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 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 Anderson, 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. 

  


 
   
      

      

    Prologue. Chloe 

      

      

      

      

    “WE’RE DONE FOR, CHLOE…” Kiran Jackson, the managing director of Snowstorm, sounded furious over the speakers. Kiran himself wasn’t visible, which meant he was either drunk, or he’d deliberately pointed the comm lens to the side. “Today, Arto Menfil going to push for the liquidation of the directorate.” 

      

    “But why?” Chloe Cliffhanger, director of public relations, was surprised. “Sure, we’re done with the Destroying Plague, but we still have the undead! Can’t we just...” 

      

    “No!” Jackson cut her off. “Are you stupid or what? Without factions, the players don’t have the option of selecting a race! Without the Destroying Plague, there won’t be any legates, or infection! And on top of everything else, that bastard Sheppard has erected a third temple to the Sleepers! So listen to me carefully, Cliffhanger…” Chloe heard the whistle of Jackson’s Booster, followed by the sound of him inhaling. Then he growled, “Menfil’s instigated a meeting to move up the re-election of the board of directors. Anderson himself will be there. You, me, and all of us... We have to meet up ASAP and lay out a course of action at the council. Got it? Pack your things and get a move on — chop chop!” 

      

    And then he abruptly hung up. Chloe made sure he was really offline, and cursed. 

      

    “Jerk.” 

      

    Her hands shaking from anger, stress, lack of sleep, and fatigue, she extracted a cigarette from her pack and lit up. Then, inhaling deeply, she held the smoke in her lungs, allowing the eco-nicotine to fully absorb into her bloodstream. Her legs felt weak and her heartbeat quickened, and then she exhaled. The tip of the cigarette was smoldering, and Chloe was doing her best to linger over it. She knew that as soon as she finished this smoke break, the day, which had already begun too early, would knock her off her feet and drag her over the cold, hard stone of life, and by day’s end, she might even be out of a job. 

      

    At the age of twelve, Chloe Frey Cliffhanger exercised the right to change her last name. It was like she’d asked for it, because since then, her entire life had been a real roller coaster through the abyss. Still, she’d always managed to hold on and pull herself up. 

      

    What was going on now at Snowstorm all started six months ago, when one idiot schoolboy met another idiot NPC, but this one was the boss of an instance controlled by an inwinova. It was just an unfortunate series of crazy coincidences and events, and now look at the result! An A-class threat controlled by a stubborn bonehead. 

      

    Anyone else would have long ago sold out for the money, and be right now floating in his penthouse pool, surrounded by babes in bikinis, whilst sipping a Mai Tai. After all, Sheppard had become the first player-legate of the Destroying Plague! Not only had the kid ruined all the plans for the launch of a new faction, he’d also defected to the Sleepers and now threatened all of Disgardium! Holy hell, he’d already built three temples! 

      

    Chloe broke out into a cold sweat just thinking about the threat to the Snowstorm Corporation, in particular the appearance of all of the Sleeping Gods in Dis. 

      

    News about the third temple came in that morning. 

      

    Chloe had been fast asleep in the arms of a hunky male escort she hired at a private party yesterday when Erwin, her assistant, called with the bad news. Kiran soon followed up with the even worse news that the builders of the Green League had almost completed a fourth temple for Scyth. 

      

    After that, it was one thing after another such that Chloe hadn’t even had time to shower and dress. True, she had enough grip on herself to fully awaken and toss out the beefcake, but as soon as he was out the door she dove into her virtual work office and began assessing the situation. As the director of public relations she couldn’t do much about matters such as this, but she still had to be up on things to communicate to the public. Disgardium and anything related to it was important to people all over the planet, and more relevant to them than the latest wars, or the colonization of Mars. Chloe had only recently managed to put out the fire started by Destiny Windsor with her stream about the deaths of non-citizens who elected to become undead. 

      

    Chloe couldn’t even remember who’d come up with the bright idea to nourish the AI that controlled Nergal, but it was working. After beefing up a bit, the Radiant God used all his newfound strength to prevent the fourth Sleeper from appearing. What the hell happened was still unclear to Chloe, but she hoped to find out at the upcoming meeting. 

      

    Time now to get a move on. She hadn’t needed Jackson to scream bloody murder at her to know that the next few hours were crucial to not only saving her future career, but also to setting the course for her entire life. Should she lose her job at Snowstorm, she’d be hard pressed to find anything that was anywhere even close to as prestigious. In fact, it’d be impossible. And that, in turn, would entail a serious “debuffing” in terms of her citizenship, and she’d rather die than sink so low. Okay, she’d screwed up and done something that Jackson wasn’t aware of, but ironically, that’s what was going to save the both of them. 

      

    After ten minutes in her regenerative capsule, Chloe felt invigorated, and emerged with a fresh face, clean blood, totally balanced hormones, and a clear mind. Five minutes later she’d used her Face-O-Matic to good effect and had selected what she’d wear. She knew she had to look professional to inspire confidence at the meeting of the board of directors, but she also wanted to take full advantage of her natural sex appeal. Checking herself out in the mirror, Chloe flicked the remote to assess how each outfit looked on her. First she opted for a business suit, but then, hesitating, she instead selected a crisp white shirt paired with a dark, knee-length pencil skirt. She paused, and then added gold-rimmed glasses and black stockings to the image. She passed on the high-heeled shoes — Kiran didn’t like it when his subordinates were taller than him. Instead, she wore white tennis shoes to lend herself a carefree aura. The palladium bracelet casually wrapped around her tanned wrist completed her look. 

      

    Looking at the final results, Chloe nodded. It’ll do. 

      

    Chloe took the elevator to the penthouse roof, and boarded a premium flyer provided by the company. Not a Ferrari Falco, just a Snowstorm Lightning — just right for her level. 

      

    As the flyer took off, she relaxed and turned on her comm — the personal one, not the corporate. The usual string of messages, it seemed, except one from an unknown sender marked “Burn after reading” “Failure”. Chloe shrugged. “Failure”. So what’s new? Was this the failure in connection with the Games? 

      

    It was only as she was flying into the Snowstorm headquarters that she realized the message was from Vivian Gallagher. The trump card she was about to use at the meeting evaporated — Sheppard had avoided capture and retained his “threat” status. 

      

    * * * 

      

    At Kiran Jackson’s office, four individuals were seated at a rectangular table. 

      

    Chloe was last to arrive some 30 seconds later. The foursome turned toward her, their faces reflecting a medley of suspicion, anger, fear, and panic. Chloe lowered her eyes so as to avoid eye contact with anyone, and sat down on the left side of the table, which was vacant. 

      

    Jackson had invited only his inner circle to this meeting, the only people he fully trusted. Bellamy Drake, Peter Govatsky and her, Chloe. He wasn’t fond of her, she knew, but he did appreciate her undivided loyalty. 

      

    The fifth person was not expected, but he showed up uninvited, as if he knew that they would convene before the board of directors — Arto Menfil, the head of the Optimization project. Which had lost all meaning now that the Destroying Plague had been eliminated. 

      

    Jackson was clearly devastated by recent events, and Menfil showing up didn’t help matters, but what the “party crasher” said next seemed to stun him. 

      

    “Listen to me, kiddo,” he said calmly, without a hint of aggression. “What happened is over and done with. If I understand it correctly, the Destroying Plague faction is dead and gone, right?” 

      

    Everyone looked at Bellamy, who fixed his gaze on Jackson. Kiran gave a brief nod, and Bellamy responded to Menfil’s query. 

      

    “Theoretically, the Destroying Plague is eternal. Although this was considered highly unlikely, the developers provided for further development of the faction in case of unforeseen circumstances. When the Nucleus is destroyed, it is then designed to release an Embryo of the Destroying Plague, which then turns a sentient into the Nucleus. Sheppard picked it up... but he has yet to activate it. The AI in charge there waited out the allotted time, and when the new Nucleus failed to appear, it closed the Destroying Plague faction. I’m sure it won’t be for long.” 

      

    “Meaning what?” Menfil asked, his brow raised. “Are you trying to say the kid is going to be the next Nucleus?” 

      

    “I do not rule out the possibility of such a development of events,” Bellamy replied. “Sheppard has one helluva ego. I doubt that he can resist the temptation of heading an entire faction.” 

      

    “Well you’re quite the optimist,” said Menfil dubiously. “But I’d still suggest you prepare yourself, Mr. Drake. Sheppard’s psychological profile suggests that the guy is hardly likely to use the Embryo. He’s never aspired to leadership, to power; all he wants is to be left alone. He’s shied away from responsibility all his life, so why would he opt to serve as the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague?” 

      

    “You must be joking, Mr. Menfil,” Jackson said. “Everything that Sheppard does is aimed at only one thing — strengthening his character, thereby acquiring power and authority. He’s also subjugated top preventers, and goblins, and...” 

      

    “Not subjugated!” Menfil barked, slamming his fist on the table. “He did what he had to do to be left alone! The preventers were throwing up roadblocks, and so he recruited the strongest of them to his side! The goblins? They approached him first because they could sense his potential.” 

      

    Chloe was surprised and impressed by Arto Menfil’s insights. And she was then utterly amazed by what this lean, mean man suggested as he rubbed his bald head: 

      

    “Your career is in Sheppard’s hands. Remove responsibility from him, give him what he dreams of, and everything will work out. Think about it. Why has he been obsessed with dedicating temples to the Sleepers? Only to defeat the Destroying Plague.” 

      

    “What’s more likely is that he wants to develop the potential of his ‘threat’ status to the fullest,” said Peter Govatsky quietly, but Arto heard him, sputtered, and shot him a look. 

      

    “Excuse me, Mr. Menfil,” he hastened to add. 

      

    “I won’t! You’re not listening to me! I just said that the kid is doing all he can to shirk responsibility! According to conservative estimates, he’s already earned hundreds of millions! He already has the power and abilities to become the No.1 player in Disgardium! That’s one side of the coin, so what’s the other side?” 

      

    Chloe, realizing what Menfil was getting at, answered first. 

      

    “The preventers are after him, Sheppard is forced to hide in real life, he’s stuck in the game since he’s a ‘threat’ and his temples to the Sleepers are constantly at risk of being destroyed.” 

      

    “Exactly,” said Menfil. “All he dreams of is peace, although he’s an eternal insomniac. He doesn’t sleep! And don’t forget that this is the lifestyle Sheppard has been leading since leaving the sandbox. He’s got to be under constant stress and, at the least, seriously frayed. He’s exhausted, played out, depleted. He’s at the age where you go to school, think about girls, not concentrate on going up against the whole world.” 

      

    “Word has it that the Triad is after Sheppard,” added Bellamy Drake. “Yes, and also the Cartel.” 

      

    “No way! The Calderone brothers wouldn’t touch the goose that lays the golden eggs,” Govatsky shook his head. “Moreover, for the Colonel, it’s not about the money anymore. What interests him is the game itself and whatever he can get by his association with the top ‘threat’”. 

      

    “That’s not the point,” said Menfil. “It doesn’t matter, even, because Sheppard is running for his life and can’t put the brakes on. If he does, all that he’s achieved will come crashing down. We can end this nightmare on his terms if he were to, say, temporarily abandon Dis after selling the Embryo to our man. Then the kid could go to college, focus on his studies and have a good time with the other students.” 

      

    “And meanwhile, we’ll take out all of the temples to the Sleepers!” beamed Jackson. 

      

    “Well, there’s just one little thing,” said Bellamy. “Our man should rank as a ‘god,’ a ‘priest,’ or a ‘precursor’. By the way, right now in Dis there is only one precursor and not a single player classified as a god. 

      

    “Well, there are a lot of priests,” said Kiran Jackson with a wave of his hand. He felt more upbeat due to Menfil’s support, and the situation didn’t seem so dire now. “No problem, fixable. But what to offer Sheppard? I guaranteed him a job at Snowstorm along with citizen category C and the same class housing in Sky Valley, but he turned me down! Meaning, he pretended he was accepting the offer, but he failed to follow through on the terms and conditions! Even though back then he was a nobody! Now, he can call the shots.” 

      

    He paused then at the thought of what Sheppard might want, rolled his eyes, and reached for his Booster. As he shoved it in his mouth, Menfil’s expression displayed his disgust. This did not escape Chloe’s notice, and she decided to risk going out on a limb. 

      

    “Sir, may I?” she asked without looking at Jackson. Menfil nodded. “I have a kind of connection with Alex.” She deliberately called him by his first name to demonstrate this. “The boy is unpredictable, but only if we evaluate his actions from the standpoint of common sense. He’s driven by motives other than that, meaning common sense doesn’t even make the list. Paradoxically, although Alex exhibits a complete unwillingness to bear responsibility, he ends up assuming it to a superhuman extent! Meaning, although he does all he can to evade being the one in charge, once he find himself in that position, he’ll rip his heart out doing the best he can.” 

      

    “Right, right.” Menfil squinted and looked at her approvingly, nodding. Chloe knew that Arto was hard of hearing with his right ear and he now turned his left toward her. “What are you getting at, Miss Cliffhanger?” 

      

    “Isn’t it obvious? Remember what he called worthy citizens at the Games? Dro! Where did he pick that up? That term? The entire back story to the status of ‘threat’ is permeated by his relationship with non-citizens.” 

      

    “That’s certainly no secret,” groused Govatsky. “Sheppard hangs out with them, and they build temples for him and mine ore. He gave Destiny Windsor the intel about Optimization and the deaths of non-citizens. He’s most likely hiding out somewhere in the district for the non-citizenry.” 

      

    “Right, but what does that tell us?” Chloe flashed her glasses in triumph, swiveling her gaze onto Govatsky. “The boy doesn’t exploit the inwinova, he make allies of them! They collaborate! Worst of all, and I’m simply sure of this: he’s taken them under his wing. The boy has a hero complex! He thinks he’s saving the world! He got it into his head that because of the Destroying Plague, all of them were in danger, and therefore he busted his balls to destroy the Nucleus. And don’t forget the Demon Games, how he hacked into the system and infiltrated the demonic plane.” 

      

    “Let’s get to the point, Chloe,” Menfil said softly, wiping his sweaty bald head with a handkerchief, even though the room was at a perfect temperature. Ah, he’s nervous too, thought Chloe, and this pleased her. “This isn’t one of your press conferences, and everyone here knows all about Sheppard.” 

      

    “Okay,” Cliffhanger nodded, and sighed. “In his effort to save the world, Alex spends his entire life in a capsule, even sleeping there! His two-day absence was due to the fact that he overloaded his brain and passed out.” 

      

    “He passed out?” Jackson smiled wryly. “Didn’t the Children of Kratos you’re leaking information to say that Sheppard was in a coma? Don’t be surprised. You’re not the only one who talks to the Gallaghers.” 

      

    “Vivian and I are friends!” protested Chloe. Leaking insider information to players was not encouraged by the company, but everyone in management was guilty of this sin. 

      

    “To the point, Chloe,” Menfil repeated, and turned to Kiran. “As for you, Mr. Jackson, I sincerely advise you to keep quiet. In your situation at present, this is the best strategy. Don’t make matters worse for yourself. We’re all here to find solutions, not create new problems by squabbling. Remember Irma. All clear, everybody?” 

      

    Jackson turned pale and hung his head. Chloe realized that Kiran’s days at Snowstorm were numbered, and she mentally rejoiced that Jackson never did like her. The ‘big boss’s’ time here was counting down. 

      

    “I believe that Alex has created a black and white picture of the world for himself,” Chloe began cautiously, preparing to take a leap. She was going to give Jackson a little push off the tree limb. “You see, he’s young and naive. He sees some as the ‘good guys’. The Sleepers, he himself, his friends, relatives, and the inwinova. He sees them as his people because they were never a threat to him. On the contrary, the ones he’s known have always helped him. For him, high-ranking citizens, the Alliance of Preventers, the New Gods, and all of us here are the ‘bad guys’. We’ve all tried to harm him in one way or another. By ‘all of us,’ I mean Snowstorm.” Chloe paused to open a bottle and refresh her parched throat with water from Fiuggi’s mineral springs. 

      

    “Go on, Miss Cliffhanger,” said Menfil and Drake at the same time, who apparently sensed what Chloe was getting at. 

      

    “I want to meet him for his civilian tests, which start tomorrow. Sheppard flew into his native district, the info is already in the system. This means that today he will register for testing based at his place of residence, and tomorrow he will start the exams. It’s not too late for me to make a request of the evaluation committee.” 

      

    “Well, that’s interesting!” Menfil was delighted, and slapped his fist on his palm, smiling. “A one on one conversation?” 

      

    “Yeah," Chloe smiled too. She was liking Arto Menfil more and more. “I’ll explain to him that Snowstorm is not Kiran Jackson. Moreover, if Mr. Jackson...” 

      

    “You can bank on it,” Menfil broke in to assure her. “This is Mr. Jackson’s last day on the job.” 

      

    Kiran turned purple, and glared at Arto, but he said nothing, and then he deflated like a balloon, flaccid and hunched over. He was too spineless to go up against Menfil. Right now, he looked like a leper of sorts. Peter Govatsky, Jackson’s best friend, suddenly needed to push his chair away, as if to sit more comfortably. 

      

    “Then it’s all settled,” Chloe finished the thought. “Alex will see that his enemy, the evil Kiran Jackson, is no longer the director of Snowstorm, because the board of directors found out about his bad deeds. What do you think he’ll make of it?” 

      

    “He’ll be relieved,” said Govatsky. 

      

    “Exactly. I can convince Alex that he will no longer have any problems with the corporation. He can let go, relax, think about himself and his life, and we’ll help him out. Isn’t that right, Mr. Menfil?” 

      

    “He can keep everything he’s earned,” he said, flexing his fingers. “Good PR, referrals, any Ivy League university…Category B citizenship?” 

      

    “Wouldn’t that seem like bribery?” snorted Bellamy, who had just attained that rank himself. 

      

    “For the sake of preserving Optimization and the status quo in Dis?” Menfil said, surprised. “For this, we can give him category A. Especially since the kid will have to confirm the category every year.” 

      

    “Right,” Chloe nodded. “I’ll handle the commission myself.” 

      

    “Smart girl,” Menfil said. 

      

    Nobody looked at Jackson. Even Chloe felt like Kiran’s place at the table was empty, and that now only some kind of limp silhouette sat there, as if a pile of crumpled clothes had been tossed onto a chair. 

      

    She, in contrast, felt on top of the world, and asked, “Who knows exactly what happened to the fourth temple of the Sleepers? The one that Nergal recaptured?” 

      

    “I do,” said Govatsky. Having lost a friend at the top, he seemed to feel the need to show his usefulness. To Chloe, this was clear as day. “Actually, there’s not much to say about it. Kiran...er...Mr. Jackson told us to connect the beta server’s backup power to Dis and redirect it to Nergal’s AI.” 

      

    “And then what?” Menfil said, surprised. “The beta server was so great that it somehow changed the alignment in Disgardium?!? 

      

    “Well…” Govatsky frowned, exchanged glances with Drake, who picked up the thread of the story. 

      

    “Extremely large, Mr. Menfil. Seriously.” 

      

    “The server on which we ran the beta version, as far as I remember, is far inferior to modern hardware,” Arto said. 

      

    “But that’s not the server we’re talking about,” Drake said quietly. “Or, rather, I don’t get it. The fact is that it is at least three orders of magnitude more powerful than what has been allocated to Dis.” 

      

    “Are you serious?” 

      

    “It’s true,” nodded Govatsky. “There’s a mystery regarding this beta server. Nobody know where it is.” 

      

    “If it’s so powerful, then why didn’t the Founding Fathers use it for the main world?” asked Menfil. 

      

    “Mr. Anderson is ignoring our questions on this subject,” Drake replied. “However it’s possible he’ll answer you at today’s meeting of the board of directors.” 

      

    “I’ll be sure to ask,” promised Arto. “And what about these capacities and Nergal?” 

      

    “The god used them to transfer the beta...” Govatsky raised his hands. “Wait, I put it the wrong way. Beta players are rejected by Dis’s AI controller, but their attempts to break into the main world have been repeatedly recorded. So Nergal did something else — he dragged the temple from Dis into the beta world for a few seconds. According to legend, the demons did something like that when they resettled in the Inferno.” 

      

    “Was there already a beta player waiting for him?” 

      

    “Yes, Beta Number Nine. She recaptured the temple from the Goblin NPC, the priestess of the Sleepers, and dedicated it to Nergal. Immediately after this, the god returned the temple back to Dis. Obviously, divine intervention of this level required all the resources of the Radiant One, he devastated all of his reserves of faith.” 

      

    “There’s one more thing you need to know,” Drake added. “Nergal took over the Celestial Arbitration, which is how he managed to pull off this transfer trick.” 

      

    “Our analysts predicted twenty years ago that Nergal would take the lead among the New and crush everything that held him back,” Menfil said. “Clearly, strengthening Nergal is in our favor. Now it’s your move, Chloe. Neutralize Sheppard, and who knows, maybe you’ll be the next one sitting in the director’s chair.” 

      

    “And if she fails?” Kiran Jackson raised his head. “Well? What will you do if it doesn’t work out?” 

      

    “I know what,” Menfil replied. 

      

    Summoning Chloe with a gesture, he waited for her to come to his side, and started whispering something in her ear. When he finished, he sat back, spread his arms and smiled. 

      

    Chloe looked at him in shock, her forehead furrowed. 

      

    “That’s unheard of,” she said so quietly that only Arto and Bellamy could hear her. “It violates everything...” 

      

    “Quiet, girl. What violate what, and how...that’s on me.” 

      

    “Mr. Anderson won’t let that happen,” Chloe continued to protest. 

      

    “Michael won’t know about it,” Menfil winked at her, and then glared at the others. “Right, colleagues?” 

      

    Govatsky and Drake nodded. Jackson sat with his eyes closed, disconnected from the outside world. Menfil’s gaze lingered on him, and Chloe saw death in the narrowing of his watery blue eyes. Kiran Jackson had not lived up to the hopes of the real rulers of the world — the ones who played behind the scenes, and were above category A citizens and the government. 

      

    However, Jackson would not die today. First he had to serve as scapegoat for the sake Alex Sheppard. He faced a shameful dismissal, and had to be cast out of Snowstorm. The scapegoat. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 1. Into the Frying Pan 

      

      

      

      

    I WOKE UP from Hung poking me in the shoulder, but I was lost in lingering nightmares about the bloody bodies of my friends. Before my mind’s eye was the deathly white face of Malik — his eyes were closed, and his eyelashes were so long that their tips were trembling from the draft of the air conditioner, giving me the impression that my friend was alive, just sleeping. Yeah, he’d just dozed off for a moment and was about to open his eyes, and look at me with that mocking expression of his and ask: “Hey, what’s up, dude?” 

      

    Beside him lay Trixie’s twisted body. My hunchbacked friend was curled up kind of awkwardly, frozen on his side. His face was relaxed, as if he’d finally found peace, which was strange, considering the agony of his death from a clot of plasma tearing through his spine and decimating his heart. 

      

    But the worst thing of all was seeing the insanely beautiful Maria. Death had smoothed out the creases in her face, and now she looked like a carefree girl with a soft smile on her lips. Apparently the Grim Reaper had soothed her troubled heart, as well. Near her was a bag with the body of Roj whose face was so disfigured that he could only be recognized by his broad chest and the bulging muscles in his now powerless arms. 

      

    I had never before experienced such a fierce, concentrated hatred. It seared through my very soul and every fiber of my body, even my skin. I recalled how Cesar Calderon had said that players were people, and he knew how to find them, and how ominous that had sounded. He was referring to the Legates and the Elite, but weren’t the Children of Kratos also flesh-and-blood mortals? They interacted with other people, but the Cartel had agents everywhere... As the Colonel said, a flyer can suddenly lose control, a capsule, even a premium one, can malfunction, a wall can collapse... Yes, anything can happen... 

      

    But it didn’t seem right. I wanted to tell them to their faces why, exactly, they were facing retribution. I wanted to see their eyes widen in horror at the sight of their fading wealth, their power dissolving through their fingers. I wanted to put the Gallaghers in the place of non-citizens, so that they, too, experienced need, pain, suffering, fear... But how to bring this about? I needed to find a way. Even were I to become a god in Dis, I couldn’t touch the Gallaghers’ assets, which were stashed in companies, hedge funds, real estate, valuable paintings, cellars of wine, NFTs...My mind was churning with a jumble of potential ways to exact revenge on the Children of Kratos, and I gnashed my teeth, I felt so impotent. I didn’t yet know how I was going to do it, but I wasn’t about to give up. 

      

    I was so tired, so keyed up, that by the end of the flight, the pulse in my temples was pounding. I staggered out of the flyer after Hung and Tobias, and almost collapsed onto the ground. My body was not yet fully awake, and I’d been sleeping too deeply despite being constantly jerked awake by checks at the borders of the civil districts. My friends caught me before I fell, though. 

      

    Hung carefully adjusted my tie, and peered into my face, worried. “Are you okay? How ya feeling?” 

      

    “I’m fine, just sleep deprived,” I croaked, my voice hoarse. Then I yawned, and covered my mouth with my fist, shaking my head. “Got anything to drink?” 

      

    Toby rummaged through his backpack, extracted a bottle of water and handed it to me. 

      

    “Get some sleep, the tests are tomorrow,” Hung said as I gulped it down. 

      

    “Really?” Hairo growled. “I heard that there, upstairs, they modify the rules for taking the tests, pervert them. Who knows, really. You might be graded before you even step over the threshold.” 

      

    “Will we meet after registration?” Tobias asked. 

      

    “If we end up in the same block, sure,” Hung answered. “So how are you, Toby?” 

      

    Tobias looked somber, haggard, shriveled up like a sick sparrow. “Ever since the Nether, I’ve been jumpy, nervous,” he shuddered as if remembering something terrible. “Prayers, affirmations, nothing helps...” 

      

    As I listened, I looked around, not knowing what I expected to see. We had to change fliers three times at different parking lots to get here before landing at one a couple of blocks away from the All-World Citizenship and Assessment Center for Candidates for Citizenship. Even when shortened to an abbreviation, the name was a mouthful, and so most people simply called this place AC, or the Assessment Center. 

      

    We transferred to another inconspicuous flyer; it rose above the skyscrapers which soared into the heavens, piercing the clouds. My raging fury seemed to be subsiding a little. As I looked outside and all around, I realized I’d been missing these flights, the “wild blue yonder,” the arteries connecting the buildings right below the clouds themselves. 

      

    We ascended upward even higher and reached the final block of residential buildings. Next, we should come to a beautiful park, like a fairy-tale forest, and right in the middle of it, the AC building. 

      

    Otherwise known as the Frying Pan. At least in our circles. Yep. From above, the building really did look like an unwieldy pancake, low, round, and flattened, and also with a “handle,” which was the runway parking lot that extended northward and up. High-speed lanes lined the edges of the “handle” for those who preferred ground transport over the “friendly skies.” Yes, it looked like a skillet, but there was another reason for its nickname — and that was how anyone undergoing the evaluation process for citizenship was thoroughly fried by the end of it. Just like a chicken. 

      

    Hairo parked near the track from the asphalt road to the parking lot, away from the eyes of the crowd of paparazzi who’d gathered for the event. My understanding was that my bodyguard was using a network of friends and acquaintances to carry out one-time assignments, such setting up replacement flyers. One of his guys was on watch at the ten-story AC building. Nobody could get in without being identified — masking gadgets weren’t allowed anywhere near the Frying Pan, but at least we had an idea of what awaited us. 

      

    I could expect two turns in the “frying pan,” first by the members of the press, and then, the citizenship commission. Actually, I was on the menu as the main dish at this event. 

      

    “...a press conference, but we probably won’t know what the news is until we’re done here,” Toby, but I only caught part of what he said as I exited the flyer after him and Hung. I had to ask him to repeat it. 

      

    “Say what?” 

      

    “While you were sleeping, Snowstorm released a statement that they’d had big news about gameplay, which they’d be sharing tomorrow,” Tobias repeated. “And then there was something about the board of directors, too.” 

      

    “But we’ll be taking the tests then, so..” said Hung, spreading his hands. 

      

    The rules for the Frying Pan were identical to the rules for the Demonic Games: no communication devices allowed for the duration of testing. And on top of this, those undergoing testing weren’t even privy to the news channels. What awaited us was several days of tests interrupted only by breaks to sleep and eat. 

      

    Hairo had lingered in the flyer, and finally he, too, emerged, dusted himself off, massaged the back of his neck, stretched, his bones cracking, and then looked at his comm screen to check out the latest intel from his contact. 

      

    “Okay, got it,” he said. “Everybody’s waiting for Alex and his classmates, his “Awakened” cohorts.” 

      

    “How did they know we’d be here today?” Hung was surprised. 

      

    “Duh!” sneered Hairo. “You’ve been herded around like sheep from the get-go. Today is the final wave of contenders for citizenship. You have to take the test in the district encompassing your officially registered residence. So can you, like, tell me what 2+2 is?” 

      

    Hung blinked, his brow furrowed. 

      

    “He needs a little help,” smiled Tobias. “Don’t worry about it, Hung.” 

      

    “Right. I got the drift.” he said, clearly offended. “But you can change the location of the test by submitting a request. Like, if circumstances require it.” 

      

    “True enough,” Hairo said, “But that kind of info is in the public domain. The lists of contenders are posted online, so.,.” 

      

    “They’re waiting for us, comprendo.” 

      

    “Well, now that we’re all on the same page, let’s go.” And without further ado, we headed for the entrance. We had a mere hour before registration closed. 

      

    Hairo kept on grumbling, but I let it go. What mattered is that my security guy was doing okay, back on his feet, even if he was exhausted. Too bad that after a crazy 24 hours he wasn’t even able to catch some sleep while flying here. Sadly, the autopilot kept waking him up whenever we had to pass through border checks at each district. And Hairo still had a lot to contend with in upcoming days, including funeral arrangements, setting up our base again, transporting Rita and Edward, which he had to handle himself. There was also the search for Melissa… Hairo and Willy couldn’t manage it all on their own, but we really did need to deal with relocating our base and recruiting some new people. I simply didn’t have time for it anything soon, though. Except... 

