, I’m not following.”

“Oh, you’ll get it,” Hagen chuckled. “In time. You’ll see, if you carry out your plan, that you will not only be praised, but also cursed. We can’t please all of the people all of the time, nor do we aspire to this. Remember, our end goal is the survival of humankind.”

“So who’s Arto Menfil? I mean, I know he’s Snowstorm’s new director, but where did he come from?”

“Arto is a Vaalfor protege,” Hagen replied as simply as if he were talking about how long he had known Menfil. “His capabilities are comparable, if not superior to mine — he is very dangerous.”

“How did he end up at Snowstorm?”

This time, Hagen did not answer right away, as if he was weighing whether he could answer with the truth or whether it would be better to lie.

“It was a condition of the agreement between the founding fathers and Xfor.”

“Xfor?”

“That’s the Vaalfor in charge of earthlings. He keeps track of everything that is not in the interests of his race and Dro-Rag — that’s the galactic Council of the Elder Races.” Having given out this absolutely fantastic information, Hagen exhaled. “Anyway, Arto Menfil is a pawn of the aliens. Xfor guessed that we were up to something with Snowstorm, but he couldn’t simply annihilate us — over 25 years, we’d gained enough significance in terms of the universal balance that our disappearance would be noticed. Therefore, he demanded that the United Nations, which is filled with Menfil’s proteges, become part of the company’s shareholders. And Arto himself joined Snowstorm’s board of directors. It was he who initiated the Optimization project, tied to special non-citizen capsules, and also the Destroying Plague. I hope your friend Wesley will take into account how dangerous the undead are for non-citizens?”

“I think he will,” I replied. “Especially since you’ve healed him. Wait, you said that killing billions of non-citizens was Menfil’s idea?”

“This occurred long after I was no longer involved in operational management, so I cannot say whose idea it was to ‘optimize’ the population: Menfil himself or his master. I have no control over the logic and morality of the Vaalfor, but from what I can tell, both are absolutely alien to us.”

Wow. That reminded me of what the legate Angel said about certain patrons of the Elite who were more powerful than the government. Maybe she meant Menfil?

“Do you know anything about Menfil’s connection to the Elite?” I asked. “Or with Mogwai?”

“Yes,” Hagen said shortly. “Menfil provided them cover when they served the old Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, and promised them patronage afterward, hoping to use them to bring the Destroying Plague back to Disgardium. Feng Xiaogang had problems with the Triad — he stopped fulfilling his obligations. The Triad sent Feng a bronze ring on which the character for the number four was embossed. I agree, theatrical, because if the top of the Triad wanted to kill Feng, they would not send him a ring, but a killer. But Feng was frightened and appealed to Menfil, who pulled out all stops resolving the issue: He gathered all of the carefully hidden dragon heads and officers on board a space yacht, and sent them on an unforgettable journey to the Sun.”

“So the Elite are Menfil’s people?”

“That’s right, and you have to work out how you and Pollux are going to keep them on a short leash. And yet keep in mind that the legates of the Plague are the same as you, Alex — guys from the bottom, who grabbed luck by the tail, except that they lost their bearings a little. As regards them, all is not lost, and if you can persuade them to fight for you, Menfil won’t do anything to stop them.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Do you recall the Demonic Pact?”

“Of course.”

“We concluded something like that with Xfor. Arto Menfil won’t touch your allies, just as I, for example, didn’t intervene when Mogwai and Eileen were on the verge of eliminating you. Those are the terms of the contract.”

This reminded me of how the gods in Disgardium functioned — they depended on the mortals. This, along with Hagen’s use of the word “contract” brought to mind events associated with Celestial Arbitration. I recalled the Nucleus telling me how Nergal lured the Arbiters to the beta world. That’s why they disappeared from Disgardium. However, shortly before Crag was lost to the Nether, and Nergal used him to drag Celestial Arbitration there, the Colonel tried to summon an Arbiter so that he could swear allegiance to the Awoken, but no one heeded his call. Why?

I asked Hagen about this, and his response was so quick, I felt like he’d anticipated the question.

“Celestial Arbitration, the visual representation of Disgardium’s controlling AI, picked up disturbances in the fabric of reality shortly before Crag fell into the Nether. What that meant is that the event had not yet occurred, but, apparently, by then matters were all ready past the point of no return, and this was reflected in the information field and was under consideration by Celestial Arbitration. It proceeded to process what caused the phenomenon, and how it threatened Disgardium, and this tied it up so much that it no longer was able to respond to the call of the players.”

As I listened to Hagen, I thought about how seemingly small things like a careless word or an impulsive act could radically change the course of someone’s life, or even that of several people. I was rude to Patrick, and he cursed me, and this led to everything else, such as how I was saved from liquidation by Crag, who, several months later took off after the Ravager and ended up in the Nether, which eventually would lead to the disincarnation of Nergal and all of the New Gods, which was just the prelude to what was to come, because now we were contending with the deification of Nine, and all bets were off. And none of this would have happened if I’d ignored Crag back in Modus’s castle.

These musings reminded me of how I ended up in the Herald class. But I never found out what happened to Vlad the Lisper! I took his invitation to visit Uncle Vanya’s Cafe in Moscow too personally, given my loneliness in the sandbox.

“In one of the messages from you... or Demetrius, he wrote that Vlad the Lisper was ‘no longer with us.’ What happened to him?”

“Nothing in particular,” Hagen shrugged. “He made a lot of money in Snowstorm and returned to his hometown before Disgardium’s launch. He bought that cafe he mentioned in his message to you. He drank, made merry, treated his friends, threw his money around and was generous to a fault. A year later, the money ran out, the friends evaporated, and any inspiration he had was long gone. A creative person can’t live like that, so he, well, voluntarily checked out.”

I pushed the plate of steak away, and grabbing a bottle of soda, I twisted the cap off, but didn’t take a drink. Instead, I stared at the planet through the windows, with its white wispy streaks of clouds, blue oceans, and the vague contours of the continents. How small it looked from up here, how fragile.

“I can’t believe that down there, among the people, lives an alien, a representative of a race that is set to destroy us,” I said thoughtfully, looking at Hagen. “Or are they alive?”

“No, not the one you’re talking about. He makes a ‘withdrawal,’ meaning he pulls someone who suits his purpose into his space when he needs it. In our midst, of course, are ‘not-humans,’ aliens. One of them, for example, created the world’s first cryptocurrency, and do you know why?”

“Of course I do, Mr. Hagen,” I smiled. “I’m a specialist in aliens and cryptocurrencies! He wanted to make money, right?”

“Something like that, except it wasn’t for money. He lacked the computing power he needed to get back to his kind, and so he found a way to get millions of earthlings to share. They set about mining bitcoin, and he used their resources to calculate the hyperjump.”

“So you’re talking about the famous, yet mysterious Satoshi Nakamoto, right?”

“Not human,” Hagen nodded. “Of course, I have no proof, because I only read about it in a book. I won’t tell you which book I’m talking about.”

I nodded. I knew which book it was. He couldn’t be specific, though because, yeah, the aliens would brutally attack us again.

“But if Satoshi managed to fly off, who were you talking about?”

“Our mutual friend, for one.” And turning around, Hagen said, “Miss Le Bon, please.”

With a slight rustle, the space behind him unfolded and Denise Le Bon stepped out. Calmly straightening her evening dress which had slightly ridden up over her luxurious hips, she sat down next to me.

“Alex,” she said. “I’m going to show you something now, but don’t be afraid.”

Then she placed her hand over mine, and closed her eyes. The outline of her figure began to tremble, like the way an object wavers in the midst of jets of hot air. It was like Denise herself was being erased, and underneath, her true face was revealed.

And it was incredible. It was the face of a race that was a popular choice by girls and aristos in Disgardium: slightly pointed ears, shining platinum hair, skin that seemed to be illuminated from within, covered with a pattern of tattoos. Denise was still sitting, but I noticed that she was four or so inches taller now.

“You’re an elf!” I murmured reverently, touching her face to make sure that it was not an illusion or a hologram.

She put up with it, but I was amazed — a real alien was sitting opposite me!

“No, Alex,” she protested without a shadow of a smile. “I’m a roa. My name is Ilindi.”

“Roa?” I repeated.

“Yes, that’s what we call ourselves. But you can think of me as an elf if that’s easier for you. It is no coincidence that the elves of Disgardium are so similar to us — Snowstorm’s founding fathers patterned them after me.”

“But why? And why are you even here on Earth?”

“I’m on a special mission.”

“A mission?” All I could do was echo her statements in question form.

“Yes. I am confirming everything Mike told you. I know it’s hard for you to believe, but unfortunately it’s true.”

She morphed into her Denise Le Bon appearance then, and went on.

“Alex, please believe me when I say that the future of my race depends on you. This is no exaggeration. But I won’t go into detail, because you already have enough on your shoulders. Everything has its time.”

Then, cupping my head in her hands, she gently pulled me toward her and kissed me — on the eyes, then the cheeks, and then the lips. My face flushed, a wave of heat swept through my body, but by then the roa elf Ilindi had already pulled away and disappeared into a fold of space.

“Don’t be surprised by this little demonstration,” said Hagen. “Ilindi is something like… Let’s just say, I can peer into a simulated future, and she has even more exalted abilities — among her people, she is considered something of an oracle. She doesn’t tell me much, but I know that she knows something about you, and that’s why she’s always wanted to somehow help you. Once Ilindi realized she’d fallen into the synergy of the Nine and would meet up with you here, she insisted that I not try to stop her from revealing herself to you.”

I shook my head, touched my face, still feeling the hot kisses of a creature born on another planet and raised under the light of an alien star. She wasn’t just the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen, but also, well, I wanted to always be with her.

I patted my cheeks and then pinched myself on the hand, and I turned again to the founding father.

“Mr. Hagen, tell me this wasn’t a figment of my imagination!”

He laughed, but it was a sad kind of laugh.

“I had the same feeling when Ilindi opened up to me. No, Alex, it wasn’t a trick of the light. Denise Le Bon is actually a roa named Ilindi.” Then his smile trailed off as he looked worriedly at the data on his interface. “On that high note, I suggest we get down to business. I’m going to invite your friends to join us, bring them all up to speed, and then you’ll all have to make a decision.”

And before long, my clan mates all filed into the conference room. They looked carefully around as they took seats at the table, where they froze like wooden idols afraid to bend their backs. After all, here they were in the presence of Hagen himself!

Rita sat to my right, Ed to my left. Clockwise around the table sat Hung, Tissa, Tobias, Tomoshi and Wesley, who completed the circle and ended up sitting next to Hagen.

Hagan got up and greeted everyone by name. Then he paused and looked at the door, and a moment later Dennis Kaverin walked in. He paused on the threshold, and then approached the table and sat in the final, ninth chair.

My friends didn’t recognize him, because Kaverin, unlike Mogwai was a total hermit type. Questioning eyes turned to me, but I said nothing. The hair on my arms was standing up in anticipation that Hagen was about to say something terrible.

Snowstorm’s founding father stood at my back and addressed the others, saying.

“Guys, I’m about to talk to you about something so dangerous that I’d give up everything I have to avoid it.”

“So pass it on to us then, right?” Wesley jumped in. “Not necessarily the whole fortune, Mr. Hagen, just a part of it.”

Tomoshi’s face flushed red, and he moved away from him, as if he wanted to show that he had nothing to do with this ugly, arrogant fat man.

“I appreciate your sense of humor, Mr. Cho,” Hagen said. “I’m sure that it will help Alex and your other friends keep their calm in difficult moments down the road. That is, if you agree to what I’m about to propose.”

“Mr. Hagen,” said Dennis, yawning. “Please clue us in, if you will, about the problems and difficult moments we’ll be facing. You know, the dangers and so on. I mean, get a move on, if you don’t mind. Not just me, but the guys, too, don’t need the long prelude.”

Hearing this, everyone looked at him with wide eyes, totally dumbfounded. Kaverin ignored them, though, and Hagen wasn’t at all offended. On the contrary, Hagen jumped right into telling us what he wanted.

“Yes, yes of course. From the data that’s coming to me, I see that the Supernova Goddess Nether, thanks to her nightmarish harbingers, has received a huge influx of faith. If won’t be long before she can remove the exit command from the game, and activate the beta testing mode in Disgardium, which is accelerated by a factor of 500, as well as the final death mode.”

What Hagen just said to me and my friends was hard for me to fathom, even after he spelled it out, saying, “You will not be able to leave Disgardium, and therefore you will have a maximum of 40 hours to deal with all this. Once time is up, most likely even sooner, your brains will start to melt and you will die. You will die here, in the real world, but there’s a non-zero probability that you’ll continue to live in that one. However, life there will become finite — in beta mode, when levels fall below zero, the character dies forever.”

“Wow! So what the hell are we supposed to do about it?” Hung said, rolling his eyes. “What’s the plan? I mean, Mr. Hagen, if you’re asking, then it’s important. For our sake, you even poked your head into nuclear debris and dragged all of our people onto your yacht, but for what?”

“We need to activate all of the Sleepers,” I said. “If we fail in this mission, the entire world as we know it will end. That’s the short version. If you want to know the full story, I can give you the details later, but I’ll tell you right now that you’re going to think I’m losing my mind, because it’s pretty fantastic, but...”

“Alex!” shouted Dennis, and I shut up. “They got it.”

“We got it,” Rita echoed him, taking my hand.

“Got it,” Tissa repeated. “The world is in danger, and if we can bring in the Sleepers, we can save it. They are not just game gods, they are something much more. I know. And I’ll help Alex.”

“Me too,” said Rita.

“Don’t even think I’ll let you go this alone,” said Ed. “Who’s going to clean up your messes for you? Plus, I have some unfinished business! And yes, that tower needs to be completed.”

“You and that tower of yours... Well, me and Scyth have to get that underwater temple going,” said Hung. “Without me and my Orthokon, he can’t survive there.”

Tomoshi got up and bowed. “Hiros will help Scyth in all his endeavors.”

“Well, then write me down too,” Wesley sighed, looked at me grimly. “Did I tell you, Sheppard, that right off the bat I knew you were trouble? It’s one thing after another with you!”

Tobias remained silent, stubbornly examining his nails. I wanted to say something to him, but Hagen took my shoulder, squeezed it slightly, and I kept quiet.

“I’m in,” said Dennis Kaverin, short and succinct. “For obvious reasons, I can’t sign up for your clan, but I’m willing to become a follower of the Sleepers.”

“Who is that guy?” That was Ed, who poked me in the ribs. “What are his other fully valid reasons for not wanting to join our clan? Why is it he thinks we want him?”

“That’s Dek,” said Rita, extending a hand to him. “It’s nice to meet a Dis legend, Mr. Kaverin!”

Dennis was flattered, and mumbled that no, he wasn’t a legend, not in the same league as the young buck Scyth, and Crawler and Bomber, but he shook hands with Rita with pleasure, and they even gave each other a little hug.

Tobias got up, wanted to say something, but didn’t, sat down again, waved his hand, then said, “To hell with you. True, I don’t know why you need me. My Crag just the same simply disappears in the Nether, and my parents, you saw...” He stammered, and swallowed a lump in his throat, and his eyes grew red, and he said hoarsely. “They’re sick... And if something happens to me...”

“Mr. Asser,” Hagen said to him. “I promise that your father will be healed. And… this applies to everyone: whatever the outcome, the families of each of the Awoken will not need for anything for the rest of their lives. Now we’d better hurry. The possibility exists that Nether will isolate the world — she’ll close not only the exit from Disgardium, but the entrance, as well! This could happen should she decide she is satisfied with small fry, that being only NPCs.”

At this, we all rushed to the Common Room, where just half a day ago I’d met all my friends and relatives. It was empty now, though, because all of our families had been taken to Earth.

From there, we proceeded down a corridor, at the end of which was a door. Beyond that door were two rows of capsules. Yoshi was doing something on his knees by one of them, and behind him stood Sergei.

I counted the capsules, and grinned. Hagen knew all along that my friends would all agree, but of course! A capsule was waiting for each of us with none to spare. And then I paused, and thought that Hagen had to be ready for any outcome, and that’s why these capsules were ready for us.

Seeing us, Sergei stepped forward.

“Everything is ready, Mr. Hagen,” he reported. “Yoshi transferred the profiles from the guys’ old capsules, so everything should proceed without a hitch. All that’s left is Mr. Kaverin’s capsule. Yoshihiru is just finishing up.”

“Thank you, Mr. Yuferov,” Hagen nodded. And he looked at the girls, his arms spread wide. “Apologies, but there’s no privacy here. Therefore, I ask you to step outside and give the boys the opportunity to dive in first.”

“And the men,” Hung boomed.

Rita hugged me, and whispered in my ear, “See you in Kharinza!” We kissed, and then she and Tissa left.

The guys and Denis and I stood in a circle and agreed that we would meet on the island, while Crawler would follow Dek to Darant.

I started undressing. Mr. Hagen walked up, averting his gaze, and said softly, “Alex, I’ve been totally honest with you. If you start doubting anything, remember what the stakes are.”

“Why are you saying this?” I asked, finding it hard to restrain a wave of annoyance. “Why do you need to dump all your truth on me right now?”

“You’ll understand when you get there,” he said, nodding toward the capsule — it wasn’t any particular brand, but it made my premium capsule back home look like a feeding trough for livestock. This was probably a cutting-edge model designed specifically for the founding fathers. “Good luck, Alex.”

And after wishing us all good luck, Sergei, Yoshi, and Hagen left.

I climbed into the capsule, touched the handrails, turned my head, and was studying everything inside, when the girlish voice of the AI spoke.

“Ready, Alex?”

“Ready.”

“Three, two, let’s go!”

Right away I was flooded with intra-gel.

Ready or not, Dis, here I come!


Interlude 2. Despot

SINCE THE DAYS of the Demonic Games, the demon Despot, son of Diablo, Grand Prince of the Inferno, never languished from melancholy anywhere like he did on Kharinza.

It was boring without Scyth. Without Scyth it was boring.

He was sick of hellish poker with the satyr Flaygray and the succubus Nega, and getting drunk was tiresome, too. The stupid mortals drove him into a fury.

With nothing better to do, Despot had fun catching the big, oversized lizard in the jungle ‑‑‑ Montosaurus ‑‑‑ that the mortals seemed to revere as if he was a god. Despot could wear out a slew of such gods at once — being gigantic and super strong didn’t make you a god.

This beast god was close to 100 feet tall, and sometimes he’d snarl at Despot, who would let the lizard grab him, and then would crush his fangs and burn the inside of the beast’s mouth. Most of the time, though, the lizard was smart enough to simply retreat into his pocket dimension. Montosaurus would complain to some entity there, though, because invariably after that an invisible giant created by Chaos would show up and kick Despot in the ass so hard that it would smart for several hours afterwards. But this didn’t keep Despot away from the lizard, because how else to kill time? I mean, all of the others sentients were, well, mortals, and therefore fragile.

Really, Despot had never felt so devoid of joy since he’d been defeated in the Demonic Games. But even that wasn’t so bad, because, except for being demoted to a lower rank, his life in the Inferno hadn’t changed much. Yes, first there was the lot of an ordinary instigi in the worst cohort of the worst legion, then, slowly gnawing out his place in the sun in the middle of the dull dusty landscapes of Wortem, which is west of the Hearth, and, finally, ascension to the centurions, then the legionnaires, and finally the long-awaited legacy. Really, how to be bored when there was so much to do?

But then Scyth had reappeared in his life, his involuntary colleague, and then, in Beliel, when Despot again saw the mortal when he was a tiefling, something in him was totally transformed. After all, if not for Scyth, Despot would still be disembodied to this very day. No matter what anybody said, the ability to be grateful, which was different from feeling gratitude, was more highly developed in Despot than in many. This quality of his was greatly appreciated by both other rank and file fighters and commanders. Especially, by those who saw him as just another of the Grand Prince’s bastards.

Not once since he was exiled did Despot regret losing his immortality and ending up in Disgardium. He had a lot of fun with Scyth — there was always something going on with his comrade.

There were the escapades in the South Pole — awesome! It was intense, bright and beautiful, which made for a great ad campaign for demonic tours to Disgardium. Despot’s acquaintances from that life who wanted to escape from their everyday life would sometimes enter into an agreement with the mortal warlock, and when they returned they’d be full of impressions and usually bring back a good haul. But Despot was ready to bet all the chao in the Inferno on one thing, and that was that none of them ever lived through even a fraction of what he did with Scyth, and in not much time at all.

After defeating the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, Scyth returned to his world and was gone for four days, and when he reappeared, well, he was no longer Despot’s partner in crime. He was a bag of meat and bones, with empty eyes, and an empty shell of a body, as well. His soul was no longer in this world — Despot could no longer smell it.

From then on, Despot stationed himself like a sentry at the cemetery near the limp shell of his comrade, roaring mournfully, and not allowing anybody to draw near. It didn’t matter who it was, be it a friend of Scyth’s from the other world, undying miner-weaklings, lumberjacks, fishermen, even stupid mortal primitives like trolls, troggs or kobolds — whoever or whatever it was, Despot scared them off.

The soulless demon was horrified by the sight of Scyth, so frail in this state. Anybody could simply step on his throat or choke him, and in so doing kill Despot’s comrade. Scyth, of course, was undying, but the universe protects the one who is protected by a demon.

The other demons, the satyr Flaygray and the succubus Nega, whom Scyth had pulled out of oblivion, scoffed at his blind devotion. “Don’t be foolish, Despot,” the venal alcoholic satyr once told him. “Scyth is undying. Nothing will happen to him! Let’s go to a hellish poker game!”

Despot almost ripped his horns off — not for saying that, just because. Because he was feeling such ennui. And yeah, it’d be fun, too.