      

    I abruptly stopped before we reached the square in front of the Frying Pan, and grabbed Hairo’s elbow. He swung around, looking at me in bewilderment. Hung and Tobias, sunk in thought, had kept going, but then turned back. 

      

    “I have an idea,” I said. 

      

    “It can’t wait?” Hairo asked, frowning. 

      

    “I think I know how we can ensure the clan’s safety.” 

      

    “Go on.” 

      

    “Why don’t we buy a space yacht? We’ve got the funds for it. Remember, you said you’d find out if there were any pilots or veterans among our former security personnel?” 

      

    “None with a valid license,” Hairo said, shaking his head. But he seemed intrigued by the idea, and pulled out a cigar, which he lit, and puffed on as he gazed at the sky. “But the main thing is to get our butts into orbit, and then deal with the details.” 

      

    “Unfortunately, I don’t have time to spare, but you can talk to my Uncle Nick, Hairo. My parents can get you his contact info, okay?” 

      

    I’d checked in with my mom and dad just as we were leaving Cali Bottom. Both looked totally played out, but upbeat, and my mom looked like she was putting on a little weight, which is normal given her condition. Too bad they wouldn’t be able to come home to Earth for a while, what with the pregnancy, and then there’d be a baby, and you couldn’t travel through space with one of those. But I could fly to them! On our yacht! My heart warmed at this thought, and I smiled, just thinking about hugging them... 

      

    “I don’t know when I’ll find the time myself,” Hairo muttered, “But somehow I’ll get it done.” 

      

    I drew near the throng of journalists, who’d spied us from afar. My companions shielded me as best they could. I kept my head down, pulled the visor of my baseball cap over my eyes, inhaled deeply, and dove into the pool. 

      

    They fell on us like a pack of piranhas, cameras flashing, and hundreds of voices merging in an undiluted din. My ears felt like they were under assault from the cacophony of sounds. A young, short-haired woman with purple hair shot towards me, but Hairo blocked her with his arm. She stubbornly pushed forward, like a battering ram, ready to bust through doors with her forehead. Angling over Hairo’s restraining hand, she yelled out shrilly: 

      

    “Alex! Alex! One question!” 

      

    Damn, they were going to rip us to shreds! Where were the cops? 

      

    The mass of paparazzi fought and pushed and shoved, screaming, clicking and whistling. I felt dizzy, and saw spots flickering before my eyes. They pressed around us closer and closer so that we were butting shoulders now. Several hands grabbed the purple-haired woman and pulled her back into the crowd, only to take her place. Next, a man in a jacket with the top button torn off burst forward, his eyes wild, and yelled hoarsely: 

      

    “Mr. Sheppard! Why did you take out the Destroying Plague?” 

      

    Then, a disheveled tractor-like woman elbowed past him and screamed right into my ear: 

      

    “Alex! A billion subscribers want to know...” 

      

    The others tried to push her back, but she stood her ground: 

      

    “Do you have a girlfriend and who is she?” 

      

    “Are you still with the mystery girl with the letter “i” in her name? We know something about Melissa Schaefer...” 

      

    From my other side, another woman shouted just above my ear: 

      

    “Is it true that you tamed a demon?” 

      

    “Have you been to the Inferno?” 

      

    “How did you get there?” 

      

    A hand with sharp black nails dug into Tobias’s shoulder and tried to pull him away. Hairo put his arm around my shoulders and shouted, “Toby, Hung, form a shield around Alex and put your hands in front of you like boxers.” And he demonstrated what he meant. “Let’s bust through these guys to the building. Alex, your right flank!” 

      

    The guys understood what to do, and, fists akimbo, moved forward, and I remembered Riddick yelling “Split up!” and how, being undead, I then scampered under the layers of mobs. But now, he couldn’t unleash Retribution of the Sleepers or Plague Fury. Sometimes, it seemed easier to deal with mobs of rotting, stinking undead than with the deadliest of all creatures — man. Questions rained upon us like arrows. Drones buzzed above us unceasingly while hands grabbed at my clothes, my shoulders, my arms and the noise increased while my head spun. 

      

    Hung and Toby did their best to bust through the mob, but there were too many crazed journalists, and one big lug tried to pull me away from Hairo, who was doggedly shoving through the crowd of influencers, bloggers, reporters, photographers. 

      

    “What did you get for destroying the Nucleus?” 

      

    Hairo elbowed the jerk in the chest and the crowd then swarmed over him. 

      

    “Hey, Sheppard! Is it true that your girlfriend is an inwinova?” 

      

    “Move aside! Let us through!” shouted Hairo, still shielding me. “Get outta the way!” 

      

    “What happens if you don’t get citizenship, either, Alex” 

      

    “What are your plans guys?” cooed a glamorous man with bleached hair. “I heard that you bilked the preventers our of billions. Is it true?” 

      

    He grabbed at my ass, the crowd pressed against his hand, and I couldn’t even do anything except throw a wild punch. As Hairo was dealing with the cheeky asshole, an Asian woman with a scratched cheek clung to my arm and tried to squeeze into our “box”. 

      

    “What are your college plans, Alex?” she asked, grabbing my head. 

      

    For some reason, it was right then that I realized that I had had enough. Furious, I turned my back without further ado and pushed her away. Rough but effective. Damn it! I had the right to privacy! By then, Hairo had twisted the greasy blonde guy’s arm and threatened him so effectively he’d left. 

      

    Media workers and onlookers, trying to outdo each other continued to shout, and clamber over each other’s heads. Realizing I was ignoring them, they turned their attention to Hung and Tobias. 

      

    “Mr. Asser, how did you become Awakened?” 

      

    “Hung, what happened at Viderlich? Are the Legates of the Destroying Plague really threats now?” 

      

    “Tobias, how come you’re still a threat? Are you, in fact, still a threat?” 

      

    “Why were you, Mr. Lee, Mr. Sheppard, the only of the Awakened at Viderlich?” 

      

    “Sheppard! What the hell’s your problem?!” croaked an ugly dude with a bloated face. “You’re riding high now, kid, but it’s gonna hurt when you fall!” 

      

    Hung swore and pushed a persistent photographer aside. He fell into a girl who tried to get up, but the crowd surged forward. Someone’s knee slammed into the girl and she squealed and huddled on the ground, not even trying to get up. And then several people tripped over her, a short scream sounded, a heavy boot slammed on a hand, and then a crack was heard, barely distinguishable in the general uproar — the pack of jackals were pressed so tightly together they couldn’t see what was in front of them, and had trampled a camera that had fallen on the asphalt. 

      

    “Hey, police! For the love of god!” Toby screamed with all his might. “Where the hell are you? You’re public safety officers! This is insane!” 

      

    But his hoarse cries were in vain. Unlike the cops at the Demon Games, here they were indifferent, although present. I looked above the throng and saw a wide staircase thirty meters away that led to the main entrance. It was blocked by a police cordon. 

      

    The crowd swayed and flooded us, pushing us back. 

      

    “What are we going to do? We’re going to be late!” Toby panicked as Hung shoved aside the pressing reporters. “Lord, do not abandon me in my hour of need. Come to me and save me…” 

      

    Realizing the madness wasn’t going to let up and no one was in a hurry to help us, Hairo yelled, “Move aside! If you don’t, you’ll regret it! I’ll have to use force!” 

      

    Naturally, no one listened to him, so he snatched several holocams from the crowd and smashed them, and when this had no effect, he briefly, without swinging, punched some especially arrogant men. Cries filled the air, the crowd swayed and closed in on us even more. 

      

    Growling, Hairo pulled out a plasma pistol and fired into the air. The brief flash above their heads made the few sane people still in the crowd sink back. He’d accidentally shot down a drone operator, who, his ignominious life now over, showered sharp hot debris on the frenzied mob below, who seemed to be oblivious to it. 

      

    In response to the scuffle, a huge black security guard drone emerged among the other media drones up above. It hovered in the air, the turrets on its belly spinning. 

      

    “Civil unrest detected! Disperse immediately!” boomed from the speakers. “Countdown started, after which I will open fire to kill!” 

      

    The smartest of the paparazzi ran away, while the most impudent rushed towards us even as security drones rolled in front of them and huddled around the trampled girl. One of them reached us and began to fire a blazing string of preventive electroshock discharges. 

      

    Under the cover of Hairo, we rushed to the stairs that led to the building of the Assessment Center, which reflected the architecture of different eras. The first high floor was monumental, white, with huge columns propping up a balcony with stucco molding, above which were nine tiers of glass and plastic. 

      

    Some of the journalists, ignoring the security droids, rushed after us. A few fell — apparently, the drone had begun shooting paralyzers. Realizing that now they had no excuses left, the policemen hoisted their shields in front of them and moved forward. 

      

    A robocop identified us, verifying our right to enter, and we slipped through the cordon. The journalists were finally left behind. 

      

    Only then did I exhale, and straightened out my jacket. At least I didn’t lose any buttons. Good enough. Tobias’s sleeve, though, had been ripped off. Hung’s tie was lost in the crowd. 

      

    Hairo was stuck on the other side of the cordon. 

      

    “Good luck guys!” he shouted goodbye. “Come back as citizens!” 

      

    We jumped up the steps and approached the entrance, stopping at a wide door carved like a tree. There were no other contenders around. They’d arrived well in advance rather than risk being late. 

      

    “Well, shall we?” Tobias asked, looking around nervously. All the chaos had gotten to him much more so than Hung, who’d made it through Distival, and me, who’d also gone through Distival, and also the Demon Games. “Who wants to be first?” 

      

    Entry was allowed only one at a time. This place is where people’s fates were determined, and it was more guarded than a gold depository. Inside, was like a military regiment. Or maybe it was more like a concentration camp, which I’d heard about from Mr. Kovacs. As he explained it, “It’s got to be that way, because you are nothing to mankind until you prove that you are worthy of citizenship.” 

      

    “I’ll go first,” I said. 

      

    The guys nodded, patted me on the shoulder, and I reached for the golden handle, touched it. The door, instead of swinging open towards me, retracted into the wall, and I realized that the decor and wood were an illusion, a hologram superimposed on glass. 

      

    As soon as I crossed the threshold and stepped into the darkness, the glass darkened, a light flashed, and I found myself in a small brightly lit box, and a hologram of a clearly bored clerk immediately appeared on the right. 

      

    “Identify yourself, applicant for citizenship.” 

      

    “Alex Kiran Sheppard,” I said, my mouth dry. 

      

    “The name given you at birth.” 

      

    Alex Kiran Sheppard.” 

      

    “Year of birth?” 

      

    “Two thousand fifty-nine.” 

      

    “Names of your parents.” 

      

    “Marcus and Helen Sheppard.” 

      

    “Their citizenship category?” 

      

    “Category F.” 

      

    “Confirm that you are of sound mind and sound memory.” 

      

    “Er...I confirm.” 

      

    “Why did you hesitate in your response to the last request?” 

      

    “I didn’t get enough sleep.” 

      

    “Confirm that you are not under the influence of stimulating, expediting, or alcoholic substances.” 

      

    “I confirm.” 

      

    “Do you realize where you are, for what purpose you have arrived, and what may be the consequences of your stay here?” 

      

    “Yes.” 

      

    “Confirm that you came here of your own volition, not under duress, for the sole purpose of passing citizenship tests, and that you will peacefully, with all respect for humanity and the laws of the Earth, accept whatever decision is rendered by the citizenship commission.” 

      

    “I confirm.” 

      

    “Submit the contents of your pockets and backpack for inspection.” 

      

    This didn’t take much time, as if they simply weighed the backpack and then returned it. Apparently, nothing forbidden was found, because immediately after that the clerk moved on to the next step: 

      

    “Place your palm on the scanner.” 

      

    A panel emerged from the wall, in the recess of which a handprint was illuminated from the middle of the forearm to the fingers. I had never seen anything like it before, and hesitated, then put my palm so that the outstretched fingers of the print coincided with mine. Before I could think twice about it, though, a black bracelet with my glowing name imprinted on it and the letter “Y” encircled my wrist. 

      

    “The DNA match of citizenship applicant Sheppard, Alex Kiran, has been confirmed. Welcome to the Worldwide Citizenship or Citizenship Transfer Assessment Center, Mr. Sheppard!” 

      

    And before me, the wall rose upward, allowing me into the Frying Pan. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 2. Contender for citizenship 

      

      

      

      

    THERE WERE SIX DOORS in the wall in front of me on the left side, and further still to the left was a flashing sign: “Mr. Sheppard! Your assigned place: Block Y.” I felt a tingling between my shoulder blades like I was being pushed toward the indicated spot, ready for slaughter. 

      

    The door slid open, and I stepped into an empty white corridor where a blue arrow was flashing on the floor, as if to express urgency. I paused and looked behind me hoping one of my friends would be showing up, but the female voice from the bracelet immediately issued me a virtual kick: 

      

    “Citizenship applicant Alex Sheppard, proceed along the indicated route!” 

      

    Block Y was on the other side of the building, judging by the length of the deserted corridor I had to navigate. Also, it was astonishingly empty all the way there. I only met guard drones in combat readiness, and also a cleaning bot. The other applicants were no doubt inside, cramming and getting ready. 

      

    It was impossible to get lost — doors and passages where I wasn’t supposed to go were blocked by a force field, and my route was indicated by a holographic arrow that kept me going if I slowed down or paused. Sometimes this was backed up by that “unobtrusive” voice from the bracelet. Just the same, I still played for time, hoping to see Tobias and Hung behind me, preferably both. But I didn’t. Time passed, the arrow blinked more and more insistently, the voice in the bracelet became more urgent, but I remained alone. 

      

    So on I went, on my own. 

      

    Along the way, I kept on mulling over the hostile encounter with the mob of paparazzi — we’d been careless. After all, our base had been attacked by mercenaries who’d slaughtered scores of people just to get my dead body. I’d lost many friends and I’d almost died myself. I would have, if not for Rita, that super-strong reinforced capsule, and AT, the catdog. In light of all of the above, opting to simply fly to the citizenship test like it was business as usual was the height of stupidity. 

      

    That’s what it looked like in hindsight. Just getting to the Frying Pan had been brutal, but at least in full view of everybody in public, well, it was impossible for anybody, even the Triad, to get to Alex Sheppard. Despite the serious inequities in our society, when in public on territory populated by civil districts, and even more so near state entities, nobody, but nobody violated the laws, which were ironclad and sacrosanct. Citizens all knew their rights within their respective citizenship categories, and if there was any attempt to violate them, the system immediately morphed into a knight in shining armor, protecting the victim and swinging a sword over the head of the transgressors. On top of that, society as a whole would rise up to protect the victim. And our courts were swift to mete out punishment. 

      

    Thus, criminal entities no longer operated in the open, as they had in the past. They’d been driven into the shadows, especially the Triad. Their leadership, comprised, by the way, of highly respectable citizens, did their best not to attract attention. No matter how tough you were, there was no winning against society with its robocops and robo-peacekeepers. Once they issued a verdict, even if you weren’t in custody, you had nowhere to hide. I’d heard all this from Hairo in response to my and Tobias’s concerns. Still, knowing who we were up against, I didn’t think Hairo totally believed what he was saying. The universal law of any society, really, is that whoever held the sword was above the law. It might not be an actual sword, of course, It could be a flock of killer droids. I mean, everyone knows who heads the Cartel, and yet nobody does anything about it. And I didn’t tell him about what Angel told me at the South Pole concerning her super-powerful patrons. What good would it do if he were to step down, and how could I smooth it over later? Especially now that Rita and AT were both seriously injured... 

      

    I was so sunk in thought that at the next turn I almost smacked my forehead into a low-hanging partition with another flashing arrow. But just in time I avoided it, before the bracelet’s nagging voice was activated, and then I found myself in the hall where, finally, there were some other people! I was relieved, actually, as I’d begun to feel like I’d be wandering through that seemingly endless network of corridors until the end of time. 

      

    I took a quick look around the room and decided that there was no such thing as coincidence. That’s what Fortune said. As soon as it occurred to me that what our clan needed was a strong manager type, suddenly I saw the perfect candidate. 

      

    “Hey!” shouted Big Po, heading towards me. He was a full head taller than me now, and had even more meat on him. “Well well! Sheppard, you’re here too!” 

      

    Before I knew what was up with me, I rushed to meet him and gave him a hug. It was great, really seeing Wesley’s familiar face here. But it was a brief hug. He reeked of sweat. They probably economized on climate control in the Frying Pan. Right now it was a comfortable temperature for, say, demons. 

      

    We both pulled back and looked each other up and down. 

      

    “Well, this is sweet!” Big Po grinned. “Forty blocks, and I end up with Sheppard!” 

      

    “How’s it going, Wesley? How’s Tristad?” 

      

    “Ah,” he waved his hand, “I’m already counting the days before heading out to Big Dis. I don’t give a flying fig about beating Tissa’s record. As I understand it, your girlfriend is set up somewhere outside the sandbox?” 

      

    We were standing in the hall of Block Y, which was small, with low, two meter high walls. I could touch the ceiling if I raised my hand. A registration droid was stationed at the far end, next to it a stoop-shouldered guy was shifting from foot to foot, and next to him was a short girl. 

      

    “I guess,” I shrugged. “I don’t really know. So are you already registered?” 

      

    “Yeah, just now. I was just finishing when you showed up. I guess the plan for today is dinner and then lights out.” 

      

    “So where do we sleep?” 

      

    “They will give you a room… Heh, a room… No, brother, it’s more like a kennel,” he snorted. “It’s just a bed, that’s it. My cousin laughed, told me that I wouldn’t fit on it, so I might as well take the bed out and sleep on the floor. You can remove them.” 

      

    I smiled sympathetically. “So we’ll at least get fed today?” 

      

    “Well, bro, that remains to be seen,” responded Big Po. “I don’t know all the details, but I’ve heard you have to earn the right to provisions.” 

      

    “Earn them? What does that mean?” 

      

    “Huh, so you’re completely out of the loop?” he asked, surprised. Then he motioned toward a corridor on the right. “See, that leads to a cafeteria. Examination drones dish out the eats. They ask you questions, like ten or so, and if you get three of them wrong, you don’t get any food. So you see...” 

      

    I frowned — this sounded like kindergarten. Was he serious? 

      

    The round-shouldered guy and short girl were both done checking in, so then they looked around and headed for the cafeteria. 

      

    Wesley and I looked at each other, and he suggested, “Should we settle in and try to get some eats?” 

      

    “Now?” 

      

    “I just told you we can get some rations. This isn’t the Demon Games, they won’t feed you lobsters here, Sheppard. You can get rations whenever, but not more than once every eight hours.” 

      

    “Universal Nutrient Blends?” 

      

    “UNBs, Sheppard, UNBs.” 

      

    “I see. Okay, then that’s the way it is, UNBs. So, Cho, are we like clanmates now? Quit with the ‘Sheppard’ business. Call me Alex.” 

      

    He crossed his arms, and nodded. Then he smiled, his massive round cheekbones rising and his eyes like have moons. 

      

    “Damn, Alex, I… Damn, I don’t know what to say, you know? It’s like just yesterday you were a nobody, nothing, and I wouldn’t even accept you in Axiom...” 

      

    “Is that so?” I chuckled. “I recall you telling me you’d accept me into the clan once I started to take Dis seriously.” 

      

    “Eff you, Sheppard!” swore Big Po, keeping it clean. No real cursing allowed in the Frying Pan unless you wanted to lower your score. “How can you get more serious? Two-time Top Player in the game! I’ve heard that Hinter and Horvac do everything you say! Emperor Kragosh personally led the legions to come to your aid! You took out the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague! That’s rad!” 

      

    I couldn’t help but smile at Wesley’s enthusiastic praise. 

      

    “Rad? Hey, that’s a good nickname, don’t you think? I’m going to start calling you that. That or Ferret Breeder. Don’t you have that perk? Lord of the ferrets!” 

      

    “Yeah, ferrets... Just think, I could’ve been where you are now,” he sighed, but I didn’t hear real regret in his voice. It seemed to me he’d already come to terms with what happened to his own long-forgotten “threat” status. He looked at the registration desk and shook his head. “You should hurry up. If you run out of time, you can kiss citizenship goodbye!” 

      

    I had about twenty minutes left, so he was exaggerating, but I followed his advice. Given Snowstorm’s long arms, anything could happen. Maybe the registration droid could suddenly shut down — I’d be the one they’d blame for it. 

      

    Wesley waited while I approached the desk. The droid was a humanoid with a holoscreen on its chest. It scanned me, registered my right to be here and intoned, “Applicant for citizenship Alex Kiran Sheppard, you have been registered.” The voice sounded robotic, like all government droids. “Henceforth, your status is no longer that of a minor dependent citizen in Category F. You are without status until you have completed citizenship testing. You have been assigned a serial number as an applicant: 9627-Y-2028. The bracelet on my wrist flashed, then dimmed, but the new serial number now was displayed in glowing lights. “Follow the directions of the contender’s bracelet It will display your score. The passing score for obtaining citizenship is one thousand, but the decisive vote will be rendered by the Commission of Citizens of Higher Categories. Good luck, contender!” 

      

    After this, the droid as if lost all interest in me. Its eyes went blank, the screen on its chest went dark, and it dropped its head. The droid was now in standby mode. Well, then, rest in peace. Relieved, I turned away. 

      

    But the bracelet immediately lit up and informed me about the procedures for securing food, and all the other stuff Po had told me. Apparently, a person could sleep in whatever “kennel” wasn’t occupied. 

      

    Two long corridors extended from the room. The display for each indicated that they both had several unoccupied rooms. 

      

    “Let’s go to the right, closer to the cafeteria,” suggested Big Po. 

      

    It was all the same to me, so I just nodded. Wesley walked slowly, and I had to consciously adjust to his pace. 

      

    “My knees hurt,” Wesley explained. “I’ve been gaining weight and it’s hard on my bones and ligaments.” 

      

    “How much do you weigh?” 

      

    “I was a hundred and twenty kilograms in the winter, but now I’m close to a hundred and fifty,” Wesley groaned, wiping the rolling sweat from his forehead. As we walked, his huffing and puffing became more and more pronounced. “Don’t bother telling me to eat less, Alex. I don’t eat any more than you do, but there’s something screwed up with my metabolism.” 

      

    By “screwed up,” I could tell that Wesley didn’t know exactly what was wrong. Maybe it was diabetes, and that could be successfully managed, but I didn’t feel like I should tell him. Clearly Wesley couldn’t afford treatment. Plus, soon he’d be able to afford it — he’ll earn money once he’s a clan officer in Big Dis. 

      

    The corridor was spartan — bare walls, concrete floor. Even Cali Bottom was nicer. Maybe they liked to keep it grim so that the applicants would keep in mind what they could expect should they fail. Well, for anyone who hasn’t already moved beyond the districts, this demonstration was effective! Mr. Kovacs was right when he said the powers-that-be did their best to show that we were nobody until we passed the test. 

      

    We’d traveled over halfway down the corridor when Wesley stopped at the first door lit up in green, which indicated that it was a free chamber. 

      

    “Do you mind if I take this one?” My legs hurt, I want to lie down, give them a rest.” 

      

    “Go for it.” 

      

    Wesley rested his hand on the scanner, the clamshell door silently lifted, allowing us to see inside. It wasn’t a kennel, but it was close to it. It was kind of like those capsule hotels where the entire living space is occupied by a cot-like bed. The wall had a folding table, and under the bed was a space for personal belongings that extended like a cubby hole into the wall. The Spartans would appreciate it. 

      

    I left Wesley to rest, and then found another room a couple of doors down, but before taking it, I decided to find the restroom. 

      

    Just as I expected, it was at the far end of the block from the cafeteria, opposite the showers. I was already sweating from the stuffy atmosphere of the Frying Pan, and so a shower would’ve been welcome, but first, I had to change clothes. I relieved myself, washed my hands, splashed some cold water on my face, and felt like a human being again. Then I went back to the free room. 

      

    I changed into the shorts and t-shirt that Maria had thoughtfully stowed in my beat-up backpack. I’d taken it to Distival and the Demonic Games, and hadn’t parted with it over the past year. I could safely say that it had been to four continents, including both Americas. But yeah, what stupid musings. Here I was thinking about how I still had the backpack, but Maria was gone. I felt uneasy, again I remembered her kind, bright face and that dream... peace and tranquility... 

      

    I shrugged my shoulders, I cast out such thoughts. This wasn’t the time for them. I had to get down to business. 

      

    What to do with my suit? There was nowhere to hang it. I could lay it on the bed, but then where would I lie down? I was angry at the authorities for their idiotic “you’re nothing until you prove otherwise on the tests,” and ended up stashing the suit with my trousers and shirt under the bed. Then I rummaged through my backpack and extracted a protein bar, a bottle of water, a towel and some flip-flops. Thank you, Maria! My own mom couldn’t have done better... 

      

    I suddenly felt like I had to freshen up. All of my anger and irritation was from fatigue, heat, hunger. I didn’t eat the protein bar just yet. Better to take a shower first. 

      

    I stopped by Wesley’s on the way, but he didn’t want to wash up. He said he’d take a shower before turning in for the night. Looking at his yellow oversized T-shirt with a hole in the shoulder, I thought it was weird. Didn’t he get any money from Snowstorm after eliminating Polynucleotide as a threat? How much did they pay him? If I remembered it right, he’d mentioned something like 100,000 phoenixes. It’s not unheard of money, but it’s a healthy amount. So what was the deal? 

      

    I kept my thoughts to myself for now, and spent 15 minutes blissfully washing off the sweat and the remains of the intra-gel that always was left on the skin after emerging from the capsule, even if you couldn’t see it. It was like a feeling of humiliation and disgust, and I was pretty sure I’d feel that way for a few days once I was out of the Frying Pan. 

      

    After the shower, I again stopped by Big Po’s room, but he wasn’t there. There was nowhere else to go but to where the food was. 

      

    The cafeteria was ugly, with plastic tables for two, gray walls and a strange smell that reminded me of the “anthill” in Cali Bottom... It smelled like UNBs — synthetic food. This disgusting shit always tastes the same; and comes in two forms: powder, which is diluted in water, and bars. In this place they served the powder, which was comprised of super-fine granules that, if you sneezed, were suspended in the air. 

      

    There weren’t many people in the dining room: Wesley, standing in front of the dispenser robot, the round-shouldered guy with the petite girl I saw in the registration hall, and a plump, morose woman who looked to be in her fifties. Was she an AC servant? Nope. She, too, had a bracelet on her wrist, so she, too was a candidate for citizenship. 

      

    I walked over to Wesley. But as soon as I drew near, the food dispenser issued a low, nasty siren that was almost like a subsonic sound: 

      

    “Candidate Sheppard, serial number 9627-Y-2028, stay away from candidate Cho currently being tested! Step back right now or you will be fined! You have three seconds! Three! Two!” 

      

    I retreated. Wesley didn’t even turn around, he stood with his hand on the wall and his head bowed, the numbers of the timer flashing red on the screen, counting down the time for a response. 

      

    Then he responded by tapping a button with a plump finger right before the time ran out. 

      

    “Correct,” the food dispenser announced the verdict. “Congratulations, contender Cho. Your score is eighty percent correct and you have earned three points!” The robot extended a limb, and a shutter opened in it, from which Wesley took out a container with a UNB. “Your sustenance. Enjoy!” 

      

    Wesley wiped the sweat from his forehead with his hand, looked at his bracelet, nodded, and walked over to me. He didn’t smile. 

      

    “Shit, stupid questions! Half of them had nothing to do with what we learned in school.” He drew near and whispered in my ear: “I gave random answers.” 

      

    I nodded and said, “Weird setup. So that’s a UNB?” 

      

    “It’s a first-rate UNB!” exclaimed Wesley. “It’s a bottle of compressed fiber. A tasty treat after a cocktail. Okay, you go answer, too, otherwise you’ll have trouble sleeping with an empty belly. In the meantime, I’ll mix my bottle of powder with some water.” 

      

    I took his advice and approached the dispenser robot which also served as an examiner. Looks like Wesley was right, testing had already begun. Whoever came up with this clearly adhered to the principles of natural selection: without nutrition, the applicant will weaken and, perhaps his thinking will suffer. And yeah, there was also a stage involving physical tests, and a health assessment. Nobody talked about it, but a suspiciously large number of people with genetic maladies failed the citizenship test. 

      

    “Candidate Sheppard, are you ready to compete for dinner?" The droid’s voice was monotone, and yet I clearly caught the mockery. This was probably a cheap way to rattle the test takers. 

      

    “Yes.” 

      

    “Excellent! In compliance with the rules for assessing applicants for citizenship of May 15, 2075, additional incentives have been introduced for applicants concerning basic needs. I will ask you a series of questions on topics you studied in the course of receiving a basic education, as well as topics not included in the school curriculum, but which are recommended for independent study. You must respond correctly to seventy-five percent of the questions. You have five seconds for each answer. The number of questions is not fixed. Press the Start button on the panel.” 

      

    I pressed the button, and the first question immediately appeared on the holoscreen. It wasn’t read out loud, and so I had five seconds to read and respond to it, choosing one of five options. Even Tim, my former speed-reading classmate, would have a hard time. 

      

    The portrait of a man with black piercing eyes appeared, along with a question: “Who is this?” 

      

    The selection of possible answers included a film actor, an astronaut, the Minister of Resources, a former US president, or an 18th century Russian army general. Not knowing the answer, I selected Minister of Resources. 

      

    “False,” the robot rasped. I gnashed my teeth in annoyance — what a load of crapola! Taking a quiz for a crappy UNB? 

      

    “The correct option was not highlighted, and the nest question appeared, and in the corner: “Correct responses: 0/1.” 

      

    What proportion of man’s total production of helium-3 is found on the Moon? 

      

    The stable isotope of helium is the most important energy resource, is almost non-existent on Earth, so I chose the option with the maximum share: “87%”... and again I was mistaken. 

      

    “False.” 

      

    “Correct responses: 0/2.” As luck would have it, due to developments on Mars the proportion of helium on the Moon had decreased, but before I could wrap my mind around that, the next question popped up. 

      

    “Who is the ruler of the Commonwealth in Disgardium?” 

      

    The question was a trick, because the options for answers included both Bastian the First and Dominic the Second. In order to select the right answer, one really had to keep up on the latest news. But I had the benefit of first-hand knowledge, and so didn’t make the mistake of choosing Dominic. 

      

    “Correct.” 

      

    “Correct responses: 1/3.” Goody for me, but it wasn’t going to help me much unless I got more right. 

      

    “What is the largest moon in the solar system?” What a lame questions. It was Ganymede, of course! 

      

    “Correct.” 

      

    “Correct responses: 2/4.” The next question was also simple: “Quantum string theory arose in the early 1970s as a result of the formulas of this man. What is his name?” Gabriele Veneziano, Italian theoretical physicist, founder of string theory. 

      

    “Correct.” 

      

    My stats were up now: “Correct responses: 3/5”, and on the screen flashed a question that dumbfounded me: “Who is the author of a classic novel about crime and punishment? “ 

      

    I’d never studied the classics, and so a jumble of names popped into my head. I chose George Martin, but nope. His major opus, “A Song of Ice and Fire,” wasn’t the correct answer. 

      

    “Dostoevsky, you idiot!” I heard Wesley behind me. 

      

    “False!” announced the bot. “Contender Sheppard, you’ve provided correct answers 50% of the time. The results are unsatisfactory. You have earned three penalty points! You are denied sustenance.” 

      

    Like the registration droid, this one also immediately went into standby mode, cutting off any discussions and refusing any appeals. 

      

    Biting my lips and feeling the blood rush to my face, I stood in front of it, not daring to turn around. Sleepers, how disgraced I am! Of course, Dostoevsky! 

      

    “Damn, nice going, Sheppard!” Wesley put a hand on my shoulder. “How did you not know who Martin Emeric is? He’s only the most popular actor alive right now! He’s been awarded four Oscars!” 

      

    Seeing nothing, I turned around. 

      

    “What are you talking about?” 

      

    “The first question. You flattered Minister of Resources Lomakin very much by mistaking Emeric for him! Okay, don’t be mad!” Wesley shook his container of UNB and handed it to me. “There’s some left at the bottom. Eat some so that your stomach doesn’t growl. You won’t sleep if you’re hungry. Trust me, I know what I’m talking about...” 

      

    * * * 

      

    I was surprised, but the dregs of UNB that Big Po shared with me actually helped quell the hunger. The unexpected generosity of my former enemy came in very handy, given how difficult it was to get food. I decided not to overindulge by saving my protein bar for a rainy day. 

      

    Clearly the ones with brains who’d bothered to get acquainted with the new rule here at the Assessment Center brought food with them, and this corresponded with natural selection. Those who are prepared had the advantage. Then there are the types who engage in silly things like adventures in the Inferno, and waging war against the Destroying Plague, obviously an evil Pinocchio. 

      

    If only I’d brought along some UNBs. Their just light powder, doesn’t take up much space, so why didn’t I bring along a one-week stash of it? For this, though, I needed to have some smarts, be like the ones who give the right answers and get their rations just like that. But contender Sheppard was a moron. 

      

    I always berated myself like this. In hindsight, I always knew what I should’ve done, how to respond, what argument to make. I was prolific after the fact! Too bad that this habit of second-guessing myself always kicked in right when it was too late. 

      

    In the end, I had a hard time falling asleep. That marathon after the Inferno had occurred right after that coma, and then the hellish situation at Cali Bottom — I was totally rattled still. I felt like my body had exhausted all its resources and was no longer able to produce the hormones for the full range of emotions, which is why I’d felt that flash of shame and anger after failing the test in the cafeteria. I was totally played out. 

      

    Anyone else in my place would have passed out, but I lay like a limp rag doll, sprawled out on the narrow bed, my mind troubled and my brain racing. Faces floated before my eyes. Martin — for some reason with sideburns, but without a beard, Dostoevsky’s distinct visage (in hindsight!) and Minister Lomakin — a lanky old man with a shriveled face. Thoughts ran through my head like a runaway train: Tissa’s disappearance, Malik’s funeral, which would not be attended by any of his friends, the citizenship tests, Big Po’s unexplainable lack of funds, and what the hell is up with his being on my same block on the very days I’m here?! 

      

    I couldn’t stop thinking about what lay in store for us. Could Hairo manage to get us a space yacht? What about if I don’t pass the test? For some reason, after the fiasco in the cafeteria, this seemed like a real possibility. Would Snowstorm decide to freeze all my assets in that case? The only comfort was the thought that, thanks to my premium capsule, even if I failed to secure citizenship, it would not affect my standing in Dis... 

      

    It seems that I fell asleep then, and dreamed about the beardless George Martin in my capsule, going to war with the Destroying Plague and his horde of white walkers. And then, it was like the lights suddenly went out, and I was plunged into darkness... 

      

    ...only to leap out of bed to the alarming sound of a siren and bright flashes of lights that burned my eyes even with closed eyelids. The deafening noise stopped only for a few seconds, which was enough for me to hear a mechanical voice issuing from above: 

      

    “Citizenship applicant Sheppard, in order to continue sleeping, successfully complete the following test.” 

      

    The siren blared again, and a holoscreen emerged from the wall. More questions! They were trying to rattle me! The way I felt now is that I wasn’t even sure who Alex Sheppard was. 

      

    I was groggier then hell and couldn’t focus on the text and, of course, randomly responded, selecting whatever answer with my finger. Various questions cascaded one after the other from all spheres of human life: from simple ones like How many centiphoenixes are there in ten phoenixes? to really obscure one like What’s the most popular streamer of 2074? I just guessed by whatever response seemed the most familiar. Leah Solo, who’d featured me on her stream during the Demon Games. 

      

    It was either a miracle, or Fortune smiling on me, but I answered eight questions out of ten correctly, earning three points. The siren shut off, and the flashing lights ceased. My little coffin room was again plunged into darkness, and silence brought deliverance. 

      

    I collapsed on the little bed, and again fell asleep. How long I slept this time, I have no idea, maybe minutes, maybe hours, but I opened my eyes when the room was again flooded with unbearably bright light. But that’s not what woke me up. Instead, I felt someone else’s presence. 

      

    I opened my eyes and saw an unfamiliar woman with flowing hair attired in a short, light dress. I jumped up, not sure if I was sleeping or not, and not knowing how to react. Reflexively looking at the clock, I noted the time: 00:36. Wow, it was just after midnight. 

      

    The woman raised her finger to her lips. I opened my eyes and recognized her. 

      

    “Alex, hi,” Chloe Cliffhanger said softly. “I’m sorry I woke you up. We have to talk.” 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 3. An Offer You Can’t Refuse 

      

      

      

      

    THE WAY I FELT about Chloe Cliffhanger could be expressed in one word: distrust. The distrust I felt for her was wired into me, and instinctual — not a single word she uttered came across as sincere, and she never said anything I wanted to agree with. And it wasn’t just that she was a Snowstorm bigshot. It’s also the way she looked. Her very appearance screamed: “I’m a duplicitous hypocrite, and if you believe me, it’s on you!” 

      

    Really, it didn’t matter what she wanted to talk about. As soon as she opened her mouth, I was skeptical. Period. And even without hearing her out, my automatic response was aways “No way! Forget about it!” 

      

    “Reduce lighting to fifteen percent,” the woman purred. 

      

    The closet-like room plunged into an intimate duskiness. Chloe’s blue eyes and silvery buttons on her dress now seemed to glitter. Also, a sensuous aroma hit my nose, stirring my blood, hinting at something to come. My shackles were already up, and now I felt all the more uneasy. I felt like this was some kind of rehearsed performance for a teenage idiot where he’d get to see a “real” woman for the first time. Or maybe they thought that since I couldn’t resist Destiny (no one knew the full story about our meeting in my room), they could try it again on me, a kid at that age where they have raging hormones? 

      

    “Hello, Miss Cliffhanger,” I said and yawned defiantly. It wasn’t great acting, not that I cared much. I just wanted to show her that her appearance in my room was out of line. “What can I do for you?” 

      

    I expected my bordering-on-hostile wariness to be off-putting. But Chloe obviously had a lot of experience with mind games like this, and it was no easy matter trying to make her uneasy. She didn’t blink an eye — for her, this was business as usual. 

      

    “For me?” she asked, surprised. “Oh, Alex, it’s nothing like that. I’m here to do something for you,” she looked candidly at me with her clear, unclouded eyes. She was so unassuming and friendly that I felt like spitting at her. What a professional shyster — it made me sick. People like her probably lied all the time, even at home talking to their own children, simply because that was their modus operandi, and they couldn’t even conceive of acting any differently. Although, come to think of it, Chloe probably didn’t have any children yet. Maybe someday she would, though, and I already felt sorry for them. 

      

    “Oh, really?” I asked with open sarcasm. 

      

    “Yes, for real.” 

      

    “You want to do something for me?” 

      

    “Of course!” With each answer, Chloe’s smile was ever the more fake. She threw up her hands and exclaimed with false exasperation, “Alex, you silly! I just want to help you!” 

      

    I felt sure that she was hating this even more than I was. It wasn’t the lies, the hypocrisy, or even the late hour walking around the Frying Pan’s endless corridors that smelled like UNBs, it was her image, her reputation that worried her. Here it was past midnight, and Chloe was a beautiful woman from the top tier of society. Yet here she was in the dead of night in the room of a guy who was barely of legal age. Wow. Should the paparazzi get wind of this, it’d redefine what “going viral” meant. The scandalous headlines would be a global sensation and the chatter about her would be unending. Snowstorm would have to take special measures. 

      

    I could tell she was nervous, although she did her best to hide it. As the room was small, to say the least, Chloe was stuck with two choices: she could stand up in the low space, or perch on the side of my bed, which would really thrill the paparazzi...But they weren’t here, and so, despite our mutual distrust and disgust, Miss Cliffhanger sat gingerly on my bed. And then she crossed her legs so that I couldn’t help but see the flesh of her upper thighs. 

      

    “I have a girlfriend,” I said, just in case. “And, um, you’re not my type, Miss Cliffhanger,” I said, and then felt like I’d just said something really stupid. She was trying to make me feel rattled. For the first time that night her eyes lit up with sincere amusement, and she even laughed. And unlike her oily voice, her laughter was nice, loud and boisterous. Probably people like her rehearsed it, since it was a handy skill when climbing the ladder. 

      

    As if teasing me, she moved in a little closer, her short dress hiking up a little more, exposing more of her tanned thighs. Her eyes sparkled with warmth and friendly teasing, but give me a Darwin award, please, were I to believe in her sincerity. Enough already, please. Enough. So as not to play along, I made a point of not moving away, nor checking her out. I put on a poker face to the best of my ability, and mentally kept aloof. 

      

    “How do you propose to help me, Miss Cliffhanger?” 

      

    “Just call me Chloe, Alex. I’m not much older than you.” 

      

    That was strange, but also true. Nowadays, ten years wasn’t that much of a difference, especially if you look only at appearances. Although, in terms of everything else, her bold approach, her tenacity, and so on, up to her unparalleled hypocrisy, made her far older than me. I felt like it wasn’t just a social ocean that separated us, but also a vast wealth of life experience, as well. Which, frankly, I didn’t even want. Her life experience was akin to surviving in a jar of spiders. 

      

    “It’s not about age.” 

      

    “Oh, I understand you, it’s not about age, but about position...” She looked around the closet, and chuckled. “I see that they don’t put out the red carpet for applicants for citizenship.” 

      

    “I’m sure that in the wealthier districts the Assessment Centers are nicer.” 

      

    “But of course they are,” She tossed her head, and tucked her hair behind her ear. “And the same principle applies in districts lower than yours. That’s the structure of our society, Alex. Only those who are worthy receive the full benefits of civilization, and the worthier you are, the greater the privileges. For the best citizens, the privileges extend to their families — it only makes sense that the children of the most deserving are provided the best conditions for passing the citizenship tests. But trust me, absolutely the same rules apply to them!” 

      

    “So they also have to eat UNBs?” I raised an eyebrow. 

      

    “Not so much,” Chloe shook her head. “The health of the best representatives of society is humankind’s heritage. Society can’t afford to put their well-being at risk like that!” 

      

    And the sincerity and fanaticism in her voice was so profound I didn’t bother replying. I simply repeated my question. 

      

    “So how do you want to help? And what does Mr. Jackson want from me? He, after all, sent you here, right?” 

      

    Chloe didn’t answer right away. She seemed to be mentally reviewing everything she wanted to offer, at the same time thinking about how to make sure she didn’t overpay for what she needed. What she needed was one thing, and that was for me to give up the Sleepers. That’s what Kiran Jackson always wanted, and he’d only talked to me from a position of strength, and yet still deceived me. I guess that he’d finally realized his trying to talk to me was never going to work out, as I’d never believe anything he said, so this time he sent Cliffhanger 

      

    “Mr. Jackson is stepping down as managing director of Snowstorm, moreover — ” Chloe glanced at her watch, “today. The board of directors is very unhappy with him. Mr. Jackson made many mistakes — he acted outside of any moral framework, and, worst of all, he has trampled on the foundations of what Snowstorm stands for, and violated the precepts of the founding fathers. So there you have it, Alex. If you think Mr. Jackson sent me, you’re wrong.” 

      

    “Sorry, but I don’t believe you. You need something from me — perhaps you want me to stop helping the Sleepers, or you want to restore the Destroying Plague to Dis and are ready to promise mountains of gold for this. Whatever you want, I can tell you my response: ‘no.’ And let’s just call this discussion over and then part ways, because I’m short on sleep and have very important exams tomorrow.” 

      

    A smile flickered across Chloe’s face, and she waved her hand in a slight fanning motion in front of her face, as if it was hot in this stuffy little closet. It was a pretty little show — and to top it off, a couple of buttons over her cleavage popped open. She’d obviously rehearsed this little display, as she performed it beautifully. 

      

    “It’s stuffy in the Frying Pan, isn’t it?” I played along. 

      

    “Very,” Chloe grimaced. “My dress is clinging to me!” 

      

    In response, I said dryly, “The sooner you get to the point, the less sweaty you’ll be, lady.” 

      

    She grimaced a little, but so sweetly, as if she was not offended at all, but appreciated my sparkling wit. This woman had nerves of steel. 

      

    “Okay. Believe it or not, there will be a press conference in the morning where someone from the board of directors, perhaps even Mr. Anderson himself, will announce that Kiran Jackson has been asked to step down. Let’s not guess, but my intuition tells me that Jackson will leave in disgrace. Do you understand, Alex? All the bad mojo that had been brewing at Snowstorm will go with him!” 

      

    “Are you saying that this is your help? You’ll make Jackson the scapegoat so that you can announce that, once he’s out of the picture, the corporation will no longer come down on my clan? And then what? After that we’ll all live happily ever after?” 

      

    “No, Alex.” Realizing that seduction, or whatever she had in mind, was not working, she changed her relaxed,-playful tone to a serious one, straightened her back, and folded her arms across her chest. “Honestly, you’re still so young! You should live and enjoy the best time of your life, go to university, study, chat and hang out with friends, go on dates...” Her eyes closed dreamily, a half-smile played on her lips. Her eyelashes were truly long, and they were real, to boot. I noticed that just now, and also that she didn’t have to wear glasses. “Trust me Alex, I know what I’m talking about. Those college years are the best in your life. You’re an adult, but don’t have to shoulder responsibility yet. You just need to study hard...No need to focus on a career yet, work all day, or, report to your parents...You just get to live — young, strong, happy! Do you really want to trade that for sleepless nights in a pod — even in a premium capsule in a prestigious apartment in a good district? Or, maybe you’ll end up in an inwinova capsule...” she said, as if hastily correcting herself:. “I mean, if you’re a non-citizen...if you get my drift.” 

      

    “You want to flunk me in the final exam,” I stated. 

      

    “No, that’s so not true!” Chloe was outraged. “I’m just laying out all of the possible scenarios, and yeah, seeing as you couldn’t pass the simplest test to secure your UNB ration last night, do you really think you can pass the test without some ‘help’ from outside?” And she made quotation marks with her fingers when she said “help.” “But yes, you’re right and wrong at the same time. Right in that, as a member of the citizenship committee, I can influence the results of your assessment. Wrong in suggesting that I’d deliberately fail you.” 

      

    “You wouldn’t?” 

      

    “No matter what comes out of our little chat here, I won’t tweak the outcome of your tests, Alex. I swear this, you have to believe me!” She put her hand on her heart, her blue eyes blazing with sincerity and integrity. 

      

    “Let’s say I believe you. I don’t understand what the point is of waking me up. What’s with this dead of night mumbo-jumbo? Just to tell me not to take anything for granted? That the citizenship committee is unbiased? That Mr. Jackson is no longer with Snowstorm? We could have talked in the afternoon, or earlier on the comm, couldn’t we? Or do you suffer from insomnia, and out of boredom you decided to visit me and chat?” 

      

    Again she laughed, like a tingling brook in spring, and extended her hand to me. I had to stop myself from recoiling, as if she was holding a wriggling snake. Her fingers gently touched my cheek, and then trailed to my chin. 

      

    “You have very beautiful eyes, Alex,” she said almost in a whisper, her voice sounding hoarse. “I like your sense of humor.” 

      

    It looked to me like the seduction had ratcheted up to a new plane, and, frankly, it was disturbing. 

      

    “I know what you’re doing. Please stop. Just tell me what it is you want, and what it is you’re offering me in return. I assume it’s more than not tanking my exams.” 

      

    “We don’t need anything much from you.” She shrugged. “First, though, listen to what I am authorized to offer you. I’m not speaking on behalf of Jackson, but on behalf of the entire company, so take what I’m saying seriously.” 

      

    “I’m seriously listening, Miss Cliffhanger.” And I stifled a yawn. “I’m seriously all ears, because I fully understand that I can’t get you to leave and let me sleep until you’re done.” 

      

    She drew her legs up onto the bed and leaned back against the wall, depriving me of the last remnants of personal space, and clasping her hands together, she whispered conspiratorially, “Citizenship category A for you personally, B for your parents, and C for your friends. Just name names, a list of up to twenty people will be approved without delay, that very day. Full scholarship to any university in the world of your choice. We’ll remove the ‘threat’ status, and publicly announce it, so no more preventers on your tail. You’ll get to keep all of the skills you’ve acquired, and also all of your character’s achievements, including the gold, both yours personally, and also the clan’s. Ten billion phoenixes in any form, including, if desired, Snowstorm shares with voting privileges. To be honest, Alex, I think you deserve it all. You did the impossible, even though the whole world was against you.” And she winked, and smiled. “Can I have your autograph?” 

      

    With each new item on her list of promises, the realization sunk in all the deeper how serious Snowstorm was this time. Seriously serious. My only question was what was this about? Did that fourth temple spook them that much? Which, incidentally, I hoped Kusalarix had dedicated to the Sleepers already. Or was this about the fall of the Destroying Plague? 

      

    “Deal, if you keep your word. What do you want in exchange? But wait, that’s not all I need. I’m sure that you can do more. I miss my friend, Melissa Schaefer...” And then I paused, unsure whether it was wise of me to discuss the attack on the base in Cali, but then decided I’d better not. She wasn’t likely to believe that Tissa had been cloned unless she herself had something to do with it. In any case, she wouldn’t admit to it. “Help me find Melissa.” 

      

    “She didn’t show up for the tests?” Chloe was surprised. 

      

    “She’s not the only one. My friends Edward and Margarita, too, but…” I hesitated again, deciding that I might as well show some of my cards. “Mercenaries attacked our clan’s base.” 

      

    “What?!” Chloe’s eyes widened. 

      

    “It was carnage. My friends were killed, maimed. Some of them are too injured to take the tests. They were after me, but that’s not the main thing. I’m worried about Tissa...Melissa Schafer. She’s gone missing.” 

      

    “Wow, Alex. This is serious!” 

      

    Chloe was suddenly flustered. It seemed like she’d been taken aback by what she’d heard. She suddenly jumped up, dispelling with her languid posturing. She even forgot about the low ceiling and bumped her head. 

      

    “Ouch!...” she said, bending, now losing the aura of temptress once and for all. 

      

    “You better be careful, Chloe.” 

      

    She stood there, without any shoes on, hunched over, clutching her head with one hand, and ignoring my words, she asked with concern, 

      

    “Did you report it to the police?” 

      

    “No.” 

      

    “You should have immediately...” At that moment, it dawned on her. Or she pretended. “Your base isn’t in a civil district. Right? But stop. You don’t have to tell me. It’s none of my business. I tell you what, Alek. We have to file a missing persons report to find her. For whatever reason, if you can’t do this, I have some leads. I can have them locate your friend using her medical chip.” 

      

    “Do it, then. When I wake up, I want to know where Tissa is and what happened to her, and until then our conversation is over.” 

      

    “I’ll find her,” she said, serious now. “I promise. But before I leave, I’ll tell you what Snowstorm wants. Remember that story about the defective capsules for non-citizens? Destiny Windsor and her sensational stream?” 

      

    “Yes, I remember.” 

      

    “My guess is that you’re the one who conveyed to her the intelligence about the deaths among non-citizens who became undead. The main thing you should know is that the problem with the capsules has been eliminated. Moreover, Snowstorm will pay 100,000 phoenixes to each family of dead non-citizens, and already this month a total replacement of all capsules in that series will begin. I promise, Alex, no other non-citizen will die because of this vexing issue.” 

      

    “But of course not,” I smirked. “The Destroying Plague is no more. Or didn’t you notice?” 

      

    “You have accomplished a great feat, Alex. You have something to be proud of! Just think — at the opening of the Demonic Games, the experts gave you a thousandth of a percent chance that you would survive the first day! And you not only survived — you won!” 

      

    I tried to discern if her gushing was for real — she seemed to mean what she said. 

      

    “And then the same experts said that you’d never make it out of Inferno! But you got what you wanted, and made it out of there just fine! And finally, your war with the Destroying Plague. The experts...” 

      

    “You need to fire your experts.” 

      

    “Jackson did just that,” she chuckled and sighed sadly. “But by your feat you deprived millions of non-citizens of the opportunity to secure a better life…” 

      

    “What do you mean?” I asked. 

      

    Well, the undead endure any climatic conditions,” she replied as if amazed at my slowness. “The vast majority of non-citizens choose to go into Mining, since it’s the easiest line of work to get into, and most in demand by the wealthy clans. Think about it — what is the ore that will earn a non-citizen the most? Copper? Iron? Or adamantite?” 

      

    “Adamantite, of course.” 

      

    “But that is the very ore not to be found very often on inhabited lands. But, oh, well. So it goes, non-citizens! By destroying the Destroying Plague, you’ve done a disservice to millions of ordinary players who chose to be undead to make their gameplay more interesting, not to mention that global event that’s happening right now in the Commonwealth!” 

      

    “Dis is not just a game and events, Chloe. The Destroying Plague is dangerous. I know what I’m talking about.” 

      

    “You mean was dangerous, right? Or did it just seem that way to your from your vantage point? Perhaps it was simply dangerous to your Sleeping patrons? Alex, grow up already! Act like a man, and think! Think! Use your mind! You are suffering at the behest of CPU-hungry AIs! It’s absurd! Actually, it’d be downright funny if it wasn’t so sad! You deprive yourself of everything, even basic household amenities, hide in danger zones, and for what? For the sake of artificial intelligence?” 

      

    And Chloe again stood up, straightened her dress, and looked at me both mockingly and challengingly. 

      

    “I don’t have a permanent partner, Alex. And you have very nice eyes… But think about it... and also think about what I said about the Destroying Plague.” 

      

    And she left. After she was gone, the aroma of her perfume lingered for some time, making it hard for me to sleep, and causing me to envision disturbing scenes. 

      

    I didn’t feel like I fell asleep at all again, and simply saw color pictures in which Rita spoke in Chloe’s voice, saying “They’ll do anything to get their way, Alex. Do what they want as long as you can make some demands!” Tissa stood nearby, saying nothing, just looking at me sadly. 

      

    A shrill siren then cut through the dreams, dispelling the pictures, revealing the low gray ceiling above the bed. I jumped up before I was fully awake, confused about where I was and why. 

      

    The siren fell silent, and was replaced by a cloyingly cheerful female voice: 

      

    “Good morning, applicants! Today is a great day! Today is the first day of your citizenship test. You’ve been preparing for them all your life! Please follow the instructions on your bracelet!” 

      

    As I’d been listening, I’d been staring at the ceiling. Now I looked down and saw a hologram above the bracelet displaying the schedule for the day. I saw that I had half an hour to wash, brush my teeth, eat, and get to the testing compartment. 

      

    With no time to waste, I jumped up, grabbed a towel and rushed to the restroom before all the sinks were occupied. I overtook a tall sleepy guy — I wasn’t the only one who realized that we had to hurry. I rapped on Big Po’s door as I passed by, but kept on going. Doors up and down the hallway were opening, and more and more applicants stepped out into the hallway. Nobody looked anything but grim. 

      

    “Alex, wait!” Big Po was behind me. 

      

    “Catch up!” 

      

    I ran down the corridor and reached the lobby of the block where I had checked in yesterday. There were applicants crowded around the reception station, but I didn’t focus on them. My subconscious mind was on high alert. My heart began wildly beating. It couldn’t be! When you really wanted something, you start thinking... 

      

    I stopped and slowly turned around and saw Melissa Schafer examining the bracelet on her wrist. As if she felt my eyes on her, she raised her head, and the surprise on her face gave way to a smile Her lips moved, and I read: “Alex.” Melissa turned around and seemed to ask for permission from someone behind her... Standing there. 

      

    It was Chloe Cliffhanger, and she leaned over and whispered something to Tissa, and gave her a reassuring nudge in the back. I was dumbfounded, and looked from one to the other, noting how small and fragile Tissa was compared to Chloe. Something incredible happened, even the proximity of testing faded into the background. 

      

    Melissa walked towards me, hesitantly at first, as if she had done something to me, then faster and faster. 

      

    “Alex!” she shouted and hung on my neck, clinging as if we were lovers about to part. 

      

    Chloe waved her hand and disappeared into the crowd. I tried to see where she went, but I couldn’t, because Tissa was hanging on me, sobbing. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 4. The Right Answer 

      

      

      

      

    MY HEAD WAS SPINNING from all of the questions I had — I wanted to know where Tissa had been all this time, but I reined in my curiosity, though it was hard. It was probably a long story, and I had half an hour — less, even. 

      

    Ever since I’d learned about the attack on the base and Tissa’s disappearance, my mental safeguards had kicked in to suppress the horrible, subconscious realization that Tissa, my ex-girlfriend, old friend and classmate, and the girl I was still in love with, was dead. 

      

    But here she was, alive, and feeling her touch, and her flesh and hot breath on my neck, was overwhelming, and I felt a lump rise in my throat. I still couldn’t believe it, that this was for real, her warm body under my hands, but it must be. 

      

    “Alex,” she gulped, convulsively. 

      

    She cupped my face and stared into my eyes, her lips trembling and her face flushed. Again she sobbed and threw her arms around me, hugging me so tightly that I again felt her hot breath on my skin and I wasn’t sure whose heart was thumping so hard, but mine felt it was about to burst from the emotion overload. But I also got the impression that Tissa was bewildered, as if she didn’t understand what was happening, and where she was. 

      

    “How are you?” I asked in a whisper. 

      

    “What’s going on? I don’t understand anything! Miss Cliffhanger said we only have ten minutes...” 

      

    The lump in my throat right then prevented me from replying. I just had to step away from her. She was right — we were running out of time. I needed to look at her face again, make sure this wasn’t a mirage, that she as really alive. 

      

    I gulped and pulled back. A thought suddenly occurred to me that made me freeze up inside. After all, she’d been cloned once, so maybe this was another Tissa biorobot. Why should I be so quick to trust? I needed to check. 

      

    I remembered what Yoshihiru said about clones — they only had a mental cast of the personality, but not their memories, so if this was a clone, it didn’t have Tissa’s memory. I looked at Tissa, who was still in the throes of emotion, and took another step back. 

      

    “Melissa, what is the name of Hung’s patron?” I asked, my voice strained. 

      

    Her eyebrows shot up and in her red-rimmed eyes I saw a question, or was it fear, and she asked uneasily, “What?” What are you talking about? Did something happen to Hung?” 

      

    “Tissa, you have to focus now, and answer the question. Who is Hung’s patron?” 

      

    Only now did understanding flicker in her cornflower blue eyes. She looked less unsure, but now more like she was thinking. As if pulling herself together, she cast a quick look around us, and then she leaned forward and whispered in my ear: 

      

    “Orthokon.” 

      

    “What is my mom’s name?” 

      

    “Helene,” said Tissa, staring intently at me. “And your dad’s name is Mark. And your catdog is AI. And your household helper...” 

      

    But then I couldn’t hold back anymore. The dam of mistrust and wariness burst, and, my throat tight, and eyes dry, I hugged Tissa with all my might. 

      

    “Oh!,” she moaned, also overwhelmed with emotion, and groaned softly, no longer concerned about the name of our household helper. “O-o-o-oh!” 

      

    Guys and girls were hurrying back and forth down the corridor, disheveled, yawning, towels thrown over their shoulders. They looked at us in surprise, but we didn’t care. For the first time ever. And then, still hugging her, I pulled Tissa aside. 

      

    In the ten minutes that Chloe gave us, Tissa told me that for her, the Demonic Games had ended just a couple of days ago. After returning from Europe, she completed an achievement in the sandbox, and that very day she got an invitation from the Children of Kratos. She decided that she’d fly over to them to find out the details before refusing it. 

      

    “What with the betrayal or whatever by Malik and I, I didn’t know what my standing was with you,” said Tissa by way of explanation. “But I felt in my gut how it hurt you, and I can only imagine what you went through. If you’d opted to kicked me out of the clan, I’d have understood. But I couldn’t just sit around waiting. That’s why I agreed to meet with the Gallaghers.” 

      

    For her, the meeting with the Children of Kratos has occurred just yesterday. What happened next, though, she couldn’t remember, as if it was business as usual, or something. They’d talked, said goodbye, and when she got home, her father was stunned that she wasn’t at the citizenship tests. He yelled and raised hell, and then put her on a flyer and personally delivered her to the Frying Pan. Tissa was assigned to block H, and didn’t see Hung and Tobias. And in the morning Chloe woke her up and, without really explaining anything, dragged her over to me. 