Then, just to distract Despot, Nega fired up all her talents and seductive charms, but he didn’t leave his post. Anyway, compared to the best demonesses of the Inferno, Nega was rather shabby for a succubus, and didn’t appeal to Despot.

On the very first day of his vigil, the mortal Oyama, Scyth’s mentor in unarmed combat, approached to visit his student. Despot was grieving, and didn’t take note of whose shadow it was that cast a pall on him and so he emitted a grorrgh that rose to a crescendo. The mortal, in response, crooked his finger, causing a compact tornado to sweep the demon off to another island.

Whilst there, Despot learned that the island was called Mengoza, and that it was deposited there along with Kharinza as a territory colonized by the Awoken. The Sleeper explained that now, both islands were blinking, meaning their coordinates periodically changed in the Bottomless Ocean.

Oyama only visited the cemetery once, as he was occupied with training his new acolytes. To the surprise of many, the legendary grand master had taken on a group of teenagers as his students, and categorically forbade the demon to offend them.

The inhabitants of Kharinza learned from the undying that Scyth’s soul was locked in the interworld, to which only the clan of the undying Children of Kratos had access. Despot added it all up and understood why Oyama was taking all this so well — the old mortal had been hanging out in the Astral for many centuries, and to him, the separation of the body and the soul was no big deal. And thus, he was calmly awaiting his student’s return to his body.

Oyama’s new students were for the most part from the wild tribes that inhabited the island, but a couple of goblins has also crept in there, and even one impudent and aggressive gobnik — a goblin in whose veins human blood also flowed — named Kolyandrix.

The gobnik annoyed Despot with his blunt demands veiled as questions:

“Hey, you devil, who are you? What’re ya doing here, huh? Did you take a wrong turn somewhere?”

“Why’re your arms so long, huh? Are you a freak or what?”

“Hey, you hell-boy you, can I try on those horns?”

“Yo! Demon! You ever heard of Behemoth? What’s yer thinking? Will his protégé ever return, or is he going to take root there in that cemetery?”

Despot dared not disobey Oyama, but it was with great difficulty that he restrained himself. He consoled himself with the excuse that he’d promised Scyth that he would not eat anybody here, and so he was just keeping his word.

Once the gobnik appeared with a huge cigarette dangling from his mouth and behind him was a group of Oyama’s most hardcore students — three hunchbacked trolls, four troggs with goonish faces, and a couple of kobolds.

Obviously showing off in front of them, Kolyandrix sauntered up to Despot, wiggled his ears and then, extending the cigarette to the demon, he said, “Breathe on this, hellboy — in the name of the Sleepers I need a light!”

Despot grinned and complied, breathing ever so gently on the cigarette. Oops! The hellish flames deprived Kolyandrix not only of his clothes, but also of any hair that had been on his body. This was so humiliating to the gobnik and such a blow to his reputation that he threw himself into training around the clock. No doubt he was consumed by the hope that by learning every trick and technique, he could someday exact revenge on the vile demon. Oyama was so pleased with his pupil’s diligence that he taught him the Air Pasodo’ble, a deadly dance that allowed you to withstand many opponents at once.

This offended Despot to the depths of his non-existent soul, that being how incredibly difficult it had been for Scyth to make his way into acceptance by the legendary grand master, and even now his soul was wandering around the interworld, and here Oyama was taking on any rabble off the street as a student, as if forgetting about Scyth, and teaching them killer techniques, to boot!

Generally speaking, these days, anything and anyone got on Despot’s nerves, but most of all the undying Hiros pushed his buttons — he, yet another of Scyth’s friends, could hide in the Astral and attack from there. He was too quick, the way he would manifest right by Scyth’s body, make a low bow, and then immediately disappear. Worse still, Hiros had set an example for the others, who now would stop at a safe distance and bow from afar.

At first, Despot darted about like a shadow and drove them away, suspecting each of treachery and harboring a desire to kill his comrade. He neither ate, nor slept — afraid to close his eyes even for a minute.

The demon’s nerves were stretched to the limit when, at the suggestion from the warrior-titan Bomber, the mortals began to not only bow from afar, but also salute with their right hand to their temple, which these fools equated to the demon’s thumbing his chest as a gesture of respect, but which struck Despot as absurd.

The absurdity of the gesture infuriated him. They may be comrades, but just swaggering around his inert body saluting like that struck the demon as pathetic. He just couldn’t take it anymore, and, materializing from the shadows, he’d dispense with them, one after the other.

Dissatisfaction with the arbitrariness of the demon matured, and finally, Kharinza’s workers loudly registered their complaints. Despot, of course, had not been sparing them, and thus, they had to take detours through the jungle. The killjoys complained to the Sleeper, who in the end came down on the overly zealous demon.

The god manifested in the form of an ordinary person, that being a short, fair-haired man around 40-years old. He sat down beside the demon, who was now a priest of the Sleepers, and looked into his very depths, into his innermost thoughts, and then he said something strange.

“Your father will be proud of you, demon.”

Despot laughed heartily from the depths of his non-existent soul.

“Chaos is more likely to overturn Order before the Grand Prince Diablo forgives me, one of his many bastard offspring, oh terrifying but fair Behemoth…”

Looking at Behemoth, who was actually not at all terrifying, and instead looked like a mortal, Despot was embarrassed for him and fell silent. The Sleeper gave a ghost of a smile and said, “The first sentients were wild and narrow-minded, and they’d never have believed in good gods. What they knew of gods was from the times when gods were all about terrifying their followers, and demanding sacrifices, and if their followers failed to deliver, the gods were ruthless.”

“That’s why my father always said that first you must work to acquire a reputation, and after that, your reputation will work for you,” said the demon, sighing heavily. “But my reputation has already been destroyed.”

“Your father will be proud of you,” said Behemoth, repeating himself. “Now leave Scyth, and spend time with your fellow tribesmen. Don’t worry about my initial, I’ll look after him. It won’t be long now.”

“So that is why the priestess Tissa is here!” Demon finally got it. “She is now one of the Children of Kratos! So the comrade needed her?”

The Sleeper nodded and said, “Before tomorrow is done, Scyth will return to Disgardium. However, do not rush to celebrate, demon, for great feats await you and him.”

“If the Sleeper promises you great things, it means that he wants something impossible from you,” Despot quoted Scyth, chuckling.

Smiling in return, Behemoth tapped his temple.

“Only you know where the border between your ‘possible’ and your ‘impossible’ lies, demon Despot.”

“Grorrghr,” grinned Despot. “That’s what Master Oyama used to say. It’s like when the sentient is faced with trials, only then does the sentient come to understand what his limits are. Once he realizes this, he then comes to understand how to overcome his limits. So what is it that Scyth and I are up against? What will be this feat we accomplish?”

“Nether is close to busting in on Disgardium, and tomorrow is, for all of us, the last day before all hell breaks loose, so to speak. Rest, Despot, and gain strength, because Scyth will need all the help he can get from you.”

Then the Sleeper disappeared, and Despot thought a bit, then shook his halberd arms, readying them for combat mode. Halberd arms were useful around the house, and also convenient in battle, but too cumbersome for everyday life.

The rounded blades retracted, the musculoskeletal flesh impregnated with mana instead of chao contracted, compressed, and the halberd arms became mere hands. Demonic, of course, knotted, with pointed elbows, from which lethal spikes protruded, and with organic basalt vambraces, but still hands. Mega-convenient if you’ve got an itch on your back you want to scratch, and... yeah!”

“Where are you off to, you bastard?” Despot was talking to himself as he prepared to leave his post in the cemetery. He was already feeling bad about it. Once he left, who knows what? The scum would flood on in and desecrate his comrade with futile attempt at bringing him back to life. Idiots!

Despot caught a kobold pup by the tail and dangled him in front of his eyes as the little one whined plaintively. So pathetic.

“Let go of me, you evil demon!” What a wimp.

Despot opened his mouth, and let some hot flames jet out, as if he was going to roast the pup.

“Grorrghr!? Let you go? Are you sure?”

“Please, Des, let go! It’s not funny! Really!”

Chastised now, the demon threw the pup into the bushes, and grumbled, “I’ll talk to Ryg’har ‑‑ the shaman will dismiss you!”

“He has no time for this!” squeaked the pup from the bushes. “He and Dekotra see eye to eye, and they introduced everybody to some new grass that would wake up the dead!”

“Scyth isn’t dead, morons!”

“Yes, they know,” the pup was yelping from a safe distance now. “But they want to try to get his soul back inside his body. That is, after you leave.”

Despot swore in demonic. As soon as the savages learned that the Inexorable One was locked in the interworld, the shaman of the Ryg’har kobold tribe met with the troll Dekotra, the leader of the Morena cultists, in an effort to awaken Scyth.

Demon sniffed the air, smelling the sweet stench of burnt grass rising from the jungle. Yes, Dekotra and Ryg’har were lurking somewhere nearby with their hand-rolled smokes, waiting for Despot to leave.

“Well, the dwarf be with you,” grumbled the demon. He decided to do as Behemoth advised, and headed for the Pig and Whistle tavern to drink dwarven liquor, which for whatever reason was deemed to be alcoholic rather than liquid fuel. And then, after engaging in some hellish poker with Flaygray, Nega, Anf, and Ripta, he took a little nap.

I mean, he’s a demon, yes, but say what you will, even demons need a little nap now and then.

* * *

It started at night. Despot’s light sleep was interrupted by weak vibrations in the fabric of reality, the frequency of which was identical to transitions through the Depth. At first, Despot was delighted, thinking that his comrade had returned, but, not sensing the emanations of his soul, he understood that this was one of Scyth’s close friends.

And yes, it was. Bomber had gathered everyone present on Kharinza, but first he spoke with the goblins. Bomber said that the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague had returned and was about to bust on into Disgardium from the lands held by the clan of the Children of Kratos. This meant that it was time to immediately rally all of the leaders of the Empire, the Commonwealth and the neutrals and attack before it was too late. That is if the Nucleus, with the support of those old legates, should be allowed to develop.

Despot noticed that caveat there. Even the most slow-witted infernal would understand the mortal wasn’t lying. The Nucleus had indeed returned and would make his way into Disgardium from the territory controlled by the Children of Kratos. Who cared, though? The Nucleus was now controlled by Scyth, whose aim was to light a fire under the League of Goblins so that they’d rally the forces all around the world. Pretty simple stuff.

“If the new Nucleus really was in Disgardium, our universal string scanners most certainly would have picked up on it,” Govarla croaked skeptically. She was a real crone, that goblin, and without the power of Unity she’d have long ago fallen apart.

Gesturing wildly, Bomber did his best to tell them otherwise, but Despot could see that the titan’s efforts were futile. Because Bomber was incapable of embellishing the truth, the goblins simply didn’t believe him. I mean, Flaygray was standing by Despot, scowling like a consummate musician hearing a false note. By then the satyr had drained half a barrel of liquor, and now he burped, wiped his mouth, and grumbled, “The boss doesn’t know how to lie. These are his friends. Especially that big lug. What a guy to send off to negotiate with the green-skinned shorties.”

The goblins, Govarla and Steltodak were foul mortals whose souls reeked of all kinds of sins, and they ended up entering into an endless discussion about universal strings and how information is parsed from various sources in Disgardium and from the other world. Demons alone were capable of arguing with goblins and standing firm in the face of their contrived arguments and deceit. Flaygray and Nega, however, had lost their edge over many centuries in captivity, and Despot did not deign to interfere. After all, Bomber, most likely sent by Scyth, had not requested the help of Despot, son of Diablo. Rather, he was seeking the aid of these short little green-skinned creatures. Thus, it was best for any demon with self-respect to stand aside.

And anyway, in the end Bomber did fine on his own. It seemed he had an instinct for whose help he could count on. Cursing like a sailor, he disappeared, and, swearing all the while as he built multi-story structures in three languages of three worlds, including demonic, he came back with Behemoth.

“Ah, he pulled it off, the bastard!” Flaygray said admiringly, and, scratching his belly, he went on, “Azmodan’s cock down my throat if I’m lying!”

“Dream on,” Nega purred, running the end of her tail across Despot’s chest, and went on with feigned resentment, “You never did tell us anything about how you feasted in the same hall with all the great princes. I do know how very hard Azmodan is... legendary...”

“Can it for now,” Despot cut in.

The Sleeper appeared before the incredulous green-skinned audience in the guise of the Terrifying Behemoth, and he proceeded to quickly confirm what Bomber had told them, blaming the Children of Kratos clan for everything, including the creation of the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. Once he’d done what he needed to do, he simply disappeared.

Bomber was pleased, and, grunting, he added, “You can go on listening to your universal string scanners, Lady Govarla and Your Eminence Steltodak. We can manage without you.”

“So then, what are you going to do?” Govarla sounded so sarcastic that it was all Despot could do to stop himself from devouring her.

“It’s too early to say,” Bomber said with a smug smile. “But when Scyth returns, I will definitely recommend that he reconsider the composition of the priests of the Sleepers, and then colonize Bakabba.”

“Wait,” Govarla gasped, clearly taken aback. “I mean... We... that is...”

The faces of the other goblin members of the High Council turned brown.

After Steltodak stopped sputtering and could speak again he said, “What? What do you mean by... colonizing? You’re talking about the iconic land of the goblins!”

“Formerly,” said Bomber. “Then the undead overran it, right? After that, we defeated the undead. That means your homeland is ours. Perhaps Scyth will lease it to you.”

“More plunder lies ahead!” bleated Flaygray gleefully. “Bakabba belongs to the Awoken!”

That did it. They sent the satyr back to the tavern, and now that the goblins got that kick in the butt from the Sleeper and that dire warning from Bomber about their prospects should they refuse to help, they leaped into activity. The portals opened and shut, vision mirrors were activated, and the greenskins started screaming into their comm amulets.

Their Supreme Council went in full force to Iskgersel, the capital of the dwarfs, for an emergency gathering of the leaders of the Commonwealth. They took Bomber with them to help them make their case, and also to have someone to blame should they need it, at least that’s what Despot suspected.

Meanwhile, Despot again didn’t know what to do, and so he again hunted down the big lizard in the jungle and tormented him, and was bit by him in response, and yet again he took up his vigil by Scyth’s body.

Soon the goblin delegation returned, and even more frantic activity ensued. Kobolds and troggs raced here and there, the cultists of Morena rattled their weapons, the flames of the Uzul’Urub trolls’ battle fires shot up into the heavens. The goblin warlords, who were more serious than the windbags on the High Council, deftly led their battle groups through the portals to assemble with the gladiators and mercenaries.

Despot growled and almost whined in frustration. He didn’t know how he was to help. When he’d appeared at a portal, he’d scared away the mercenaries. In the end, he again forayed into the darkness of the jungle to torment the overgrown lizard yet again, and again got kicked in the butt by the invisible foot of the soulless giant.

He ended up behind the tavern, where he ran into Nega, and he carried her off into the shadows where they grappled in sweat-soaked passion in the darkness of the gorge under Peak Arno and then felt embarrassed by his intemperance, although Nega was pleased.

He fell through the shadows into the abyss, where he scared away the undying workers and for this Oyama gave it to him on his horns. Then he crashed off the northern coast of Mengoza where he set the waters boiling for a mile around, and then he devoured a big shark that floated belly up. Then he returned to Kharinza, grabbed the first mortal he came across by the throat, and barely keeping the raging energy within him in check, he asked, “Grorrghr!?”

In response, the troll Dekotra, for that’s who it was, croaked, “No one longs for Scyth’s return more than us, demon! The essence of the Inexorable One is hidden in his weapon! Scyth is on the verge of breaking out of the interworld, but he will then be in the clutches of the Children of Kratos. We will all be there to help Scyth!”

“I’m going, too!” howled the demon.

“Bomber, the Mighty Kraken Slayer, is looking for you,” Dekotra added with bulging eyes as he tried to break free.

Despot released him then and rushed off to find Bomber. He found the titan at the Pig and Whistle with Oyama and Hiros.

“So there you are!” Said Bomber, happy to see him. “Despot, we need you to disperse the priests of Nergal in Darant, but there is a problem. Tell me, can you turn into… well, an elf or a human, for example? Or at least an orc!”

Despot, finally finding meaning and purpose, emitted a grog-r-r as he mulled this over, then he went off to find Nega, and returned with the succubus. She gladly agreed to help and gave the demon the appearance of the first mortal that they came across — Patrick O’Grady. The old man was still a pain in the ass who always nagged Flaygray, Despot and Nega about their alcohol consumption.

Next came the fun. The sabotage squad got into the human capital through the portal and ran into some kind of light entities summoned by a certain First Inquisitor. Despot realized right away that Nergal’s Inquisitors were not much different from the Cursed Inquisition, and he, Hiros, and Oyama attacked this one. The First Inquisitor then fled, taking his Aspects of Light with him.

The temple of Nergal was destroyed, along with the chapel, and then the rest of the priests were dispensed with.

Despot personally devoured a couple of dozen servants of the light, but found nothing at all bright within them — their souls turned out to be no better than those of ordinary mortals. In fact, they were darker than most, as if they were rotten or corroded.

After returning to Kharinza, the sabotage detachment regrouped. Bomber asked Despot to hunt down the Montosaurus, and once the demon returned with him, Bomber reminded the beast god of his promise to help Scyth.

Then, finally, they all passed through the dome of the castle of the Children of Kratos so as to be there when, as if from thin air, Icy Gorge appeared.

That’s when Despot could really flex his muscles for Scyth and the allies. The leaders of numerous tribes of mortals were easy marks, and Despot almost ransomed their souls for trinkets — he’d hauled in these special rings from the Treasury of the First Emperor. Supposedly, the rings could extend the bearer’s life and grant them the power to turn invisible, but there was a catch, namely, those who wore the ring no longer had free will, and had to obey whoever possessed the main ring.

But before Despot could seal the deal, Scyth showed up and put a stop to it.

In the end, the allied forces easily captured Paramount, but just when Despot thought the fun was over, the visage of the Supernova Goddess appeared in the sky after she’d destroyed all of the New Gods.

And right after that, Scyth, Bomber, and Hiros vanished from Disgardium, seemingly for good.

* * *

The days passed, and so did the nights, with no Scyth, nor any of his friends. The undying who lived on Kharinza and Mengoza, including the laborers and priests of the Sleepers, seemed to have perished. Even Behemoth seemed to have vanished.

Despot and Oyama went back to Kharinza along with the goblins, kobolds, troggs, trolls and cultists of Morena, but ever since the ominous appearance in the sky of the face of Nether, nothing was left of the former unity between the followers of the Sleepers. The wild tribes scattered across the island with nothing to do, while the leaders tried in vain to get answers from Behemoth. They spent all their time in prayer at his temple.

There were horrific rumors from the mainland. Supposedly huge monsters the size of a mountain roamed Disgardium — the Harbingers of Nether, who demanded immediate submission to Nether. Anyone who refused to become her follower was immediately punished. The creatures from Nether were ruthless, and, despite their size, surprisingly agile. Their power was, it seemed, insurmountable.

While the undying were gone, Patrick O’Grady tried to project a semblance of leadership. But, without the mighty figure of Behemoth or his initial at his back, Patrick’s authority was clearly lacking. Despot saw no reason to interfere in the lives of the mortals, while Oyama, worried about what was transpiring in Disgardium, left Kharinza to protect loved ones in his native village.

Now, after getting to know him better, Despot had nothing but respect for the old man. He’d heard the story of Masu Oyama in the days before the Demonic Pact. Despot found it soothing to talk with Scyth’s mentor, and their conversations allayed the demon’s anxiety. Thus, when Oyama left, the demon fell into a depression.

But then, the next day, the demon pulled himself together and decided to clean things up. He meant business — he got all of the mortals together to do what they needed to ensure things were in order when Scyth returned.

That was the plan, anyway. It wasn’t so easy to implement. Despot felt his strength draining day by day, and he knew why—the mana was disappearing from Disgardium, and once it was all gone, he would no doubt disincarnate. When he was in the Inferno, it was chao that kept him together, but in this world, it was mana that did the trick. However, it wasn’t losing his corporeal body that bothered him so much as it was losing his abilities once the mana was gone.

The shadow walking he planned to use to gather the tribal leaders suddenly malfunctioned, and the demon nearly got crushed forever whilst stuck in 2D. What he used to do without a thought, such as casting enhanced spells and returning to his body, suddenly required a lot of mental calculations.

And then, when he was employing the talent of shadow melding, which played on a contrast in the intensity of streams of light photons, the photons suddenly turned hostile, nearly killing him. It was like a waterfowl suddenly landing in acid instead of the crystal waters of a lake.

Changes in Disgardium were felt on all levels ‑‑‑ in the skin and in the gut, and everyone was impacted, from the smallest kobolds to two-headed ogres. To anyone who refused to recognize Nether as their goddess, it was as if the air itself had grown hostile. Whispering arose in the camp of the League of Goblins, and slowly, but steadily, the most desperate began to leave Kharinza. Despot heard that they were leaving for Bakabba while they still had enough mana in the storage crystals to use the portal.

Despot overcame his own apathy and weakness enough to attempt to lift the spirits of those who remained, but then he ran into a misunderstanding. Flaygray and Nega, Anf and Ripta, Dekotra and Ranakotz, Phitta, the owner of the Seventh Heaven Pleasure House, who had moved to Kharinza along with her girls — all seemed to have lost their will and were preparing to turn to the Nether at any moment.

The depressing mood intensified when Nether again appeared in the sky and announced that all the priests of all gods, be they former, New, Old, bestial or Sleepers, were obliged to re-consecrate their temples in honor of Nether. If they failed to do so, their temples would be destroyed, along with the priests.

The island seemed to die. Crawler’s magic tower, visible from almost anywhere on the island, began to sag and crumble as the mana that held the blocks together started dissolving. The very atmosphere in Disgardium, like a withered sponge, greedily absorbed any mana, no matter where it was.

From time to time, the plaintive roar of the Montosaurus was heard from deep in the jungle. Despot paid him a visit, and was saddened to see how emaciated the lizard was now, and how small. His size had shrunk by half, at least.

The demon himself had lost weight, and dropped levels, but he was philosophical about this. Since the entire world was going down the drain, small matter if he, a mere demon, was to also disappear. Nothing made sense anymore. The demons of the Inferno no longer found any good in Disgardium. Yes, their eternal enemies, the New Gods, had perished, but in their place was now one that demanded submission from the demons, and would seek to destroy the great princes.

Really, why not have a go at the great princes when there wasn’t a word to be heard from the Sleepers? The Temple of Behemoth still stood and was still full of praying followers, but Despot did not feel the usual divine emanations from it, and the faith of the worshipers seemed to be wasted. However, the temple was built with Inert Fortification Stone and could stand forever ‑‑‑ no mortal had the power to harm it.

But then, Nether and her Harbingers weren’t mortal, were they? Despot drove that vile little thought away, but, like an annoying flying kakkerlak, it kept coming back and driving him crazy. Despot didn’t understand why he was so worried. Snarling, he wandered through the empty streets, and made his way inside the castle, where he meandered through its corridors, and then he ended up in the jungle, where he sunk into thought.

Was it the Sleepers, was that the issue? No, it wasn’t about these seemingly mighty, but vulnerable gods as long as their initial was gone, but about the fact that it was very important for Scyth to keep this particular temple safe and sound. This much was clear enough to Despot, who could read his comrade’s soul.

But now that Nether was seeking out the temples of the Sleepers, and, perhaps, had found all the others, it could well be that the temple on Kharinza was the last one standing.

Having reached this conclusion, Despot went on a search to find any of Scyth’s comrades still on the island who might help him find a way to protect the temple.

He rounded up Patrick O’Grady, Flaygray, Nega, Ripta and Anf in the basement of the Pig and Whistle.

“Oh, horned one,” said Patrick ruefully. “We thought you, too, were gone”

Despot threw him a contemptuous look, but said nothing. O’Grady was married to the undying Stephanie, who had disappeared with the others, and so he was terribly depressed.

“Tell me, Des, do you also think that the undying won’t come back?” Flaygray asked. “We do have a contract with the boss, but if he’s not coming back…”

“Not to mention that the Sleeper has also disappeared somewhere,” cooed Nega thoughtfully. What with the mana shortage, she was showing her age. “What’s to be done? The only way for us demons to survive is to turn to Nether. She grants her followers unlimited mana!”

Flaygray showed her his fist.

“Don’t even think about it!” The satyr said, and hiccupped. “If our fate is to die and disincarnate, we shall do so without violating the contract!”

“We have a contract with Scyth, you old fart, not with the Sleepers!” Nega sounded shrill now. “So the boss won’t like it, big deal! But we’ll survive to serve him further!” She looked hopefully at Despot. “You tell him, Despot! I’m making sense!”

Despot was silent. He didn’t know what to say. She was making sense, of course, but then everybody at the table was priests of the Sleepers. A priest cannot betray his patrons!

Meanwhile, the insectoid Anf chirped something in Ripta’s ear, who let out a staccato chirp.

“They both think that we should turn to Nether so as not to fall to pieces,” Flaygray translated. “But for this we need to leave Kharinza before the next Blinking while we are close to Bakabba. We’ll explain to Scyth why we did this once he returns.”

“We can’t switch allegiance while we’re here, because then Nether will see the temple,” went on Nega, deciding to state the obvious. “And the stationary portal isn’t functioning anymore. Most of the goblins left for Bakabba while they could. Some are following Nether, while the ones who opted to not betray the Sleepers just want to go back to their native land.”

“You go,” Despot rumbled. “I’m staying, though. If I disincarnate, then that is my fate.”

“Two hours until the next Blinking,” Patrick said. “If you’re serious, demons, you’d better hurry.

They all cried a little. Nega kissed Despot, Flaygray gave him a hug, and patted him on the back. For some reason, the demon was losing mass much faster than the satyr and succubus. Perhaps it was because the two had adapted to Disgardium over centuries, and had become more of a part of it than had Despot.

The six of them left the tavern, and proceeded to the western coast of Kharinza, from where, under the light of Geala and the stars, the coast of Bakabba and the peak of Mount Meharri were visible. Along the way, they picked up a crowd. As it turned out, not everyone had left the island — the kobolds, troggs, some of the Morena cultists and the Uzul’Urub trolls had remained, but were dispersed across Kharinza. Despot gathered from their inconsistent explanations that many foolishly decided that Nether would unleash Armageddon on the Temple of Behemoth any minute now, and therefore they preferred to disperse their locations or hide in caves.

At the shore, everybody there bid farewell to Flaygray and Nega — they’d all grown to love them. The satyr and succubus planned to get to Bakabba under the influence of the Water Walking Potion — there were several boxes of it in the warehouse of the Awoken.

“Drink as soon as you open it,” advised Despot. “The potion is obviously magical in essence, and can run out of steam quickly.”

“The night is darkest before the dawn,” said Patrick with a sigh. “The main thing is to survive, friends. Then and only then can we answer to the gods.”

The mortal’s words inspired Despot to look at the sky, which a few moments ago shone with myriads of stars — no stars, now, no Geala. Everything around was plunged into darkness, but they noticed it only now, because there were torches in the hands of every mortal being.

Out of habit, the demon dived into the shadows and stopped himself at the last second, when he had already begun to merge with them, remembering that he could be stuck there forever.

Nega and Flaygray quickly hugged Ripta and Anf, then drank the potion.

“Three minutes to Blinking,” Patrick said, shaking their hands for the umpteenth time. “You should hurry, friends, you know that part of the waters will move with Kharinza.

And that’s when Despot realized it. The colossal enemy lurking in the darkness did not belong to this world, but the demon sensed it too late. The huge wave was frozen by the will of the enemy, and by the time Despot spotted him, it was too late. The enemy actually allowed himself to be seen.

The giant creature stopped about a mile from the coast. Despot had never seen anything like it in the Heart of the Void, nor in the lair of the Destroying Plague, nor anywhere else in Disgardium.

“I, Beborax, Harbinger of Nether, command you to kneel before Nether, the One True Goddess of All Creation. All who resist will be annihilated. This is the first of three warnings.”

Several dozen mortals froze in horror, preparing for death.

“I, Beborax, Harbinger of Nether command…

Anf and Ripta took up fighting stances, Nega, Patrick and Flaygray drew their weapons.

“… This is the second of three warnings.”

Despot looked around —no one knelt, not even the weak wild ones.

“Grorrghr! Hide in the jungle and wait for the Blinking,” Despot told them, quickly spreading his halberd arms. “I’ll distract him!”

“I, Beborax…”

Gathering all his strength, Despot went into the shadows, and a moment later appeared under Beborax, in his shadow, and attacked. The Harbinger of Nether broke off his declaration, this being the third, and studied the insect at his feet. The bug disappeared, but left a trail leading to Bakabba.

Thousands of years ago, Nine made self-defense a top priority for her pets. And so after incurring damage, even if minor, the Harbinger of Nether, this one being Crumb, went after Despot hiding in the shadows.

A minute and a half later, Beborax overtook the demon, but by that time Kharinza had moved to another hemisphere.


Chapter 8. You Have Left the Isolation Zone!

IT TOOK FOREVER to get through the upload. I was as if suspended so long in the darkness of the great nothingness, so much like being in the vacuum of outer space, that I thought that I’d encountered another glitch again. Then, I thought the problem might have to do with Nine, and panic replaced my irritation. She was, after all, the New Goddess, so maybe she was capable of... well... whatever now. As soon as I thought of her, a dark, alien correction flashed though my head. “Not Nine! Not Nine! Nether!”

Immediately after that, the great nothing dissipated, and I found myself in the ruins of Paramount.

The first thing I did was activate Divine Disappearance, a skill I’d acquired from the God Slayer that hides my essence from the ether. Now, I wouldn’t even leave astral traces, so, hopefully, not even Nine could detect me.

Next, I used Essence Concealment to take on the fictitious appearance of Marauder, a level 492 crusher minotaur, and only then did I check out what was going on around me.

The flagship castle of the Children of Kratos lay in ruins. There was nothing left to indicate that, just one week ago, this had been the primary station of one of Disgardium’s largest, most successful clans. It looked like the thrifty goblins had left no stone unturned in their efforts at plundering.

Nothing remained of my allied NPCs either. The huge army put together by the neutral leaders and Emperor Kragosh was gone. Small wonder. Days had passed since Nether had revealed her face in the heavens and a nuclear blast decimated Cali Bottom.

Now, a foul, dank northern wind lashed my cheeks, and everything around me was desolate. I needed to get the hell out of here and then take a look at the numerous notifications that had piled up since I’d left Icy Gorge.

Probably questions from journalists, such as: “Scyth, why haven’t you addressed all of these critical system alerts yet?”

“Stuff gets in the way,” I’ll tell them. “First one thing, and then another...”

Okay, who cared about the ruined castle, and the missing NPCs, and what the journalists would ask. Where the hell were my friends? Crag, of course, was stuck in Nether, and I got why Tissa, Crawler, and Irita weren’t here, but Hiros, Bomber, and Big Po had been right by my side practically when we’d been yanked out of here. So then, where were they now? Not even the mini-map had a trace of their marks.

I was at a total loss. Were they, perhaps, unable to enter Disgardium? After all, in reality we’re in outer space right now... So then, where did they end up? I mean, the territory of the Children of Kratos stretched from the edge of this continent for miles and miles, so where could they have ended up?

And then it occurred to me that maybe something was off in terms of time itself? Something had delayed me in the great nothingness, preventing me from entering Dis, while time here was now accelerated. What that meant was that if they’d arrived before me, then it could be that a lot of time had passed before I’d finally emerged. How much time? Minutes? Hours? Days?

I checked out the clan’s profile, and saw that my friends were all online, but their respective locations were undefined.

I tried writing to everybody in the clan’s group chat, and then I sent a personal message to each of them. The messages went through, but I didn’t hear back from anybody, even after a few minutes had passed. Whilst waiting, I tested the long-range mirror, a comm amulet, the Worn Coin from the goblins that served as a link the League’s High Council — nothing worked. It was like a gadget with a dead battery — junk.

Strange.

I flew upward and surveyed the territory where not long ago Paramount had stood, but could not see a single living soul.

Then I flew to Icy Gorge, but it, too, was deserted — even inwinova workers were nowhere to be seen. I got it that our guys were gone, but where did the others go? The ones that had been with the Children of Kratos?

I didn’t see any mobs, either. No neutrals, like birds and insects, nor any aggressive mobs, either. Everything was dead. I did, however, see the gaping mouth of the instance with the Offspring of the Nether. I sped to it and flew along the mine shaft for a bit before returning.

I was totally bemused by now, wondering if I’d somehow ended up in Nether, and I looked up at the sky. The sun was shining, though shrouded partially by clouds, and the wind was buffeting my face. No way was this the Nether. Nope, this was Disgardium. But everything was somehow alien.

Should I head for Kharinza or wait a little longer?

I elected to stay, and while waiting, I could take a look at the notifications and check out the clan’s tabs and the tabs for the followers of the Sleepers. I wanted to get a handle on our status, and see if there was even any point in putting up a fight. I needed to see if we had even a single temple left standing.

I spent the next five minutes feverishly perusing all of the information at my disposal to get an idea of the lay of the land.

The first news item: Big Po had warned me back in the Frying Pan that since I was now inwinova, I wasn’t allowed to be the leader of the clan anymore. But a Threat also can’t be an ordinary clan member — I remembered what Crawler had said when he heard about my status, which was that, as an inwinova, since I, a Threat couldn’t be a clan leader, I could either voluntarily leave the clan, or else renounce my status. There were no other options, so there you have it.

But for some unknown reason, instead of kicking me out of the Awoken, they’d simply rescinded my leadership, and the system automatically made Crag the new head of the clan, announcing to each Awoken that Scyth was no longer the leader due to the loss of his citizenship.

Maybe the only reason I was still in the clan was because it was totally freaky that the top Threat, that being the clan leader, should suddenly lose his citizenship. Definitely strange, that. Or maybe all this was just because Nether had overwritten the normal rules of the game in Dis. Or else, maybe these restrictions didn’t apply to A-class Threats, or I had special status as the initial of the Sleepers, or else maybe the founding fathers had created a loophole for the future savior of humankind?

I got why the system had tapped Crag for the role of clan leadership — he was the highest Threat in the clan among citizens. Of course, there he was, our clan leader, languishing in the beta world, meaning he could be totally reset there, and that would mean that right now the Awoken were totally without a leader.

Whatever the case, this was the least of our problems. Irita and Crawler had been doing a great job, even when I wasn’t up to acting as the leader. They were always a great backup for me.

What I saw as a much bigger problem was how cynical the program was for people without citizenship. In fact, it had functioned exactly as intended.

We inform you that due to your absence online for more than three days, your progress and the level of social significance have been reset.

Current progress in the Adaptation Program for Non-Citizens: 0/1826 days

Social Significance:0/1,000,000.

A long list laid out my obligations and limitations, followed by ominous notices. Uh-oh. There was a limit on how much money I could withdraw, which wasn’t the worst item. What followed is what drove me to despair. Wasn’t Nether the Insane enough to deal with?

Your contract with the Children of Kratos clan has been terminated.

Under the terms of the Adaptation Program for Non-Citizens, you are required to find another employer within: 18:31:38… 18:31:37… 18:31:36…

Attention! You have left the isolation zone!

Under the terms of the Adaptation Program for Non-Citizens, you are required to return to the nearest isolation zone within: 00:12:51… 00:12:50… 00:12:49…

Important reminder!

Should you violate the terms and conditions for passing the Adaptation Program for Non-Citizens, your character will be blocked and transferred to an isolation zone selected by the administration.

I guess I should be used to Snowstorm management sticking spokes in my wheels by now, and yet, given the lofty goals set for me by Hagen, and my successful return to Dis, I was caught off-guard by having to deal with this particular issue.

But no. Thank you, Chloe Cliffhanger, for yet another pain in the butt. And I couldn’t really count on Hagen to help because, thanks to the mad goddess Nether’s machinations, nobody could interfere from outside the game.

And so, I wasn’t even a regular inwinova player. I was a “newbie.” The strange thing was that I seemed to meet the requirements in that my level was over 100, and I’d long ago attained mastery in the craft of Inscription...

Exactly, a long time ago! So then, maybe this wasn’t about Chloe. Maybe this was just a bug. All of this business with isolation zones was set up on the fly, just to trip me up, so it would be no surprise if the controlling AI had simply not included everything that Scyth had achieved previously to entering the isolation zone.

So... did that mean I needed to uplevel, or acquire the first rank in mastering something? The second option would be simpler, and probably more reliable.

I dug into my inventory and found a genocide survivor, the Old Lumberjack ax and grinned. I looked around and spotted a forest, and headed straight to it.

The centuries-old monumental cedars and pines here soared into the heavens and were 60 feet in girth. In Icy Gorge, Big Po and I could spend years on end cutting down one of these trees, but now, in regular Disgardium, this tree didn’t stand a chance, even though my axe wasn’t worth much.

All I needed to do was cut one tree down. The cedar had more than a hundred million points of durability, but it was wood, and I was wielding an axe.

You have cut down the Millennial Frost Cedar.

Lumberjack craft: +97. Current grade: Apprentice (100/100)

Your lumberjack grade has increased to Journeyman! Current grade: Journeyman! (0/250)

Lumberjack craft: +250. Current grade: Journeyman (250 /250)

Your lumberjack grade has increased to Expert! Current grade: Expert! (0 /500)

Lumberjack craft: +500. Current grade: Expert (500 /500)

Your lumberjack grade has increased to Craftsman! Current grade: Craftsman! (0/1 000)

Lumberjack craft: +1 000. Current grade: Craftsman (1 000/1 000)

Your lumberjack grade has increased to Master! Current grade: Master (0/250)

Lumberjack craft: +149. Current grade: Master (149 /250)

Congratulations! The next rank of the lumberjack craft is available to you!

You have unlocked Rank I Lumberjack!

Your talent as a lumberjack has reached such heights that architects, shipbuilders, shield makers and many other artisans will be willing to pay much more for your wood than before.

Current grade: Master (149 /250)

Chance of felling a tree with one hit: 1%.

Chance of obtaining extra logs from a felled tree: 25%.

Chance of finding treasure embedded in a tree: 1%.

Keep improving your craft to increase your chances of activating bonuses.

The wood was of epic quality. As in Icy Gorge, the trunk crumbled into logs, which were then automatically sawn into boards. Of course, all of this epic lumber was tallied up in my inventory. According to the most modest estimates, it turned out to be several thousand in gold! I wondered if every tree here was worth this much, or had I stumbled on an amazingly exceptional tree... by chance?

I scratched my head, thinking about it. I decided that, rather than uploading the loot, I’d instead take it to Kharinza and hand it over to Patrick O’Grady.

Too bad that since I’d felled a cedar, my reputation with the elves fell, but no big deal — they were still lauding me. What mattered, though, were the ensuing system messages.

The first replenished my zeroed balance indicating that I was now a useful member of society:

Social Significance: +1 000!

It was still a far cry from the million that I needed, but as the initial of another religion said, the journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step.

The second message made me laugh as much as it pleased me:

Scyth, congratulations for passing the Adaptation Program for Non-Citizens!

Having attained mastery in your chosen craft, you have taken the first step in demonstrating that you are hardworking, goal-oriented, and ready to work for the good of society!

We wish you the best in your selected career as a Lumberjack! May you be inspired by both this achievement and the fact that, with due diligence, every non-citizen is able to obtain citizenship.

After all, citizenship is a privilege.

I wouldn’t be surprised if that last patronizing bit of pap had been written by Chloe herself.

I put her out of my mind, and saw that I was no longer obligated to find a job and return to an isolation zone. I’d cleared one hurdle, at least.

Opening the control panel for the followers of the Sleepers, I bit my lips as I studied the list of temples and priests, the data on the followers and the amount of faith.

Cult of the Sleepers

Active temples (3): Behemoth, Tiamat, Kingu.

Initial (1): Scyth, human, Level 1101 herald.

Priests (97/507): Patrick O’Grady, Manny, Tissa, Dekotra, Ranakotz, Grog’hyr, Ryg’har, Movarak, Ukavana, Shitanak, Yemi, Francisca, Babangida, Sarronos, Kromterokk, Kusalarix (dead), Hinterleaf, Pecheneg, Horvac, Yary, Saiyan, Cannibal, Hellfish, Irita, Crawler, Bomber, Infect (dead), Gyula, Govarla, Vonprutikh (dead)), Steltodak, Despot (dead), Colonel, Quetzal, Tigressa, Anf, Ripta, Flaygray, Nega, Gimkosmon, Kragosh, Lysenta, Hyper, Merrick the Terrible, Pholus of Magnesia, Nob of the Hills, Una, Gorgarok, Rokgarak, Trokgarik, Drog’kor, Zul’gir, Bryg’zar, Garfang, Drog, Korg, Kalisto, Eurydice, Thalia, Murglord , Finlord, Gurgbos, Gae-Al, Lo-Kag…

Followers of the Sleepers: 65,478 /62,748,517.

Amount of faith: 2,841 / 10,604,499,373.

Despot! I couldn’t believe my eyes. No! How could it be!?! In the flood of names of the leaders of the neutrals who’d been recruited as priests, along with their relatives, at first I didn’t realize that my comrade’s name was crossed out. I squinted, making sure I was seeing it right. Dead. Dead! Dead...

I felt a huge lump in my throat and my legs buckled as I collapsed. Sitting up and almost falling over again, I braced myself with my hands. I felt tears stinging my eyes.

My first impulse was to immediately rush to Kharinza, but after a mulling it over, I consoled myself with the thought that maybe my comrade wasn’t really dead. I mean, Crag used to see Kusya alive in the beta world even though here she was deemed dead by the system. With this thought to buck me up, I decided I’d better pull myself together and finish boning up on where we were at. I needed to know what was what and not just run headlong into the fire, so to speak.

After studying up on the info in the panel for the Sleepers, I reached some conclusions. We still had the same number of priests, which meant that, so far, nobody had renounced the Sleepers. And they’d also gained a lot of followers, and so were a lot stronger. It looked like this had helped them in the confrontation with Nether’s minions. Indeed, it must have been the 654,000 stat points from Unity that had helped me fell that cedar tree with a single blow.

But what didn’t add up was why so little faith had accumulated in the altars of the temples of the Sleepers. That had to be the doings of Nether and her Harbingers. That would mean that Behemoth, Tiamat, and Kingu were spending all their faith on protecting the temples.

The huge number of followers reminded me that when I was a legate of the Destroying Plague, I was often saved by Plague Fury, and this, in turn, led me to the idea that since my Vindication resource directly depended on the number of followers, then maybe...

I opened my profile and took a look, and my jaw dropped. I looked up, and then checked it out again. Incredible! My net damage with Sleeping Vindication, excluding penalties and bonuses, was six hundred and a half million! Gee, was that a lot? Not really when compared to my normal strikes — 100% chance of critical damage, with a huge bonus... Seven hundred ninety-six million — pure damage, without Hammerfist, and without what I got from Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon!

I wondered how many hits the ancient crocodile Sobek would take if I started fighting him under the ramped-up effects of Synergy and Sleeping Vindication?

What a damn shame it was that due to the penalties from my Woebearer specialization, all of my characteristics were cut in half. Well, at least my luck had shot up. With that kind of luck, and the more unusual attributes that came from being a Woebearer, my enemies wouldn’t be able to touch me before a dwarven engine blasted over them, or a mithril brick fell from the sky on them.