      

    Chloe popped up again just then, before I could tell Tissa what had happened to me and the clan in the “three days” Tissa was doing her thing. For me, the return of Snowstorm’s top wench was a relief, because I still wasn’t sure if I should burden my friend with a retailing of events a quarter of an hour before the start of the most important event in life. Especially because Tissa had been especially close to Malik. 

      

    “Schafer, Sheppard!” barked Chloe, sounding like Mr. Kovacs. “It’s in your best interest to postpone further discussion until the testing is over. Schafer, get to your block on the double! Follow the instructions...” 

      

    “...on the bracelet, yes, yes, I know Miss Cliffhanger,” Tissa responded, sounding just like she always did when she was restraining her irritation toward someone. It looked like she was calming down, which was good. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek. “Good luck, Alex!” 

      

    I followed her with my eyes and then looked at Chloe. The hair on her temples was damp, and a trickle of sweat rolled down her high cheekbones. Next to her was an unfamiliar swarthy man with a huge nose. He was in a brand new three-piece suit, and I marveled at how he wasn’t sweating although it was sweltering in the Frying Pan. 

      

    “Alex, this is Mr. Lihtstein,” Chloe introduced him. “He’s a notary. Are you ready to sign our agreement?” 

      

    “Good idea, bringing in a notary,” I grumbled. “Hard to trust your corporation after that incident with Mr. Jackson.” 

      

    “We’re short on time, Alex!” Chloe cut me off — she was a far cry from last night’s temptress. And she handed me a tablet with a flat screen — apparently to avoid the use of a hologram, which would be visible to all. “Check out the full list of everything Snowstorm has to offer.” 

      

    I skimmed through the lines, burning with curiosity. It was very interesting to find out how the corporate lawyers had used the vaguest of language in their so-called guarantees regarding the top citizen categories for me, my parents and friends. It was wording like... “We will make every effort...”, “Recommends...”, “Enters onto the extraordinary list of applicants for promotion...”, “For special services to society...” There were also items discussing replacing “defective” capsules, and material assistance to all families of non-citizens, both present and future, if any, that were impacted. And yeah, this was not on the list of obligations, but as an item “in response to the concern expressed by Party 2 regarding rumors...” 

      

    Chloe paid lip service, so to speak, to all her promises, at least in this contract. 

      

    The list of what “Party 2, represented by Alex Kiran Sheppard” undertook to provide contained a single item: “Deliver the Plague Kernel to the representative appointed by Party 1 (by the Corporation) within…” That’s it. I didn’t have to destroy the temples dedicated to the Sleepers, or delete my character. 

      

    All I had to do was sign this, and my life would change for the better. Of course, there was no bringing back Malik, Trixie, Roj, or Maria, but at least Tissa, Hung, Ed, Toby, and the others were still alive. Should I put their fates on the line because of a virtual Rift in the Nether? Should I keep on fighting, building temples and dedicating them to the Sleeping Gods, always on the alert, both in Dis and in real life, no personal life to speak of, always short on sleep? Everything in me screamed it me to just sign it and be done with my heavy burden. Why not hand over the Plague Kernel to the “representative appointed by Side-1”? What was the big deal? Snowstorm learned its lesson, right? They weren’t about to make legates out of uncontrollable players anymore. The faction would develop normally, there’d be some new wars and events, and global scenarios would be launched, but, dammit, let it be! This had been the way of the world for twenty years, and even thousands, if we factored in virtual history, so why did I feel like it would all fall to pieces without me, Scyth? Because Behemoth said so? 

      

    And yet… “I warn you that I will die, but I will drag you with me if you dare,” said the Despot, having decided that I wanted to become the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. It would seem that the fate of Disgardium was with the exiled demon? Even he recognized the evil in the Nucleus. 

      

    I hesitated for so long that Chloe, without betraying her irritation, stroked my cheek, as if she wanted to remind me of herself. Next to her stood the notary Lihtstein, who looked as stiff as a wooden statue. My decision came to me all on its own. In the end, it was obviously highly suspicious that Snowstorm wanted to push this through so swiftly. Let’s see their reaction if I were to slow things down, take a little time, find out how trustworthy they were. 

      

    I scowled at Lihtstein and handed the tablet back to Chloe. Then I said, “In principle I agree, but right now I’m not signing anything. I won’t have access to Dis until the end of the tests, which means anyway I’m not able to transfer anything. So let’s wait for the results of the citizenship tests, and that way I can see how sincere you are. After all, it’d be easy for you to demonstrate good faith by fulfilling your promises about citizenship for me and my friends. I mean now, without delay. Right? And if I’ve learned anything, it’s not to be in a rush when it comes to signing important documents.” 

      

    Chloe tilted her head, studying me as if seeing me for the first time. Annoyance flickered under the glittering lenses of her glasses for a moment, but then it was replaced by a professionally warm, even friendly smile, which generated crinkles in the corners of her eyes. 

      

    “But of course, Alex. Good luck on the tests.” 

      

    It wasn’t until we parted that I realized that the lenses of Chloe’s glasses had a strange sheen. It was as if they weren’t reflecting the light, but radiating it from the inside. It must have just seemed that way, though. 

      

    * * * 

      

    Due to the reunion with Tissa and the showdown with Chloe over the contract, I didn’t have time for breakfast in the cafeteria. I wanted to at least eat that energy bar in my backpack, but Big Po intercepted me on my way to my room. 

      

    “You screwed up your meal again,” he grumbled accusingly. “I knew you would. Hold on. Where are you going? We’re supposed to go the other way!” 

      

    He’d saved some of his UNB for me again, but this time he saved more for me, almost a third of a bottle of powder dissolved in water. 

      

    I gratefully accepted it and downed it in a gulp, then stuffed the edible glass in my mouth. Then I hurried to my room to change my clothes. Big Po trotted along, saying, “You’re costing me too much, Sheppard!” 

      

    “I wasn’t trying to be your friend,” I answered indistinctly, chewing on fiber. “You’re the one who was pushing for it.” 

      

    He sniffed, clearly offended, and I realized that I wasn’t being fair, but I didn’t have time for any drama. 

      

    “So where are you going?” 

      

    “To change clothes!” 

      

    “Why?” he asked. “The first tests are our health exams, so you’ll anyway have to undress!” 

      

    He was wearing the very same torn, oversized T-shirt and wide shorts that reached below his knees with leggings under them, and slippers on his feet. Next to him I looked downright respectable — at least I didn’t have any holes in my clothes. 

      

    “Applicant for citizenship Cho!” the bracelet on Wesley’s wrist suddenly woke up. “You have two minutes remaining before the start of the first round of testing. Follow the indicated route, now! I remind you that being late is punishable by penalty points!” 

      

    A few seconds later, my bracelet issued the same warning. The delay was because the AI took into account each applicant’s average speed. Wesley and I exchanged a look, and then rushed to the registration block. To hell with the suit, I’ll wear it to the final interview with the committee. 

      

    What ensued was a blur of events as crazy as when we busted through to the Nucleus: we weren’t allowed to stop for a moment as one test followed another, and the main thing was to not be late as we dashed from one station to another. 

      

    The medical examination took a surprisingly long time, and it wasn’t until sometime that afternoon that it was over. My stomach was constantly growling, as if cursing and demanding food, but all I could provide it was liters of water from the drinking fountains. Thank the Sleepers, such largesse did not have to be paid for by answering questions. 

      

    My health was deemed “excellent.” No negative genetic predispositions were found, except for the tendency to gamble. That was news to me. I guess I could blame my father for it. A mild addiction to alcohol, nicotine and stimulants was also found. 

      

    As the genetic analyst gave me the news, he smiled, “Nothing surprising, Sheppard. You have thirty-six percent Irish blood on your father’s side and a little under a quarter Russian blood on your mother’s side. Generally speaking, everything’s in order.” 

      

    That utterance, “everything’s in order,” immediately brought me 600 points. Given my lifestyle, I was surprised by the medical results. I thought about it, and decided my great health was due to my premium capsule, which didn’t allow my muscles to atrophy, and in Dis, I was more active than a top athlete. 

      

    Right after the medical checkup, we were driven to the stadium. A teenager’s physical parameters weren’t as important as his or her intellectual or medical issues, but just the same, they still tested them. The Center was so well-staffed that almost every candidate had their own supervisor. We listened to the spiel about how a teen’s athletic capabilities were a reflection of their stamina, willpower, and self-discipline. 

      

    Wesley, who stayed by my side, rolled his eyes. 

      

    “Stamina, wow! It’s more a matter of how lucky they were in the genetic lottery! Damn, look at that effing a-hole!” 

      

    “Who?” 

      

    “That dude, Trong, may his nose grow into his ass!” He pointed to a stocky guy in a tight “wife beater” that didn’t hide the ripped muscles on his back and along his powerful shoulders. “He’s a real piece of work! But lucky! He’s a chump, but can already run a hundred meters in eight seconds!” 

      

    “Not bad for a muscle man,” I had to smile. 

      

    “Whatever!” he waved his hand. 

      

    As we stood in line for the treadmill, I warmed up, as the late Roj taught, and caught curious looks cast my way. But nobody was about to approach me, as they were all focused on the tests. Everyone except Wesley, who, seeing me, also imitated warming up, lazily shaking his head, and kept on going on about Trong. 

      

    It turned out that things had gone seriously south between Trong Nguyen and Wesley Cho back in high school. Trong was heavily involved in sports and academics, while Wesley had vested his energies in Dis, but both had fallen in love with Irina Katznelson’s beautiful blue eyes. The lovely lady had joined the Axiomers and became the right hand of Polynucleotide, and no chose Wesley. Trong responded by giving Wesley a hell of a life at school — the bucket of dirty water on his head in the toilet stall wasn’t even the worst of it. As I listened to Wesley, I couldn’t believe my ears. It was hard to imagine Axiom’s all-powerful leader as a victim of bullying. I mean, Big Po’s name alone inspired awe in Tristad. 

      

    “I wish this day would end soon,” Wesley moaned, looking at a girl running on the treadmill. I’d seen her at the front desk yesterday. “I feel like I’m going to drop dead right on the treadmill. 

      

    To ensure the integrity of the testing process, the hundred meter races were carried out one at a time, and they started with the girls. Immediately after the sprint, they then proceeded to run the marathon — or whatever they called the three-kilometer run. Wesley was nervous about the hundred meters, and also the dreaded 3K run. Candidly, I, too wasn’t looking forward to the 3K run. I’d never run that far in my life. Or maybe I did that time in Alaska. 

      

    But in the end, both I and Wesley did okay. My results were average, even with the girls’ results factored in, but I was happy with the 120 points I got. Trong Nguyen earned the maximum 300 points. Wesley, what to say? At least he survived, and hobbled to the finish line on a twisted leg. He injured it during the 100 meter race, and then just walked the 3K, pretending to run by waving his arms and swinging his hips. Really, it didn’t look like he was running at all, but the Assessment Center dude in charge of monitoring the event didn’t say anything. 

      

    In addition to stamina and speed, we had to demonstrate controlled movement, which involved exercises using our own bodyweight, such as the long jump and the shot put. Anyway, at least we didn’t have to skate. That would’ve put me and Wesley in the red in terms of our balance sheet. Honestly, I didn’t shine in anything, but I got points just the same. Not as much as for running, but at least something. 

      

    “Sixty-five points,” Wesley reported, looking at his bracelet. “My total is 411. I’ll get something from the robot food distributor, some for psychological and group tests, 500 points for knowledge testing, plus I can get up to 3000 from the interview with the citizenship committee. Fine and dandy. The main thing is to avoid incurring penalty points at night.” 

      

    “So we need at least a thousand for citizenship, right?” I asked. 

      

    He and I were the last ones off the sports field. We had an hour for lunch, so didn’t have to hurry. It didn’t take long to drink the liquefied powder, and so I’d have time for a shower. Meanwhile, Wesley smelled like he didn’t bother to shower yesterday. 

      

    “Yeah, a thousand, but that’s the minimum,” my stout friend replied, mopping his forehead. “If you want normal citizenship categories, you need 3000 at least. And it’s happened that even applicants who’ve racked up a lot of points blow it in the interview with the committee, or else they incur a lot of penalties, end up in the Guyanese Sump.” 

      

    “Well, as my Uncle Nick used to say, the journey of a thousand miles begins…” 

      

    “... with the first step,” finished Big Po. “And it wasn’t your Uncle Nick who said that, Sheppard. That’s a Chinese proverb!” 

      

    “True, that. I admit it. But I first heard it from my uncle. So what comes next?” 

      

    “Today we’re supposed to have some more group tests, and maybe some psych exams, as well. And knowledge tests all day tomorrow. I see you are doing well.” Wesley patted my shoulder approvingly. 

      

    I had 740 points, more than he had. Wesley was right, too — if I avoided penalties, then I’d learned enough in school to clear the minimum bar. I didn’t get why it was he was so worried about me, though. 

      

    Wesley seemed to read the question in my eyes and said, “You can’t fail your tests, Sheppard. I’m telling you this as a clan member.” 

      

    “Why? Do you know something? I mean, I get it, it’s not good to flunk the citizenship test. My life would suck and so on, but I get the feeling this is about something else. 

      

    “Well, for starters, an inwinova can’t be a clan leader,” Wesley replied. “Not to mention the restrictions on withdrawing money and thorough checks on everything else. And even if the clan assigns you a salary of a million, they won’t let you withdraw it because of those very restrictions. For an inwinova novice, the withdrawal ceiling is a thousand gold per month. You can have this money in Dis, but not in real life. It’s like, do what you have to, get your citizenship, and then you acquire the right to spend your money. You can, of course, try to circumvent the law, withdraw through someone, and get some dark phoenixes... Only you know that this is illegal. If they catch it, they will confiscate everything, and they will also open a criminal case. That’s the way it is, brother.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    The athletic test had exhausted everybody, so we all headed for the cafeteria in a tired state. Lines formed at the dispenser droids, and Wesley and I were in the back, listening in on the chatter. 

      

    The vast majority seriously had prepared for the tests, many had done endurance training and regular running, not to mention pull-ups and push-ups, and they’d picked up plenty of points. Some had even secured more points than Trong Nguyen, if you totaled them all up. There were some district champions in certain sports among us, as well, and this earned them bonus points. Wesley, understandably, relied on cramming, and therefore he was indifferent to the successes of others. I, though, was not happy with myself. The most important event in life — in public polls, many put the citizenship tests above marriage or the birth of a child — and I hadn’t prepared at all! 

      

    In the meantime, it turned out that at least when it came to food, Maria was not entirely mistaken. The guys who knew about the new rules had stuffed their bags with food, but at the entrance they were forced to turn in most of it. The limit was three UNBs, or 300 grams of any other food product. What generosity, eh? Canned food or instant noodles weren’t the way to go. The smartest people brought expensive energy bars, which were like UNBs, but with a holistic balance of organic protein and minerals and such, not synthetic nutrition. 

      

    The distribution robot seemed to take pity on me, giving me questions at the level of a seventh to eighth grader. I accurately answered seven out of seven, got three points and, so I headed over to the water fountain with my glass of UNB when I saw Wesley at a nearby dispenser droid. 

      

    Stopping at the allowed distance behind him, I saw that he was doing badly — he had already missed twice, answering only five questions. He couldn’t miss another one, or else — no UNB. 

      

    “False! Applicant Cho, you have only responded to half the questions correctly. The results are unsatisfactory. You have earned three penalty points! You are denied sustenance.” 

      

    It was my turn to share. At the thought of this, my stomach growled in displeasure, and I decided that it was time to unpack the precious bar. 

      

    We shared it, and also the UNB, but still, it wasn’t enough food. My stomach was still churning, but at least the edge was gone from my hunger. 

      

    Wesley stopped at his door and yawned noisily. His mouth was like that of a sperm whale. I saw that he was missing a few teeth, and the ones that remained were brown with decay. 

      

    “Whenever I have a bite to eat, I get sleepy. Actually, Alex, we should drink more. Then we can maybe make it to dinner.” 

      

    Thinking about this wise thought, I headed to the shower. Wesley preferred to devote the remaining half hour of the break to sleep, after getting a promise from me to wake him up. 

      

    But I didn’t have to — probably Wesley’s bracelet had gone off, but he was already up. I ran into him in the hallway as I changed after showering, and we headed to the group testing area. As I understood it, this next series of tests was to determine one’s ability to fit into the social fabric. Sounded important, but all it really was about was seeing how well we socialized by watching us play in teams. I was sure that we would be divided into groups and forced to compete with each other, and I was not mistaken. Why should they reinvent the wheel? We were the ones being tested, after all, not the administrators of these tests, who weren’t up to demonstrating any creativity. 

      

    And for sure, group testing assessed the performance of the applicants comprehensively enough, covering, as it did, knowledge, reactions, the ability to make good decisions on the fly, state one’s position and defend it before others. 

      

    Wesley and I ended up in different groups of three. There were relay races and speed quizzes, when it was important not only to give the right answer, but also to also press the button faster than others. I had to negotiate with the other members of my trio — Kelly, a petite girl with short hair, and Mikey, at first glance, a sullen bumpkin, who, however, was quick to anger. He yelled at Kelly during the relay race when she passed the wand to him too slowly, then at me when I got it wrong twice in a row during a speed quiz, and almost broke my finger when we were asked: “Name the three largest countries in the early twenty-first century,” and we both tried to hit the answer button at the same time.. Kelly took advantage of this and answered for our team as follows: “China, USA and Canada.” Um, I don’t think so. 

      

    “Listen, Mikey,” I said. “This is group testing. Don’t you see that we’re always under observation, and being evaluated? Your behavior is not helping any.” I turned to Kelly. “And you, too. We had ten seconds to think about the answer together, but instead what? We’ve earned penalties.” 

      

    I felt an intense dislike toward Mikey, who was a swarthy, chubby little punk, when he grunted, “I refuse to team up with cheaters, Sheppard. We’re not in Dis, and no one has to bow down to you!” 

      

    “Oh, that’s original. Clever boy, we’re not in Dis! But...” 

      

    “So isn’t that why you were kissy-kissy with the Snowstorm babe this morning? Yes, we know what’s what, Sheppard. You don’t give a damn about the tests, because you’re in with the corporation. Yep, a bona fide global celebrity! A star!” 

      

    “We won’t let you drag us down, you ‘threat!’” Kelly said defiantly, turning up her nose. “You’d better just keep quiet, and Mikey and I will do the heavy lifting, pull you into the plus zone.” 

      

    “You’ll drag me into the minus zone, actually,” I grumbled. “How could you forget about Russia?” 

      

    “You’ve been wrong, too!” Kelly snapped. 

      

    “In short, Sheppard, better not interfere,” Mikey said. “You’re not up to it. You obviously didn’t prep for the tests. And I crammed for days!” 

      

    “Me too!” said the girl. 

      

    “You’ve memorized some stuff, but I have a broader perspective,” I objected. “How about for just a few hours, for the sake of these group tests, let’s not think about who was who before we got here, and try to work together in a team?” 

      

    As I said this, I looked at the holoscreen with a new question, and the other two looked at me. This gave me the opportunity to be the first to push the button and answer a simple question about the three whales on whose backs the first metaverse arose: Meta, Roblox and Rakuen. None of the worlds was complete, but it was they who laid the foundation for the launch of real virtual worlds in the future, the pinnacle of which was Disgardium. Our team rose a couple of lines. 

      

    And then we got a five minute bathroom break. 

      

    “You yourself said we should take the time to discuss the answer,” grumbled Kelly. 

      

    “Let it go,” Mikey waved his hand. “That question was made for him. He’s a ‘Dis-head.’” 

      

    “What, you don’t play Dis at all?” I was surprised. 

      

    “I’m at level six,” he replied. “I’ve served the required time.” 

      

    “I’m at the tenth, an archer,” said Kelly, a little guiltily. “I’m not happy with Dis, but I made some friends, and they helped me level up.” 

      

    “Have you been to instances?” I asked. 

      

    “Yeah, a couple.” 

      

    “Then you know how important it is to work together.” 

      

    “Me too,” Mikey nodded. 

      

    “That’s what I wanted to talk about. We’re not in Dis, but it is a reflection of real life. Only by acting like a team can we hope for a normal result.” 

      

    “What do you have to worry about? You have such success in the game that the citizenship committee is going to roll out the red carpet for you!” he said, almost indignantly. “Me and Kelly are the ones who have to claw out a future for ourselves.” 

      

    “You’re wrong about that, but I’m not going to argue with you. The main thing is teamplay. Let’s agree on a strategy. If you’re one hundred percent sure — press the button. If no one knows for sure, we’ll see this right away and then we talk about it. Makes sense, right? It sure beats slapping the button at random and getting in each other’s faces.” 

      

    They exchanged a look and shrugged. After that the break was over. 

      

    At first, my strategy worked, and we even got some answers right, but then things went south. I got a few answers wrong one after the other, and even though they didn’t know the right answer either, they were furious. By the end of the speed quiz, our team was at the bottom of the rankings. The higher your ranking, the more points each team member receives, so you’d think everyone would want to work together! But Mikey and Kelly were dead set about not letting me answer. Kelly even shielded the holoscreen with her body, so only Mikey could see it. 

      

    If the end, I was thoroughly disgusted and spitting mad. Really, no fighting with a girl? 

      

    In ensuing competitions, when I was indispensable — such as rapidly sorting colorful geometric shapes, or collapsing a 3D holographic puzzle — I got to help. Where I wasn’t needed, I simply stood back, as I saw this as the best way I could help the team. I really did wish that this team play test would end soon so that I could forget about Mikey and Kelly, but then we came to the final challenge, which was a complicated three-way zero-sum game. Of course, the two of them cut me out right away, and then had to contend with each other. 

      

    Our trio finished the group tests in the penultimate place, and the penalties for our performance in the last game eliminated my share of points, so I even accrued a small deficit. In contrast, Wesley excelled, taking the lead and confidently shepherding his team into the top three. 

      

    By the time we got to the final tests of the day, the psych exam, I had only 735 points. 

      

    The exam was with an Assessment Center employee, and took place in a small room with a small table and a couple of chairs. The examiner sat in a comfortable chair with upholstered leather armrests, while I sat in a hard chair with a low back — a pain in the butt, no pun intended! 

      

    “Applicant for citizenship Sheppard, I’ll simply call you applicant for the sake of brevity,” the examiner began. Like all of the testers here, he seemed faceless, and there was no name on his holo badge. “Applicant, do you think of yourself more as the teenager Alex Sheppard, or as the fatal character Scyth? 

      

    “Well, that depends on where...” 

      

    “Please answer the questions directly and unambiguously,” interrupted the psychologist. 

      

    “Alex Sheppard.” 

      

    Applicant, let me remind you that in psychological tests, there are no right or wrong answers. They are simply strokes of the brush on an emerging portrait of your personality. The citizenship committee must see the full picture of who you are to render a decision that is fair and just. Do you understand this?” 

      

    “Yes.” 

      

    “Okay. Then let’s move on to the questions. In the previous tests, you were talking with another team member, citizenship applicant Mikey Hegazu, and you said, and I quote, ‘We are not in Dis.’ What was your motivation for saying that? Do you struggle with perceiving reality?” 

      

    “He called me a cheater, so…” 

      

    “Don’t prevaricate. Respond directly to the question.” 

      

    “No. I do not struggle with the perception of reality...” I stammered, recalling my “divine visions” of the past, which occurred in real life. And then, quite inopportunely, I thought of that old woman with the huge, glittering black eyes without whites that I’d dreamed about before meeting Morena. An unpleasant chill ran down my back, cold sweat broke out on my hands, and I tightly clutched the plastic armrests. “I have no problems with reality at all.” 

      

    “I don’t have to look at the lie detector to tell that you’re not telling the truth. Are you aware of where you are?” 

      

    “In real life. At the Assessment Center.” 

      

    “Yet again, you are not responding directly to the question. I didn’t ask where you are, I asked if you were aware of where you are.” 

      

    What the hell? What a stupid question! I squirmed in my torturous chair, which was so uncomfortable it had to be deliberate, a way of getting to the test-takers. 

      

    “I’m aware.” 

      

    I had no idea who trained this evaluator, but his unblinking eyes, emotionless tone, and the way he spoke without parting his lips frightened me. He might not even be a human at all, but an android. With this kind of creature, I’d better just play along. 

      

    “How did your mother’s betrayal of your father affect you?” I felt like I could discern a snarky tone in the way he asked that question. 

      

    “I don’t know.” Saying this, my fists clenched, and the examiner noticed. The blood rushed to my face, and I felt like hitting him, if only to see him react to it. 

      

    “Did you suffer?” 

      

    “Yes.” 

      

    “How do you feel about your father’s betrayer of your mother in response?” 

      

    “No how.” 

      

    “One more flippant answer and we’re done,” he threatened. 

      

    “He still loved only my mother.” 

      

    “So then, you think that in a heterosexual couple only the man has the right to cheat?” 

      

    “I didn’t say that.” 

      

    “Nevertheless, you suffered from your mother’s act, and easily accepted your father’s betrayals. Do you understand how flawed your thinking is?” 

      

    He’d cornered me. No matter how I responded, I was already a very, very bad person by all of society’s criteria. 

      

    “You misjudged my response.” I expected the psychologist to again demand a direct answer, but he remained silent, and I continued: “The way my mom was behaving, it didn’t seem like he had a future with…” 

      

    “That’s enough,” the examiner cut me off and went on: “What would you say if you found out that the child in your mother’s womb was from a man other than your father?” 

      

    What was his aim here? Was he trying to piss me off, make me look like an asocial element? I wouldn’t let that happen. 

      

    “I would say it’s impossible,” I replied, aping his tone. 

      

    “But still? Don’t you care? Don’t you worry about your mother’s moral character?” Our household helper O had more life in her speech patterns. 

      

    “I do care, but I don’t believe my sister is from another man. You don’t know my mother,” I said without looking away. 

      

    “I know your mother, I carefully studied her dossier,” objected the psychologist. “Applicant, you underestimate the importance of parental influence. If you think that these questions are not relevant to you, you are very mistaken. Do you understand?” 

      

    “Yes.” 

      

    “Okay. Imagine that your character, Scyth, is eliminated as he is a threat, and then banished from Disgardium. What would be the first thing you would do when you emerged from your capsule?” 

      

    “Get some sleep. Or get drunk with friends. I’d be angry. And when I recovered, I’d think about what to do next.” 

      

    “You’re lying again.” 

      

    “I’d breathe a sigh of relief.” 

      

    “Right answer,” the evaluator smiled, although a couple of minutes ago he’d said that there were no right and wrong answers in this test. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 5. Fork in the Road 

      

      

      

      

    HAVING PROVIDED the “right” answer to what I would do once my threat status was removed, I got it. Just play along--that’s right. Don’t bother trying to provide honest answers. Put on the guise of Alex Sheppard — eager young man, now loyal to the authorities, happily collaborating with Snowstorm and looking toward the future with open, enthusiastic eyes. In short, I acted like someone with an incredible contribution to make to society. 

      

    I now saw that the Assessment Center’s psychologist’s questions were aimed not at deriving a portrait of my personality, but at steering me onto the right path, whatever it be, to meet their needs. 

      

    “You’re the pilot of a civilian shuttle that is crashing. The system for evacuating the passengers is broken. On board are two hundred people, including children. Unfortunately, you’re crashing into a densely populated district of citizens, right in the city center. You can either activate the self-destruct system or risking attempting a landing if you can make it to the bay, although the odds of this are no more than fifty percent. What would you do? Explain your decision.” 

      

    “My decision...” I thought, mentally sighing. “What do you think?! I’d try to save the passengers!” 

      

    Realizing what sickos the assessors were, I then grit my teeth, and, my face the picture of calm confidence, I gave the “right” answer: 

      

    “I would active self-destruction. A disaster in the center of a densely populated area, should the landing be unsuccessful, would result in far worse consequences involving the deaths of thousands of citizens, potentially.” 

      

    This scenario was followed by a couple of hundred more such questions! Yes, there were some questions that probed my inner psyche, or at least tried to, but generally speaking, it was clear as day that the main thread running through these questions was that the collective, society as a whole, was more important than any one individual, and that the higher-ranking citizens were most important of all. And it made sense that, say, the well-being of a great scientist whose research efforts lead to a cure for cancer, the king of maladies, was clearly in the better interests of mankind than, say, the life of a drug addict who might kill his own mother to get a fix. Yep, this kind of cold reasoning was clinical in its precision, and smacked of fascism. 

      

    There were also questions about non-citizens — of course I clearly adhered to the line that Mr. Kovacs fed us in his lectures: non-citizens are bio-garbage, a rotting ulcer on the body of civilization. 

      

    The psychologist’s last question puzzled me, though. 

      

    “Vanilla or chocolate ice cream?” 

      

    “Neither. Coconut.” 

      

    He chuckled and marked something on his tablet, after which he smiled broadly, finally displaying emotions, and nodded: 

      

    “The psychological testing is now over, applicant. Congratulations, you have achieved a great result: one thousand two hundred points. I shall recommend that the committee assign you a citizenship category that is no lower than E. However, bear in mind that your actual category will depend on the number of overall points you score, and the decision of the citizenship committee. Good luck during the assessments tomorrow, applicant Sheppard!” 

      

    And despite his friendly demeanor now, and being awarded the most points possible, I felt like I’d sullied myself, somehow. I felt like this assessor had kneaded shit with his bare hands and then massaged my very soul. 

      

    I looked for Wesley in the most likely place to find him: the cafeteria. I could tell by the long lines that my psychological test had lasted longer than anyone else’s. And Wesley, who wasn’t a very fast walker, and who’d moved like a snail after the running exam, was already in the middle of the line. 

      

    The hubbub in the room was so loud that, even when I was right next to him, Wesley had to shout in my ear. 

      

    “Six hundred and thirty points!” And he raised his hand and tapped his bracelet. “My total is already at 1500! I’ve got citizenship in my hand, pretty much. How about you?” 

      

    “It took 75 minutes to score 2000,” I replied. 