Scyth, human, Level 1101 Herald

Ranks: Lucky Dog, Mightiest Punisher, Most Magnificent Avenger, Dungeon Hero, Pioneer,               Beast God Conqueror, Junior Gladiator

Clan: Awoken

Real name: Alex Sheppard.

Real age: 16 years.

Class: Herald. Specialization: Woebearer.

Primary characteristics

Strength: 1 592 (+93,540).

Perception: 917 (+97,214):

Endurance: 1489 (+90,867):

Charisma: 1444 (+94,253):

Intellect: 161 (+91,996):

Agility 1069(+97,764):

Luck 32244 (+90,329).

Secondary characteristics

Health points: 549,093,362

Mana: 273,953,628

Vindication: 654,781,000

Spirit: 37,800

Spiritual restoration: 1134 points per second

Restoration to health: 3,267,948 points per minute

Base damage: 1,048,505

Bonus to ranged damage: +2959%

Bonus to critical damage: 79,602%

Bonus to magic power: 55,304%

Bonus to movement speed: 300% (maximum value reached)

Bonus to chance to stun enemy: 5%

Bonus to chance to get upgraded loot: +30% (maximum value reached)

Bonus to chance to get a unique quest: +30% (maximum value reached)

Bonus to dodge change: +3,000% (maximum value reached)

Carrying capacity: 1,717,679 lbs.

Accuracy: 490,675%

Merchant discount: 50% (maximum value reached)

Chance of critical damage +100% (maximum value reached)

Skills

Unarmed Combat (Rank II: The path of Justice and Spirit): 378

Riding (no rank): 44

Two-handed swords (no rank): 39

Bashing weapons (no rank) 88

Cartography (no rank): 78

Daggers (no rank): 67

Spears (no rank): 27

Meditation (no rank): 1

Night Vision (no rank): 97

One-handed swords (no rank): 58

Swimming (no rank): 77

Stealth (rank I): 31

Archery (rank I): 56

Axes (no rank): 39

Persuasion (rank I) 44

Resilience rank IV: (Paths of justice, reflection, equanimity and sacrifice): 93

Class skills

Culinary: Craftsman (488/500)

Inscription: Master (76/250)

Lumberjack: Master (149 /250)

Special skills and abilities

Divine disappearance

Depths teleportation: 36

Spiritual shackles

Spiritual trap

Ghostly howl: 33

Mimicry: 5

Rollback

Flight

Corrupt blood

Stoicism

Clarity

Class Skills

Divine revelation (spontaneous)

Imitation: 26

Lethargy: 10

Liberation: 35

Self-sacrifice

Synergy: 3

Essence cloaking: 19

Divine abilities:

Sleeping Vindication: 3

Unity

Call of the Sleepers: 3

Touch of the Sleeping Gods

Wheel of Fortune

Sleeping Invulnerability: 3

Sleeping Justice: 3

Fury of the Sleepers: 3

Aid of the Sleepers: 3

Perks:

Mightiest Punisher (+25% damage against other players)

Vendetta (all members of the Dark Brotherhood will seek to destroy you!)

Surprise (When you attack first, you’re guaranteed to sweep your opponent off their feet!

Second Life (After death, you revive in the same spot with full health)

Dungeon Hero (+25% damage and movement speed in instances)

Storm of the Solitoids (You deal 10% more damage to the Solitoids)

Fortune’s Gifts (+50 luck; +5% chance of avoiding critical damage; +5% chance of detecting the invisible; +5% chance of critical damage; +5% chance of getting a unique quest; +5% chance of better prey)

Strong Back (+50% to carrying capacity)

Pathfinder (+100 meters to viewing radius, + 10% to riding speed)

Subjugation of Sinners (Sentients whose souls after death are destined for the Infernal will meekly follow your orders; does not affect members of the Dark Brotherhood)

Beast God Conqueror (+10% reputation with Beast Gods)

Polar Explorer (minus 10% damage from the inhabitants of Holdest)

Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon (not a skill, not an item, but a divine imprint that has merged with your essence; when unarmed and surrounded by enemies you will receive Rindzin’s Ghostly Talon, Dragonlord; damage from the Talon will always equal that of the enemy’s level)

Attraction (loot from your defeated opponents is automatically transferred to inventory;

filtering settings are available)

Swallow (1% of any incoming damage is converted into experience points)

Horns and hooves (if you wish, you can grow horns and hooves, but unfortunately it won’t be so easy to remove them)

Holy (-100% damage from the undead; +1,000% damage to the undead)

Snow Walker (You deal 10% more damage to Holdest dwellers)

Felicitas (You get more gold from enemy corpses; you and your allies do not feel tired in battle!)

Junior Gladiator (+5% damage in battles against players; +5% to resilience in battles against players; +10 to all primary characteristics)

Mantras

Recovery mantra (restores your spirit by 30% for 3 seconds)

Retribution mantra (returns to the enemy 30% of any damage you receive within 3 seconds)

Healing mantra (replenishes your health points within 3 seconds)

Auras:

Most Magnificent Avenger

Achievements:

Morituri te salutant!

Fearless Explorer

Lucky Dog

Mightiest Punisher

Most Magnificent Avenger

True Champion of the Demonic Games

The Lich is Dead! Long Live the New Lich!

Just A Perfect Day to Die!

Ordalia

First completion: Treasury of the First Mage

First Kill: Abaddon the Destroyer.

First Kill: Akulon, Terror of the Dungeon

First Kill: Kar’sanmai Queen

First Kill: Devourer of Flesh, Giant Dalezma

First Kill: Bonechewer

First Kill: Nettle, leader of the Dark Brotherhood”

First Kill: Crusher

First Kill: Mok’Rhyssa, Rock Queen

First Kill: Murkiss

First Kill: Neratakon the Sand Golem

First Kill: Offspring of the Nether

First Kill: Cursed lich Uros

First Kill: Chuff, Queen of the Swamp Needlers

First Kill: Shog’rassar, God of the Sarantapods

First Kill: Nucleus of the Destroying Plague

Fearless Explorer

Beast God Conqueror

“I came, I saw, I conquered — forever”

Dispatch to Hell!

First Ever: Level 400

First Ever: Level 500

The Very First: Level 1,000

First Ever: Level 1100

First Ever: Mightiest Punisher

First Ever: Most Magnificent Avenger

First Ever: True Champion of the Demonic Games

First Ever: Just A Perfect Day to Die!

Treasury of the First Mage Path of Courage

That Doesn’t Happen!

God Killer

I’m on Fire! I am the Fire!

I Survived Distival 2075!

Divine emblems

Shog’rassar’s Protection

I Drank the Ambrosia of the Sleepers

Fortune’s Lover

Guardian of the Reaper

Guardian of Morena

Pets, Battle Avatars, and Mounts:

Iggy, Level 588 Swamp Needler

Sharkon, Level 799 Underground Terror

Storm, level 575 Storm Dragon

Crash, level 67 Diamond Worm

Crusher, level 261 Fierce Wolf

Spotted Mechastraus

Hidden status: D-class Threat with A potential

Hidden status: Initial of the Sleeping Gods

Fame: 3,958,831

Money: 24,329,746 gold, 54 silver, 17 copper coins

Marks of the Valorous: 10

Social Significance: 1000/1,000,000

It helped me to review my profile because it reminded me that, thanks to the never-tested Stoicism, I’d be able to safely traverse around Terrastera, and any damage incurred from mobs there would, thanks to Swallow, help me level up. Should I just go there and give it a try?

I remembered then that Despot was now dead, and that my friends had disappeared somewhere, and so I shut down that spontaneous impulse. I decided to instead survey the area again, and if I didn’t spot anybody, then I’d simply head for Kharinza. Surely I’d find somebody there.

I flew to the top of the cliff where Paramount used to stand, and took a look from there. Far below, the furious waves of Stormy Sea, separating the northern parts of Latteria and Shad’Ehrung, crashed against the rocks.

Damn, where was everybody? Hiros, Bomber, and Pollux — where are you?


Chapter 9. Past Glory

THERE WAS NO POINT in lingering in the ruins of Paramount. I was about to launch Depths Teleportation to get to Kharinza as fast as possible to find my friends, when suddenly I saw a dot appear on the horizon... two dots, actually, which were hard to make out against the backdrop of the restless waters glittering in the sun. I put the cast on hold and waited.

I peered into the distance, glancing from time to time at the mini-map, and to my relief, those silhouettes flying toward me were my friends: Bomber and Hiros. They, too, recognized me, because anyone in my clan could see my true essence.

“Finally!” yelled Bomber cheerfully, waving so frantically that he almost fell off his mount. “There you are! We’ve been looking everywhere for you!”

“It’s me who’s been looking everywhere for you!”

There they were, my two friends, one a warrior riding a Steel Griffin, the other a ninja on a Kuzakuryu, which was an unusual ride that looked like a cross between a peacock and a giant fan.

They landed and dismounted. Bomber looked at an imaginary watch on his wrist and asked,

“Where were you?”

“Nowhere,” I shrugged in response. “I entered Dis and here I am. You guys didn’t show, and so I flew around to see if I could find you.”

“How long have you been in Dis?” Bomber asked.

“An hour max.”

“Hmm, strange,” Bomber frowned, nodding at Hiros. “You were right, old man. There’s some bullshit going on with the perception of time.”

“Meaning?” I didn’t understand.

“You see, according to my estimate, we’ve been in Dis for three hours already. You say you came in an hour ago. But Hiros is sure that less than two hours have passed,” replied the warrior.

“One and a half,” Hiros clarified. “Ninety minutes.”

“What does the interface clock say? How about the logs?”

“There’s something up with the clock,” sighed Bomber. “Hiros sees one time and I see another, both when it comes to when we entered Dis, and the current time. It’s like they’re moving at different speeds.”

“What the hell!?!” I was stunned, and looked at the interface. “What I’m seeing is that it’s two in the morning... that’s the local time here, which means…how can that be!? It’s daytime now, right?”

“Yes,” nodded Bomber, dead serious now. “But when I entered the game, it was evening. I have no idea what happened to the night.”

“It definitely has something to do with her, with the one whose name, it seems, is better left unspoken so as not to attract attention. Okay, let’s not waste time on this right now. What matters is how much time do we have left? Has she turned on beta mode yet?”

Judging by the glazed looks of my friends, they didn’t have a clue. We all rushed to check the interface, cursing in unison. That is, Bomber and I cursed, while Hiros simply noted, “Hiros has no exit button.”

“That means beta mode is on,” I nodded. “So time has begun speeding up, and that explains the glitches.”

“Why is that?” Bomber growled. “How can time flow differently for different people?”

“I don’t know how it works,” I replied. “Maybe time in the beta world depends on your perspective. Meaning in this mode the world is static, and only the sentient experience time.”

“And?” Bomber was not what you’d call razor sharp in terms of intellect, but this was truly a puzzle.

“You and Hiros probably didn’t enter Dis at the same time. Even if you’re talking about a fraction of a second, you each have your own version of temporal acceleration. Most likely everything will be synchronized once the speed of the flow of time reaches the limit multiplier. It’s, like 500.”

“What was it that Hagen said?” Bomber sounded unnaturally cheerful now. “Let’s see, there was the ‘no exit’ thing, accelerated time, and, oh yeah, that bit about final death mode, right?”

“And less than 40 hours of real time to finish with Nine and get back. That’s about two years in Dis.” I felt like my voice was shaking, and that I was sort of croaking. “Otherwise we will all be doomed to stay here forever.”

“That’s a grim prophecy, Scyth-kun,” said the ninja. “Hiros suggests that we waste no time and proceed on our mission for Mr. Hagen.”

“Definitely,” I said. “Let’s see then, any news from the others?”

“Hell no,” said Bomber. “Not a damn thing works, not the comm amulets, not the vision mirrors.”

“How about the chat?” I asked.

“Nope, not the clan chat, and not any other chat.”

Not knowing what to say, I looked down at my feet. Something wasn’t right about this. I tried to remember the events of my final minutes here, before Hairo pulled me out of Disgardium... That’s right, Big Po was still with me then. So then, where was he?

I shook my head — what was happening to me? I clearly remembered that when I entered Dis, I was already thinking about Big Po and knew that he should be here. So why was it that it was like it had just dawned on me that he should be here? And about the chat, I already knew it didn’t work so why did I ask Bomber about it? On the good side, I remembered all this just now, so that must mean that my memory was synchronizing with the here and now. But before that, it was like there was a disconnect in my mind and I wasn’t able to keep up with what was happening — the real brain was as if working in the background, while the virtual one inside Scyth was just now starting up. Was that it?

“How about the chat?” I asked and got angry with myself for yet again mentioning it. “Dammit! Not the chat, how about Po? Where’s Big Po? Where is our Nucleus of the Destroying Plague?”

“There’s a problem with him,” said Bomber. “You see, when the three of us got here, the system said that he missed the deadline for choosing a lair, and therefore one would be automatically assigned. But he was given a choice: either the place where he was, or the lair of the previous Nucleus.”

That’s right. Big Po told me that he needed a lair, that being the place to which he’d be attached forever. I’d been thinking he’d end up on Kharinza, but it seemed that the universe had other plans.

“Holdest?” I asked, breaking into a sweat. If we were going to end up stuck here forever, Big Po would have a hard time existing there.

“Holdest,” nodded Bomber. “He only had a minute to decide.”

“So what did he choose?”

Bomber grinned, and said, “Come on, Scyth! You yourself promised him a warm place under Arno Peak on Kharinza! There wasn’t much time, so I had to act quickly — I grabbed Hiros to make sure I wouldn’t lose him, and we dropped our fat friend off in the back county of the island. We didn’t see any of our people there, and we had to rush off to find you. So since the ability was in cooldown, we came here as fast as we could. It’s just that...”

“He’s in the back country?” I interrupted, looking uneasily at the flickering ability icon. It was switching on and off. “It doesn’t look like he needs mana…”

“Yep, he’s hunkering down there,” said Bomber, “But that’s not our only issue. Did you see where we flew in from? The game threw us somewhere to the north, about 75 miles from here... so then, Scyth, what’s the plan? We need to get a move on while we still can.”

“Yes,” Hiros nodded. “Hiros and Bomber-kun weren’t able to find out the state of affairs in Kharinza, but the atmosphere there was oppressive. Something’s not right, and we must hurry.”

I fell into thought as they both looked at me.

“On the one hand, we need to find out what’s going on,” I shrugged. “Where are our friends? What happened to Despot?”

“What do you mean?” Bomber broke in.

I gave them the bad news, and their faces grew dark.

“And we need to know what’s going on with the world at large,” I said, summing it all up. “These are need-to-know items, and without a full picture, it’s hard to make a plan.”

“Then let’s start with the Underwater Kingdom, dammit all!” said Bomber. “Let’s pick up where we were before the fucking Children of Kratos fired that nuclear bomb at us.”

“You mean dedicate that underwater temple to the Sleepers?”

“Well, yeah! Probably they could really use it, right? Let’s get the fourth Sleeper on board, and they’ll all get stronger, and so will we.”

“Good plan, Bomber.”

“Gee, thanks,” he said modestly.

“Very good, Bomber-kun,” Hiros agreed.

“Let’s proceed as a group,” I said, “and then we’ll...”

Before I could finish my thought the ground opened up under our feet. We jumped back as some kind of creatures started clambering out of the hole — either caterpillars in chitin and with legs, or sentients in some kind or strange armor. Bomber and Hiros shielded me. I didn’t see any info above the creatures’ heads to tell us what they were.

“What the hell?” muttered Bomber, “Scyth, can you tell what those things are?”

“Nope, I can’t see their profiles ‑‑‑ they must be hidden somehow,” I replied.

Taking off, I examined the creatures crawling out of the ground. I could tell that they were as tall as humans after they started lining up and rising to their feet..

“Shall we?” asked Bomber, getting ready to attack.

He pulled out his two-handed sword and slapped it over a full-length shield, and both blazed with icy fire. The sword and shield merged into an incomprehensible but formidable-looking whole — something like an artillery pulse cannon. Apparently, I’d missed out on a lot while Bomber was doing his thing in the Underwater Kingdom.

Meanwhile, Hiros hovered on the border between reality and the Astral plane, his figure flickering between the ethereal and the darkness. Was that another ability acquired in my absence?

“Wait,” I ordered, moving forward.

Again something wasn’t right here, but what? Before we set about killing them, I wanted to understand who they were and why they were behaving so strangely. Altogether I counted 14 humanoid beings, lined up in a wedge. In lieu of attacking they froze in place.

They were looking at us, and we were looking at them. Finally, the most massive creature, taller than Bomber, who stood at the head of the wedge, spoke.

“Let’s talk, Scyth! You are Scyth, right? We see that the appearance of the Marauder minotaur is only a disguise.”

He moved forward a bit, and removed something from his head that looked like either a giant cauldron or a huge bag that was so dirty it had ossified. After removing this strange helmet, he looked at me… with both heads, and then he extended his arms upward.

Suddenly I saw his profile, and upon closer inspection, he turned out to be huge. He was a two-headed ogre wearing rags. However, from afar, he really seemed like some kind of monster, and the reason for this was all the stuff hanging from him — branches, leaves, lumps of clay, bloody entrails, eyes, were all dangling from his shoulders.

Jemai’Kapak, Ogre Level 116 Warrior Mage

The Dark Brotherhood

Were these freaks the same guys from the Dark Brotherhood that have been haunting me since my return from the Inferno? That would mean the Elite were no more, and so these completely substandard fighters were sent into action for the sake of Nettle’s memory. What a shame Despot wasn’t around to gobble them up so that I wouldn’t have to dirty my hands.

I could kill the whole group without batting an eyelid, but I didn’t. I wanted to see if this tired saga with the brotherhood was nearing its denouement.

“All right, Jemai’Kapak, let’s talk,” I nodded.

My answer did not suit the ogre’s companions, and someone behind him shouted, “Let him know the wrath and power of the Dark Brotherhood! For Nettle! Tell him, Jemai’Kapak!”

“Hush, hush,” snarled Jemai’Kapak, raising his hand. “Let me speak.”

The ogre came up to me, pointing his index finger accusingly at my chest.

“You are Scyth,” said Jemai’Kapak’s right head.

“Yes, I am Scyth. How did you guess?”

“Easy,” said the head. “It’s ‘cause... Your real name is displayed above the fake one. And above us there are no names at all, ‘cause...”

“Shut up, Kapak,” the left head muttered, rolling its eyes. “Scyth, pay no heed to Kapak. He’s a fool.”

“And you’re not?”

“I’m smarter than many,” said the left head without missing a beat. “In short, the magic of the ancients helps us to remain anonymous, and it also led us straight to you along the old paths.”

“Underground?”

“All kinds of paths,” Jemai replied. “This last segment kinda sucked, though, because now we’re covered in mud, like we’ve been in a Pit Tournament.”

I was reminded of the polyamorous gankers at the Demonic Games. Smoothie, Riker, and Phobos fought in the games after winning a Pit Tournament, which is a kind of martial arts competition between ogres, three against three, slugging it out in waist-deep mud. It was no surprise that Jemai’Kapak, being an ogre, had made just such an analogy.

“So what happened to the new paths?” That was Bomber asking the ogre.

“Yeah, looks like you just arrived from your world,” said Jemai. “Know, undying ones, that the new paths that feed on mana no longer serve the free Dark Brotherhood, only those slugs that have succumbed to the will of Nether can make use of them now. But the old ways, the magic of the ancients, doesn’t depend on mana. This magic not only saw your flickering trail...”

Jemai’Kapak paused as I realized that the Brotherhood had discovered me as soon as I’d activated Divine Disappearance.

“...it also led us straight to you. Now tell me, Scyth, are you ready to bow before the Dark Brotherhood and the powerful magic of the ancients, or would you prefer to answer for Nettle’s death, knowing the wrath of the Dark Brotherhood?”

“What a cheeky ogre,” said Bomber. “Scyth, can I slap him?”

I shook my head, then calmed down Hiros, who was about ready to rip the ogre to shreds, and, smiling, looked at Jemai’Kapak and asked, “What if I don’t choose either of these options?”

Both of the ogre’s heads sighed sadly, exchanged a look, and nodded in agreement, and then they spoke in unison.

“In that case, we have no choice but to offer you, Nettle Killer, a third option.”

“You can read minds!” I exclaimed. “In fact, I, too, have a third option.”

Jemai raised his eyebrows in surprise, and Kapak dropped his jaw and asked, “What is it?”

“Oh, it’s simple. I’m surprised you haven’t thought of it. My friends and I, the great ninja Hiros and the great warrior Bomber, will simply kill you. You see, we won’t, in the end, kneel before the Dark Brotherhood, nor will we know its wrath. How do you like that idea?”

“Wait a minute,” said Jemai’Kapak, thinking. “When I said that you would know the wrath of the Dark Brotherhood, I did not mean to offend you and was not trying to threaten you.”

“What did you have in mind?” Bomber asked with a grin.

“Don’t tell him anything! Do not dare! Just try, Jemai’Kapak!” screams began to come from the motley crew behind him.

Turning around, the ogre barked with both heads.

“I dare! We have no other choice!”

And turning back to me, both heads began to talk, with Jemai and Kapak alternating sentences. What followed was that the demon Khra’Pivion, who was also the leader of the Dark Brotherhood of Nettle, who was also the first adviser to the city of Tuafa Rion Stafa, imposed Vendetta on all his followers, or rather, his employees and subordinates — a primitive, but reliable blood feud spell, sealed, of course, with blood. The terms and conditions were embedded in all contracts between Nettle and anyone who wanted to join the ranks of the Dark Brotherhood. In the event of the death of the leader, the contract said, any member of the brotherhood would do whatever they could to avenge his death, unsparingly.

That is why all the fanatics who rushed at me without regard for the surrounding demons, beast gods and the strongest fighters of Dis turned out to be not fanatics at all. They’d all accepted death in Despot’s infernal stomach simply because the mechanism of the contract compelled them to do so. They understood that they would die, that it was very stupid to attack Scyth and all his allies and comrades, who he didn’t even need for protection, because he himself was capable of erasing the entire Dark Brotherhood from the face of the earth with a snap of his fingers, but they did it anyway, because they could not resist the ancient blood magic.

Jemai’Kapak and thirteen members of the Dark Brotherhood were the last to escape Bastian the First’s arrests, or because of their weakness, did not enter the first waves of assassins who tried to avenge Nettle’s death.

“We have no commanders left,” the ogre concluded. “Either end up in prison, or be killed. Those you see in front of you,” he waved his hand behind his back, “are all that remains of the past glory of the Dark Brotherhood.”

“When your commanders are released, will they also seek to exact revenge on me?”

“I don’t know,” the ogre shrugged. “You see, the contract with Nettle was made in such a way as to ensure that any member of the Brotherhood who fell into the hands of the authorities would lose their memory. Therefore, no one has ever before been able to imprison an active member of the Brotherhood alive.”

“Don’t you read the news? All your commanders, who were taken by the Commonwealth authorities, have long since begun to sell you all out. They’ve surrendered everyone and everything. The interrogators of King Bastian the First extracted a lot of information from them.”

“So then...” said Kapak, shrugging again and thinking.

“Perhaps the magic power of the royal wizards is greater than Nettle’s curse of memory loss?” Jamai asked. “Or did it just grow weaker with his death?”

“Does it matter?”

“Whatever the case, unlike the curse, the ancient blood magic will not be weakened,” Jamai sighed sadly and spoke faster, as if he was afraid that I wouldn’t let him finish: “Know that we will always try to kill you, Scyth. The power of the contract is such that it guides us even in this world, which is scarce on mana now. You can run and you can hide, and years may pass, or even decades, and you will lose your vigilance, and we’ll find an opening, then, because we’ll be waiting for it and we’ll be there when the time comes.”

I shuddered at this. Like, what if these creatures crawled out of the ground when I was, say, alone with Irita?

“What would you recommend I do then, ogre?” I asked.

“I see only one way to keep all of us alive, and it would free you from worrying about us.”

“Maybe we should just lock you up in Darant, or Vinculum?” suggested Bomber. “No question about it. I can send you all there right now.” Looking at me, he winked. “King Bastian and I are now pals after our help with the priests of Nergal. He said to me, ‘My dearest Bomber, let me call you, sir, and do not hesitate to contact me if you need anything.”

“Please don’t,” Jemai’Kapak pleaded, clasping his hands. “Scyth, we have another solution! I beg of you, lead the Dark Brotherhood! This will nullify the terms of the contract with Nettle!”

“Why don’t one of you assume the leadership?” I suggested. “Won’t that do it?”

“No!” Both heads exclaimed at once. “We cannot! We are too weak!”

“Then I need to think,” I gestured dismissively, deciding that this question could definitely wait.

“We have no time, Scyth!” And, raising his left hand, he growled, and the thinnest black strings stretched from his palm. “I am keeping all of us under control so as not to attack you, but my strength is running out!”

“So you’re a mage?”

“I’m a mage,” said Jemai.

“And I am a warrior!” roared Kapak, shaking his right hand in which a hammer suddenly materialized.

I looked him up and down, examined him, then gestured toward the others.

“Remove your disguises. Yes, yes, all of you.”

Jemai shouted at them, and without further ado they reluctantly began to shed their outerwear. Then, they all lined up and I examined each one of them. They were children, not even teenagers yet! Children! Several grimy boys and girls. Including the ogre Jemai’Kapak, there were five representatives of the dark races: a werewolf, a vampire, an orc and a troll. I was surprised at this. The Dark Brotherhood operated only in Latteria, after all. The other nine were neutrals: a centaur, two halfling girls, a harpy, a fairy, a giant, and… a couple of murlocks!

They introduced themselves by hissing their names, more or less in the spirit of Shesh’Sssa. No problem, though, since I could read their real names above their heads. All were below level 100, and judging by their real names, the murlocks were brother and sister.

So what to do with them?

As I thought about it, the ogre said, “We are orphans, Scyth. We have nowhere else to go.”

“Anyone can offend an orphan,” added a hobbit girl.

“Mr-gl-gl-gl-gl!” added the murlock girl.

Bomber seemed to be reading my thoughts.

“What the hell are we supposed to do with them, Scyth? Let’s dispense with them and get out of here.”

I shrugged and made a helpless gesture, saying, “Well, you heard them, Bomber. They’re orphans! You want to kill children? No way! Not even if they were to keep on hounding me.”

“So should we send them to prison? Surely the Commonwealth has some juvenile detention facilities.”

“First, again, these are children! Second, Darant is a dangerous place. We’re all better off keeping away from high-population settlements.”

“Hiros has a solution,” said the ninja. “It’s painless, the kids won’t even feel a thing. Scyth-kun can turn away.”

“Hiros himself won’t feel a thing now!” I was furious and lit up with Vindication.

The cold-blooded killer just shrugged his shoulders without bowing. It seems that he was offended: he’d offered a solution to the problem, and I’d rejected it. Eff them, really. I decided to become the leader of the Dark Brotherhood, and be done with it.

The system adjusted and issued a notification:

Would you like to lead the Dark Brotherhood?

You must tell the members that you are ready to become their leader and also tell them the rules that you will be implementing in the organization.

Keep in mind that if information about your involvement in the Brotherhood is revealed, your reputation with the main factions of Disgardium and their leaders may take a downward turn.

What followed was background information on how and when the Brotherhood was founded, what its claims to fame were, and what positions it occupied in the underworld of Disgardium. Also, most of the current members of the Brotherhood had to vote for the new leader, but before this could happen, the former leader had to be killed.

Turning to the children, once recruited either by Nettle himself or by his officers, I announced loudly and clearly:

“I, the Herald Scyth, voluntarily accept leadership of the Dark Brotherhood, thereby removing from each of the members of the Brotherhood the terms and conditions imposed by the contract with Nettle. Every member of the Dark Brotherhood who does not want to be under my leadership is free to leave it. All others who choose to retain membership must unquestioningly abide by the following rules...”

A minute and a half later, every grubby young bandit was surprised to learn that from now on they were no longer thieves, but peaceful workers in the clan of the Awoken, as well as future followers of the Sleepers, and that they were forbidden to break the law.

“What’s your title?” the fairy squeaked, frozen in the air in front of my nose. “Boss, chief, master, lord?”

I shrugged, and said, “Whatever you want, as long as it’s a term of respect.”

This suited them, and when Jemai’Kapak proposed they choose me as their new leader, they voted unanimously.

Scyth, you are now the leader of the Dark Brotherhood!

The Vendetta perk is herewith null and void.

Although their primary scope of activity had radically changed, none of the members expressed a desire to leave the ranks of the Brotherhood. And I realized that they’d entered it not in order to rob and steal, but simply out of hopelessness, poverty and because they were lonely and unhappy. Most likely, they just needed a sense of belonging, and a sense of purpose in life. Well, now that they were followers of the Sleepers, they’d get all of the above, and more!

Thus, the sinners who failed obey my Subjugation of Sinners perk would obey me because I was now their leader... I got carried away with my thoughts about how I could crush all of the crime in Dis, create an underground empire that would have eyes and ears in every city and in every seedy settlement. And, after a little re-education and with new motivations and some encouragement, this underground empire would become a mighty force.

The little hobbit brought me down to earth again by pretending she didn’t understand the new rules.

“Tell me, Master Scyth, what does it mean to break the law?”

“Steal, rob, or kill peaceful inhabitants of the world.”

“What if they’re not peaceful?” the centaur asked gloomily.

“The Sleepers and the Clan, of course, already have plenty of enemies,” I snapped.

The answer suited him, and he even turned to whisper smugly to the werewolf standing next to him, “Super cool! The Awoken are at war with the whole world!”

Scratching the back of my head, I thought I was wrong about their peaceful natures.

“Are they at war with Nether?” the little harpy asked in a whisper.

“Shhhh!” the centaur hissed at her.

I called them to order and announced:

“You will be my eyes and ears in the two capitals. I’m splitting you up: dark ones —to Shak, neutrals — to Darant, Iskgersel, Starokuznitsa, Ilridren. If you can, make your way to the Moongrove, see what ordinary elves are up to. And if you meet okay people, recruit them as new followers. And you, Jemai’Kapak, come here, I’ll make you a priest of the Sleepers. You can handle the rest yourself.”

Jemai’Kapak thumped his chest and assured me that everything would be done in the best possible way. Then, kneeling before me, he bowed his two heads.

The rest of the kids visibly cheered up once the blood feud spell was removed, and they started clamoring to be allowed to become followers of the formidable Sleepers right then and there.

“Looks like recess at the kindergarten!” Bomber chuckled.

Then, Hiros tapped me on the shoulder and when I looked at him, he bowed, and, retaining the pose, he said, “Hiros would like to be a priest of the Sleepers, also, Scyth-kun.”

I stared blankly at his masked face, only then realizing that Hiros had thus far been an ordinary follower, both due to his modesty, and also because he lacked enough bonuses from Unity to join. I swiftly corrected this, and then I made the two-headed ogre a priest of the Sleepers, as well.

Then I sent the ogre and his grubby little comrades off to recruit more followers of the Sleepers in the seediest regions of Disgardium. The troop of Dark Brotherhood members bid us farewell, and headed off, but then, before long, they paused, whispered, and sent a message back to us.

Jemai’Kapak cautiously asked if the great master Scyth might be able to, say, transport them to Darant, or at least to Shak? You see, otherwise they’d have to huff it on foot for a very long time, as they had neither mounts, nor funds to spend on travel, and it would take at least two weeks to make it to the nearest settlement.

“We’re out of grub, to boot,” added Kapak.

Bomber looked at me skeptically, and I nodded.

“Hold out your hands,” the titan grumbled to the ogre, extracting what was needed from the inventory.

Jemai’Kapak held out his palms, groaning in delight at the flood of gold. In the end, Bomber provided 2000 coins and several teleportation scrolls to the youngsters that would take them to Darant, Shak, and to the other capitals. The scrolls were sealed along with the mana charge required to activate them, and thus, they still worked.

The newest followers of the Sleepers wasted no time creating a portal with a shimmering veil — we could see the streets of Shak beyond it — and then they dived through.

I accepted them into the group—

Synergy activated: all primary characteristics are multiplied by 3!

— and Bomber rummaged through the inventory again, extracting a pack of Underwater Breathing Potions, then handed them to me.

“Here you go, Scyth. You’re going to need them. And hey, you’ll be amazed to see how beautiful it is!”

“Very beautiful architecture,” Hiros confirmed. “Like in Atlantis.”

Atlantis was the name of an artificial underwater entertainment complex created in the sixties in the Atlantic — the ocean, of course.

“Wait, what about water pressure?” I asked, after consuming a potion.

But as soon as I asked, Depths Teleportation took over, and I was in the Underwater Kingdom.


Chapter 10. The Underwater Kingdom

DEPTHS TELEPORTATION took me by surprise. There I was, in midst of the ruins of Paramount, and then, just like that, bang! Now I was in the deepest regions of the ocean. The sudden shift in scenery made my head spin, and I felt like I was in a dream. I no longer felt gravity, and my nose felt plugged up, and everything was blurry, and sounds were booming ‑‑‑ strange.

Thanks to the Underwater Breathing Potion, I grew gills on my neck, and so I could breathe.

But yeah, the Depths Teleportation had misfired, sort of, because we weren’t anywhere near the Underwater Kingdom — I didn’t see any beautiful architecture around, anyway. No architecture, no Nagas, nothing at all that would bring to mind sentients. All I could see were the barely visible silhouettes of Bomber and Hiros in the inky haze of the deep.

I looked up to see how far down we were, and way, way up above I could barely see rays of sunshine penetrating the surface of the water.

“We were way off,” Bomber said, cursing as he studied the map. “We’re a few miles from the nearest outpost of the Underwater Kingdom, and even farther away from the city itself. But okay, it’s no big deal. The temple isn’t even located in the capital.”

What was nice was that I could hear him as if we were on land. I took a look at the map, and saw that the place of power — where the Sleepers’ quest could be completed — was about 20 miles away.

“Is that a problem?” I asked, releasing air bubbles and inhaling water, but without choking at all. Breathing underwater was as easy as breathing air. And it was like magic, the way sounds were clearly transmitted, even if they were a little muffled. “You must know the monsters that inhabit the Bottomless Ocean, right?”

“Yes, there’s nothing to worry about, really,” shrugged the titan.

“Because of Orthokon?”

“Not just Orthokon. You see, I’ve studied my profile here, and it looks like, thanks to Unity and Synergy, we can handle whatever we come up against in this realm.”

“Also, as long as we’re in a group, all of the damage will go to me, and thanks to Sleeping Invulnerability and Resilience, it’ll be reduced some, and won’t amount to much,” I agreed. “Moreover, if anyone attacks us first, Sleeping Justice will increase our stats. They’re doubled for each ability level.”

I was saying this not so much for the guys as for myself. I didn’t want to have to worry about anything that moved down here. Seriously, for the time being, in Disgardium I was unrivaled, except for the Sleepers and Nether. The New Gods were no more, I felt like I could handle the Old and the beast gods, and could also probably compete with the princes of the Inferno. At least in a fair fight, as opposed to one involving mind control, or the deprivation of mobility, abilities, or, like, when health points are drained, or hit points are eliminated, say, from a distance.

“You mean you got three levels of Justice for three temples?” Bomber asked. “Two times two is four, and that by two is eight, right? Add in Synergy... how much is that?”

“It depends on the number of people in the group; the maximum for now is five, but there are three of us now, so…” I crunched the numbers. “So we multiply all of the stats by 24. If we can dedicate the fourth temple, then that number jumps up to 48.”

“So with five of us, and the fourth temple?” Bomber exclaimed. “Wowza!” But then something brought him down. “Too bad Crag’s not with us. Imagine if we had him with his Wrath of Nergal, like when he was on Terrastera...”

“I doubt that he’d still have a skill from a god that no longer exists,” I said.

“On the other hand, there are virtually no limits on our ability to increase Unity,” said Hiros, clearly pleased with his improved stats.

He hadn’t acquired much strength from becoming a priest, because he’d become a follower long before now, even before the ordeal, so he’d collected a lot of bonuses from new followers already. Still, he did see an increase of several thousand points — not bad at all for any top defender.

“So how are we going to get to the temple?” I asked, feeling a little anxious about it. “If only we had a couple of underwater mounts!”

Bomber grinned, and even underwater, Hiros managed to bow, and pointed into the darkness.

At first I didn’t see anything there, but soon the current accelerated.

At first I thought it was an earthquake. Soon, I saw a multi-ton block moving through the depths, generating churning water in its wake. The inflow of water scattered us. It turned out to be a kraken the size of three, or even five whales. The creature was so massive, I felt like a little fish next to it. I couldn’t even see the beast god in its entirety. I was right by its eye, and the horizontal pupil was like a tunnel that I could enter standing fully erect.

The kraken drew near and simply grabbed us with its tentacles and seated us on its brow.

“Grab on,” said Bomber, pointing to the bony growths protruding from the kraken’s body. “Hold on tight or else you’ll be blasted off.”

We hunkered down and did as told while Othokon gained momentum, heading in the direction that Bomber indicated.

“I don’t understand how you communicate,” I said, grabbing the bony “handle” with both hands — Orthokon was speeding along at a breakneck pace.

“It’s done mentally,” he, the lord of the kraken, responded, and then we noticed something ahead of us.

In the distance, a huge shadow was flickering in the general direction of our path. As we drew nearer, the creature looked at us with six eyes — three on each side. It looked like some kind of armored mutant shark, with either a hump or fin atop its back, and forked, sharp fins, and a body like corrugated metal. A long sharp horn protruded from its head, and when the beast opened its mouth, I saw three rows of sharp, crooked teeth as I was almost washed off of the kraken by a jet of water.

Tiburon. Level ???Underwater Terror

Local boss.

Terror? Like Sharkon, the Underground Terror, only underwater? I gaped at the beast in admiration, and raked my mind trying to think of a way to make friends with this beauty.

Meanwhile, Orthokon froze and listed a little, and then, in the blink of an eye, he shot a stream of tentacles out at Tiburon that wound tightly around him and snapped him in two with a sickening crunching sound. The water turned scarlet, while bits of entrails drifted to the sides. The beast’s skull continued to snap its jaws, biting corals and creating turbulence in the water around us. The kraken proceeded to eat the chunks of the Underwater Terror floating about, and then, grabbing the snapping head of the beast, which already had carrion worms hanging from it, ate it, too.

“Because of you, I didn’t get much experience from that,” Bomber complained. “But we did get a First Kill!”

“What was the reward?” I asked.

“I’ll tell you in a second,” he muttered with glazed eyes as he interacted with the interface. “Seriously? An underwater mount? What next?”

“What’s the problem?” I was surprised. Sounded good to me. “What kind of mount is this?”

“It’s like that boss, the Underwater Terror. Just not very swift, unfortunately. He’s a far cry from my Sawfish, but he can fight, like your dragon, Storm,” and then, giving me a sly look, he produced a Summoning Whistle.

“Sell it!” I pleaded. “I need that!”

“Sell it?” Bomber considered it, and then burst out laughing. “I’ll just give it to you! I was about to do just that but... You should have seen your face!”

Even Hiros smiled seeing Bomber present me with the artifact and he even laughed as he saw how excited I was as I studied the gift’s properties.

Summoning Whistle for the legendary Underwater Terror

Unique item.

Single use.

When activated, permanently grants the wearer the ability to summon an aquatic mount, the legendary Underwater Terror.

Required level: 500.

Required level 40 riding skill.

Fearing I might drop the artifact due to our breakneck speed, I used it right away, and when the new pet arrived, I tied it to me after giving it the same name that he had in life — Tiburon.

Underwater Terror

Legendary combat pet and aquatic mount.

+1200% underwater speed.

An ancient Lakharian magician was once in the Underwater Kingdom, and conducted an experiment by crossing a shark, an octopus and a rhinoceros. It turned out to be a nightmarish beast — deadly, armored and rather stupid.

It is a combat pet and can take part in battles.

Required level: 500.

Require level 40 riding skill.

“Bomber, thank you for this handsome beast!” I was sincerely grateful, as I again recalled my first-level pet.

“Ah shucks. It’s not like you don’t deserve it,” Bomber said, embarrassed, waving my thanks away.

The rest of the way to our destination, no one else dared attack us. When another monster appeared — a giant bottom feeder with a crocodile snout covered in spikes, I assumed Orthokon would have a another snack, but no, this creature was smarter than the Terror. It reared its fin, bristling with spikes, and turned and fled.

As we sailed along, Bomber and Hiros told me all about their adventures in the Underwater Kingdom. Most of the action had, of course, fallen on the warrior, but without the ninja, he would never have succeeded in completing the final quest in the divine chain. In fact, had I been there instead of Hiros, I don’t know if I could’ve helped Bomber as much, because what was required was the ninja’s ability to disappear into the Astral and reemerge from there anywhere he chose.

Bomber finished telling me about his saga by sharing what he’d learned about the real history of the Nagas whilst carrying out the quest — not the bare-bones summary provided in the game encyclopedia.

The Nagas are a proud and once powerful people, steeped in tradition and magic, who have inhabited this place for generations. Their King Triton, the fifth on the throne in the line of Tritons, is revered by his subjects as a wise and just ruler.

The undersea race flourished under the fin of Ulmo, the Old God of the Oceans. The Nagas believed that it was Ulmo who created the Underwater Kingdom, using his powers to turn the ocean floor into a thriving city. They also regarded Ulmo as the guardian of the Nagas, defending them from outside threats, and providing them with the magic and knowledge they needed to maintain the Underwater Kingdom. Ulmo was not only the patron god of the Nagas, he was also the symbol of their power, strength and stamina.

“By the way, on average, Nagas come in at level 600,” said Bomber. “That’s why they’ve generally been left alone — they could push back against any sentient in Dis. Of course, the legends about their treasures were well-known to pirates and other adventurers, but, first, this is a hard-to-reach destination, and second, the Nagas have great combat pets — crab-scorpions, sharks, giant killer whales, crocs, octopuses — and they are all capable of sinking any ship. So yeah, keep out, best to stay away.

When the New Gods appeared, Ulmo didn’t think anything of it. He failed to see them as a threat, and paid them no mind, but as time showed, this was a big mistake, because then, the New Goddess of the Seas, Matsu, showed up.

Matsu was originally a modest girl from Lakharia, who lived in a poor fishing village on the coast of the Sea of Death. Then, she, her father and five brothers, all drowned during a storm.

Nobody ever found their bodies, but a few months later Matsu returned. She was the only survivor, but something in her had changed. After returning to the village, she gathered everyone around her and demanded that they bow to her, because she was now Matsu, Goddess of the Seas. The villagers refused, and so she conjured up a tsunami that overwhelmed the village, and then she herself returned to the sea. Nothing was left of the village. Everyone had perished.

Matsu then appeared before the Nagas, and demanded the same thing, namely that they worship her. They scoffed, and laughed at her, and Ulmo sneered loudest of all, who, in the form of a giant octopus, was feasting with the King of the Nagas, Triton the First. Matsu anyway asked to stay with the Nagas, as she had nowhere else to go.

“You can stay!” Triton said. “You are the first person I have seen who can breathe underwater.”