      

    Wesley’s face fell, he clicked his tongue in surprise, shook his head, and gave me a thumbs up. And he was surprised yet again when I, standing at the end of another line, made it the dispenser bot at the same time as him. This was clearly my lucky day. 

      

    A minute and a half later, Big Po and I gave each other high fives after earning three more points each from the dispenser. We ate, and then walked to my room and parted. 

      

    “I won’t say goodnight," Wesley said. “We’re going to sleep badly, trust me.” 

      

    “What, they’re going to wake us up again in the middle of the night?” 

      

    “Even worse.” And he scratched his double chin and frowned. “My cousin told me that on the night before we take the knowledge test, they like to make it especially stressful. Seriously stressful, even, to try to freak you out or something.” 

      

    ‘Like what?” 

      

    “They’ll swamp you with water, or else start a fire. In one guy’s room last year, the walls started closing in, you know? And the doors were jammed.” 

      

    After that recent test where I’d had to suppress my real feelings, I felt petrified at hearing this. And now, it was like my stone heart was fracturing, and starting to burst, so now I had to suppress my outrage. 

      

    “What the hell? What for? That’s insane!” 

      

    “No it’s not!” he disagreed. “They’re testing how we handle stress, and manage critical situations. You know, like astronauts. And you have to remember that there’s always some way out, and that’s the main thing. You can’t panic. You have to find the solution.” 

      

    A girl walked past then, her large breasts barely covered by her T-shirt. She was munching on a UNB cup as she walked down the hallway. Big Po gave her a wistful look, directed not at the girl’s charms, which were outstanding even from behind, but at her plaid cup. 

      

    I patted him on the shoulder. 

      

    “Okay, good sleep in between the stress, Wesley.” 

      

    “Yeah,” he replied. “You too, Alex.” 

      

    I was beat from the day’s labors, but just the same had trouble falling asleep. My brain was fried, it seemed. It felt like it was pulsating, shooting currents from neuron to neuron, — even my cheekbones hurt. The lack of sleep, malnutrition, and constant stress were impacting me both physically and mentally. And there was also the jumble of thoughts running through my head. 

      

    So I just lay there with my eyes closes as the hours passed, tossing and turning, bending and unbending my legs to relieve the cramping in my knees and calves. In the end, I found myself simply waiting for the first “stress test.” 

      

    When it came, it turned out to be one not at all officially sanctioned by the Assessment Center. 

      

    Just like last night, the door silently rose upward, and a silhouette appeared on the threshold — hesitant, angular. She stepped over the threshold and stopped. I didn’t see her face, but I knew who it was. I could tell by her form, the way she moved, and her perfume, which still stirred my blood. Damn pheromones... 

      

    Her vision probably didn’t immediately adapt to the darkness of the closet-like space, so for half a minute she just stood and looked somewhere past me. 

      

    “Hello, Miss Cliffhanger,” I said softly. 

      

    She started, pulled herself together and gave a command to the building’s AI: 

      

    “Increase illumination to forty percent!” 

      

    A soft warm light slowly spread over the ceiling. And then casually, like an old friend, Chloe sat on the side of the bed. She again didn’t have glasses on, but instead of her fun little dress, she wore more comfortable clothes — pants and a one-size-fits-all hoodie. She had the hoodie pulled over her head, which is why she had such an angular silhouette. 

      

    “Hi, Alex,” she said softly and winked conspiratorially. “I didn’t want to jerk you awake, but anyway you weren’t sleeping. How was your day? Did you do well?” 

      

    “Almost two thousand points.” 

      

    “I know,” she smiled. “Well done. All you have to do is not fall on your face in the knowledge test, and citizenship is yours. I’m on the citizenship committee, so don’t worry about category A. See, I did everything I promised, just like you asked. I found Tissa, and she’s alive and well, and the tests are going well. Now the ball is in your court.” 

      

    “Well, the deal is that we’d conclude the contract after the tests.” And sitting up, I sat cross-legged. “What’s the rush?” 

      

    “Alex, sweetie, it’s your own fault.” And she shrugged and looked upward as if indicating a higher power in the ceiling. “My bosses on the board of directors insist on the contract. In light of your impulsiveness — think of that press conference on the opening day of the Demonic Games — the corporate big shots want to hedge their bets. They want to level the playing field, if you get what I’m saying.” 

      

    “I understand,” I sighed. “You probably have a contract with you, too?” 

      

    “I do.” And pretending to be looking for it, she instead took off her hoodie. The shirt she wore was a lot like the one the girl Big Po was jealous of had been wearing, but Chloe’s attributes were even more impressive. “It’s awfully hot in here. Poor boy, how hard it is for you...” 

      

    And she looked at me as if she was longing for me. I recognized this look of passion from the holofilms and other sources...not that it mattered. It was a teasing look, full of unspoken promises...And Chloe Cliffhanger was so practiced and skilled in the art of flirting that she deserved an Academy Award. 

      

    “Oh, I almost forgot!” she said, reaching into the pocket of her hoodie. She rummaged around and pulled out a vial of pills, and a real apple. “Eat this in the morning and then take a couple of pills. It’s a legal brain booster that’ll help you concentrate.” 

      

    I wasn’t about to refuse a gift like this. There was a lot of chatter about these pills at my school, but they were prescribed only for kids who had attention deficit disorder. I’d heard from people who’d tried them that they made you at least twice as smart, and even though the effect only lasted around six hours, that was all I’d need. 

      

    “Thanks.” 

      

    “It’s nothing. No big deal.” She brushed a strand of sweat-soaked hair behind her ear. “You need to get some sleep, so let’s get right to it. Sign the contract, and then I’ll be out of here. Although I can linger awhile if you want!” And she gave that tinkling laugh she’d honed to perfection. And then she touched my cheek, softly stroking it. “You can’t imagine how much fun it is to tease you, Sheppard! I know, I know — you think all I want is to seduce you so that you’ll sign that contract, but that’s not the case.” 

      

    “Whatever,” I responded, a little rattled. 

      

    “Seriously. Do you even realize what you symbolize to others? People have long ceased to distinguish between the worlds — many even believe that they live in Dis, and come back to the real world just to perform their necessary functions. You are incredible! Amazing! Alex, I can only imagine the marketing we can do with you once you’re a member of the team!” 

      

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I muttered, shrinking back. 

      

    “Yes you do, silly…” She leaned over and ran her tongue along my neck, giving me goosebumps. Chloe, either not noticing the revulsion on my face, or not paying attention, pulled away and smiled invitingly: “Your sweat is even clean, Alex... You’re young, smart, handsome, the strongest in Disgardium — yet you’re still surprised that you awaken desire in me? God, even your innocence is sexy! Do you even realize what you’re capable of? Your power?” Her hand dived under the sheet, slid up my leg higher and higher... “You don’t even need to say anything, just nod, and I’ll do the rest.” 

      

    This was too much! My tired brain couldn’t resist this pheromone overload, and a sweet, intoxicating veil appeared before my eyes. 

      

    “Chloe…” I interrupted her in a suddenly hoarse voice. “Please stop. You are a beautiful woman; I am sure that you have a lot of admirers. But I have a girlfriend… I love her...really!” 

      

    Angry now, I was almost shouting at her to let me sign the contract as soon as possible and get the hell out of here before I lost all control. Speaking of control, I was really struggling, just like in the Ruby City when the succubus Lerra was clinging to me. 

      

    Wait a minute! So Chloe was a succubus! For a long time now I’d realized that she was devoid of morals, essentially, and all she was about was achieving her objective no matter what the cost. It was clear what she was after, and she’d been searching through her arsenal for the right weapon to use to attain it. She’d gone through flattery, feigning respect, seduction, solicitation through giving me handouts...My cynical realizations sobered me up and cooled my blood. 

      

    As if sensing the change in my mood, Chloe became more serious. It was impressive how easy it was for her: one minute she was in the throes of passion, and the next — the board member of Snowstorm, even if a rather sexy one. 

      

    “Well, Alex?” 

      

    “Listen to me. I’m not going to sign today. It’s not going to happen. If you don’t believe me, that’s your problem.” 

      

    After all, what was I risking? I already had enough points for two citizenships. And I’d earn something for knowledge, no matter what. As for the committee, well, the most that Chloe could do to hurt me was downgrade me. That’s it. And what did I care, anyway? I could live in Cali Bottom, and I’d be moving to a space yacht as soon as possible. 

      

    But then something totally unexpected happened. Chloe’s next move floored me. She… burst into tears. Silent tears. Her jaw shook and her eyes filled with moisture, and a tear, shimmering in the dim light, silently slid down her cheek, already damp with sweat. I was prepared for anything but this. 

      

    Thus, we sat there for around five minutes. I made no move to comfort her, as even then I wasn’t sure she wasn’t faking it, but Chloe just sat there, silently crying. Her nose even turned red, it looked so authentic. 

      

    Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I didn’t have nerves of steel and could never handle it when a woman cried in front of me. It always upset me. And yeah, by then I really, really wanted to get some sleep. Suppressing a yawn, I took her hand and said, “Hey, stop it, now...Chloe, c’mon... What’s the big deal? It’s just one more day. Even less...Go on, get out of here now. We both need sleep. I’ll sign it tomorrow.” 

      

    “You don’t understand, Alex,” she said, looking at the wall. “He’s a horrible person. He killed Kiran today.” 

      

    “What?!” My stomach suddenly felt cold, and then it sank. 

      

    “Right after the board of directors met, and Kiran resigned his post, he flew homeward. But a kilometer away from his house, he accelerated his flyer to maximum speed and crashed into a wall. Everyone called it suicide. Hell no. He killed him.” 

      

    “Who is ‘he’”? I asked, my voice still hoarse. It was hard to talk naturally not because of the tension, but because my mouth was dry and the hairs on the back of my head stood on end. 

      

    “The one behind all this. And there are others behind him. Those for whom millions of lives are worth less than the life of an ant.” And she looked at me angrily and spat out, “You’re to blame!” 

      

    Well, this was a surprise, and ludicrous, to boot. I ended up shouting, “Me!?! For what?” 

      

    “Kiran’s death! He was fired because he couldn’t deal with you. He was deemed worthless, but he knew too much, so he had to be eliminated! He’s the one who eliminated him!” 

      

    “Who? Who is ‘he’?” 

      

    But Chloe just shook her head, groaned, rolled her eyes, as if astonished at my cluelessness. 

      

    “Chloe, why do you think Kiran Jackson was killed? Who is ‘he’”? 

      

    “Anderson,” Chloe breathed. “Michael Anderson. The last surviving founding father of Snowstorm. Everyone thinks he’s a nice old man, but no-o-o!” And she stared at me, frenzied, and something in the depths of her eyes seemed a little unhinged as if she didn’t fully grasp what was happening. “He’s a terrible man, Alex! He knew about the defect in the capsules for the non-citizens!” 

      

    “He knew?! He knew, and did nothing?” 

      

    “It gets worse,” said Chloe bitterly. “He initiated the project to…” she used air quotes, “to ‘control’ the population of the planet. And it’s not about the undead, it’s just an unfortunate coincidence!” 

      

    My head was spinning. Michael Anderson is a killer? My doubts must have shown on my face, because Chloe said vehemently, “Yes, Michael Anderson. Don’t you think it’s strange that out of all the founding fathers, he’s the only one left? What have you heard about the strange disappearances and deaths of the other founders?” 

      

    “Nothing.” 

      

    “Let me bring you up to speed...” 

      

    Chloe’s story, occasionally interrupted by my questions, dragged on for an hour. 

      

    There were five of them. The first to die was Jovana Savic, a Nobel laureate awarded for the theory of mind transference, whose body was found at her work station in Snowstorm. The second to die was Manuel Fuentes. It seemed to be from old age, but if you looked closer, it didn’t add up. Because Fuentes was one of the first recipients of the complete rejuvenation treatment. Vyacheslav Zayatsev was the third to die, an early victim of the Doom virus. By a strange coincidence, patient zero appeared in the African village where Zayatsev was staying. The fourth founding ‘father,’ and at the same time the co-author of the theory of the transfer of consciousness and the top mathematician of her time, Ola Afelobu, mysteriously disappeared into space along with her yacht. The fifth, still alive, was Michael Anderson, the harmless, dashing old man who spoke at the Distival. It would seem he wasn’t so harmless after all. He was a horrible man. 

      

    I tried to imagine attaining fabulous heights with all my friends, and then arranging each of their deaths, one by one, such, that nobody would know--just because I didn’t want to share the power, influence, might...And just then the thought that Malik was forever gone hit me, and a lump rose in my throat. Meanwhile, this guy...with his own hands... even if he was killing strangers--it didn’t matter. He was a monster, despicable! If I didn’t give him what he wanted, I’d never be able to sleep in peace again. Not to mention my mom, bearing my sister now, my dad, and my friends... No, I’d lost too many people already! 

      

    “Alex, everything I told you is strictly confidential. The forces you’re going up against... Anderson is just one of them. There are a lot of his people in the company, and I can’t help you if Anderson decides to get rid of you. I didn’t go into the details, or rather, they didn’t reveal them to me — I’m just in charge of PR, but... The bottom line is that it’s vital to Anderson that he get control of the Plague Nucleus again. Why?! What will he do with it if he gets it? No one knows, including the company management. Only Anderson knows all the scenarios and surprises embedded in the core of Disgardium. But believe me, neither you nor I, no one wants to have a man like that as an enemy. And if you don’t do what you promised... tonight... We probably won’t see each other again. I have a meeting with him at seven in the morning. He wants a result. If he doesn’t get what he wants, I’m screwed.” 

      

    The way she put it, using that slang word, made what she said sound sincere. Anyway, I believed her. No matter how great an actress she was, all that she’d told me about Anderson was, to put it mildly, indiscreet. It was suicide. The way she’d put all her cards on the table, well, it meant that she was really desperate. 

      

    “You need to sleep,” she said again. 

      

    “Right,” I muttered. “As soon as I fall asleep, they’ll start a fire in the room or...” 

      

    “Stress Awakenings are randomly applied. If not, then they wouldn’t work, because everyone would prepare for them in advance. Anyway, sorry for the intrusion. No one will bother you anymore tonight. Or, rather, nothing will. So sleep well, dear Alex.” 

      

    Chloe looked at her watch, and so did I. It was 2 AM. I had four hours of potential sleep left. 

      

    She pulled a tablet out of her pants pocket, unfolded it, and brought up the contract on the screen. 

      

    Nothing had been changed in it, but I read it anyway. 

      

    I believed her, but I still studied the entire text, and considered each point. And then I mentally spat — what difference did it make whether they gave me the highest citizenship category and oodles of money or not? The main thing was that my endless running would end, and the people I loved would no longer be in danger. 

      

    “So are you going to sign it?” Chloe asked softly — too softly, as if she was afraid of jinxing it. 

      

    It would be so easy, all I had to do was confirm my identity with biometrics and click on the signature line. 

      

    “Alex?” 

      

    “To hell with your Dis and everything else.” I signed by planting my thumb on the indicated spot. 

      

    Chloe skimmed the lines, stabbed the right spot with her finger on behalf of the Corporation, and nodded in satisfaction. 

      

    “I hope your Mr. Anderson will be pleased and leave both you, Chloe, and me alone,” I said. 

      

    She said nothing, looked down, and folding the tablet, she put it in her pocket. And when she raised her head, I saw her eyes, reddened from recent tears. Now the woman looked nothing like the seductress who had sat next to me just a short time ago. 

      

    “You did everything right, Alex,” she said decisively, paused for a moment and added quietly, “But I have doubts about Mr. Anderson. I doubt if this will satisfy him. To be honest, I’m pretty sure he’s insane.” She let out a nervous laugh. “Good luck with your tests tomorrow.” 

      

    Rising, Chloe threw the hoodie over her shoulders and disappeared behind the door, which rose and immediately fell. 

      

    I tried in vain to sleep, but didn’t really, instead levitating between sleep and wakefulness, my fists clenching, and my head full of thoughts. Did I just make a huge mistake? Was Snowstorm going to deceive me? How evil was this Anderson guy — he so easily disposed of Kiran? Was he really so dangerous that they were afraid of him?... Angel’s words surfaced in my memory that the Elite were patronized by someone much more powerful than the government and Snowstorm. Was she talking about Anderson? 

      

    And I was a problem to him. I had so many obstacles in my path, but who was it who’d put them there? Nope, it was hardly like the work of the programmers and game designers. These was the doings of the one who was there from the start, when Disgardium was born. A founding father. Michael Björnstad Anderson. 

      

    At exactly 6 AM, a siren howled...for quite a while I lay there, unsure of what was going on and wondering if I was having a nightmare or...and then I realized it was morning, and I leapt out of bed and rushed to wash up and get dressed. 

      

    My head was in a fog, I was yawning non-stop, but the UNB I got from the dispenser, along with the apple and Chloe’s brain-boosting pills put me in relative order. Too bad I only had two pills — not enough to share with Wesley. I did, however, give him half of the apple. 

      

    The knowledge test dragged on for the whole day, but the time seemed to fly by, like two snaps of my fingers. All I had to do was sit in a little room with a table, and answer questions, and the only way to go was up. I earned sixteen hundred and forty-two points out of two thousand possible — an average result, but along with the rest of the points I’d earned, I was in good shape. I’d at least make it into category E. 

      

    I was feeling optimistic, knowing that soon I’d be done with the Frying Pan — this was the final stretch, and glad that I’d be able to go home soon, and I snacked on the UNB, and then changed into my suit. Yes, it was wrinkled, but anyway, it was still a suit. I even tied a clumsy knot in my tie. Then, I sat for half a minute, breathing deeply and preparing for the final step, which was the interview with the citizenship committee. After this, I’d be immediately given the final result. This, the final result, would establish my place in the book of life: a trembling worm, or a man with rights. 

      

    The interviews were conducted in a huge hall with hundreds of armchairs for us, the applicants. At the front of the hall was a long table elevated on a brightly lit stage, at which sat five citizens from the highest categories, including Chloe. Seeing me, she smiled, and said something to her neighbor, who nodded. 

      

    Meanwhile, I and all of the other applicants from throughout the Frying Pan took our seats in the armchairs. Unfortunately, it was assigned seating, and as it was semi-dark in the hall, I couldn’t find any of my friends. 

      

    When everyone took their seats, Chloe, who turned out to be the chair of the committee, made a brief, but rousing speech, after which a gray-haired man, her neighbor, stood up and announced: 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant Alex Kiran Sheppard. The applicant will be assessed by Miss Chloe Cliffhanger, a Category C Citizen. 

      

    In the crossfire of curious looks and whispers from all around, I walked up to the stage. My back hurt from the tension, and all I wanted was for all of this to be over with. 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant Irwin Derek McKenzie. The applicant will be assessed... 

      

    This went on until five applicants were called, and by then I was already seated across from Chloe, who was reviewing the results from my previous tests. Nobody else in the large hall could hear what was going on, as there were noise suppressors installed around the stage, and the hall itself was designed to make it difficult to overhear conversations. 

      

    “I see that you didn’t get enough sleep,” said Chloe sympathetically. “But you did well on the knowledge tests.” 

      

    “Your pills helped.” 

      

    “Uh-huh,” she nodded. “We need to make a show of talking, but not for long. These interviews usually take no more than a couple of minutes.” 

      

    “I understand.” 

      

    “Tell me about your girlfriend.” 

      

    “My girlfriend…” 

      

    “Don’t you know her name?” 

      

    “What do you care?” 

      

    “Think of it as female rivalry. I’m curious what she has that I don’t. I don’t often have such tough competition.” 

      

    “I won’t tell you her name. But she’s the best. I like being around her. She’s not a complicated person.” 

      

    “So you consider that a virtue?” Chloe grimaced. “In your opinion, a person should be easy to read? What about mystery? Surprise? That’s what makes us women.” 

      

    I had no response to that. Chloe nodded to herself, as if listening to me, and then announced: 

      

    “The interview is over, applicant Sheppard. Please accept my congratulations, you deserve the highest rating — category A!” 

      

    A hubbub swept through the hall, and Chloe, standing up, extended her hand to me. I automatically shook it, and she said, “I am sure that the day will come when you will serve as the chair of the citizenship committee. Especially since you are from this region.” 

      

    I nodded, and still not seeing anything in front of me, I headed for the exit. Was that it? Could I exhale now, and start living? 

      

    I was followed by glances full of envy and malice. The display above the stage already showed my name and my new category. But I felt that something had died inside, the world would no longer be the same, and I... I had committed a betrayal. I’d betrayed Behemoth, and the other Sleeping Gods, and I’d betrayed the non-citizens who’d trusted me, and sacrificed their lives for me. I’d betrayed Malik, Roj, Maria, Trixie and his grandfather Harold. I’d sold out. 

      

    I didn’t myself know when I started crying. I just realized that I could see almost nothing, that I had been looking for the door handle for a minute, because I couldn’t find it. Finally, I found it... 

      

    And the door crumbled into fragments that hit me in the face, passed through the body as ghostly fragments, and behind it was emptiness. Great, a void, nothingness, but not like Dis where it was full of darkness, rather bright, radiating light. 

      

    And where there’s light, there wasn’t nothingness. I shook my head, blinked, marveled at how real it seemed to me. This hadn’t yet happened, it was just one of my... 

      

    My what? 

      

    The dimly lit coffin room, my sweat-soaked body, and next to me, the equally sweaty Chloe holding a tablet in her hands. Chloe looked at her watch, and so did I. 2:01 AM. Was it a vision? Of my decision? Had I passed out and come to again? 

      

    Chloe showed me the contract on the tablet. 

      

    “Study if you want, but nothing has been changed from what you saw this morning.” 

      

    I skimmed the text just the same, to make sure. 

      

    “So are you going to sign it?” 

      

    And so as to avoid being pushy about it, she scooted away a bit and looked at the door. 

      

    I bit my lip and thought about it, trying to remember what the catch was. After everything I’d just seen — wasn’t it like that time in Alaska? Or like that time in the Demonic games with Malik — Divine Revelation? What to make of it? And should I be taking these manifestations seriously? These “wrinkles in time”? 

      

    “Alex?” Chloe broke in. 

      

    It was now 02:18. I’d been lost in thought for a while now. If this was for real, then I knew she’d keep her word, and I’d end up being assigned category A. And I’d get the money. And everything else. But I was facing a fork in the road, and I had a choice to make on which depended... what, really, except for the fate of the Sleeping Gods? Were they, in fact, virtual? 

      

    “Get me a meeting with Mr. Anderson, Chloe,” I said. “Tell him that I’ll sign right after we talk. Even maybe as we’re talking. That can hardly be seen as you failing in your mission. You have succeeded, Sheppard is ready to negotiate. Right? And now, you can leave.” 

      

    She didn’t try to argue about it. She folded up the tablet, stood up, threw the hoodie over her shoulders and left. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 6. A Test of Character 

      

      

      

      

    AFTER EVERYTHING I’D HEARD from Chloe, and that vision I’d had, I expected to toss and turn all night due to insomnia. Instead, though, I feel asleep right away, as if I’d fallen into an abyss, or a flip had switched on me turning me off. 

      

    And at six in the morning, the lights flashed and the siren howled, but I was sleeping so soundly, I didn’t even wake up. No sounds penetrated my incredibly deep oblivion, and as for the bright flashing lights, I simply put the pillow over my head. I would have slept through the most important day of my life if not for the bracelet. It started vibrating, more and more, until it penetrated into my bones, and became unbearable. 

      

    “Good morning, applicants!” It was that cheerful female voice again. “It is time for yet another great day! Today, you’ll find out what shape your life will take! Please follow the instructions on your bracelet!” 

      

    Then the voice cheerfully talked about the test schedule and how important it was to give everything our all, but this official friendliness only made me want to sleep more. I glanced at the clock, but had trouble focusing — I saw double at first, but then, once I could make out the time, I started and jumped out of bed. 

      

    I threw on my clothes and fled into the corridor with my towel over my shoulders rushing to the restroom to relieve myself of the multiple liters of water I’d consumed the previous day. But when I got there, I swore to myself — there was a long line extending out the door. I staked out a place in line, and rushed toward an empty sink and splashed water on my face. The cold water felt great given the sweaty stuffiness of the Frying Pan, and I finally woke up. 

      

    As I headed to the cafeteria for the morning ration of UNB, Big Po was already leaving. Time was running out, but I figured it didn’t hurt to try. The way I saw it, if I managed to get a serving of UNB, great, and if not, that evening I’d tell Chloe what I really thought about her with her nightly visits and seductive crapola. 

      

    But unfortunately, I didn’t even try. Wesley paused in the doorway and shook his head, saying “You’re out of luck. There are ten people in line.” 

      

    “Good morning to you too, Wesley…” I looked over his shoulder and saw that he was right. “Well, so it goes. Them’s the breaks. But I have an apple.” 

      

    “An apple?” Wesley’s eyes bulged and he swallowed. “From where?” 

      

    “From a tree, no doubt” I yawned and stretched. “There is a tree, bro, called an apple tree. This amazing fruit grows on it.” 

      

    “You’re a jokester, Sheppard” 

      

    “Come by my room, I’ll split it with you,” I said. 

      

    Hearing this, Wesley immediately perked up, and hurried after me. Naturally, along the way he offered me half of his morning ration of nutritional supplement. It’d be stupid to refuse — my brain needed energy for the exams 

      

    It was only in my closet-like room, watching the guy savoring each bite as he slowly ate his half of the apple, that I noticed the discrepancies. My memories from the vision (hallucinations, or a Divine Revelation) faded, and had into melting fragments, but the facts did not go away, I remembered them well. In the vision, I definitely woke up on time, and got my own ration of UNB. I also remembered that in that version of events I never fell asleep, but in fact, after Chloe left, I had slept like a log. 

      

    Why such discrepancies? Did I make a mistake by naively believing in Revelation and not signing the contract? After all, even if the events I saw were true, it’s not like anything actually bad occurred... 

      

    A voice from Wesley’s bracelet knocked me out of my musings. 

      

    “Applicant for citizenship Cho! You have two minutes remaining before the start of the final round of testing. Follow the indicated route, now! I remind you that being late is punishable by penalty points!” 

      

    Wesley looked with regret at the apple core, and stuffed it into his mouth, mumbling something unintelligible. I nodded. 

      

    “Let’s go.” 

      

    He’d consumed his half of the apple, along with the core. I paused at the drinking fountain, and swallowed Chloe’s speeding pills... and stopped abruptly, dumbfounded by the thought: I am an idiot! The vial of pills lay on the bed between me and Chloe. She could have switched them out at any time... For example, when I refused to sign the contract! 

      

    I saw circles before my eyes, and was sure now that Chloe had changed the pills. She’d fed me inhibitors instead of accelerators, and now I’d definitely fail the test! I felt my chest compressing like I was about to pass out. Damn! 

      

    My lungs weren’t working right, I couldn’t breathe, my temples were throbbing and I leaned against the wall, felling like I was sliding down into darkness... 

      

    “Hey, are you okay?” Wesley grabbed my arm, jerking me up hard. “Alex?” 

      

    His face floated before my eyes. The old smell of sweat hit my nostrils, making me dizzy, but it didn’t last more than a couple of seconds. I felt lousy, but suddenly everything fell back into place, and there wasn’t any trace anymore of those unpleasant sensations. 

      

    I paused, listening to myself, and found no signs of malaise and nodded uncertainly to Wesley. 

      

    “I’m fine, just a little dizzy. I guess I didn’t get enough sleep.” 

      

    “But that’s nothing new for you!” he chuckled. “I remember when we were guarding the Sarantapod Hive, I’d started dating Irina… 

      

    He didn’t get to finish his story about how he defended the instance, because we had to go our separate ways as just then, the bracelets directed us to different rooms. It didn’t matter, though. I knew perfectly well how those night shifts of Axiom’s had ended. 

      

    By that point, my fears about the pills were gone, because I not only felt normal, I felt great. I felt elated from the energy provided by the synthetic booster. My mind was crystal clear, and I felt aware of everything around me and also within me. In a weird way, it felt like being in a state of Clarity. 

      

    I entered the Personal Knowledge Test Room YK-0081 fully confident that I would easily repeat the score I got in the Revelation. It was like my memory was a structured database that issued whatever information was requested. 

      

    All I had to do was read the question: “There are seventy-eight chromosomes in the somatic cell of a wolf. What set of chromosomes do the sex cells of this organism have?” and my mind immediately spat out the answer: “Somatic cells have a diploid set of chromosomes, and sex cells have a haploid set. So, half as much. So divide seventy-eight by two...” 

      

    To be honest, without Chloe’s magic pills, I might not have remembered that, as I’d learned it years ago. It hadn’t really sunk in then, either, because (and this I also remembered very clearly) right then I was chatting with my friend Aron Kwon about Denise Le Bon’s new song. It was like the pills were restoring all of the stuff I’d learned that had been “written over.” I even remembered how, right after he told us about the sets of chromosomes in mammals, Mrs. Kaufman had made me move to a different seat, away from Aaron. 

      

    Of course, pills like the ones I’d taken were cheating. Mikey Hegazu, my teammate in the group test, was right. But if in a normal situation I’d be ashamed, now the pills themselves seemed to have turned off everything else, including my misgivings. 

      

    Questions appeared one after another in a chaotic order, covering all areas of knowledge, and not only the subjects learned in school. Naturally, I didn’t know everything. I’d heard anecdotally that in the entire history of these citizenship tests, only a handful of people had answered all of the questions correctly I’d never been an excellent student, falling somewhere between “satisfactory” (in music and drawing, for example) and “excellent.” But now I did my very best, giving the right answers to anything I’d ever known or at least gleaned from somewhere and not even realizing I’d assimilated it. 

      

    By around noon, the pills were starting to wear off, at which point a 15 minute break was announced. I’d answered half of the allotted questions. 

      

    And my results were great, so I didn’t have to worry about failing. Ninety-three percent correct answers! So even if I got all of the rest of the questions wrong, my total wouldn’t be lower than forty-six percent. That, along with everything else, would secure me a passing score. 

      

    The room had a toilet in the corner. When I emerged from it, and returned to the table, the automatic lock on the drawer clicked open and inside was a nutrition bar. “Wow, amazing generosity on the last day!” I was surprised. Either I forgot about it in my vision of the future, or it hadn’t been there. 