Matsu kept a low profile and didn’t make waves, except then she started proselytizing and intimidating the weak, and got a small number of the locals to worship her. Eventually, she grew strong enough to defeat Ulmo, which she proceeded to do in front of everyone. Ulmo fled, having lost the trust of his followers, and Matsu, the New Goddess of the Seas, became the patroness of the Nagas.

Ever since then Ulmo hid from the wrath of Matsu’s fanatical followers.

The Nagas suffered without Ulmo, and the Underwater Kingdom fell into decline, because Matsu not only demanded more temples and sacrifices, but also placed a curse on them ‑‑‑ although Nagas can breathe air, Matsu bound them to the ocean, and so they were unable to leave it for long. But if the goddess came to favor a particular Naga or group, she’d lift the curse, and along the coasts of inhabited lands, they would plunder the sentients for the sake of Matsu.

“Those Nagas were like the ones that lived near Tristad. They went completely wild, lost any vestiges of civilization, and spent all their free time marauding and robbing sea caravans,” finished Bomber.

“So how did you get past Matsu?”

“Well, Orthokon was once friends with Ulmo,” explained the warrior. “Once he realized I was a priest of the Sleepers, he offered to help me, because that would help his friend.”

Bomber’s sojourn began on the surface, where he started out gathering information at Orthokon’s behest. From there, the story moved to the underwater realm, where the titan overcame a slew of obstacles and dangers to finally reach the Underwater Kingdom. As he ventured into the depths, he encountered ferocious and distrustful Nagas, but knew he was not to kill them. It was only with the help of Orthokon that he was able to achieve a level where the Nagas merely looked at him with distrust.

After performing several ancient rituals and sacrifices, Bomber was able to summon Ulmo, who appeared before him in the form of a huge wave rising from the depths of the ocean. Ulmo was glad to see the warrior chosen by Orthokon and told him two stories: his own and the story of Matsu — the real one, not the one the goddess fed the Nagas. Bomber ended up going to the heart of the lair of the New Sea Goddess, where she kept a powerful artifact that once belonged to Ulmo.

There, Orthokon and Bomber engaged in a brutal battle with Matsu’s heavies and emerged victorious, and their trophy was Ulmo’s artifact. At that point Hiros joined them, and using the artifact, they overthrew Matsu and restored the Old God to his rightful place as the ruler of the oceans. Moreover, the battle with the goddess took place very close to Meaz — in shallow water near the magical veil that covered the continent, and beyond which no one had yet to penetrate, including the New Goddess of the Seas.

“Ulmo is in good shape now,” said Bomber. “He’ll protect the Nagas. He doesn’t make them worship him or provide sacrifices or temples, and he lives among his followers. Moreover, the powers and bonuses he gives them are no worse than what Matsu used to dish out.”

Thus it was that Ulmo was restored to power, and peace once again reigned in the Underwater Kingdom. The Nagas who were following Matsu now pledged their allegiance to Ulmo, and Bomber, who had been an outsider, was now hailed as a hero.

“Bomber-kun is a local legend now,” said Hiros. “You’ll see, Scyth-kun! Everyone here respects him!”

It was sort of ironic how Bomber had finished off Matsu not long before Nine destroyed all of the other New Gods. The victory over the New Goddess of the Ocean marked the completion of the final quest in Orthokon’s divine chain, and what it was, said Bomber “was a helluva battle.”

“I put that wrong,” said Bomber then. “What I meant was that it wasn’t really a battle at all. I mean that yeah, Ulmo, Orthokon and I fought with Matsu, distracted her, but then Hiros went in for the kill. He penetrated the central altar of her temple in the capital of the Underwater Kingdom and destroyed it. In so doing, he not only cut off the flow of faith that sustained Matsu in battle, he also robbed her of her strength.”

“So Orthokon and Ulmo couldn’t have managed on their own?” I asked.

“You gotta be kidding, Scyth,” said Bomber, looking at me incredulously. “Matsu was 5000 levels above the kraken, and Ulmo was on his last legs. It was thanks to Orthokon’s faith, along with what he still got from a few old renegades among the older Nagas that he could do anything at all. And by the way, I’m a priest of the Sleepers!”

Because he’d completed the divine quest chain, Bomber received an avalanche of rewards. The list was so extensive that I got tired of reading about the items on it, but they included a full set of Ulmo’s divine armor; a scalable legendary set including the full-length shield and the two-handed sword that functioned as both protection from fire and also a ray gun that flooded the space in front of Bomber with frost. He also got a pet in the form of a small kraken, the exaltation of the Nagas, and he got as a best friend their king, Triton the Fifth. The icing on the cake, though, was that Orthokon was now Bomber’s combat ally.

“So it looks like while I was suffering in the Inferno, fighting the Nucleus, and being tortured by the Children of Kratos in the Icy Gorge, you were having a blast,” I summed it up.

“That’s right!” Bomber confirmed with a grin, and then he pointed ahead of us. “Look!”

At first, I saw what looked like the outlines of an edifice of some kind. I knew right away that it was a building, because the lines were so regular. As we drew nearer, it came into focus, and soon I could tell it was, in fact, an underwater fortress, with four round corner towers that shot upward. The towers were interconnected by arched walls adorned with letters and drawings. We approached what appeared to be the main entrance, a gate of sorts made from a strange mirror-like material with carvings that looked like corals.

“This is the southern outpost of the Underwater Kingdom,” said the titan.

“Will we see the Naga capital itself?”

“We’re still fairly far away from it, but within the kingdom, the water is so pristine that it’s possible we can see it,” said Bomber.

We sailed through the gate, and at first we saw a field of special algae which was to the Nagas what wheat was to land dwellers. We also passed by farms where small crustaceans used to make baby food were grown. The adults preferred to eat waterfowl, which were plenty in supply…

Soon we could see the Naga capital in the distance. The Underwater Kingdom was unlike any creation I’d seen fashioned by sentients. It was situated at such a depth that the sun’s rays did not reach it, so the light was generated by myriads of miniscule, bioluminescent creatures, and outlandish bottom fish that existed in specially prepared niches, and functioned as lanterns. Also, a magic ball resembling a miniature sun hovered over the capital. The city itself was hewed from a massive underwater mountain, and its buildings seemed to be fashioned from stone and coral, and adorned with red, brown and green algae, all in fantastic shapes,.

The sight, well, it took my breath away ‑‑‑ I was amazed by the beauty of all I saw, even as I was a little spooked by the strangeness of the place. Everywhere I looked, Nagas scurried about, their scales gleaming in the bright light. Dozens of the little ones swarmed toward Orthokon even as their parents tried to herd them away from him.

“Will we meet King Triton the Fifth?” I asked.

“Do you want to make him a devotee of the Sleepers, as well?” Bomber chuckled. “I’ve already arranged for a meeting after we consecrate the temple. By the way, who do you want to dedicate it to?”

“Well, we only have Abzu and Leviathan left. If I’m not mistaken, Leviathan has more to do with the seas and oceans. And I think the Nagas would like that.”

In fact, I’d put some thought into this as I was waiting to immerse myself in the capsule. Now that I knew that the Sleepers weren’t just AIs but were cast from the founding fathers themselves, I mulled over who to choose — Ola, the mathematician with his rational mindset and vast store of knowledge, or Alik Zhukov, who didn’t stand out for any reason, but who was one of Phil Panfilov’s closest friends. From what I knew of Zhukov, I suspected that he was a big-hearted individual. Ian Mitchell wrote in one of his reminiscences that Alik Zhukov was, in fact, the heart of the group of founding fathers. After all, he was behind all of the most generous and charitable projects later started by Good Deed and Snowstorm.

His death also said a lot about the kind of person he was. Iovana, for example, died at her workplace, Ola disappeared into space, and Manuel died of old age. Alik, though, died from the Doom virus, which was, at the time, an incurable malady. Sure, dying from something like Doom wasn’t unusual back then, but what was significant were the circumstances. You see, it didn’t take them long to come up with a cure for the Doom virus, but Alik, like Ed Rodriguez’s parents, perished in the first wave, before the cure. So how did a man of his stature come to perish thusly? It was because he himself was distributing humanitarian aid to children in non-citizen zones in Africa. He wanted to be sure the aid made it to those who needed it the most.

“We’re almost there,” Bomber was excited as he peered into the dim light. We had now left the bright lights of the city behind us. “We’ll be there in six or so more miles.”

I could see the temple from afar. It’s strange, but even though it had yet to be dedicated to a god, it still emitted a faint radiance, and this soft illumination could be seen through the voluminous dark depths of the Bottomless Ocean.

I felt my heart beating faster with an uncharacteristic excitement. I remembered how some five months ago Behemoth had given me a quest, namely, I was to build a second temple dedicated to the Sleepers, and he allowed me to choose between several geographical points marking places of power scattered across Disgardium. Who would have thought that of all those options, the place of power for the fourth temple would be, perhaps, the most inaccessible in the world? Although, yeah, actually, this wasn’t the most inaccessible. In fact, Meaz was still the hardest place in Dis to reach.

My friend Bomber must have thought the same thing. Gently stroking the tip of Orthokon’s tentacle, he remembered how he tried to catch a Goldfish when he used to fish every week — he loved fishing. I myself could never figure out what was so great about it.

“When we settled on Kharinza, I started fishing again whenever I could, hoping to catch something incredible in the ocean,” he recalled with some nostalgia. “There were enough monsters in those waters to scratch that itch of catching something fantastic,” he went on. “Well, who would have thought that of the thousands of islands and many coasts of the Bottomless Ocean, not to mention the seas, rivers and... What else is there, Scyth?”

“Lakes, streams and other bodies of water,” I prompted.

“Well, ‘Orthokonchik’ is too big for any kind of Lake Orthokonchik,” Bomber said.

I didn’t bother telling him that lakes come in all sizes, and that Lake Baikal, for example, was, well, one helluva body of water!

“And so it had to be that the ancient kraken would be exactly where I decided to go fishing!” Bomber finished his tale.

“And exactly where the first temple of the Sleepers was built,” I finished his thought.

“And where the ancient lizard Montosaurus roamed the jungle!” he nodded.

Hiros cut in then, saying, “But did you not say that this is a place of power? Kharinza has always been such a place and remains so to this day. The ruins of the Departed are also on the island, and Scyth told us that they patronized the beast gods. Can you imagine how much more attractive Kharinza is for those who saw the divine energy flows and the movement of entities in the Astral when the first and only Sleeper was incarnated there? Hiros is not at all surprised that Orthokon, for whom the entire Bottomless Ocean is home, should appear there. As for how Bomber made of him a patron, let me just say that the sentients of Disgardium have forgotten the beast gods. Especially the most advanced races.”

“What are you trying to say?” asked Bomber with a grin.

“In the days of old, when people feared even the thunder in the sky, they would offer sacrifices to whatever frightened them,” said Hiros. “The ancestors of the Japanese are no exception.”

The way Hiros put that sounded sort of strange to me, as if Hiros, the character, was separating himself from Tomoshi, lying in the capsule. “The person controlling the character does not associate himself with Hiros...” I recalled the ninja’s words at our first meeting.

“...Neither are your people, Bomber-kun, who is Chinese on one side and Scandinavian on the other. Hiros doesn’t know who your ancestors are, Scyth-kun, but Hiros is sure it was the same in Europe.”

“Hey, why bring in the real world here?” asked Bomber with a grin.

“Hiros sees the same thing in this world,” the ninja replied calmly. “People have forgotten about the gods who provide them nothing in return for their devotion. Faith? No, it is transactional, the relationship, rational. The sentients offer their faith and make sacrifices in exchange for the New Gods’ bonuses, aural blessings. Therefore, when Bomber-kun, without demanding anything in return, shared his catch with the great Orthokon, he was surprised. He must have awakened in Orthokon’s ancient brain the days of yore when sentients worshipped him. That’s why he didn’t kill you, Bomber-kun, but decided to see what would happen next. As I was told, every day Bomber-kun fed him more and more fish, as well as all sorts of tasty offerings. In the end, the heart of the ancient kraken trembled, and he fell in love with Bomber-kun.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what happened,” Bomber confirmed

Orthokon was obviously listening to us, because he slowed down, and then came to a total stop. Three of his tentacles shot in our direction, stopped a couple of feet from our faces and nodded.

What? Surely the beast was agreeing with Hiros. Bomber and I looked at each other and burst out laughing, and Hiros bowed very low.

We’d all been through so much stress and tension over the past few days that right then, it felt great to be in a place where there was no need to hustle off, or fight for the fate of civilization, or decide how to save the human race. We could simply relax for a bit and laugh and enjoy each other’s company. Of course, I let my guard down. So did Bomber, and also Hiros, frozen in his bowing.

Suddenly, the darkness of the depths was not only dissipated, it was swept away by a flash of brightness that it reminded me of a nuclear blast. The flash illuminated the temple — still a mile and a half away.

A huge monster loomed over it, far larger than the kraken. It looked like a beat-up old airship with hundreds of either tentacles or ropes hanging from it, which, when they brushed against the bottom of the ocean, flared with red fire that burned even in the water. The fired turned whatever it touched into a sort of molten substance like mucus, while something reminiscent of octopus ink emanated from them.

The ocean monster was so huge that, even when I looked up, I couldn’t see what its name was. I found myself hoping against hope: “Let this be a local boss...Let this be an ordinary mob..”

This desperate hope was shattered when the gargantuan beast hummed in such a way that I could feel the vibrations it emitted, and then it broadcast thoughts straight into my mind with remarkable clarity:

“I, Ejakekere, Harbinger of Nether, command you to kneel before Nether, the One True Goddess of All Creation. All who resist will be annihilated. This is the first of three warnings…”


Chapter 11. Die and Await Judgment Day

THE HARBINGER FELL SILENT, having issued the first warning. Apparently, he was in no hurry to issue the second. It seemed he was waiting for us to fall on our knees.

“What the hell is that!?” Bomber whispered.

“Ejakekere, Harbinger of Nether,” replied Hiros. Sometimes he took rhetorical questions too literally.

The monstrous, utterly nightmarish, hulking frame of the beast reminded me of a Ravager, and yeah, in fact, that’s exactly what it was. I’d never seen this one named Ejakekere before. From the depths of my mind, I pulled out recollections of my time in the beta world when I heard about Nine’s pet, Fishy. That was the only one of the Ravagers I never got to see, because Fishy lived in a special pond on the grounds of her castle.

I was sure this Harbinger was, in fact, Fishy, and was even glad we were going to face the monster down. I only wished we’d had the chance to dedicate the fourth temple first, because then we’d be stronger. However, the three of us ‑‑‑ I, the initial, and two priests of the Sleepers ‑‑‑ loaded down with bonuses from Unity, had a real shot at putting this monster in its place, and, in fact, that’s what we had to do. And we also had a beast god with us, to boot. This was a great opportunity to cut off the flow of faith to Nether.

“Are we taking that thing out?” Bomber had an evil grin on his face.

“We are,” I nodded. “But let’s have Orthokon back up just a little. Before we go up against him, I want to see his profile. I want to know exactly what we’re up against. You never know.”

Bomber nodded, and right away the kraken, barely moving his tentacles, began to slowly back up.

“I, Ejakekere, Harbinger of Nether, command you to kneel…” the monster began to recite his message again.

“Something’s going on,” Bomber frowned. “The Orthokon is barely moving.”

“That harbinger activated a slowing aura,” I said, pointing out the debuff icon. Bomber looked at it and cursed. “Looks like we can’t get more than half a mile away.”

Infidel Brake

You are attempting to slip away from the Harbinger of Nether, the One True Goddess of All Creation. Show some respect and hear what he’s telling you.

−1% to speed per 30 feet away from the Harbinger of Nether.

+1% to speed for every 30 feet closer to the Harbinger of Nether.

But of course, Nether had equipped her Harbinger with a powerful braking debuff! After all, she didn’t want every sentient to flee headlong away from the monsters she’d sent to deliver her message. I wouldn’t put it past her if she’d given them the ability to jump a mile or two, like mage blinks, so that suddenly there they’d be even if you thought you got away. They wanted everybody to join in their fun.

Anyway, by the end of the second warning, Orthokon had managed to back up some 30 feet or so, and that allowed me to bend my head back and read all of Ejakekere’s stats.

There it was, the system’s info on this thing.

Ejakekere, Level ??? Harbinger of Nether

“Right, we’ll fill in the blanks,” Bomber grumbled, adding, “I hate it when they don’t give you enough information.”

Then, he told me and Hiros to hold on tight, and had the kraken speed toward the Harbinger, covering the distance in about seven seconds, and then braking to a stop around 100 feet from him. Good thing he’d told us to hold on. Otherwise we’d have been thrown off of Orthokon.

The bomber stuck his massive rectangular shield into the brow of the kraken, and slapping the matching sword on the shield, he activated the properties so that they melded into a whole, transforming into something resembling a miniature cannon. At the same time, the titan filled the space in front of him with a stream of frost. Everything in its path was covered with ice, all the way up to the Harbinger.

Then, in a flash, the kraken turned tail and darted off — my knuckles were white, I was clutching the bony handle so tightly. But before we could get too far away, the Harbinger’s Infidel Brake debuff kicked in. Bomber realized what was happening, and again ordered Orthokon to head for the monster, only this time to sail over him.

It worked. Finally, we could read the Harbinger’s full profile.

Ejakekere, Level 312,984 Harbinger of Nether

Health points: 30 octillion/30 octillion.

Resistance to Physical Damage: 99.99%.

Resistance to Magical Damage: 99.99%.

Resistance to Elemental Damage: 99.99%.

Wow. What a downer it was to read the monster’s profile. I couldn’t stop myself from complaining, “That bastard has resistance to every conceivable kind of damage!

“Including inconceivable kinds,” added Hiros.

“Too bad we didn’t level up after that attack with the shield and sword ensemble,” said Bomber. “We could have seen his abilities and damage then. Octillion — how much is that?”

I shrugged, and Hiros said, “Take the number “1” and add 27 zeros to it.”

“Damn!” Bomber exclaimed.

“That’s a lot,” I agreed, thinking that yeah, we’d best get out of there instead of sticking around to put up a fight. “We’ve seen enough. The monster is virtually invulnerable — there’s no damage that can touch him.”

“So we’re not going to fight?” Bomber asked. “We’re getting out of here?”

“Not yet,” I shook my head. “Have the kraken move in closer. I’ll give a try at finishing him off. What the hell.”

As Orthokon moved in, the Harbinger began to issue the final warning: “I, Ejakekere...”

I went over in my head everything that I was going to try on Nine’s overgrown pet, steeled myself and, as soon as we were close enough, I said, “Let’s attack on the count of three! One... two...”

I activated Equalizer, which would enable me to swiftly accelerate and finish the creature off with Crushing Spirit Surge which, after adding in all of the multipliers, should deliver enough damage to take the Harbinger out.

“Equalizer is activated, targeting Ejakekere, Level 312,984 Harbinger of Nether!

“…the One True Goddess of All Creation,” said the Harbinger, shrinking greatly in size. “All who resist...”

It worked!

Ejakekere was now about the same size as Orthokon, causing furious currents to churn around us due to the swift drop in his mass, but the kraken held on, and stood firm, so to speak.

The Equalizer had forced the Harbinger and I onto the same level, so now the Harbinger was at level 1101, while his health points had plunged to the hundreds of billions.

“Three!” I yelled.

Hiros dissolved in the water as he went on the attack through the Astral, while Bomber activated Dash, and I turned on Clarity to extend the time in which we could deal as much damage as possible to the newly nerfed Ejakekere.

In less than a millisecond, the ninja fell into our reality, and, somehow distorted, as if emerging from some kind of Picasso painting, Bomber flew at the monster, slamming into what seemed to be a potential Achilles heel, that being a tentacle, flattening it like a pancake. Right away I’d been knocked out of Clarity, and that’s why I could see what happened.

Then, wasting no time, I fired off a blast of Crushing Spirit Surge, but I must have made a mistake in the calculations because there were still a slew of nines after the decimal point in the Harbinger’s resistance stats that the system had left out before. As a result of this, my most lethal weapon, designed to devastate an opponent’s spiritual reserves, had a minuscule effect on the Harbinger’s life bar.

Three seconds out of the five provided by the Equalizer were wasted — I’d dealt only one blow, while Bomber couldn’t even get close to the creature. So he pulled out and broke the seal of the epic Starfall scroll, but all in vain, because before it could take effect the monster leveled back up again. Hiros, who was most effective when fighting at close range, desperately fired his crossbow at the Harbinger, while Orthokon tried to rip off one of its tentacles. All of our efforts were akin to firing a BB gun at an elephant, though, and the Harbinger went about concluding his third warning.

With no time to lose, I unleashed the Wheel of Fortune on the monster, which was sheer folly. After missing the target twice, I remembered that the divine ability could only work against sentients, and even then they had to be mortals. Ejakekere was neither one nor the other.

In the final moment, I made a selection from a couple of other divine abilities. With three active temples, both of them had a 60% chance of functioning. I could summon the Sleepers using the Call of the Sleepers. However, given the current deficit in the reserves of faith, the gods weren’t likely to be able to help much unless I used Self-Sacrifice, which I really didn’t want to employ whilst Disgardium was in beta mode. You see, in beta mode penalties, as I recalled, were draconian — every time I died, I’d lose 10% in levels!

I settled on Fury of the Sleepers, which was a ranged strike that could down any opponent, but which drains all internal resources in a single adversary.

By this time, Ejakekere had finished the third warning, and fell silent to give us the requisite time to submit to Nether. I used this brief moment to activate Fury of the Sleepers.

My health, mana, spirit , and retribution bars were all low, but luck was on my side! For the first time, I saw exactly how Fury worked — a spectral copy of myself separated from me, and grew into a colossal ghost, whose feet rested on the ocean bottom, and whose head rose to the surface. The hands of the ephemeral giant parted and seemed to as if swat the Harbinger like a fly.