      

    While eating, I again thought about the differences between my Revelation and the actuality of the present, but not for long. I assumed that as soon as I’d refused to sign the contract, the old timeline disappeared, while the new...well, it was different. I’d fallen asleep easily because my mind was at peace with my decision, and I’d almost overslept because I hadn’t tossed and turned until morning. And because of that, I’d missed breakfast. As for the nutrition bar, most likely, in the vision, I was subconsciously driven by the certainty that no matter how I did on the knowledge tests, Chloe would not violate the signed contract, and therefore I didn’t pay attention to the drawer in the table. 

      

    And that was that. 

      

    And then, I started on the second round of the test. This included logic puzzles and tests of my attention span and whatever else the Department of Education and Citizenship considered relevant qualities. Some were abstract, like tasks from old-school IQ tests, and some were specific — for example, in one of them I had to choose the best 5-year investment strategy, and in another, the most stable portfolio of investment assets in terms of a risk-reward ratio. Thankfully, there was a lot more time allocated for these problems. 

      

    As for the standard questions, I not only had to answer them correctly, I also had to respond as quickly as possible, because the faster my response, the more points I earned. 

      

    But with every hour, the slower I went. The pills produced a hangover once they wore off in that I felt sluggish, my head ached, it was harder for me to focus, but at least I made it through to the end, earning a score of 80% right. My random answers were sometimes right, and sometimes wrong, but the end result was almost the same as in the vision: one thousand six hundred five points out of two thousand possible. 

      

    Once done, I stood up, and stretched, dispelling the cramps and trying to get my stagnant blood flowing. I wasn’t in any hurry. The interview with the Citizenship Committee wasn’t due to start for another hour, so I had time to make my way to the cafeteria, take a shower and prepare for the final, fatal conversation. I’d probably be interviewed by Chloe. I wondered if she’d talked Anderson into meeting up with me? 

      

    At the thought that I would probably end up one-on-one with one of the most influential--and, perhaps, the most dangerous--people on the planet, my hands went cold. What would I talk about with the old man? I panicked for a moment, but then I quickly pulled myself together. There was nothing worse than panic, and there was nothing to worry about, because I’d already been tested like this — I managed to keep it together face to face with Cesar Calderone! He was probably more of a badass than Anderson... 

      

    Lost in thought, I suddenly found myself at the door to the cafeteria. No one refused the opportunity to garner an additional three points before being granted citizenship — the premises were filled with applicants. I got in line and looked for Big Po, but he probably hadn’t hobbled up here yet. 

      

    “One thousand nine hundred and four!” came a voice from the doorway. Turning around, I saw a beaming Kelly, another of my teammates in the group test yesterday. “People, can you imagine? Ninety five percent!” shouting this, she seemed overwhelmed, and just stood there in the aisle, unable to hold back tears of happiness. 

      

    Someone approached her, began to comfort her, not understanding what was happening, the more insightful began to congratulate, but there were also those who weren’t happy about it. A long-nosed pale brunette angrily snarled, “Enough bragging, don’t you think?! Not everyone had a good day.” 

      

    “Lay off her. She’s got a right to be proud!” butted in a short, hobbit-like boy. 

      

    “That’s a great score!” said a long-haired petite girl, stroking Kelly’s shoulder. 

      

    “Ha! I scored three points more, but didn’t have to shout it out!” said a guy. 

      

    “Who scored higher than Kelly?” asked a short girl. “I’d like to congratulate them cuz that’d be a top citizen!” 

      

    “If only!” sighed the hobbit dejectedly. “I failed my health and fitness tests. And it didn’t go so well with the psychologist — he called me a sociopath, and I freaked out and yelled at him...” 

      

    Wesley was one of the last to arrive. I’d already earned my final three points and was diluting my UNB ration with water. After he got his, my friend joined me, shrugged dejectedly, and showed me his bracelet. 

      

    “I blew it. I just hope I make it into category I. How about you?” 

      

    I waved my hand in the air. “So-so.” 

      

    I didn’t see any point in telling him my score. Why rub it in? 

      

    “So what was the problem?” I asked, “You’ve got solid smarts.” 

      

    Wesley didn’t say anything. He just stared at his worn out sneakers. There were patches of a nervous rash on his loose cheeks, and the tip of his nose trembled, shimmering in the light with droplets of sweat — tests weren’t easy for Wesley. Seeing that he was feeling more and more down, I said, “Screw all this, Wes! The main thing is what our prospects are, and we have...” 

      

    Wesley looked at me and broke in, “So just tell me — how’d you do?” 

      

    I had to answer. 

      

    “Sixteen hundred.” 

      

    “That’s some kind of ‘so-so’”! Wesley was taken aback. “That’s excellent!” 

      

    As much as I wanted to leave as soon as possible to shower and change, I couldn’t abandon Big Po in that frame of mine. I didn’t think he had any other friends in this crowd and hadn’t made any new ones. Although...wait a minute. Had I? 

      

    And so, kneading my own glass of UNB in my hands, I waited for Wes to get his own, worried he might fail just because he was so frustrated. But the robot food distributor was in a good mood or something, and gave out very childish questions, for example: 

      

    “What color do you get when you mix blue and yellow?” 

      

    We sat at a plastic table against the wall, silently drinking our rations, and only when we were eating the fiber glasses did we start talking. True, due to the fact that they could hear us, we expressed ourselves in half hints. 

      

    “I can technically leave the sandbox today,” Wesley said, munching loudly. 

      

    “There won’t be anyone to meet you.” 

      

    “Also, technically, I can finally get away from my parents.” 

      

    I thought about what he said and shrugged. 

      

    “We can take you with us, but… Wes, do you really understand what you’re getting yourself into?” 

      

    “I get it. The shit has hit the fan when it comes to you and your clan.” I stopped chewing, and he looked straight at me, and I once again saw the leader of Axiom, Big Po from Tristad. “You underestimate my analytical skills, Alex.” 

      

    “It’s much worse than what you’ve analyzed on your own. It’s unwise to talk here, so let’s do this: after they’ve put us into categories, let’s meet in the lobby of our block. There will probably be hordes of journalists at the exit, so we can only talk freely when we reach the flyer. But we can chat along the way after that. We’ll tell you what’s gone down already, and at our base, we’ll vote on whether to accept you, and then you decide if you want to join us.” 

      

    “Deal,” Wesley nodded. Rising, he held out his hand to me, and I shook it. 

      

    “But I’ll tell you right away, you can’t scare me,” metal rang in his voice. “It’s better to die in flight than to crawl forever in the mud.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    The gathering of applicants for citizenship in the main hall of the Assessment Center was no different from what I’d experience in my Revelation. The staff meticulously ensured that everyone sat in their assigned seats among the others in their block. It was semi-dark, and I looked around but couldn’t see any of my friends. I saw a girl’s bright hair in the audience, but couldn’t tell if it was Tissa. After all, there were countless blondes around here. 

      

    Wesley and I were put in different rows, so we’d next meet outside of the Frying Pan. As explained by the female voice issuing from the bracelet, immediately “after the interview and the granting or non-granting of citizenship, the citizen or non-citizen must go to the indicated exit and follow further instructions...” Whoever came up with this formalized language deserved an award. There was no room for ambiguity in that announcement. 

      

    When everyone was seated, the twilight in the hall turned into an impenetrable darkness, a holographic display flashed on over the stage, duplicating the speech of the committee members and also displaying the results. 

      

    A gray-haired man rose from behind the table, cleared his throat, and spoke in a cracked, rattling voice. 

      

    “Good evening, applicants! I, Josef Lehner, category D citizen, welcome you to this, a fateful hour for each and every single one of you! Some of those present in the hall know me because I graduated from the Flying Sails school. Yes, yes, guys, I am the headmaster of this school, dare I say one of the best in the district. I want to introduce you to Miss Cliffhanger, the chair of the citizenship committee. Chloe, please.” 

      

    I didn’t remember Mr. Lehner delivering a speech in my vision — maybe I didn’t notice, or else it simply slipped my mind. I only just now realized he was the headmaster of school where Wesley Cho had studied. I remembered then how Tissa and I would fly to that school to meet up with Wesley. Back then we weren’t able to reach an agreement, but his taunting me is what led us to bet on whose clan would score higher in the junior Arena. I had no idea then what that would lead to! I looked over and found Wesley with my eyes — he was sitting in the next row on the right — and I shook my head, which is why I missed the beginning of Chloe’s speech. 

      

    “… the future! I urge all of you, no matter what category you end up in, not to give up, and continue to strive toward becoming a valuable member of the society of this mighty civilization that has conquered not only our home planet! Some of you will discover new stars for earthlings, others will become great musicians or artists, and some of you will break box office records! Remember history...” 

      

    Chloe, flashing her glasses, quickly recounted a couple of well-known success stories of top citizens who’d started out in lower categories after testing, and ended her speech: 

      

    “But all this is in the past! The modern testing system is devoid of the shortcomings of past, archaic criteria for assessing personality! Rest assured: your results today will be fair!” 

      

    Everyone applauded, some even stood up and clapped while standing. I looked around in complete amazement, not understanding what exactly they were all so excited about. Then it hit me: to the boys and girls of our seedy district, Chloe Cliffhanger was practically a celestial being. She could stand there and tell a lame joke or recite a nursery rhyme, and they’d still applaud. Actually, I might applaud, as well. Anything was better than that same old sorry spiel she’d delivered. 

      

    I mentally collected myself, preparing to hear my name announced over the loudspeaker. I knew I’d make it into a solid category, so I already had my mind back in Cali Bottom. There was so much to do--clear the way for the space yacht, make sure family and friends were secure, dedicate the fourth temple to the Sleepers, try to incarnate Morena and the Reaper, get a move on the former lair of the Nucleus, and try to open that cache Despot discovered...and yeah, how was the demon on Kharinza doing? Would Grand Master Oyama wait for me? And don’t forget the most important thing: I had to wreak vengeance on the Children of Kratos for the deaths of my friends and the non-citizens. Oh, how I wanted to get together with the surviving clan members and work out a plan of retribution together! And I mean ASAP! 

      

    I was beyond ready to get out of the Frying Pan, and when Mr. Lehner began to clear his throat as the applause finally started dying down (he clapped along with the audience, and also smiled at Chloe), I actually started rising from my seat. 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant…” Mr. Lehner announced, “... Irwin Derek McKenzie. The applicant will be assessed by Miss Chloe Cliffhanger, a Category C Citizen.” 

      

    Irwin walked onto the stage and sat opposite Chloe. What the...?! I bit my lip and stared at her. She was apparently praising the boy, who was beaming with pride. So what was going on? Four more names were called, and I relaxed, letting go of the situation. Obviously, this branch of reality had more and more divergences from the one that I’d seen in my vision. 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant Muralidharan Shyamali Purnima. The applicant will be assessed...” 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant Tobias Godfried Asser...” 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant… Melissa Schaefer…” 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant… Mikey Hegazu…” 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant… Hung Lee…” 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant… Wesley Cho…” 

      

    All of my friends ended up being assigned to low categories. Each of them was personally interviewed by Cliffhanger, so I was hardly surprised when Wesley ended up with her. 

      

    Unlike the rest of the guys, with whom Chloe didn’t talk for more than a couple of minutes, she spent five whole minutes with Big Po. I saw her smiling, Wesley turning helplessly to look for me, as if seeking support, and Chloe asking him something again. Not a sound came from the stage, and what was happening there, one could only guess from the poses and gestures. Somewhere in the middle, a bad feeling suddenly seized me, and for the last few minutes I squirmed in my chair as if on pins and needles, unable to calm down. 

      

    It became clear that a catastrophe had happened when Wesley abruptly stood up and, without saying goodbye to Chloe, without shaking her hand, rushed toward the exit. He didn’t even look at me, although his entire body, starting from a somehow too stiff back, ending with his hair standing on end, indicated that he was in shock. Just then, the holographic display announced the committee’s verdict: “Wesley Cho: denied citizenship. FAIL.” 

      

    My throat hurt and my stomach felt cold and nauseous. I could hardly stop myself from jumping up and running after him. But I kept on sitting there. I couldn’t leave the hall, and my friend was already approaching the door. Besides, what was there to talk about? He didn’t need my sympathy right now. However, I knew what would make him feel better: life on a space yacht! Moreover, until we bought it, we could still all live together at the clan’s base. 

      

    Wesley left. Of all the “awakened” in the hall, only I remained. The stressful day took its toll — I began to nod off and struggled to keep my eyes open. 

      

    An hour passed, an hour and a half — the hall was almost empty, and my name was not read out. Clearly this was no coincidence. Perhaps Chloe wanted to talk to me longer than usual. Or...might old man Anderson make an appearance here? Maybe they wanted to resolve all of our issues at once right here? I’d talk to him, come to an agreement, and only then be granted the highest citizenship category. Well, then I should prepare for the conversation! I was no longer sleepy after realizing that the big showdown might be on the horizon. 

      

    And I was right about one thing. I was deliberately the last one called. It was just me and a couple of dozen Assessment Center staff members standing along the walls in a completely empty room when Mr. Lehner’s voice sounded, tired and hoarse: 

      

    “We call to the stage citizenship applicant Alex Kiran Sheppard. The applicant will be assessed by Miss Chloe Cliffhanger, a Category C Citizen.” 

      

    I walked towards the stage, watching the Assessment Center staff hurriedly leave the hall. I climbed up, and sat opposite the committee chair. Others pulled their chairs up to Chloe, apparently wanting to join in the conversation with the top threat — the global celebrity. 

      

    “I see that you didn’t get enough sleep,” said Chloe sympathetically. “But you did well on the knowledge tests.” 

      

    “Your pills helped.” 

      

    “Uh-huh,” she nodded. 

      

    The conversation was following the same lines as my vision, and I relaxed a little. And yet, I had to keep in mind that things were different, just the same. 

      

    “What pills is he talking about, Miss Cliffhanger?” inquired a fit lady named Ingi Hamdi el-Shami. She was a category E citizen, a step above my parents. “Did you give Sheppard pills?” 

      

    “I did,” Chloe said simply. “It was one of the means by which we test the applicant.” 

      

    “Ah!” Mrs. El-Shami nodded knowingly. “A booster?” 

      

    “A brain booster,” Chloe told her, her eyes trained on me. She had an enigmatic smile on her face. “Like a booster. In fact, of course, it was a placebo. We couldn’t compromise the results of Sheppard’s knowledge test, do you not agree, colleagues?” 

      

    “Of course not, no,” said Mr. Lehner. “And so I take it Sheppard failed your ad hoc test of his character?” 

      

    “You heard yourself — he admitted that he took the pills. But even if he didn’t confess, the nanosensor is transmitting a signal from Sheppard’s body. It suggests...” 

      

    “No, it doesn’t suggest, but unequivocally states that the applicant Sheppard cheated!” snarled a clean-shaven middle-aged man sitting on the sidelines, glaring angrily through the lenses of his designer glasses. From where I sat, I couldn’t see his name. “Or rather, he was trying to cheat.” 

      

    “Seems to be par for the course for him!” exclaimed Morgan Taylor, a person with an indeterminate gender identity, smiling broadly. “Judge for yourself, colleagues. Applicant Sheppard made a name for himself by one scam after another. I am not particularly familiar with the world of Disgardium, but even I, a person far removed from the game, have heard a lot about how he achieved success. It is quite obvious that the young man, even here, in the holy of holiest places of every applicant for citizenship, has trod the beaten path of deceit.” 

      

    “Thank you, colleagues,” Chloe said. “Applicant Sheppard, you failed a test of your character. Penalty points are assigned at the discretion of the commission. Colleagues, any suggestions? Opinions?” 

      

    “Give him minus five thousand points, and let him walk!” snapped Mr. Lehner. “I’ve dealt with people like him all my life at our school. Trust me, I’ve seen it all. Any one of them would snatch what they could, accept handouts as long as they didn’t have to make an effort! Meanwhile, they give nothing back, contribute nothing to society, while availing of society’s benefits! This is a worthless young man, just look at him! There he sits, brazenly grinning right in my face!” 

      

    He must have thought this because I was stifling a yawn. And then the drowsiness disappeared as if by magic — I guessed how this theatrical production, masterfully played by Chloe, would end. The same thing had happened at the Games. 

      

    Awakened anger drove away drowsiness in no time, and from somewhere inside a dense wave of rage rose. What the hell was wrong with my character? This was what he’d just said about me: “Any one of them would snatch what they could, accept handouts as long as they didn’t have to make an effort!” Well, if that was the case, I would have signed Chloe’s papers and I’d already be on my way to my private island! And I’d have spat on my friends, non-citizens, obligations... 

      

    Words rushed into my mouth, longing to burst out, and, clutching the armrests, I waited for Lehner to shut up so I could say what I thought. I’d add something about Chloe’s blackmail, and... Here it is, the moment! 

      

    “I can prove that…” I croaked, jumping up, but Lehner held out his hand and barked “You weren’t given the floor, Challenger Sheppard. One more such trick — and you can consider yourself a non-citizen!” 

      

    My soul was rent from the injustice, and I wanted to jump up, spit in their faces, send them to hell, after telling them where they could shove their citizenship! But I was silent. 

      

    And I sat down, knowing perfectly well that I could not affect anything. They were stronger. Here and now — they had power, and I was just a sixteen-year-old teenager. All I could do now was wait for the “grand finale.” Would they assign at least the lowest category L, or would I be denied citizenship altogether? 

      

    In the meantime, Mr. Lehner’s proposal received the enthusiastic support of Mrs. El-Shami. When he spoke, she often nodded, and then she seized the opportunity to speak. 

      

    “Let’s be honest, colleagues. Since Applicant Sheppard became a threat of the highest potential in the history of Disgardium, he’s been given some fantastic opportunities! How much good, how much largesse might he had shared? But instead, what did he turn to? He’s engaged in robbing respectable clans, blackmail, he’s made a mockery of ordinary players! And among them were children!” 

      

    After her, the others came forward. In general, everyone agreed with Mr. Lehner’s assessment, and now it was time for Chloe to speak. Well, I was ready, and even felt a sort of masochistic curiosity as I anticipated the final chord. 

      

    Rising, she calmly met my questioning, yet knowing look and solemnly announced: 

      

    “The interview is over, applicant Sheppard.” 

      

    Interview?! They hadn’t even let me say a word in my defense! 

      

    “By the authority vested in me by the Department of Citizenship,” Chloe began to deliver the verdict, “I herewith deny your application for citizenship.” 

      

    Everyone, except Chloe, immediately forgot about me, abruptly got up and headed for the exit — not the main exit, but one for the staff. 

      

    Cliffhanger tilted her head and said mockingly. 

      

    “What, boy, did we outplay you? You thought you could grab us by the balls and then twist them whatever way you wanted?” 

      

    “I didn’t think anything — you yourself opted to not allow me to pass.” 

      

    “Mr. Anderson has no desire to communicate with you. I don’t know why I decided to tell you this... Probably because of your beautiful eyes. Good luck in Cali Down...or wherever it is you’re hiding out these days.” 

      

    She turned to leave, but I stopped her: 

      

    “Wait, Chloe… Don’t you need the Plague Kernel anymore? What changed?” 

      

    “The circumstances, Alex. Circumstances. Our offer was on the table, you had two days to accept it, but you decided otherwise. Well, reap the rewards now.” 

      

    Hiding my clenched fists behind my back, I held back the seething emotions... but not for long. They burst out. 

      

    “To hell with you and your proposal!” 

      

    And then I got a grip and lowered my voice. “What do I care about your citizenship? I’m already a billionaire! Nothing has changed, I’m still a threat, and I promise you that I shall summon all the Sleepers! I will reach the absolute top of my status, and then you will have to hire me at Snowstorm, and this automatically entails citizenship...” 

      

    Chloe said nothing, and, without waiting for more, silently headed for the exit. I threw up my hands. 

      

    “This changes nothing, from what I can tell.” 

      

    “Oh, Alex, you’ll understand what it changes by the end of the day,” replied Chloe ominously, flashing me a final look over her shoulder. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 7. Going Home! 

      

      

      

      

    THE WEIRD THING WAS that I didn’t feel devastated. In fact, just the opposite — I felt a strange sense of relief. 

      

    It could be that, deep down, ever since I’d become a thorn in Snowstorm’s side, I’d always known this would happen. They’d either turn me into their pet dog, or else they’d try to tank me — it had to be the one or the other. That temporary wavering that hit me inside the Frying Pan when I was totally exhausted from lack of food and sleep, and yeah, the constant stress — I was almost ready to give up just to get some sleep — but all that disappeared as soon as Chloe announced the results. Nope. I wasn’t destined for a quiet life. 

      

    Wesley Cho was waiting for me in the lobby, and made it clear that he knew about my failure by nodding at the scoreboard: Alex Sheppard: denied citizenship. FAIL He held my backpack. 

      

    “Is it because of Dis?” 

      

    Forget about a few kind words to buck me up, which I didn’t need anyway. He just asked a question, and Big Po deserved an answer. 

      

    “Yes.” 

      

    “I see.” And nodding, he handed me my meager belongings. “Our rooms were empty and our stuff was at the reception station. I grabbed your backpack, no one said anything, they didn’t seem to care.” 

      

    “Thanks.” 

      

    I grabbed my baseball cap from inside and put it on. Throwing the backpack on, I looked around the hall. A corridor led to the exit, and beyond that I was sure there’d be the throng of paparazzi. I could almost hear the din already, even if it was distant, muffled by the thick walls. 

      

    Wesley seemed to read my thoughts and asked, “What’re you going to say to the media?” 

      

    “I don’t know if I want to say anything at all.” 

      

    “You have to,” Wesley said. “Your achievements in Dis give you the right to citizenship, and a high category at that. But they deprived you of it altogether, just like they did me.” 

      

    “Why’d they screw you over, too? You got plenty of points, right?” 

      

    “They screwed you over because of Dis. You evidently are messing up the corporation somehow, but how exactly I’ve yet to figure out. And they screwed me over because of you.” 

      

    “What? How so?” 

      

    “An ad hoc character test,” he replied, and I knew even before he explained. “The apple. It was too delicious. Real ones aren’t like that.” 

      

    “What was wrong with it?” 

      

    “It was stuffed with a brain booster. Cliffhanger gave it to you? That’s what she said.” 

      

    I said nothing, and Wesley sighed sadly. 

      

    “She also said you knew about the booster.” 

      

    “In the apple? I had no idea.” 

      

    “Just the same, Alex, you were stupid. Really stupid. Be afraid of Danes who bring gifts... If you had told me where the apple came from, I would immediately have known it was rotten to the core. I’ve heard of stuff like that happening here. Last year…” 

      

    “Are you blaming me for the fact you’re an inwinova now?” I asked. Now that I was a non-citizen, I was using the word casually. “You could have refused it.” 

      

    “That’s true. Do I blame you?” Wesley shrugged. “I’m not looking for anyone to blame. I prefer to ask myself what I could’ve done differently. But it’s foolish to deny that there was a logical chain in which you treated me to a doped apple, and because of this I failed the tests. It’s cause and effect, heard of it?” 

      

    “You could have refused it,” I repeated automatically, now sunk in my own thoughts. 

      

    “And you could have been more transparent,” Big Po grumbled. “Okay, done with that now. If not for your status and looking forward to more adventures in Dis, I’d probably regard my life as essentially finished. I’d find a cheap little closet of a room, contract out for whatever shit line of work I could get, and then work non-stop to save up for a normal capsule.” 

      

    “We’ll provide you with a capsule.” 

      

    “Great!” Wesley smiled, raising his index finger. “That means the path to citizenship is still open, and we’ll pave our way to it through Dis.” 

      

    “Let’s go, yeah,” I chuckled. “If they’d taken into account my achievements in the game, I’d have been given citizenship automatically.” 

      

    “No, bro, it doesn’t work that way. I heard that now there’s some kind of scale for non-citizen characters that takes into account all the achievements since the moment of their appearance” 

      

    “Appearance?” 

      

    “You don’t know?” he asked, surprised. “It’s, like, no one knows the exact mechanics, Snowstorm doesn’t disclose that kind of thing, but it’s a no brainer that levels, achievements, craft progress, reputation with factions and all that count. So we’ll both have to start over.” 

      

    “What do you mean start over?” 

      

    “Not totally. We’ll have the same characters. What I’m saying is that there will be an additional progress bar for... er... say, reputation with the Citizens of Planet Earth faction. Or something like that... And there’s something else...” 

      

    Before he could finish, our bracelets emitted a piecing squeal, and then an indifferent female voice insistently demanded that we immediately vacate the premises. Moreover, the voice addressed both of us not as applicants, but as stateless persons. 

      

    We exchanged glances, and then slowly made our way down the hall towards the exit. 

      

    “So what happened last year?” I asked. “You said you heard about cases like ours.” 

      

    “Ah, yes, that’s right! Last year, one girl got too many points for sports, like twice as many as she was supposed to. She didn’t say anything about it, and so the committee deprived her of citizenship for this. And this other guy got two UNB rations instead of one from the dispenser. He got busted too.” 

      

    “Just for that?” 

      

    “I think they have a denial quota they have to meet,” Wesley replied, glancing involuntarily at the doors to the room where our future had been decided. “They need to keep the number of citizens at the same level, and what with the rejuvenation programs...” 

      

    “Every year there are fewer and fewer openings for citizens on the planet,” I finished the thought. “I see.” 

      

    “Not on the planet as a whole, but in places with a clean environment, and ‘perks’ like clean air,” he said. “The fucking aristos live in castles with a dozen or two bedrooms and bathrooms. Tell me, Alex, why the hell do they need ten bedrooms and that many toilets? Don’t they shit the same as everyone else?” 

      

    “Are you that worried about how they take a dump?” I laughed. 

      

    “Eff you, Sheppard. Don’t hit me when I’m down...” 

      

    At the exit, we handed over the hateful bracelets. Wesley went first, then I... 

      

    …and we were immediately almost blinded from the flashes of holocameras, especially bright at dusk. I closed my eyes and breathed in the fresh air. It was warm outside, but after the sweltering atmosphere of the Frying Pan, the summer breeze felt great on my skin. 

      

    “Fuck us...” Wesley whispered as he saw the crowd assembled outside. 

      

    And it wasn’t just the press. The news that Sheppard had failed his citizenship test and was now an inwinova had spread quickly. Flyers circled the sky, and hundreds of drones buzzed above the crowd who didn’t dare cross the police barrier. 

      

    Wesley froze in place, looked at me hesitantly, and cocked his head inquiringly. 

      

    “What are we going to do? Should we go one by one or...” 

      

    “We’ll go together. Since you’re in this mess because of me, well...”I trailed off, not sure what to say next. “In short, you’re one of the Awoken.” 

      

    “I see. One for all and all that, cool. But you still go first.” 

      

    Wesley trudged along behind me, embarrassed by the reporters, and as I descended the stairs, the closer I got to the crowd, the more I hurried. I wanted to return to the base as soon as possible to get to the bottom of what was in store with Scyth. What would happen if I could no longer lead a clan as a non-citizen? Would I be totally kicked out? After all, a threat couldn’t be in a clan if the leader didn’t have such a status or if he was in a lower class. Who would be the leader of the Awoken? After me, the biggest threat we had was Crag, followed by Hiros. Should I pass on leadership to them? The first almost lost his character, the second came in from the outside and was tormented by his demons. What to do? 

      

    One problem after another I hadn’t thought of before losing my citizenship now filed through my brain. Belial only knew how many more would follow... 

      

    “Sheppard!” 

      

    “Sheppard!” 

      

    As we drew near the police barrier, the crowd activity increased tenfold. 

      

    “Look at me, inwinova! Have something to say to people?” 

      

    “Hey, turn around, Sheppard! Let the whole world see the newly minted inwinova!” 

      

    Questions and offensive, contemptuous, derogatory comments poured in from all sides. And nobody used “Mr.” when addressing me. Of course, after all, from now on, any, even the most useless citizen, was considered better than me. More useful, more important, because I was now deemed as someone who “has no value for society.” 

      

    Pulling the visor of the baseball cap over my eyes, I covered my face with my left hand, and with my right elbow out, I clutched the strap of my backpack and began to fight my way through. Behind me I heard Wesley grunting. I thought about it and then let him go first, like an icebreaker. He was larger, after all, and he stank, on top of it. 

      

    The tactic worked: glamor streamers, fashion journalists — everyone pinched their noses and shrank back as soon as they caught a whiff of Big Po’s overwhelming aura. 

      

    “Alex! Alex!” I stopped to see who was yelling my name like that — she sounded familiar. To my left speaking into the microphone of a drone operator buzzing nearby, stood Leah Solo, a streamer I knew from the Games. Seeing that I saw her, she lunged forward and slipped between two serious men in suits. Because of the noise, she had to shout. 

      

    “I feel for you, Alex! I am so sorry! Not only me, my followers too! How are you going to handle this? What’re your plans?” 

      

    “Thanks, Leah, but nothing terrible happened. I’ll still manage my affairs in Disgardium — this failure to secure citizenship won’t affect that. I have a good capsule.” 

      

    Her left eye glowed red, letting me know there she was live-streaming. The pupil was almost hypnotic, and so I had a good look at how it expanded. 

      

    “You don’t know yet?!” Leah Solo’s surprise was genuine. “You won’t be able to play like you used to!” 

      

    “What?” Wesley was surprised. Noticing that I fell behind, he returned and heard what Leah said. “Why can’t he? And what about me?” 

      

    “Oh, Wesley, hi! I know you! You used to go up against Scyth in Tristad’s sandbox, didn’t you?” And Leah went on, shouting over other journalists who were climbing on top of each other, trying not to miss a single word. 

      

    Wesley, noticing this, straightened his shoulders and spread his arms, as if wrapping them around me. 

      

    “I did a series of streams before the Demon Games, trying to dig up something about Alex and his life before he became a threat, so my subscribers are well aware of Big Po, the former leader of the Theorem clan!” 

      

    “Axiom,” Wesley corrected her. 

      

    Putting my arms around the girl’s head so as not to shout over the people, I asked her in her ear: 

      

    “Why can’t I play like I used to, Leah?” 

      

    But she didn’t have the chance to answer. The two serious dudes in suits decided to pull Leah back just then. One of them was younger and in a smarter suit, and he stepped forward and held out a business card: 

      

    “Axel Donovan, Disgardium Daily!” He also had to yell. “Alex, I am authorized to offer you one hundred thousand phoenixes for an exclusive interview. Our flyer is nearby, we will conduct the interview at the editorial office.” 

      

    “No interviews, Mr. Donovan, until I figure out what the hell is going on.” 

      

    “I see that you don’t know the latest news. I promise that while we fly, I will tell you in detail about everything that happened while you were locked in the Frying Pan. Snowstorm has introduced a program...” 

      

    We were suddenly hit by a wind so strong that Donovan’s tie fluttered and hit him in the eye. The journalist bent over, grabbed his face, and a rope ladder appeared in front of me. I raised my head and saw a Shark hovering above us. Hanging out of it was Willy Brizuela. 

      

    “Hurry, before the cops get here!” he yelled over the noise of the propeller and the hubbub of the crowd. 

      

    It was loud, but I got what he was saying. Droids were already starting to lift off one by one from the direction of the police barrier. 

      

    “Wesley, you go first!” I said. 

      

    He grabbed onto the ladder, but I was crazy to imagine that he’d manage to climb up it — it be more likely that Trixie wins a Nobel Prize… No way was it going to happen. 

      

    Leah rushed to my rescue with some broad-shouldered guy. The three of us managed to lift one and a half centners of fragrant Big Po so that he caught his foot on the first rung. And at that point, Wesley at least started climbing up. I climbed up next, and Willy then began to raise the ladder up. 

      

    “Let’s climb up, but not too fast!” Willy yelled at the pilot. 

      

    “Good luck, Alex!” Leah called after me. 

      

    When I climbed into the flyer, my eyes immediately landed on a holoscreen with a live broadcast of the flyer flap closing behind me. Filmed from the back, and turning around, I saw a flock of drone operators. 

      

    Snowstorm solves the problem of the top threat!--a large headline under the frames with our Shark struck me. Alex Sheppard fails his civilian tests! No more details, just a live broadcast of what is happening on the square in front of the Frying Pan.. 

      

    Wesley had already found his place between Tobias and Hung. Willy moved to the co-pilot seat, next to Hairo, the pilot, while I sat down next to Tissa. The faces of my friends were gloomy, but I received my portion of hugs from everyone, and Tissa kissed me on the cheek. 

      

    I knew from what I’d heard from Leah and Axel Donovan that something unpleasant awaited me, but for now Willy forbade talking about it. 

      

    “Guys, until we get to safety, keep your mouths shut. Right now all of these fucking drones are picking up what we say.” 

      

    “It’s like being in the Bubbling Flagon again,” muttered Wesley. “So where’s Malik? Edward?” 

      

    Everyone was silent, and he answered himself. 

      

    “I get it. They’re in another flyer. Or somewhere else.” 

      

    “Somewhere else," Hung muttered. “Shut up, Po.” 

      

    They sat in silence for a couple of minutes with Hairo and Willy cursing, but soon Hung couldn’t take it anymore. Wrinkling his nose, he moved away from Big Po. 

      

    “Damn! You stink, Po! You smell like a pigsty! Was the shower broken in you block, or what?” 

      

    “You’d think you’d never sniffed a pig, you idiot,” Wesley replied. 

      

    “Nonsense! My cousin had a farm, and I used to go there.” Hung pinched his nose shut. “It was a sma-a-a-l farm. Two pigs, a cow, some chickens. But yeah, it stank, holy hell!” He turned his gaze to me. “Alex, what’s this boar doing here? Are we dropping him off, or what?” 

      

    Wesley responded in Chinese, and Hung laughed and thumped him on the shoulder. 

      

    Tobias stared at the newcomer, chuckled, and said, “Alright, then. Alex has decided to gather all his enemies in the clan. Is there some kind of cure for this? It’s a mental condition from what I can tell.” 

      

    “Yep. He was brainwashed by the Sleepers.” laughed Hung. 

      

    We all calmed down a bit, and chatted a little about the Frying Pan, it’s just Tissa who remained silent. But then, gradually, she started relaxing and smiling. 

      

    Meanwhile, Hairo was busy maneuvering the flyer, and he suddenly shouted, “Everyone buckle up!” And he drove the flyer sharply upward, knocking down a couple of careless drone operators in the process. 

      

    We were pinned to our chairs, and for the next fifteen minutes there was no time for talking as we were shaken around, our stomachs jumping into our throats and then falling again. Finally, we broke free of the pursuers, and also the clouds of drones from the tabloid press. They couldn’t compete with our Shark. 

      

    As our flyer hovered in the air, the security guard turned in his chair to face me. 

      

    “Alex,” he said, nodding toward Wesley. “First question: can we trust him? What’s he doing here?” 

      

    “He’s with us now. He’s also Awoke.” 

      

    “Good, but the mental agreement will need to be renegotiated. Just in case... Okay, second question: where to? The base?” 

      

    “We can’t go to the base, there are nanotransmitters in me and Wesley. Chloe Cliffhanger fed them to me...” 

      

    “What!?” everyone, including Tissa chorused. 

      

    “I’ll explain later. But the gist of it is that I don’t know what they know. Probably Chloe is aware we’re staying in Cali Bottom.” 

      

    “Probably doesn’t mean for sure. She didn’t say outright that she knew, right?” asked Hairo, and I nodded. His jaw worked, and he wrinkled his forehead. “But let’s start with the worst. If Chloe knows about Cali, she’s probably the one leaking the information to the Children of Kratos. We can’t get the transmitters out without Yoshi, but we have a solution anyway. Willie, get the jumpsuits.” 

      

    Willie rummaged through a drawer between the pilot’s seats and tossed us five shiny silver parcels. 

      

    “Put those on,” Hairo said. “These are protective suits against radiation. They’ll suppress the signal. When we get to the basement at the base, Yoshi will take care of you.” 

      

    “How is he?” I asked, remembering that our Japanese friend had been badly wounded. 

      

    “He’s tenacious like a dog, so he’s already running around the base,” replied Hairo. “Enough, though. Get those suits on. Melissa, you too. Good thing we got enough for everyone.” 

      

    Minus Rita and Ed, plus Wesley, I thought. They made preparations for our tests long before the attack on the base. 

      

    And in couple of minutes we were dressed in the suits and staring through the transparent visors as Wesley struggled to get his jumpsuit on. Hairo shook his head. 

      

    “It’s hopeless. We’ll have to drop him off at his parents place.” 

      

    “I’ll get it on!” growled Wesley. His face was flushed and sweat was pouring off of him, but despite his best efforts, he could not pull the edges together and fasten them. “I’ll get it on...” 

      

    “It’s hopeless, take it off,” the security guard ordered. “You can’t tear it, but...” 

      

    “Maybe there’s a bigger size?” Wesley asked hopefully, looking at Willy. 

      

    “No. They got them for us, in our sizes,” Hairo shook his head. “You can’t come with us. Perhaps the transmitter will come out naturally, and if not, we’ll deal with it later. I’ll pick you up, fly in with our tech guy.” 

      

    “When?” 

      

    “As soon as we sort out more pressing problems,” Hairo replied harshly, but when he saw how upset Wesley was, he added, “We’ll try for tomorrow. You have a week before you have to leave the district where your parents live. We’ll definitely pick you up by then...” 

      

    We dropped Wesley off, and then we switched to a less conspicuous flyer for the trip to the base — our fourth one that day. And only after we’d crossed the border of the last continental district for citizens did Hairo let us talk business. 

      

    The most important item on the agenda was what Chloe Cliffhanger said at the morning press conference. No one dared tell me the news, and moreover, they didn’t even know all the details, because they themselves had just left the Frying Pan.. 

      

    And so we all watched the press conference together. Tobias loaded the footage onto the display. 

      

    The holo projector showed Chloe impeccable and stylish, like always in public. For a couple of minutes she spoke about this and that, gushing like a nightingale about how every year Disgardium and real life were becoming more and more intertwined, how they influence each other, how much is changing due to the fact that there are more and more non-citizens in Dis: 

      

    “…the ratio of active citizen players to non-citizens working in Disgardium, which worries all rational society, is already close to one to ten, and trend continues. Let me remind you that five years ago the ratio was half that. Experts predict...” 

      

    From what she and her experts prophesied, it followed that the economies of both worlds were in for unprecedented inflation, because neither the phoenix nor the gold used in Dis were backed by anything real, prices were artificially controlled, and non-citizens were stimulated only by generous injections of cash from the government and Snowstorm into social programs. Before much longer everything would collapse, and all of this impending economic chaos could only be stopped by what Cliffhanger called the “Stateless Adaptation Program.” 

      

    “The program is aimed at weeding out unscrupulous non-citizens who have chosen the only source of income for online payments provided by the Snowstorm Corporation. The new managing director of the corporation, Mr. Menfil, has read the company’s financial statements, and was horrified.” 

      

    Knowing Chloe, I’m sure that she deliberately chose to paint such a dire picture. 

      

    “Of course, it’s the late Mr. Jackson’s irresponsible leadership that landed us in this mess.” 

      

    “What else is Menfil all about?” Hairo frowned. 

      

    “He’s some dodgy dude,” Tobias said. “He hadn’t been seen anywhere before, but it turns out that he all but worked with the founding fathers on creating Dis.” 

      

    “…removes the online fee and initiates the “Stateless Adoption Program” for every non-citizen who registers a character in Disgardium.” 

      

    “Ugh,” I tried to wipe the sweat from my forehead, but it was hard with the visor over my eyes. “Well, it doesn’t concern me, does it?” 

      

    “…in compliance with the plans made by the analysts,” Chloe continued to broadcast, “the adaptation program is being implemented in an isolated area of Disgardium. Isolated zones are ruled by clans that have applied to lease these lands, which are full of resources, including those not found in greater Disgardium. The clan-owner of lands possessed by a non-citizen’s character is obliged to pay for the labor of workers, and he derives one hundred percent of the rights to all resources extracted by them. This is an indispensable condition of the lease, which guarantees the employment of every newcomer! As you can see, Snowstorm Corporation has not abandoned its most important mission and still gives everyone a chance to make it. Even non-citizens.” 

      

    “I think I got it. Their ‘isolated zones” are kind of like instances,” said Hung. 

      

    I was silent, but with every heartbeat, my soul was filled ever more with despair. What were they doing? Can’t anyone see that what this was, in effect, was slavery! 

      

    “Yeah,” agreed Tobias. “Only the clans have the right to establish whatever laws they want in their lands. Absolute control, maybe up to the frequency of mobs respawning.” 

      

    “I’m sure that what every non-citizen is worrying about is who’s going to be first to register their character,” Chloe went on. “How long does the onboarding program last? Five years. After this period, the non-citizen is free to remain in the isolated zone, or leave it through a portal leading to greater Disgardium.” 

      

    “Who else can use the portal?” asked a reporter. 

      

    “Anyone who works hard and strives for perfection,” replied Chloe with a smile. “A master’s degree in any craft activates the portal. The portal is also open to those who have reached their character’s ninety-ninth level, but this loophole is only available to those who own a non-citizen’s capsule.” 

      

    “What happens if someone already has a developed character, but then they lose their citizenship?” asked Ian Mitchell from inside the press center. The camera showed him — already recovered from his illness, but emaciated. “I’m not just asking out of idle curiosity. Every year, hundreds of thousands of citizens lose their citizenship for one reason or another.” 

      

    “It’s a good question.” A small smile played on Chloe’s lips. She nodded at Ian, then looked directly at the camera. “Should the owner of a character lose their citizenship, his character is forcibly transferred to one of the isolated zones, whichever one is least populated.” 

      

    “So what would prevent him from returning to greater Dis?” asked Ian. “If the character is sufficiently leveled up, he can use the portal.” 

      

    “Not so fast, Mr. Mitchell. As I said, he’ll be in an isolated zone, which has its own game mechanisms in play.. Some of you have correctly noted that such zones operate under the same rule as instances, just very large ones...” 

      

    “That’s what I just said!” Hung exclaimed. 

      

    “When an evolved character first appears in a place like this, he or she becomes… undeveloped,” Chloe continued. “No, he won’t lose his gains, his progress — everything will remain in the database, but until they complete the adaptation program, they’ll have to start over from scratch. After that, when such a character returns to the big world, he will, of course, get back all of his characteristics, levels, skills, and the like, and with the offset of everything earned in the isolation zone.” 

      

    “Don’t you think it’s stupid to subject those who have spent a year or more in Dis to this adaptation program of yours?” asked Ian. 

      

    “Oh, no I don’t Mr. Mitchell. We do not think it is stupid, no. After all, if a person loses citizenship, in real life he will also have to start all over, right? Why should we make an exception for Disgardium?” 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 8. Starting over 

      

      

      

      

    “… AND TOMMY CAN DO THAT,” Hung concluded, talking about how he sees the clan making do without me, Ed and Rita. 

      

    “People, I’m not following what this is about,” said Tissa, confused. “Who’s Tommy?” 

      

    And we all realized that Tissa wasn’t up to speed on events after the Demonic Games, and even what happened before then was from whatever Malik had shared with her at the games (which was not the full picture at all, rather just segments). There was much she knew nothing about at all. 

      

    And so the rest of the way back we filled Tissa in on who Tommy was, and Tomoshi, and Crag, and how Rita ended up at the base, what I did in the Nether, and how the war with the Plague had ended. I also told her about the attack on the base, but left out some details, of course. I didn’t want to make it even harder on Tissa by telling her how it was her clone that had killed Malik. Anyway his death was difficult without that, and Hung, Tobias and I also had to almost relive the horrific events of the day, and by the time we flew into Cali Bottom’s airspace, all of us had lumps in our throats and reddened eyes. The tears were burning my cheeks and I couldn’t wipe them off under the helmet of that radiation suit. 

      

    When we landed, the roof of the building was illuminated by spotlights and bristled with dozens of turrets. As soon as we got out of the flyer, we were surrounded by several dozen heavily armed people in the latest combat gear, including helmets. 

      

    A huge man stepped forward, a head taller than Hung. Raising the visor of his helmet, he revealed a burnt face. 

      

    “The blanket is gone,” he said. 

      

    “The sheet flew off,” replied Hairo. 

      

    “And the pillow is like a frog,” added Willy. 

      

    “It rode off into the sunset,” finished the man, nodding to the security guards: “Hairo, Willy.” He glanced at me briefly and closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry, man.” 

      

    “Ivan,” said Hairo. 

      

    And with this, the strange conversation was over. I remember Hinterlist teaching me this trick, using meaningless code phrases so that parties can identify each other and know that they aren’t dealing with clones or whatever. 

      

    And so we headed for the exit from the roof with our escort of Wild Ones. Hairo held me back a moment so that we fell behind the general group and whispered in my ear, “Do you remember our conversation the day you returned from the Games? I promised to tell you the real reason Willy and I joined up with you... The time has come, Alex.” 

      

    “Now?” 

      

    “Now there are more pressing matters to attend to. Tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, as soon as we resolve them. The conversation will be difficult. It’ll take a while.” 

      

    My heart thumped nervously in my chest, but once we caught up with the others and reached the elevator, I’d already mentally moved on. Whatever their true motives, what mattered was that the security guards were still with us. I was glad that Hairo wanted to show his cards, though. 

      

    As a group, we descended below ground level into Yoshihiru’s domain. He met us at the elevator, and then he led us through the network of corridors into the bunker. We had to descend some 20 meters along a vertical ladder. 

      

    Only after closing the thick door did he allow us to undress, and then he checked each one of us in turn. I was first, then Hung and Tobias. Tissa went last, and it seemed to take twice as long to check her. “They’re checking to make sure she’s real,” I guessed. “But how exactly?” 

      

    However, this wasn’t the time or place to dwell on the details, and once they were done scanning her, Yoshi announced the results of the checks: the guys turned out to be clean, but the transmitters in my bloodstream were so microscopic and technologically advanced that my immune system perceived them as red blood cells. They were found because they emitted incredibly minute traces of radiation. 

      

    Yoshi gave me an injection of special security nanobots, which detected the intruders and destroyed them. I hadn’t felt anything, so I had to take his word for it. He checked me again about half an hour after the injection, and then nodded in satisfaction. 

      

    “You are clean, Alex.” 

      

    Hearing this, Hairo looked at Tissa chatting with some of the others in the guys in the next room behind the glass, and gave Yoshi an inquiring look. 

      

    “How about her?” I asked, feeling cold inside. “Is this our…real Melissa?” 

      

    “Yes, she’s ours. Have no fear,” Hairo reassured me. 

      

    Now that we were all done with security matters, we convened a meeting. 

      

    We all gathered in my living room: myself, Hung, Tissa, Tobias, Tomoshi, and the surviving security guards. That latter included Hairo Morales, Yoshihiru Uematsu, will Brizuela and Sergei Yuferov. Gyula and Manny were in Dis. 

      

    We spent a couple of minutes introducing Tissa to whomever she didn’t know, and she also had to get to know Hairo and Willy again, as they hadn’t talked on the trip from the Frying Pan. 

      

    Everyone sat on the floor, except for Tissa, who went off to make some sandwiches and coffee, and Sergei, who stationed himself at the door and took over monitoring the base’s perimeter. By now it was after midnight, and the security guards, along with the rest of us, were yawning. Tomoshi was the only truly well-rested one among us, but even he picked up on the general mood, and kept rubbing his eyes. 

      

    Those of us back from the Frying Pan didn’t have much to say and simply listened to Hairo, Willy, and Yoshi. Sergei simply stared at the screens, and so he was also silent. Judging by his red eyes, thick stubble and sunken cheeks, all this time he’d been working on honing the base’s security system, restoring the damaged elements, and adding additional layers of protection. 

      

    Rita and Ed were on the mend. As recently as the beginning of the century, they wouldn’t have survived the attack by the mercenaries from the Children of Kratos, or else they’d be laid up for months on end. Ed, whose spine was damaged by a plasma clot, might have ended up seriously disabled. But thanks to the clan’s financial resources, medical technology, and doctors, they were almost on their feet already, which would have been inconceivable even fifty years ago. 

      

    “Both are ready to get back here,” Hairo said, forbidding me to contact them on my own. “But everyone, including the doctors, will feel better if Edward and Rita go through a full rehab program. The doctors say they need a couple more weeks. Their citizenship tests have been rescheduled for the fall, so they’ll have time to recover and also prepare. 

      

    Because of the tests, I’d missed the final farewell to my dead friends. Trixie, his grandfather Harold, and the other dead were burned in the crematorium, which, as it turned out, was located in our building in the basement. Being buried in the earth in our time is a luxury available only to the super-rich, and this can only be done on your own plot or in a family crypt. 

      

    Maria’s body had been sent to her older sister in the Israeli district, and Roj was sent to her parents in the Belgian district. Hairo and Willy could only make it to Malik’s farewell, and even then they had to disguise themselves. We gave all of the families of the victims compensation in the amount of a full year’s pay, but this was just the start. I promised myself that when (if) the affairs of the clan improved, we would take care of the families for life. 

      

    An inner voice sounded in me: “Do you want to pay me off? Nice try at silencing your conscience, Alex, but admit it — they all died because of you.” I didn’t even try to argue with it. Yes, they died because I was a top threat and, even knowing how dangerous it was to be one, I brought too many people closer to me. That was it, though. What happened is completely on the conscience of not even those who pulled the triggers, but on those who hired them and issued the orders. Mercenaries are just tools, a tool in the hands of those who use them. I didn’t have direct evidence, but I’d get it. How I’d do that I didn’t know, not yet anyway, but I had some options. One thing was clear though: Joshua and Vivian Gallagher were enemy number one. 

      

    I was burning with the desire to exact my revenge, but I’d have to wait. I’d never get Malik back no matter wait, but I also had to first deal with a mountain of crapola (yet again!), which had been dumped on me by the powers that be. And yet, that famous dictum that “revenge is a dish best served cold” still didn’t cool my red-hot heart. I was enraged and would remain so until I’d wreaked vengeance. 

      

    And this is what was in my thoughts as I listened to Hairo. After he finished talking about the farewell, he looked over at me. 

      

    “Alex, what worries you the most?” 

      

    “Security,” I didn’t hesitate in responding. “Did you manage to contact Uncle Nick?” 

      

    “I was able to not only contact him, but to also to resolve the issue with the space yacht. There is a veteran pilot with a license. We checked him out. He’ll do. We can conclude a contract for a year for a hundred thousand phoenixes.” 

      

    He paused then, and I asked. 

      

    “So what’s the catch?” 

      

    “It’s not that there’s a catch,” Willy interjected. “Everything is hunky-dory.” 

      

    “Well,” Sergei muttered, raising his head as he took up a position at the front door. “There are as many as three catches. And if you count with me, then four.” 

      

    And then he again buried himself in the surveillance screens. Tissa took advantage of the break, handing out sandwiches and mugs of coffee to us. Wonderful! We ate in silence, after which I asked. 

      

    “So what’s up with the pilot?” 

      

    The security guards looked at each other. Hairo shrugged and said, 

      

    “Let me tell you right away it’s our only option. Yes, there are other pilots, but they’re not suitable. An aristo has an easy time flying about in space, but no one wants to mess with us. We’re a risk. You have to understand, Alex, we can’t explain to everyone who exactly will be on the yacht, and no pilot burns with desire to get involved in something incomprehensible that requires a mental contract, to put it mildly.” 

      

    “Okay, what’s wrong with your suitable pilot?” 

      

    “First, he’s Russian,” Hairo began. 

      

    “Hell no he’s not Russian,” said Sergei. “His name is Fishelevich!” 

      

    “Yuferov, dammit!” Willy exclaimed. “Can it with the anti-Semitism!” 

      

    “I’m just being factual,” Sergei said. “I got nothing against the Jews. Ask anybody! How can you fucking accuse me of that when Masha’s body is still warm?” 

      

    “Sergei!” Hairo snapped. 

      

    Silence ensued. 

      

    I broke it by asking “So what if the pilot is Russian?” 

      

    “He doesn’t speak English. And he doesn’t speak Spanish either.” 

      

    “Not a problem. We’ve got Sergei to translate should the need arise,” I said. “Right, and there’s auto-translators, as well.” 

      

    “In a dangerous situation that requires a rapid response, it could be a critical flaw,” Yuferov said, not taking his eyes off the screens. 

      

    “Second, he’s disabled,” Hairo added. “He has no legs. The army did not provide new ones, since he lost his limbs after he was in the service.’ 

      

    “Bionic prostheses?” I asked, involuntarily looking into Hung’s eye. 

      

    “Right, like I said, not a problem,” responded Willy. 

      

    “Thirdly, he drinks,” Hairo went on with his list. 

      

    “Like, who doesn’t?” I exclaimed. “Well, in Dis, everyone does, that’s for sure!” 

      

    “He doesn’t just drink,” Sergei remarked, “he’s a drunk! Believe me, Alex, these are different things. This comrade will drink your yacht away, you’ll see.” 

      

    “Let’s add a no-drink clause to the contract,” Willy replied. 

      

    “You’ll see what good that does,” muttered Sergei. “Sure, as long as he’s sober, he’ll agree to whatever, but if he gets a whiff of vodka, he’ll be wasted in no time. And fuck the rest of us.” 

      

    “So we have to make sure there’s no booze at all on board the yacht.” Willy said irritably. “Sergei! Enough!” 

      

    “Alright. Do whatever you want!” he responded with a wave of his hand. 

      

    “So what’s the fourth issue?” asked Hung. “Sergei mentioned four problems.” 

      

    “This is the biggest issue,” responded Hairo. “The pilot served with Sergei in the peacekeepers. There’s something that went down there. After he heard about Mr. Yuferov’s presence on our team, he said, and I quote: ‘I won’t work with that scumbag even for millions!’” 

      

    “And I wouldn’t be around him for even a hundred!” Sergei flew into a rage, and jumped up and spat on the floor, adding something else rather unintelligible. “I wouldn’t shit in the same field with that fucker Fishelevich!” 

      

    “Maria cleans the floors here, you idiot!” Hairo said, incensed. “Clean up your mess!” 

      

    “We do have a toilet,” Hung muttered. “Why shit in the field?” 

      

    A squabble began, but Sergei came through — he wiped up his spit with his sleeve, although, after that he still pouted. I tried to find out what happened between him and the pilot, but he refused to tell us. Yoshi, who knew a little more about their relationship, cryptically hinted that the matter had to do with a certain fidgety person who served with the macho men. Finally, I was fed up and yelled, “I’ve had it! What is this, kindergarten? Our friends are dead! We’re still facing massive risks! We take the pilot, buy a yacht and get out of here without delay! Sergei, are you with us and... Shifelich?” 

      

    “Fishelevich,” Yuferov muttered. 

      

    “Yes! Either you are with us and Fishelevich, or you can stay in Cali!” 

      

    There was silence for a few seconds, broken by Sergei’s heavy breathing. Then Tissa broke in. 

      

    “Please don’t quarrel," she said so quietly I could barely hear her. And then she started crying. “We can’t fight with each other!” 

      

    Hung and I exchanged a look of puzzlement. It was very strange seeing Tissa cry twice in one day. Doubts swirled in my head: Was this really Tissa? When she cried upon learning of Malik’s death, it was understandable. But now? 

      

    At the same time, her tears had a sobering effect on the guys, and somehow everyone immediately calmed down. Sergei took a flask from his waistcoat pocket, unscrewed the lid and handed it to Tissa. 

      

    “Drink, girl. It’ll help you calm down.” 

      

    She obediently swallowed, coughed, and took another swig. Her face immediately turned even redder, and a gleam appeared in her eyes. 

      

    “Drink, drink, it will get easier,” Sergey muttered, holding the flask. 

      

    Tissa took a few more sips, although it wasn’t easy for her, and then she choked and squinted. 

      

    “What is that stuff?” Hung asked. 

      

    “Booze,” responded Sergei. “It’s medical alcohol.” 

      

    He himself took a couple of sips, exhaled noisily, wiped his mouth, after which he gloomily announced that his contract prohibited him from staying here, since he was ‘responsible for the safety of the clan’s officers, and not some building in the ass of the world, and on top of that, someone needed to keep an eye on Fishelevich.” And so Sergei was with us. 

      

    Hairo immediately contacted the pilot and set up a meeting. 

      

    Yoshi and Willy had been shopping for a used or confiscated space yacht while I was in the Frying Pan, and so we settled on one rather quickly. The peacekeepers had located some African weapons baron who was an inwinova, to boot, who sold loot on the black market. 

      

    “It’s a good ship,” said Willy about our selection. “A reinforced hull, 10% turbo charge speed boost, top of the line compensators, repair bots, and both pulse and plasma guns.” 

      

    “Don’t forget the bullet anti-missile system with automatic aiming system and torpedoes,” Hairo added. “Leo promised...” 

      

    “Leo?” Tobias broke in. 

      

    “Leonid Fishelevich,” the security guard explained. “Simply put, Leo. In short, he promised to bring in a gunner and a navigator if needed. Both are veterans, and they both miss space. I think we need them. We’ll conclude contracts with them, of course.” 

      

    “Okay,” I nodded. “Assemble the crew.” 

      

    Costs be damned as far as I was concerned. Anything to stop the base from coming under attack again. 

      

    “Good, consider it done, kid,” Hairo said, standing up. And looking at Tissa, he said, “Thanks for the sandwiches, girl.” 

      

    She broke into a smile and nodded, for some reason not with her head, but with half of her body. And then she grabbed onto the back of the chair in front of her. For the past few minutes, she had been very quiet, as if she was afraid to move, not entirely sure of her control over her own body. And both her cheeks were like poppies--apparently, those few sips had done their trick. 

      

    The security guards left, leaving behind only Sergei. As he was walked out, Hairo remembered Big Po, and promised he’d deal with getting him here himself, but only the day after tomorrow. He was departing from Cali to fly to Siberia where, it seemed, Fishelevich lived. 

      

    As much as I was in a hurry to get to Dis--I wanted to get a handle on what I was getting into, there were important issues that needed to be resolved as soon as possible. 

      

    “How are things at the base, Tommy?” I asked. 

      

    “All is calm on Kharinza, Alex-san,” he replied. “Oyama-sensei put things in order, everyone respects him and obeys him. Akuma Despot spends all his time outdoors with the other Akuma — a satyr and a succubus. Patrick-sama organized patrol squads of workers, troggs, kobolds, and trolls, dividing the lower-levels into groups. There is a double benefit to this. We protect the miners, lumberjacks, herbalists from mobs and the leveling up of workers. Lady Kusalarix has vanished without a trace. The High Council of the Goblin League turned to the Great Behemoth for help, but the Sleeper found no trace of her presence in Disgardium.” 

      

    Tomoshi’s speech was so measured, monotonous, that I almost missed that last bit about Kusalarix, and I cried out: 

      

    “What?!” 

      

    “She’s gone,” Tomoshi repeated. “The last to see her was the dwarf foreman of the builders, Shoncher, who built the temple in the Lakharian Desert. He submitted his work and then the goblin sent him away. She herself stayed at the altar.” 

      

    “To dedicate a temple to the Sleepers,” I concluded. “So what happened after that?” 

      

    Tomoshi stooped even more at these words, blinked, hung his head, and when he looked at me again, Hiros took control of his body instead. Straightening his shoulders, he firmly looked into my eyes and confidently reported: 

      

    “Having learned about what happened, Hiros went to the temple, the goblins opened the portal. As soon as he arrived, Hiros was attacked by the Aspects of Light. Moving from the fray into the Astral, Hiros studied the temple. It was dedicated to Nergal, and guarded by one of the high priests, with nine Aspects. In addition, the Commonwealth was erecting structures around the temple, and has stationed royal magicians and guardsmen everywhere.” 

      

    I couldn’t believe my ears. How did this happen? I bombarded Hiros with questions, but it didn’t seem like Kusalarix had succeeded in dedicating the temple to the Sleepers. If she had, then every follower would have felt the appearance the fourth Sleeping God. That hadn’t happened, though. The goblin had been eliminated in the seconds between the dwarf’s departure and the moment the initiation took place. 