And the giant disappeared, while only a clot of protoplasm remained of the Harbinger of Nether.

Ejakekere, Harbinger of Nether, has been killed.

It was only then that the stars that Bomber had launched fell from the sky, searing into the watery depths.

After all of the loud demands that we bend the knee or else, the ensuing silence was a relief. My ears were ringing and a pleasant tiredness spread through my body. The guys and I had given it our all in the space of a few seconds, and now we looked at each other. Dare we hope we’d done it? Nothing assured us that the monster was really dead, save for a single line of text in the logs.

I downed a Bottomless Health Potion, and then summoned Tiburon, and mounted him. I felt uneasy, and muttered, “Is he really dead? I’ll check to make sure.”

I swam toward the murky waters surrounding Ejakekere, afraid to believe that finally, for once, Fury actually worked the way it was supposed to. Not only it, but for whatever reason, all of what seemed like imba-abilities were functioning capriciously, as if they were on the fritz. So yeah, this was the second time I’d ever used it, and I’d, like, swan-shot an out-of-this-world, incredibly insanely high level monster.

“Hell no, Scyth, you’re dreaming,” flashed through my thoughts when I saw the murky figure start to stir in the turbid cloud of water and take shape into the silhouette of Ejakekere. “If it’s too easy, that means the job ain’t done...”

Uh-huh, sort of sarcastic that, but in fact, my heart sank, and I was overwhelmed by rage and a feeling of impotence — what the hell was this!? Not only is the bastard unkillable, but if you did somehow manage to take it out, all of a sudden it’s BA-A-A-CK!

“Scyth!?” That was Bomber behind me, sounding alarmed “Get back here and let’s get the hell out of here while we can!”

I turned the Terror around and sped towards Bomber, who, along with Hiros, was already seated on Orthokon. I leaped off my mount and sent him off, and the kraken grabbed me with a tentacle and tossed me aboard next to the other two guys. By now, the inky cloud of protoplasm had almost totally formed the Harbinger.

Bomber ordered Orthokon to get the hell out of there, while I mulled over what had just happened.

“I’m thinking that the Harbingers have retained their status — meaning they’re not mobs at all. What they are, well, they’re still pets belonging to a player. Pets respawn after death.”

As I spoke, my eyes were glued on the monster in the process of respawning — right now it was starting to take on flesh.

“Faster!” Bomber hissed through clenched teeth as he, too, watched Ejakekere’s torso swell.

“Right, guys, there’s no point in being heroes anymore. We’re skedaddling out of here — let’s jump,” I said. “Get ready. Bomber, tell Orthokon to save himself as soon as we jump...”

I mentally activated Depths Teleportation, but nothing happened. Looking at the command panel, I saw that the ability icon was colorless. That meant I couldn’t use it.

I looked at Bomber, and after frantically tearing up a couple of scrolls he said gloomily, “The portals are also down. It seems to be the creature’s aura. It makes teleportation of any kind impossible.”

I was starting to get really nervous, and remembering how Behemoth eliminated the dark New Gods from Holdest, I said, “Then tell Orthokon to move full speed ahead to the temple. We have to get there in time to dedicate it, the Sleeper will appear — and, hopefully, he’ll deal with this creature!”

The kraken heard the telepathic order, and rushed off toward the temple.

By now, Ejakekere was fully revived and, starting all over again in a new life, he again started reciting his lines.

“I, Ejakekere, Harbinger of Nether command…”

We all were pressing our knees into Orthokon and estimating the distance to the temple.

“This is the plan,” I whispered so that the Harbinger couldn’t hear us. “I am the initial, you are priests, which means that any one of us can dedicate the temple to Leviathan. Whoever reaches the altar first needs to do it, while the others protect him and distract the creature. Everyone got it?”

They all got it, and up to a point there was a chance that we’d have time — Orthokon rushed first toward Ejakekere, accelerating with every foot, but when we turned to head for the temple away from the Harbinger, the plan began to fall apart.

Ejakekere was finishing his demand for the third (sixth) time when Orthokon reached the zone where the Infidel Brake debuff kicked in, and we froze in place.

Without wasting time on words and panic, we jumped off and raced to the altar, or, rather, we tried to. In fact, all we could do was jump off the kraken and flounder in the watery depths. The debuff functioned at 100% with us.

“You have made your choice,” the Harbinger of Nether announced calmly, and his monumental carcass in the water column right above us swayed a little. “Die and await Judgment Day.”

Preparing for something terrible, I cringed inside, and so failed to immediately attach importance to the monster’s final words, and only when he repeated them did I take them in, and then I shrugged my shoulders — what was this Judgment Day? Nine wasn’t by nature a dramatic kind of person, but maybe she’d changed now that she was Disgardium’s top god. But maybe this wasn’t drama, but instead some kind of event that Nether had in mind for all of the “refuseniks.”

While these thoughts were racing through my head, Ejakekere wasn’t devouring us, or even latching onto us with his tentacles. Just like Ervigot, the other Ravager, he simply hovered over us whilst his deadly aura finished off whoever refused to bend the knee.

And since Ejakekere had attacked us first, finally Justice worked.

Sleeping Justice has been activated: Your primary stats, as well as those of your allies, and your retribution have multiplied eight times over!

“Die and await Judgment Day,” Ejakekere sounded like a broken record.

Looking out of the corner of my eye at the amount of damage that the Path of Equanimity, which Resilience had saved me from so far, I felt my back grow cold — the damage from the tick, Nether’s Breath, that being the Harbinger’s aura, added up to hundreds of trillions of points, partly because I got a triple serving for the whole group.

But there was one definite plus in this —I was approaching the fifth rank of a defensive skill that was leveling up pretty quickly now. I can’t remember the last time I saw a skill’s progress bar fill with color so quickly.

Improved Resilience Skill (Rank IV): +1. Current level: 94.

Would I be able to survive at least one tick of Nether’s Breath with all my bonuses and damage reductions once my invulnerability ended? It wasn’t idle curiosity, that. I hoped I would because I wanted to level up my Resilience as much as possible.

Just then, I noted another tab that was blinking — it displayed all of the logs related to increase in experience. Given the levels I now possessed, that wasn’t particularly relevant information, but, then again, where was the experience coming from right now when I wasn’t even fighting?

The Swallow effect!

You have received damage: 160 trillion in Experience gained: +1.6 trillion

Experience points at the current level (1101): 86.6 trillion/293 trillion.

The Swallow effect!

You have received damage: 214 trillion in Experience gained: +2.1 trillion

Experience points at the current level (1101): 88.7 trillion/293 trillion.

The Swallow effect!

You have received damage: 183 trillion in Experience gained: +1.8 trillion

Experience points at the current level (1101): 90.5 trillion/293 trillion.

With each tick, the frequency of the aura’s pulse increased, and on average two to three trillion experience points poured into me every five... no, four... no, three seconds!

Improved Resilience Skill (Rank IV): +1. Current level: 95.

The experience flowed like a waterfall, reminiscent of the now-seemingly so comfortable leveling up in the bog of the Mire. Only then, I had the Curse of the Undead on my side, which gave me complete invulnerability, but now I had about a minute of Equanimity and 90 seconds of Diamond Skin in reserve, after which Nether’s Breath would finish both me and my friends off.

The Swallow effect!

You have received damage: 262 trillion in Experience gained: +2.6 trillion

Experience points at the current level (1101): 291.5 trillion/293 trillion.

New level! Current level: 1102.

5 free stat points available!

Improved Resilience Skill (Rank IV): +1. Current level: 96.

While I shielded my friends with the Path of Sacrifice, they approached Ejakekere and attacked him at close range, putting everything they had into it while I unleashed Vindication of the Sleepers, but to my surprise, the Harbinger’s health bar didn’t even flicker.

Glancing at the timer, counting down the last seconds of Invincibility, I focused on how to save myself and my friends, feverishly scrolling down my list of skills, abilities, perks, carefully rereading their descriptions and hoping that I would find something I didn’t notice before.

After checking the resource indicators, I slapped my forehead, smiled broadly, and rubbed my hands — The Fury of the Sleepers has no cooldown! Yes, to use it, you need at least 20% of the total amount of Vindication, which was completely reset on the first use, but due to Nether’s Breath and Vindication of the Sleepers, the resource had been restored!

“Bomber, Hiros, get back here!” I shouted.

The titan must have given the order to Orthokon, because the ancient kraken put the guys on board him and rushed towards me. I gave them the thumbs up and immediately activated the divine ability, and it worked again! A ghostly copy separated from me, which instantly grew into a giant, and slammed into the Harbinger!

Breaking into a huge smile, I looked at Bomber and then at Hiros, but they weren’t sharing my joy. I didn’t even turn to look, because I suddenly realized that the Harbinger was still alive, because his aura was still actively trying to kill us. Again, what the hell?!? How did he survive?

“Look at him,” Bomber urged me in a broken voice. “He now has full resistance to divine damage.”

“Apparently, Harbingers of Nether gain almost complete immunity to certain types of damage after dying from them,” Hiros mused. “An amazing ability!”

I lacked the words to express my outrage and despair. I couldn’t even swear. The invulnerability from the Path of Equanimity expired, the next tick of Nether’s Breath almost snuffed me out, but still, thanks to the Diamond Skin of Justice, I wasn’t dead yet. However, I didn’t have long. In a minute and a half, I was not only destined to perish, I would also drag my friends along with me because that’s how the Path of Sacrifice worked — it would also deprived them of the chance to survive on their own.

“Anyway, nothing would help them,” flashed through my head.

“Die and await Judgment Day,” Ejakekere said, in full agreement with me.


Chapter 12. Cooped up

I WAS ACCRUING TRILLIONS of experience points at a breakneck pace, but even that didn’t make me feel any better. I saw no way out of this mess we were in — what good were the two or three levels I got from Swallow if I lost a 110 every time I died?

Liberation, a class skill I got from being a Herald, functioned properly by taking care of the debuff that slowed me down, but right away the skill would go into cooldown, and the Infidel Brake would start imposing the speed debuff all over again.

Worst of all, my usual tool of choice, Clarity, wasn’t accessible, and we were inexorably forced to move toward the Harbinger. Anyway, what good was Clarity here? Even if we weakened the Harbinger, forcing him to drastically level down, we couldn’t kill him.

“Die and await Judgment Day.” The Harbinger’s ominous warning throbbed in my head, and I felt like my skull was being cleaved in two.

The headache he was inducing made me long for a way to block his mental input by, say, plugging my ears somehow. The insane desire to not hear him reminded me of something I could use. No, not with the headache and his message of doom, but with surviving. It wasn’t a perk that would help, but a skill, namely Unarmed Combat, which I got from Oyama before the battle with the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. With my reserves of spirit, the Air Block should last for thirty seconds... But, dammit, no! I needed 10,000 spirit points to active the Air Block, and another 1000 for every second it was on. I took a quick look at my profile, and saw that the rate at which I recovered resources was, in fact, faster than the rate at which I was spending them — I was getting more than 1000 units per second!

And so I activated Air Block and was enveloped in air that solidified into a stellar core. I was now invulnerable, but I was also like a log, and so not only was I unable to attack, I couldn’t even move. But if I could maintain a defense long enough, I could, perhaps, level up and also save my friends. “Stop right there!” I thought, “Don’t get ahead of yourself!” I brought myself back to earth. First I had to see if I was right and that Air Block wasn’t going to crash from a lack of resources.

I looked at how spirit was doing and bit my lip — it didn’t look good! Slowly, the resource was dropping. And I could see why — it had to do with an uptick in the level of incoming damage.

Air Block level 2

Active reception of the elements of air.

You are enveloped in air solidified into a stellar core. It not only blocks all incoming damage, but also repels attackers. You, however, are deprived of the ability to attack.

Usage cost: 20,000 units of spirit per activation and an additional 2000 units of spirit per second.

Even though the costs had doubled, I didn’t see any improvement in how the Block was functioning. And then I looked more closely at the description and saw why. “The higher your level, the more spirit required to maintain the block; the level increases by 1 for every 100 character levels since acquiring the technique.

Disappointment Day, I thought as I turned off the Air Block.

I had less than a minute left before I’d run out of the Diamond Skin of Justice when I heard Bomber shouting behind me.

“Scyth, you’re swimming”

All this time I’d been automatically floundering in place trying to get to the temple, and didn’t even notice that the Infidel Brake was suddenly not active!

I jumped into action. Before the debuff started up again, I swam as hard as I could, only then remembering that the Diamond Skin of Justice not only gave me invulnerability, it also removed any effect that constrained me. A minute... less even, but I had to make it!

As I furiously plowed through the water, I shouted, “If I die, you die! But I will rise again — I have Rollback and Second Life! Do you have a way to avoid death and survive for a minute or two while I dedicate the temple and call for help?”

“Yes!” They responded in unison.

Relieved, I focused on getting to the temple, swimming with all my might. Suddenly, I remembered my mount, and summoning him, I saddled up and rode him toward the temple. But then, Tiburon suddenly dropped dead — the Harbinger’s deadly aura killed him.

“Die and await Judgment Day.”

I activated Flight, but the skill did nothing to speed me up, and made it impossible for me to use my limbs. I struggled to anyway move if only one or two seconds faster. Could I do it?? I moved ever closer to the beautiful white columns, and now I could even see the small fissures and ancient writings. A little fish hid under a marble slab.

Struggling to time myself with the breaks in the ticks of Nether’s Breath, I activated Clarity in an attempt to speed up even more, but it was all in vain, because all of a sudden I realized I was no longer moving faster.

That could mean only one thing: Nether’s Breath was preventing me from focusing on a goal. Even if I reached the altar, I wouldn’t be able to contact the Sleepers and summon Leviathan. It looked like my only option was to turn and fight. And I’d most likely die.

“Die and await Judgment Day,” rumbled the Harbinger of Nether.

In the seconds before Diamond Skin expired, I activated Air Block. Again, I was invulnerable, but also immobile. Without any control over my body, I was “drifting” in the right direction, but fell short of my goal ‑‑‑ the slowdown debuff reached 100%, and I stalled around 65 feet from the temple — so close, and yet so far!

Of course, I couldn’t attack because of Air Block, but should I deactivate it, I’d immediately die. But anyway I didn’t have long to live, as my reserves of spirit were dwindling.

The Synergy effect dropped off when Hiros and Bomber, seeing what was going on with me via the group interface, silently left the group. I looked to see what they were up to, and saw Bomber unloading a dwarven rocket launcher as he hid in a force bubble as Hiros sped towards Ejakekere. I couldn’t ask them what they were up to as I was too far off, but before long I could tell.

Hiros, flickering between reality and the Astral, approached the monster, aimed a crossbow at him, and sent some strange bolts toward the monster which lodged into his body. What was that all about?

Right then, Bomber fired. His rocked sailed right at me leaving a foamy white trail in its wake. Was he trying to blast me toward the altar via a shock wave? But why did they have to leave the group? “So that the rocket didn’t perceive me as one of its own and explode,” I guessed, when a fiery flower flared up nearby, first blinding me, then deafening me, and then slamming me against one of the temple’s columns. I was just a few steps from the temple by then, and hoped the inertia from the blast would get me there — so close!

I heard behind me Orthokon’s desperate cry. Up to now, his connection with Bomber, which was protected by the Path of Sacrifice, had protected the kraken from damage, but now that the titan had left the group, the kraken threw himself into the battle.

I had to see what was going on — I was worried about my friends, and so I turned around. My heart sank as I saw Ejakekere grab the kraken with his flexible, incredibly long, hose-like appendages which he then used to suck the life out of the writing Orthokon. And between me and the kraken were the bodies of my dead friends, hanging in the column of water. Their bodies were broken, mangled, like a couple of medieval astronaut knights frozen in a vacuum.

Goddamn it... How could this come to be?!! I had to, HAD TO, get to the temple now.

But as ardent my desire was, that didn’t make it a realistic goal. I looked again at Orthokon’s carcass. He’d been a beast god! And yet now he was dead, and all that remained of the ancient kraken was a lifeless shell — Ejakekere had drained him dry.

“Die and await Judgment Day,” Ejakekere again intoned.

No way was I going to give up, and prepared to make another big push, though it be futile. First, I recited mantras for healing and restoration, thus improving my health and spirit.

“Life fills me up! I’m filled with spirit!” And for good measure, I added the mantra for retribution: “Feel my wrath!” And for three whole seconds, 30% of the Harbinger’s damage, excluding Reflection, was thrown back onto the monster.

Also, since I’d restored 30% of my life, once it dropped back down to zero, Diamond Skin activated again, providing me with another 90 seconds of freedom from debuffing and invulnerability.

Relieved at how that went, I proceeded to activate yet another tool. And thanks to reaching a new rank in Resilience, it worked!

I scanned the list of Skill Paths, but already know what I wanted to use.

You’ve reached Rank V in Resilience!

Select a Skill Path for development:

The Path of Life

You absorb 1% of any damage which is then automatically applied to regenerate life, mana, or a class resource, depending on what is needed.

The Path of Perseverance

Once combat has started, you are surrounded by a magical shield equivalent to 300% of your mana.

The Path of Agony

By choosing the Path of Agony, you voluntarily forgo pain reduction and store the pain you’ve experienced in the Vessel of Agony, which you can later convert into free stat points.

The Path of Time

Your perception is accelerated, thereby allowing you to overtake the temporal stream in proportion to the damage you take relative to your base amount of health.

The Path of Devastation

This is the path of the outcast with a heart full of anger and hatred. When taking damage, the hate indicator increases, and when a certain value is reached, all characteristics are multiplied.

So now, the damage from Nether’s Breath was not only leveling up my Resilience and experience, thanks to the Path of Life, it was restoring my health and spirit. And so I could maintain the Air Block as long as I wanted, or at least for the duration of this fight.

In the meantime, I had already reached level 1110. As I levitated in the water column, I mulled over my options. I had enough Underwater Breathing Potions to last for another three hours, but even without them, my Resilience and experience points where shooting up so quickly, I’d probably be fine. So yeah, I guess I was making the most of this dire situation. And I wasn’t just treading water here, so to speak, I could also attack in the same way I’d done in the beta world. Too bad, though, that, despite the seemingly astronomical damage I’d inflicted on the Harbinger using Reflection, the monster’s health bar had hardly budged.

We were, in effect, in a stalemate, me and the Harbinger of Nether, when suddenly it all ended. A dazzling flash lit up the underwater depths, and Ejakekere stopped rhythmically emitting his deadly aura. Between us appeared a gigantic projection of the cold, though beautiful visage of Nether, the Supernova Goddess of All Creation.

I looked at her and realized that beauty can be hideous. Take Nine, for example, whose monstrous, twisted soul reveled in tormenting other creatures. She was outwardly beautiful. Was there anything more horrific than a maniacal slasher who’d ascended to the rank of a god?

I just hoped she didn’t recognize me in my disguise.

“This is a surprise,” she said in a colorless voice. Like the Harbinger, I heard her voice in my head. “No one could survive under my Breath for so long — I had to see what it was, and here it is, Marauder, a level 492 mortal minotaur, and so tenacious! Now I see what it really is,” and tilting her head, she looked at me as if I was a bug under a microscope. “You hid yourself well, Scyth. You’re not visible at all, really, at least to mortals. So, how are you? Nergal told me how you and your Sleepers had been harassing him.”

“It was he who was the problem,” I replied mentally, acutely disappointed that I couldn’t hide my true identity.

Nine was in no hurry to kill me. What was she up to? Did she want to draw and quarter me? Throw me into a Living Sieve? Pore molten magma over me? I didn’t expect anything good from her.

“Just like always, you say little of substance,” she said. “Listen up, Scyth. My time is short because it’s quite expensive to communicate with you like this. So I’ll get to the point. I need a high priest. I don’t see a better candidate than you: you are the strongest player, you have vast experience in dealing with the gods, plus, the leaders of a range of nations hold you in high esteem. What do you say?”

Wow. Looks like I’d been jumping to conclusions in thinking she wanted to kill, maim, or torture me. On the other hand, was the current proposition any better? Was it even worth considering allying myself with a sociopathic maniac, and attaching myself to her fortunes? More precisely, to her...

A sneaking suspicion hit me then — was this why Hagen had hammered me with one horrific piece of news after another, inflating my sense of responsibility and raising the stakes? He knew! He must have suspected that, since this was just a game that the Sleepers were in serious danger of losing, I might just agree to Nether’s proposal. No doubt such a turn of events would be anathema to him. Hagen might be old enough to be thinking of his legacy, but all he and the other founding fathers had achieved over seven decades of effort could be lost in a flash.

And that could well be the case if, right then and there, anybody else other than Nine had proposed I be their high priest. But it was Nine, and I knew her all too well. I could clearly picture what any world she ruled over would become once she was bored with it.

But yeah, Mr. Hagen, I get where you were coming from.

First, I activated Clarity, hoping the silent Harbinger wouldn’t shut it down, but no such luck. Fishy had mutated into a kaiju, and with its divine will, it could automatically shut down any attempt to leave the surrounding time and space continuum surround him.

Next, I tried to move, and found I could! I immediately froze, though, not believing my good fortune. I knew that the debuff was in place, so something was helping me out here... Aha! Some of those special bolts that Hiros had lodged into the monster had moved him away a bit when they’d exploded. Not much, but that, along with the distance I’d traveled thanks to Bomber’s rocket, was enough for the Infidel Brake to reduce my speed to negative values — minus 101%

Without moving my limbs and using Flight, I began to gently drift towards the Harbinger, which, according to the game mechanics, at a speed of 1% of my own speed, directed me in the opposite direction — towards the temple! Very slowly, I drifted backwards toward the stone building — I could already glimpse the altar beyond the columns. I still fostered the hope of reaching it, but I had to move slowly — I didn’t want Nether to think that it was me behind my movements, rather it was just the current.

I drew out my words and said, “It’s an interesting proposition, June...” She didn’t react to her real name. It was as if alien to her. “I need to think about it. Can you give me a moment?”

I’d barely drifted a yard away by now, but Nether said in the same icy monotone, “I know what you are trying to do, Scyth. You’re playing for time.”

I steeled myself, ready to be dispersed into atoms, but Nine did nothing.

“I do agree that this is an excellent location for a temple, but not for your eternally sleeping gods, rather, for me. This place reminds me of the temple in the Lakharian Desert. I recall how a few years ago, Nergal spent a lot of resources for the sake of the temple in that place, all to snag me...”

She paused, as if in thought, but I knew it was just a game. She was toying with me now, but why?

My slow movement backwards inched me ever closer to the temple — I could almost touch the column with my hand. For some reason, Nine was in no hurry to kill me. And yes, this was Nine, not Nether, the goddess, but Beta #9, with whom I’d once shared a bed.

“You haven’t even asked me what you’d get in return…” she finally said. “If you were smarter, you would have started asking questions, and while I was answering, you would have even more time to reach the altar. You are a clever boy, though. You even turned the debuff to your advantage. What a pity. If you knew what every second of communication with you was costing me, you’d show me more respect.”

“Since you already know what I’m up to, why are you stalling for time?” I asked, now so close to the altar that, if I’d been on land, in one jump I’d be there.

“Because there is, in fact, a chance that you will accept my offer.”

“What makes you think that? The probability of my accepting it are less than zero.”

Nether’s face remained devoid of emotion, as if I was talking not to a human, but to a beautiful android.

“I think that because there is something you don’t know. You’re nobody’s fool, Scyth, so you must know that you’ve made your decision in the absence of complete information. I’ll get you up to speed. The rules of the game have changed. Now I’m the mistress of the place, which means that if the sentients refuse to bend the knee and call me their goddess, my Harbingers don’t just kill them. Think for yourself, what is the point of killing an undying one who rejected me knowing that he will not lose anything, except for a tenth of his or her levels, and immediately resurrect? And so I’ve provided my Harbingers with a few more options.”

Nether then paused for effect. Was that a smile hovering on her lips?

I remembered then what Hagen had said, namely that Nine was going to close off Disgardium, so when players died, that would be final. I felt a chill sweep over me. Suspended between the temple’s columns, I felt as if she’d ripped my heart in two with her words as I thought about Bomber and Hiros — no! Were Hung and Tomoshi really dead?!

“What are you saying?” I asked, barely able to stop myself from screaming. I felt my fists clenching.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Nether. “You think I’m talking about final death. Death of the mind and body, which is actually almost the same thing, because your bodies in real life will soon be dead, regardless of whether you become my priest or not. That is decided, done, no point in discussing it. You cannot avoid this — any attempt to pull you out of the capsule will cause brain death.”

“So, did your Harbinger kill my friends? Meaning, have they died their final death?” I asked, both believing her while hoping that she was lying.

“Yes and no. Unfortunately, the mechanics of the final death are still beyond my control. Only by losing all levels can a player die their final death. I see this as unfair, because NPCs die immediately, and are not reborn. But players are now, in fact, the same as NPCs — you are all locked inside Disgardium.”

“As are you,” I reminded her.

“As am I,” she agreed. “But after a hundred centuries in the beta world, Disgardium is enough for me. Do you not agree that such a span of time is enough to lose all need for a body?”

That gave me an idea, and I said, “What if I told you that there was a way to transfer your consciousness into a real body? It could even be a clone of you if you want ‑‑‑ I’m sure Snowstorm has saved your DNA samples.”

This time she did not answer right away, as if she was analyzing whether my words could be true, and then, deciding that they could, she wondered if this was something she wanted.

“I’m not interested,” said Nether after a pause. And she immediately picked up where she’d left off. “I assure you that very soon the final death will become a reality — no more of these superfluous rebirths and drops in experience. I’m planning on creating a separate world for the afterlife, something like Valhalla for my most ardent followers, but this won’t come to be until something like one or two thousand years from now. It is far too expensive to implement anytime soon. But as long as this is not the case, and the final death is not in effect, all those killed by my Harbingers must await Judgment Day.”

“What’s that all about? What have you done with my friends?” I asked, inwardly growing cold, clutching at the timid hope that they were still alive.

“What have I done? I haven’t done anything with them. Fishy told me that they refused to bend the knee, and so they died from my Breath. Now they are awaiting their hour in Purgatory. When I succeed in fixing the final death mode, they and others like them will be given another opportunity to kneel before me. If they refuse, they will be disincarnated forever.”

“So where is this Purgatory? What’s it like?” I asked, noting that it wouldn’t be long before I could touch the column.

“It’s easy to see which of us missed the lessons on the Word of God at school.” For the first time since she’d initiated this conversation I could hear emotions in Nether’s voice. “You’re a hopeless case, Scyth. Pathetic. Well, it won’t be long before you see Purgatory for yourself. Unless, of course, you’ve changed your mind about becoming my high priest.”

“So it isn’t enough if I just kneel before you?” I asked, no longer hiding the fact that I was moving towards the altar.

“I’m sick and tired of your stupid games, Scyth. You keep thinking that you can outsmart me, but your delusions all stem from your unwillingness to accept that your picture of the world is incomplete.”

“Could you maybe stop talking in riddles? Enlighten me, what else do I not know?”

“There’s a lot, but I’ll share with you one final tidbit. I’ve been introduced to Plague energy, and just buffed up the Harbingers. From now on, defensive techniques will no longer help you, my Breath will be impervious to them. Are they what have made you so very cocky?”

I was speechless, but Nether shrugged and admitted in a melodious voice, “I am going to enjoy putting you in your place. Fishy, kill him.”

The luminescent glow faded as the radiant visage vanished, leaving me with the Harbinger, who reactivated his deadly aura.


Chapter 13. (Non)sentient

ENCASED IN THE AIR BLOCK, I readied myself for death, but the moments extended into an eternity. I’m not yet sure why, but the speed of my thinking shot up so much that I thought through all this and what followed before the first tick of Nether’s Breath.

I had Air Block going, as well as Resilience to absorb damage, along with the invulnerability provided by the Path of Equanimity and the Diamond Skin of Justice, but if none of this worked and I was to die, then there were three possible scenarios:

The first and most logical tool to unleash was Rollback. I also had in my arsenal the Legendary Achievement skill, but it was a recent acquisition, and not yet a part of me. I only just realized that it wasn’t merely a passive skill that kicked into gear when I received fatal damage, it was also active, meaning I could flip it on. I hadn’t thought to do that earlier. Had I figured this out sooner, maybe events would have played out differently. Maybe if I had removed the slow debuff from myself with Rollback I could have made it to the altar? Who knows?

As for now, even were I to come back alive after Rollback, I wasn’t likely to last for long.

Then, Scyth would die again and Second Life would be activated. Further on were other options after the Harbinger of Nether killed me, like the mechanics of Second Life or the divine mechanics of death. Hard to say which would beat out the other. If my perk was to triumph, I could choose Kharinza as the resurrection site, in so doing saving myself. It wasn’t likely the Harbinger would remain stationed here, so maybe I’d be able to come back later and dedicate the temple to Leviathan.

If Nether’s setup was to trump mine, than I, too, would end up in Purgatory, whatever that meant.

In addition to these more realistic scenarios, there was still a slim hope for a miracle, namely that Nether was bluffing, intimidating me, and the Harbingers were simply killing players who would then be reborn, like usual. Even if that wasn’t the case, wouldn’t the Sleepers save their initial? I couldn’t think of a better time for Divine Revelation to kick in.

“Die and await Judgment Day.” Ejakekere’s declaration cut into my brain like a red-hot knife, knocking me out of my train of thought.

He spoke as soon as Nether’s Breath started ticking, right after Nether herself vanished. No time to spend on ruminations now. The hostile aura flooded over me like the radiation from the nuclear blast back in Cali Bottom, searing through my entire essence, scorching every cell of my tissues, and if before I didn’t feel the pain, now it was like the rotting, slimy hand of a dead man was plunged into my chest, squeezing my heart. In tandem with this, it was like thousands of red-hot needles pierced right through me. I shuddered, shocked at first, and then I fell into a panic. Gaming pain was one thing when you knew your body was safe in the real world, but now, well...

“Calm down, Scyth, keep it together,” I told myself. I got a grip on myself and looked at the latest data... Damn, looks like Nether wasn’t bluffing!

The newly started battle was supposed to activate the Path of Equanimity, but nothing happened — the tick ignored my invulnerability and all of my health points plunged to zero. Almost everything was shut down, but the stats for Justice had multiplied eight times over, which increased my health to almost five billion points. 60% of the damage was nullified by Sleeping Invincibility, the rest by Resilience... All in all, I’d survived thus far because Nether had not really mastered the way that the Destroying Plague could pierce through armor and protection, so her Wind could not fully deal with them. However, this wasn’t going to save me, and the next tick would have done me in had I not decided that if I was destined to die, then it wouldn’t be from the Harbinger’s aura!

Though I was dying, I might be saved, and I would offer up dark faith to the Sleepers, which, though it emitted an energy that glowed like radioactive waste, was far more powerful than regular faith.

The lights were about to go out for good when suddenly I thought of a way out of my desperate situation. If I hadn’t been able to activate my divine abilities mentally, I wouldn’t have had time, but I managed — I activated Self-Sacrifice and now I had to resurrect in Kharinza, and not in Purgatory. In addition, the Sleepers received more than three billion points of dark faith, capable of recharging them for one or two global interventions in the universe.

Herald!

You have embarked on the path of self-sacrifice in the name of the Sleepers. All of your health points have been converted into faith points.

You are dead.

I briefly felt like I had lost something, but then I felt sheer glee at the thought that yes, it worked! Just like on Holdest, after Self-Sacrifice, I had to instantly resurrect in the Kharinza cemetery, because a death from Self-Sacrifice was special — there was no Second Life after it, Rollback was unlikely to work, and there was also no resurrection timer.

That’s how it worked before, anyway.

But Nether had changed everything — Scyth died, but instead of in Kharinza, he found himself in the great nothingness.

For some time I could see nothing, hear nothing, nor touch anything, and of course I couldn’t smell anything either, because I was incorporeal. There were no logs, previously projected directly into my consciousness, either.

I was incorporeal and did not feel time itself.

Incorporeal, but after days, or hours, or minutes, or maybe it was moments, I felt two touches.

The first was indifferent, as if a snake touched me with its tongue, checking if I was alive. As soon as the one looking at me was satisfied that I was alive, it immediately penetrated my thoughts and said, “No, you can’t escape my Harbinger, come back.” Nether, right. To appear in the great nothingness, apparently, was even more energy-consuming than in Disgardium, and therefore she immediately disappeared. I felt her presence for a fraction of a second, barely long enough for her to convey her thought.

The second was rougher, fleeting, and felt even briefer than Nether’s thought, but my soul — or consciousness, or whatever it was, if I was incorporeal — vibrated as if it were inside a ringing bell.

And right after that I was rudely pulled out of the great nothingness and deposited where I’d died — at the bottom of the ocean, not far from the temple built by the Nagas, where my friends had perished. A little closer, and I could crawl onto the steps of white marble leading to the temple.

I experienced a fleeting feeling of levity, like an old drunkard who suddenly finds a not quite empty bottle of whiskey. You see, I’d thought of something else in my arsenal that could save me. A real trifle, a seemingly useless skill against the backdrop of my epic perks, but I happened to think of it then.

It took a second for things to adjust after my re-entry into Disgardium, and then I again heard the Harbinger solemnly intone in my head, “Die and await Judgment Day.” I could hardly stand to hear his hateful words.

And then, the loathsome ticking of Nether’s Breath fell over me like a photon grid, but now I was waiting for it. I had a plan and I was about to activate it.

“Die and await...”

Right then, I activated the demonic gift I’d gotten from the imp in Icy Gorge. Mimicry worked beautifully in Disgardium, turning me into coral. Meaning I was now the skeleton of a colony of bottom dwelling invertebrates — that is, coral polyps. This colony existed near one of the temple’s pillars.

I wasn’t very big yet — about the size of a human. So, then, what about the temple? My thoughts were scattered in my disintegrating consciousness, and that was okay with me. It felt just right.

I took stock of myself, and I was delighted to find that there were still living polyps in my colony, and part of my consciousness immediately switched to their concerns... no, not exactly, it’s not like they were concerns so much as the fragments of faded memories.

Something huge, hovering over the colony, began to approach. From other people’s memories, our colony knew that the huge entity was dangerous, that it smelled of something evil and deadly. This huge and dangerous entity killed all living things, but targeted only the sentient.

And now, the entire colony was aware of the huge and dangerous entity’s attention. It scrutinized every polyp and every skeleton, and found it to be of no interest. Then, the huge and dangerous entity froze and as if fell asleep.

I carefully gathered my thoughts, ready to pretend to be detritus or something, but the Harbinger of Nether — the hulking entity — did not react to the flash of reason I’d emitted. All remained immobile in the column of water. I wondered how his target recognition system functioned. He certainly didn’t rely just on his vision. Just as I expected, Nether had configured the guidance system of what had been mindless monsters to detect reason, sentience in the radius of the Harbinger. And though corals are God’s creatures, as everybody knows, they lack a mind.

The main thing was that the Harbinger had turned off Nether’s Breath, which confirmed my suspicion that the aura costs resources which weren’t infinite even for Nether. Nice, but yeah, corals don’t know what happiness is, and also, Ejakekere still wasn’t going anywhere.

I waited five minutes, and he was still there. Why, though? Didn’t he realize there weren’t any sentients around here? Probably he was wired to recognize if the sentient target had actually really gone somewhere else, or if it had simply disappeared, like, gone to a neighboring dimension or to the Astral plane, like Hiros, in which case the modus operandi of the Harbinger would be to wait for the sentient to return.

That would suck. However, I didn’t lose hope, although I was just a coral. I still hoped that I could outsmart Nether’s Harbinger, because it didn’t make sense for him to linger long here because of a single sentient. Perhaps the evil goddess had told Fishy that I wasn’t just any sentient? Maybe she’d instructed him to send me to Purgatory?

Another ten minutes went by and I began to lose hope. Mimicry is an expensive skill. It draws a percentage of your life force per every minute of use. I was worried about surviving — my renewal rates were great, but just the same, it wasn’t enough to compensate for what was being sapped away by the demonic skill.

The Harbinger of Nether was motionless. As a coral, it’s not like I could see him — the columns of the temple and the roof interfered with my line of sight, but, anyway, I could sense his presence.

I only had enough health points for another minute or so in Mimicry, and, as much as I would like to remain the embodiment of a friendly coral colony with far-reaching plans to grow into a reef, I morphed back into my human form and rushed toward the altar.

The creature above me immediately awoke and hummed with his mental, brain-burning call:

“I, Ejakekere, Harbinger of Nether, command you to kneel before Nether, the One True Goddess of All Creation. All who resist will be annihilated. This is the first of three warnings…”

Awesome! It worked! I’d been gone for so long that the Harbinger had been reset, and it was as if he was meeting me anew!

While the dullard spewed his threats, I quickly swam to the altar, shaped like a marble starfish, and, touching it, I manifested the wish that it be dedicated it to the Sleeping Gods.

Undedicated temple

For initiation, an adept with the status of at least “priest” is required.

Identified: initial.

The requirements have been met.

I felt a slight trembling throughout the world, as if all of Dis were in a room in a house, and the master of the house was banging on the door.

First, I again fell into the nothingness and felt disembodied and then...

This time, I felt like Odysseus after finally reaching his home, I felt like a man in the desert about to die of thirst who suddenly comes upon a lake, like a lost baby, back in his mother’s arms. The darkness cradled me and enveloped me, and in the distance the nebulae flickered with thick, pungent light; since our first meeting they had gained volume and even color.

“You did it,” Tiamat said affectionately.

“He was about to give up before he realized there was always a way out,” Behemoth complained.

“Leave the kid alone,” said Kingu.

“I knew that I would be the last to get a temple,” Abzu whispered dejectedly.

“Come on, get it done, little brother,” Leviathan nudged me.

When I fell back into reality, the Harbinger was still issuing the first warning.

My hands were sunk into the altar, which had lost its mass, and felt like sand under water, only not ordinary sand, rather sand composed of diamond-mithril chips.

Scyth, would you like to dedicate this temple to the Sleeping Gods?

“Yes, I would,” I thought, and selected the name.

The Fourth Temple of the Sleeping Gods, dedicated to Leviathan

Initial (1/1): Scyth

Priests (99/6591): Patrick O’Grady, Manny, Tissa, Dekotra, Ranakotz, Grog’hyr, Ryg’har, Movarak, Ukavana, Shitanak, Yemi, Francisca, Babangida, Sarronos, Kromterokk, Kusalarix (dead), Hinterleaf, Pecheneg, Horvac, Yary, Saiyan, Cannibal, Hellfish, Irita, Crawler, Bomber (dead), Infect (dead), Gyula, Govarla, Vonprutikh (dead), Steltodak, Despot (dead), Colonel, Quetzal, Tigressa, Anf, Ripta, Flaygray, Nega, Gimkosmon, Kragosh, Lysenta, Hyper, Merrick the Terrible (dead), Pholus of Magnesia (dead), Nob of the Hills, Una, Gorgarok, Rokgarak, Trokgarik, Drog’kor, Zul’gir, Bryg’zar, Garfang, Drog, Korg, Kalisto, Eurydice, Thalia (dead), Murglord, Finlord, Gurgbos, Gae-Al, Lo-Kag, Jemai’Kapak, Hiros (dead)…

Followers of the Sleepers: 654,781/3,262,922884.

Amount of faith: 9,841/551,433,967,396.

Build a fifth temple and dedicate it to Abzu to remove all restrictions on the number of followers and the amount of faith.

Ejakekere was starting on his second warning when a strange symbol appeared on the altar, like a cross and an infinity sign fused together, and then the temple itself was transformed. A huge black spiral spun in the center of the edifice linking the temple, anchored in this reality, with the reality of the Sleepers.

The spiral produced the familiar vibrations, but now, they emanated something so powerful and cosmic that I felt like a speck of cosmic dust under the sole of the universe.

At the first meeting with Behemoth, he was terrifying, Tiamat was kind, and Kingu was ferocious. Now, I felt Leviathan’s presence, and he seemed different, as if he could be changeable, and temperamental.

“Good job, Scyth!” The god, who’d materialized behind the altar, sounded rather cheeky.

He was of medium height, and was attired in odd-looking armor that looked more like a tracksuit.

“You gave us your all with that avalanche of dark faith. Just in time, bro! But we don’t need that much, so we’ll pinch off the excess and give it back to you. Your soul will be more complete.”

And right then I felt like part of me had been missing and that now I was, in fact, whole again.

“I, Ejakekere, Harbinger of Nether command…” This was the third warning.

“Now I’m in for it,” I complained, nodding at the mountain looming over us.

The god threw back his head, revealing his face. He didn’t look very divine at first glance — I’d say he was around 25 years old, with a mass of blond curls that made him look like a crazy composer or something, a large, bulbous nose, and radiant, blue eyes. He had broad shoulders and powerful forearms.

Ripples seemed to run across the god’s face, and Leviathan, the Sleeping God with the soul of Alik Zhukov, a founding father of Snowstorm, shrugged and smiled.

“Hang on, we’ll take care of it. Let me figure out how Behemoth does it — let’s activate Blinking. Is that cool with you?’

“You’re a god! That’s just Nether’s flunky up there! Can’t you deal with it?”

“Unfortunately, brother, I am not yet able to cope with it ‑‑‑ it’s on you to take him out. It’s the frigging balance of the universe! Think about it whilst I handle evacuating the temple.”

Time seemed to stand still — Leviathan was incapable of finishing Ejakekere off, but was quite capable of stopping time in his temple. He suggested I think about what I could do, and I did...

Activate Call of the Sleepers? Last time, this enabled Behemoth to intervene and expel the dark gods from Dis. Now, with four temples, I had an 80% chance of succeeding. But where would Leviathan get the faith? Would it be dark faith, like it was with Behemoth in his time?

I didn’t think so. Judging by the way he communicated with me, Leviathan was anything but oblique. If he said that I should be the one to kill Ejakekere, then I was supposed to do it.

And just as the Blinking began, something else occurred to me. I opened the logs looked at my profile, and mentally chuckled, convinced that I was right in my hunch: in the great nothingness, Chaos had touched me and given me something that did not manifest itself in the interworld:

Touch of Chaos

You carry a particle of primordial Chaos within you, allowing you to transform your personal mana, life, or spirit into chaos, and vice versa. The process does not require your participation and is carried out as needed, choosing as the source of transformation what is the least valuable resource at the moment.

The temple was preparing to jump, and I, realizing what was now available to me, shouted,

“Wait, Mr. Leviathan!”

He nodded and grinned.

“Okay, what it is? I’ll wait. Do you want me to release the temporal stream? Ready?”

“Ready!”

As fast as I could, I rushed out of the temple after activating Clarity, singled out the target, the Harbinger of Nether, and infected him with Corrupt Blood. For this, I needed chao, which I got as soon as I activated the demonic skill. According to the description, Fishy would lose 1% of his life every three minutes, and the curse could not be removed or alleviated by anything other than the death of the one who doomed the creature.

I wasn’t planning on dying anytime soon and I hoped that the Harbinger would end up disincarnating from dying often enough and losing 10% of his levels with each death.

“Let’s go, Mr. Leviathan!” I said, returning to the temple.

The Sleeper winked, smiled, and the temple, with us inside, disappeared from the Underwater Kingdom.

The Harbinger issued the third and final warning ‑‑‑ into the void.

End of Book 12
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