      

    “It’s impossible,” I mumbled. 

      

    “Witnesses testify that when Kusalarix was in the temple, there was not a single sentient around for several kilometers,” Hiros said matter-of-factly. “But the last person to enter the portal said something about a radiance that engulfed the sky, even though they did not attach any importance to the phenomenon, thinking that this was a side effect of the goblin’s portal.” 

      

    “So that means Nergal showed up in person, killed Kusalarix, and then dedicated the temple to himself?” Hung was surprised. “Toby, it’s like you’re the favorite of the Radiant one or something. Are there other possibilities here?” 

      

    “Maybe it was a pack of horns in invisible mode,” said Tobias. “They took out the goblin. Maybe the horns were there from the very beginning.” 

      

    “No way,” Hung protested. “Kus had so many characteristics from Unity she’d easily make mincemeat of any raiding horns.” 

      

    “On top of that, she’s always wearing some kind of True Flame artifact,” I added. “No, it just doesn’t make sense. You guys have to figure it out and deal with it while I work on getting out of the isolation zone.” 

      

    “An inwinova from the sandbox,” joked Hung, but nobody laughed. 

      

    “Perhaps Behemoth saw something. Talk to him.” 

      

    “Good idea,” nodded Hung. “Let’s decide what to do while Ed and Rita are on the mend, and Alex again levels up Scyth. The main thing is that I know what to do about Kus — I’ll talk to the Sleeper.” 

      

    “Can I say something?” Tissa broke in. 

      

    Before that, she’d been silent, and simply stood behind me, hand on my shoulder squeezing it tightly, as if to steady herself. No dancing with her tonight! Her voice was none too confident either. She wasn’t slurring or anything like that, but she spoke too loudly, as if we were all deaf. 

      

    “Alex, don’t worry, we can handle this. Mr. Uematsu promised to deal with the wiretapping problem. I’ll keep tabs on Ed and Rita, and handle the finances. Tomoshi, as I understand it, is a ninja, it will be easier for him to investigate the disappearance of Kusalarix. Hung and Tobias... I...” 

      

    “One of them should take over the clan’s leadership,” I interrupted, putting my hand over Tissa’s on my shoulder so that she knew everything was fine, it happens to everyone, and she really needed a drink. “Toby, you’ll have to go back to the Nether. I’ll teach you how to escape from there.” 

      

    “I’d rather burn in hell than go back there!” 

      

    “Hold on, Toby. You won’t have to spend much time there. The main thing is that you convey a message to Crag. He’ll take it from there.” 

      

    “You’re crazy, man,” he said uncertainly. “I’m Crag.” 

      

    “He’s Crag, Alex!” laughed Tissa, pointing at Tobias. 

      

    “No way,” I said, trying to ignore her. “While you’re there, you live there, and if you survived it, then you’re a different ‘you’. I know. I’ve gone through it myself. Time in the Nether goes at five hundred times the speed of time real life. I don’t know how long you’ll be there, but even one minute will be sufficient for your second ‘I’ to meld with you into a single whole. Everything you know as Crag is still there, and you’ll know what happened. Let’s just hope it works out. And if everything goes per our plan — damned if I know if it will, but if it does, then I’ll pass the leadership of the clan onto you. Until then…” I looked at Tomoshi and spread my hands. “Sorry, Hiros, but you’ll have to leave the clan. You’ll most likely be given a choice: refuse the threat status, or leave.” 

      

    “Hiros understands that he has not earned the full trust of Alex-san,” our Japanese friend replied. “Hiros has not earned the right to replace the leader. Hiros submits to Alex-san’s will, but Hiros fosters the hope that he will return to the clan as soon as this is possible.” 

      

    “It’s just a formality," I replied. “Of course, you will continue to participate in the affairs of the clan, live on Kharinza and at the base.” 

      

    “So what do I need to hand over to the other Crag?” Tobias asked skeptically. “I’ll do it if you swear that you’ll activate the emergency exit. Immediately! I don’t want to spend 500 minutes there!” 

      

    “We need to let the locals know that you are my friend and I need you here to get to the instance on Terrastera.” 

      

    “I’ve heard that song before,” muttered Tobias. “Is it the same instance? The one you sent me to already?” 

      

    “Yes. Say you’re the only one among us who can get there and drag others across. If we get the opportunity to create a Rift in the Source of the Smoldering Nether instance, then we’ll pull out the others.” 

      

    “And who am I supposed to tell this to? That psychopath that I fell for?” 

      

    “Her name is June Curtis. She calls herself Nine. If you can’t convince her... Third knows and visits. His name is Dennis Kaverin, Dek. Make sure he listens to you.” 

      

    “Okay, I’ll do my best.” 

      

    “Now Hung.” And looking at my friend, I bit my lip, thinking about Kus. “Tissa’s right. Let Hiros handle the investigation. Your job is to break through the route to the place of power, erect a temple there, and dedicate it to the Sleepers. One place of power is in the Underwater Kingdom, the other is in Meaz. I know that no one’s ever succeeded in breaking through there, but you have to try, my friend, okay? You’re not an ordinary player, you’re a badass threat, you have the Sleepers and the kraken beast god behind you!” 

      

    “I’ll bust my balls, but I’ll get it done,” he responded, dead serious. 

      

    Then I turned toward Tissa, pulling her out from behind my back and said, “And now, the most important thing. Melissa, you need to meet up with Liam Driscoll.” 

      

    “I do?” Looking at me, she was surprised and laughed nervously, a little too loudly. Her eyes were glittering, and her usually pale cheeks were still lightly flushed. It was nice, even, what slight intoxication did to her looks. 

      

    “Yes, you.” 

      

    “With Liam?” 

      

    “I know you had a bad breakup, but this is really important. I made that deal with him, remember? He let me destroy the plague ziggurat so that I could free up space for the temple.” 

      

    “I remember, but you never told me that his condition was a meeting with me!” Tissa tried her best to control herself, but the alcohol released her normally suppressed emotions. 

      

    “Tissa, what difference does that make?” Hung asked softly. “Meet him, say hello, spit in his face and say goodbye. What’s the problem?” 

      

    “It’s not a problem” She shrugged, her eyes narrowing as if she was remembering something. “That’s not the issue.” 

      

    I was so sure that this wouldn’t be a big deal to Tissa, as it was for the sake of the clan, and the stakes were so high, and so I was surprised she had hesitations. It kind of upset me, but, controlling myself, I asked, 

      

    “So what is it?” 

      

    “Because it’s not in the interests...” she began, but suddenly fell silent and, uttering a short wheeze, she arched her back. 

      

    Before I could do a thing, her body was twitching in convulsions as her hair flew about and covered her face, her hands clutched the back of a chair, and a drop of saliva smacked me in the cheek. 

      

    Behind Tissa stood Sergei with a taser in his hands. The girl collapsed, still shuddering from the electric shock. 

      

    The door swung open, and all of the security guards and a few Wild Ones, led by Ivan, burst into the apartment. They all wielded weapons. A wheelchair was the last to pass through the door with a legless man holding a bottle of either water or vodka. 

      

    Sergei turned his head toward him and exclaimed, “Fishelevich, you’re a fucking genius!” 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 9. Seven 

      

      

      

      

    IN YOSHI’s BASEMENT, HAIRO AND WILLY set about interrogating the biorobot, which was still full of alcohol and was now connected to Yoshi’s various apparatuses. The fact that Tissa was not Tissa was clear when they put polymer handcuffs on her. She’d recovered from being tased suspiciously quickly, and when they put the cuffs on her, she tore them off with superhuman strength. The real Melissa Schafer was a fragile girl, but this one threw Sergei and Hung across the room before Hairo could shoot her with a stun gun. 

      

    The rest of us watched the interrogation with mixed feelings. This Tissa was as real as it gets. Hung even said that she was more real than the real Tissa, probably. So on the one hand, yeah, it was great that we found this mole before she did some real damage, but we still had no idea where the real Melissa was. 

      

    The catdog, AI, had bit the first false Tissa to defend me from her, but had been hopelessly damaged in the process. That Tissa had ripped my pet apart, and yet AI had kept on gnawing at her throat even when his head was ripped off his body. 

      

    Now, as I looked at this latest false Tissa, I stroked this year’s version of the catdog, who was curled up in the form of a kitten in my lap. This was thanks to Yoshi, who’d thought to order my new pet and sync his memory with his predecessor. 

      

    In fact, this AI was exactly the same to all appearances. The only difference was he now had some new abilities. For example, he was equipped with a Home Doctor, like the one Leonid Fishelevich used. 

      

    He sat next to us in a wheelchair. The pilot drank a bottle every two or three minutes, and a portable Auto Doctor in the form of a bracelet on his forearm kept the level of alcohol in his bloodstream such that he was always slightly drunk, but still able to function. As Sergei put it, our new pilot “fills himself with poison, and ‘AutoDoc’ cleanses the blood — a senseless process, but essential to Fishelevich.” 

      

    He reminded me of Santa Clause, whose world was destroyed, while he remained the last sentient being. While wandering through the nuclear ruins in search of survivors, his skin had acquired an earthy hue, and his beard and hair darkened and fallen out, as his eyes faded. One joy alone remained, and that was vodka. But working with us should again provide him with a reason to live. As I learned on the way to Yoshi’s basement, the legless pilot saw no meaning in life without the stars. We spoke, by the way, in English, and I still didn’t understand what the point was for the performance the security guards put on when we all talked about the pilot before. 

      

    “What a sober man has on his tongue, a drunkard has on his tongue,” Leonid said thoughtfully, scratching his beard. 

      

    “What does that mean, Leonidas-sama?” asked Tomoshi, whose understanding of English was too literal. Judging by his manner of speech with the pilot, Hiros had been overtaken by his original personality. 

      

    “It means, youngster, that few are those who can hide their true nature when they are drunk,” Fishelevich answered. “So if you want to learn his secrets, serve the man some sake, got it?” 

      

    “Now I understand, Leonid-sama,” Tomoshi bowed. “You are a very wise person.” 

      

    “So that’s what happened with Tissa?” I asked. 

      

    “In the case of an android whose consciousness is programmed in crystals, nothing would have worked,” Sergei shook his head. “But this biomass, copied from Melissa, has a full-fledged human brain. The brain cannot be programmed in the traditional sense, like a robot or a computer. Biochemistry and the subconscious play an important role in how it works. Did you know that every one of us has, in fact, two separate personalities? One is reasonable and rational, while the other is pure instinct, which is how humans survived in a world of predators. And these two personalities act independently.” 

      

    “Sergei, don’t confuse the boys,” grumbled Fishelevich. Taking a sip, he exhaled sharply, looked at me and said, “When this bad boy,” and he nodded at Yuferov, “told me about the craziness that went down here, right away I know what to do should you be faced with a creature like that again. Booze removes all of the brakes and inhibitions in the psyche, you see?” 

      

    “Give me an example, please, Leonid-sama,” Tomoshi asked. “How exactly are the restraints removed?” 

      

    “What a dull-witted man you are, my narrow-eyed friend,” the pilot sighed. “Were you raised in the pantry?” 

      

    “I’ll explain it to you later,” Hung grunted, turning first to Tomoshi, then to the pilot. “Mr. Fishelevich, I’ve been around, and I see you’re nobody’s fool.” 

      

    “Well, I like this buff Chinaman,” Fishelevich grinned, glancing at Yuferov. “He knows how to deal with Uncle Leo!” 

      

    “So here’s the thing. We are all very worried about our friend and...” Hung hesitated, trying to find the right words — he wasn’t sure how to behave with an unexpected newcomer. 

      

    “You’re worried, it’s normal," the pilot shrugged. “The girl’s important, it’s clear. You all grew up together and took turns falling in love with her, and all have fond feelings even still. But, if you want my opinion, she’s dead. Make peace with it. You can cry — they say it helps.” 

      

    “We will mourn when we know for sure, Mr. Fishelevich,” I responded sharply. 

      

    But inside me, I felt cold. I wanted to ignore that stubborn voice in my subconscious that whispered all so clearly, “He’s right, right.” I was so set on ignoring that voice that I mentally insisted, “No, no! It’s not true, I don’t believe it. She can’t be dead, no!” I developed a disliking for the pilot, with his sloppy appearance. He not only annoyed me, he infuriated me. 

      

    I moved away to calm down some, and Sergei followed me. Putting his hand on my shoulder, he said softly, “Don’t let him get to you. Leo says what he thinks, but he’s not a bad person. And he’ll be very useful to us. As for Melissa... you’re right, it’s too early to bury her. We’ll find her, I promise.” 

      

    For some reason, I felt like he’d stopped himself from adding “alive or dead.” I was glad he didn’t say it. Actually, over the past two hours, Sergei Yuferov had opened up much more than ever before. I wasn’t sure what to make of this new Sergei, and how much of that performance of his was his real self. Most of all, I wondered why he’d shut up the android right when she was about to reveal herself. 

      

    “And yet…” I looked through the glass, where Hairo was asking questions, and the false Tissa was either grinning drunkenly or shouting something with hatred in the face of the security guard. “Why didn’t you let her finish? The fate of my character hinges on Tissa meeting Liam Driscoll in the next three days, and when she declined and I asked why, she began to explain that it wasn’t in the best interest of someone or the other. Who was she talking about?” 

      

    Yuferov wasn’t at all put out by my question. After digging through the comm, he pulled out the security camera footage from my apartment. Scrolling through it, he launched the moment when Tissa was ready to confess. She was standing in front of me, I was saying something, and she… 

      

    “Look. You were so focused on her words that you didn’t follow her hands at all. Do you see?” He zoomed in on the hologram, focusing on the girl’s left hand, which had slipped into her pocket. Something gleamed in her fingers. “It’s a blade. Small, but very sharp. You can cut a throat in no time with that. Of course, we’d get to you before she did you in, but you’d end up losing a lot of time in the medical capsule.” 

      

    “Thank you,” I couldn’t find any other words, and I swallowed. Yep. Lately my life has constantly been in danger, and it was hard anymore to figure out when a threat was real or not, but yeah, seeing that blade up close was harsh, grim. “And yet... are we 100 percent for sure that she’s not real?” I asked, nodding at the girl. “Maybe they’ve brainwashed her? Zombified? Neuro-linguistically reprogrammed?” 

      

    “And meanwhile they blocked her access to deep memories?” Sergei pointed to the bud in his ear. “She doesn’t know a damn thing about the real Melissa’s past and gets mixed up trying to talk about it.” 

      

    “But I asked her about things that only Tissa knew! And she answered all of the questions correctly! She even knew my parents’ names!” 

      

    “Well, first of all, that’s not exactly top secret info,” Sergei responded. “I’m sure whoever put together that biorobot have complete dossiers on each of the Awoken.” 

      

    “How could she know Hung’s patron god in Dis? That’s... that’s classified information tied to his threat status.” 

      

    “You said yourself that Chloe Cliffhanger knows where we’re hiding. How did she find out? It had to be from whoever sent the mercenaries here. Why is it you think such information couldn’t move in the other direction? Chloe was helping the Children of Kratos, obviously. She also leaked information to them about your doings in the Inferno, and about all your movements around Dis.” 

      

    “As for Dis... Nether knows when I’ll get back there again.” 

      

    “You’re in no hurry to get to the capsule?” Sergei asked sympathetically. 

      

    “It’s not just that. I need to know what the biorobot has to say.” 

      

    “You won’t learn anything. The whole interrogation is just to make sure.” 

      

    “And then what?” 

      

    “Then what? Then we will lock her up in the isolation ward, while we think up ways to get information from her brain about what she was programmed to do. We’ll learn what the enemy is up to, and we’ll be able to defend ourselves. Although you know...” Sergei glared at me, and his jaw tightened. “For Masha, for Roj, for our friends...It’s not defense we need, but a plan for attack. It’s not just I who think so but...Well, wait for Hairo to talk to you. Yes, you two need to talk.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    It wasn’t much longer before the first interrogation of the false Tissa was over. Almost as soon as Sergei and I were done talking, Hairo left the interrogation room and headed towards us, leaving Willy and Yoshi with the biorobot. He looked like he had a lot on his mind, but his mood was good. 

      

    “Well, my young friends, I will not burden you with details,” he said jokingly, “but there’s a good chance we’ll find out everything that android knows. To our good fortune, this one is not an old being, and as a newly minted biobot, the neural connections are fresh. None of us are up on the latest in bioengineering, so we must bring in a specialist. From among our ranks.” Who he meant by “our ranks” he didn’t expound on, but he asked, “Alex, do you have any objections?” 

      

    “None. After all, the base is safe now and we’re headed for space, so why not? One more new face, one less...” 

      

    “I’m not a new face,” croaked Fishelevich. “Hairo, does Alex know?” 

      

    “He will soon,” he nodded and looked at the others. “Well, the party’s over, my friends. Time to scatter. But just to be safe, keep to your rooms, got it?” 

      

    Tobias and Hang nodded and Tomoshi bowed. 

      

    “Okay then. Do as I say.” Hairo looked at me, at Sergei and Leonid, and frowned. “Alex, we have a long conversation ahead of us, as I said, so decide if you want it now or after you return from Dis?” 

      

    “I’m not in a hurry to get there,” I replied. “Why rush to labor in the hot sun with a pickaxe?” 

      

    “Okay. Then I suggest we go to your place.” 

      

    We made our way to the officers’ floor. Fishelevich rolled alongside us briskly in a wheelchair, grumbling that we were creating traffic jams by moving too slowly. Hung and Tobias headed to Tobias’s room to be ready to get him out of the capsule as soon as he entered Dis. Just in case, after learning about Toby’s mission, we brought in a woman who was a doctor and one of the Wild Ones to stand by in case he again was damaged by the experience. 

      

    “She’ll give him a sedative if he needs it,” the security guard explained while waiting for the guys to show up. 

      

    Sergei made himself at home in my apartment. He took what looked like a ham from the refrigerator, along with some onions and a jar of pickles from somewhere, and started putting something together. Fishelevich rolled up to him and extracted a one-liter bottle of vodka from the freezer. 

      

    It was like the two guys were totally at ease, as if they’d been here more than once. Even the always gloomy and preoccupied Hairo, watching Fishelevich dexterously unscrewing the cap from the bottle of vodka, at first seemed to shake his head in disapproval, and then began to whistle something frivolous that was more befitting of a carnival or a party on the beach. It seemed as if the mood had lightened up, and a mountain had fallen from the shoulders of the security guards. 

      

    After watching them in amazement, I asked Hairo, “How long have you known each other?” 

      

    “We served together.” Hairo nodded towards the sofa. “Sit down, and I’ll sit down too. My legs are like jello. I’m too old for this shit.” 

      

    “You’re old?” 

      

    “As you can see, none of us are young, and anti-aging procedures are damn expensive. And to hell with them.” 

      

    Fishelevich’s “ride” rolled up to us with a creak. I glanced at it and noticed rust on the rims of the wheels. Behind him was Sergei with a couple of plates, which he placed on the table. I noticed that the bread looked unusual — it was dark brown. And the ham looked like it was solid fat with streaks of meat. 

      

    “Help yourself, Alex,” the pilot said. “You can’t buy this kind of bread and lard in the stores in American districts.” 

      

    Sergei silently fished out three glasses from nowhere and poured vodka in each. 

      

    “Maybe we should talk to the guy first?” asked Hairo. 

      

    “Willy, should we wait?” asked Sergei. “He seems to be the one who started it all.” 

      

    “Fishelevich started all this,” Hairo disagreed. 

      

    “Me?” the pilot was genuinely surprised. 

      

    “Leonid?” I was surprised. 

      

    “Thirteen years ago, when they cleared Venezuela,” Hairo replied. “You, me, Willy, Yoshi, Roj, and Maria.” 

      

    “What about me?” asked Sergei. “I was there, too.” 

      

    “We simply didn’t notice you,” Fishelevich remarked incomprehensibly. “Who knew that you were hiding behind the servers and eavesdropping?” 

      

    “I wasn’t hiding,” Sergei chuckled. “It worked. And you should have checked the premises better before plotting to do anything.” 

      

    “How is this my fault” asked the pilot. “Spit it out, Morales, tell me what I need to know about myself. If my memory serves me, and usually it does, that night all we were doing was deciding on the commander’s sentence for his dastardly deeds.” 

      

    “What was it he did?” I asked, but they ignored me. 

      

    “We executed him,” said Sergei. “You decided to execute him, and the sentence was secret.” 

      

    “And I was against it, if you remember,” Hairo said. “It wasn’t like a macho show-down like in the movies — which is your style, Fish” 

      

    “He was backed up by power, strength, and the division,” said the pilot. “And there were only six of us.” 

      

    “Seven,” Sergey corrected. 

      

    “Seven,” Fishelevich nodded. “Well, and...?” 

      

    “And you were drunk,” Hairo said. 

      

    “Shit-faced,” Sergei added. 

      

    “Uh-huh,” Fishelevich agreed. 

      

    “Then you, without suspecting it, opened my eyes to the world. Or rather, all of us except Willy were impressed. Right after the verdict, he dragged me into the jungle and told me about…,” he broke off, flashed a look at me, turned away and muttered, “In short, that’s when it all started. And now, here we are--finally it’s time to act.” 

      

    “Do you have faith in him?” asked Sergei, indicating me. 

      

    “Yes, I do, as do we all,” Hairo replied. 

      

    “Who?” I asked. “In whom do you all have faith? Are you talking about me?” 

      

    Yet again, they said nothing, but for a long time Fishelevich thoughtfully looked at me, with something like wonder in his eyes. 

      

    They went on talking like this for another 15 minutes or so, as if I wasn’t there, and I quit trying to elicit more information from them. I wasn’t in any hurry to climb into my capsule. I’d had enough for the day. It was just yesterday that I’d had that chat with Chloe, and saw a path into the future for myself. I’d been sleep deprived, and exhausted by the testing. By the time the results were announced, I was gray with fatigue, and then there was all that ensuing craziness. I didn’t need any more drama. All I wanted was to catch up on sleep, take a run in the morning, then a hot shower, followed by a hearty breakfast. After that, I’d be ready for a long session in Dis. Right now, I still needed to find out what was up with my security guards, and what all this weirdness was with the pilot. Why all this mysterious mumbo-jumbo? 

      

    “Oh, Brizuela is on his way,” said Sergei, glancing at the comm. “I’ll let him in.” 

      

    I’d been sunk in my thoughts, and only just then noticed that they’d emptied half the bottle. Hairo was flushed, and broke out in a sweat as he lit a cigar. Fishelevich still looked like shit, but his eyes were glistening, and as he was always passing his fingers through his hair, it was even more disheveled. 

      

    And then Willy Brizuela joined the group of drinkers. He looked pleased. Rubbing his palms, he, grunting, downed a shot of vodka, filled to the brim. “Penalty,” Fishelevich said incomprehensibly, adding, “You can’t take too long between the first and the second!” and he refilled Willy’s glass. 

      

    And he insisted I have one “ham” sandwich with the fatty lard on black bread. It tasted strange, but wasn’t too bad, except that I had to chew and chew the ham. 

      

    They drank another one each, exchanged a silent look, and then all turned to look at me. 

      

    “Is our world fair, Alex?” asked Hairo. 

      

    “No,” I replied without hesitation. 

      

    “Do you want to fix it?” 

      

    The question was simple, but not the answer. Did I want to right all of the injustices prevailing on this planet? Of course! But wanting it wasn’t worth much. My childhood friend Aron Kwon was crazy about Denise Le Bon, so what? There are some things that were out of reach for one man alone. A lot of examples popped into my head in the space of a second, but my answer was succinct: 

      

    “I do.” 

      

    “There will be no turning back, lad,” Fishelevich said. 

      

    “Could you quit speaking in riddles, maybe?” I asked wearily. “Who are you? What is this all about?” 

      

    “We are threats, Alex,” replied Hairo. “We’ll tell you everything, but I’ll start with a story about how just over half a century ago, a few people decided to save the world. You know them as the founding fathers of Snowstorm. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 10. The Isolation Zone 

      

      

      

      

    THE SEVEN FORMER PEACEKEEPERS came from non-citizenship district scattered around the most disadvantaged areas of the planet: Roj Van Garderen, Maria Saar, Yoshihiru Uematsu, Hairo Morales, William Brizuela, Sergei Yuferov and Leonid Fishelevich were the real threats to the existing world order. But the world was totally oblivious to this. It’s possible there were some suspicions, but nobody could know much. 

      

    It was hard to believe what they had to say to me. That Alex Sheppard, who just over six months ago was sitting on a bench at the Bubbling Flagon tavern with Eve O’Sullivan, would simply roll his eyes if he heard this. But now, I more or less believed them. 

      

    How could I help but believe this when what they told me explained everything, even the most outlandish things, that I’d seen? Divine Revelations in real life? Human biorobots? Behemoth’s strange slips of the tongue? Patrick O’Grady, the creation of two worlds? The answers to all these riddles were in the history of the “seven.” 

      

    In light of this, Roj and Maria’s deaths were even more tragic. What had I seen in the two of them, my bodyguards? Just a couple of former peacekeepers who didn’t see themselves working in law enforcement, so instead were happy to work for not exactly great pay with the Awoken. But that wasn’t at all the case. They weren’t in it for the money. 

      

    “Ready?” Yoshi asked as he put the mental band around my head. 

      

    “Most of all, make sure that after this procedure I won’t start drooling and soiling myself,” I grumbled, yawning. 

      

    Our conversation had dragged on until dawn, so I was dying to sleep. 

      

    “At most it will be a little tight,” responded Yoshi. “You might forget a few hours, but no problem — we’ll fill you in. Count to three and I’ll activate it. One...” 

      

    He deceived me by not counting to three — by “two” the world grew dim and glimmered at the edge of my consciousness. It felt like I was lying in bed alone, in complete darkness. Turning my head, I smelled the distant, barely perceptible scent of Rita, but she wasn’t there. 

      

    Blinking several times, I tried to brush off a veil, which, like a sticky cobweb, tickled my eyes. We were just about to have a clan meeting and had gathered in the living room of my apartment, and now I was lying in the bedroom and all I could see before me was Yoshihira Uematsu and the matte outline of the immersion capsule. 

      

    I shook myself and looked around. No one, just me and Yoshi. Carefully peering into my eyes, he nodded and removed something from my head. 

      

    “Where is everyone?” I asked. 

      

    “How do you feel?” he asked, ignoring my question. 

      

    “Strange. I feel like I just woke up, but didn’t sleep much.” 

      

    “You didn’t sleep. After the citizenship tests, you learned something that you can’t know until the matter has been resolved, Alex. I cleared your short-term memory so as not to expose you to Celestial Arbitration. Now, you must sleep, rest and repair the damaged neurons.” 

      

    Then, Yoshi placed a dry, cool hand on my forehead, and I passed out. I only remember that I managed to whisper something about Tissa, who definitely had to meet with Liam... 

      

    In the morning, I woke up and started to get out of bed, but my whole body creaked. My tongue and throat felt like sandpaper — my mouth was so dry that my teeth felt sticky. 

      

    “Good morning.” Yoshi poked his round head through the door, was slightly ajar. His hair was sticking out all over such that he looked like a pineapple. “There’s water infused with electrolytes on the table. Drink it. You’ve slept more than a day.” 

      

    As I drank, he explained that after a memory correction, it was normal to sleep like a log for a day or so. It was, in fact, inevitable. What was it they’d wiped from my memory banks? Was I really okay with it? Or...and I felt a flash of paranoia... what if they’d tricked me? 

      

    “Don’t worry about what you’ve forgotten,” said Yoshi, as if reading my thoughts. “When the time is right, you will see a record of everything that I removed from your memory.” 

      

    I felt like a robot for the next couple of hours. I functioned on autopilot, more like by habit than anything else. I had a bit of a headache, but after running, I felt better, and then, after a refreshing shower and delicious breakfast, it was gone. 

      

    My paranoia was dispelled by Hung and Tomoshi, who confirmed that the memory correction occurred with my consent, and was essential. Of course, I was again a little suspicious when I found out that they, too, had undergone memory corrections. 

      

    From the guys, I learned that Tissa had flown off to meet with Liam on the island of the White Amazons, Hung had gone to the Underwater Kingdom of the Nagas and had already begun to build up a reputation with them by completing quests, and Tomoshi had investigated the disappearance of Kusalarix, and found out something. 

      

    The Ursai oracle, who required a donation of a million in gold for predictions (donations were also accepted in the form of expensive items), reported that the strongest goblin in Dis was both alive and dead at the same time. Hiros spent another million trying to get the details, but the oracle provided only an enigmatic lead: “It’s no use looking for a needle in a haystack if it’s not there.” 

      

    “Perhaps Kus simply is no longer in Dis,” Hung speculated. “But then where is she?” 

      

    I was also reminded that I had instructed Tobias to relay what he knew to the Crag stuck in the Nether. The plan was that he’d only spend a few minutes there, but then something happened, and it wasn’t Tobias who’d returned from the Nether, but, as Hung put it, “some kind of freak.” 

      

    “All he does,” he said, “is pray to Nergal and go on about how radiant and luminous he is. The doctor gave him a huge dose of sedatives, and now Toby is asleep.” 

      

    Then everybody accompanied me to the capsule, wished me luck in the sandbox for non-citizens, and then Hung reminded me that not just I, but also Big Po would be there, also from our clan. 

      

    “About three hundred clans have leased isolation zones,” he said. “Chances are you won’t end up with him, but you never know.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    I had already forgotten what it was like to immerse myself in a capsule for the first time. When the intra-gel filled the capsule, my normal vision turned off, and instead of a cloudy translucent mass of gel, I saw the cosmos of the great nothingness. 

      

    I wasn’t instantly switched over to the sandbox. First, a long text talking about Snowstorm’s changes to their user agreements was displayed. Then the process of verifying if I met the requirements ensued. 

      

    Finally, the system issued a verdict: 

      

    Notice from the Department of Citizenship… Successful. 

      

    The non-citizen status of the user has been established. 

      

    Non-citizen Alex Sheppard! 

      

    Unfortunately, your character Scyth, Level 1036 Herald, is not available to play until you have completed the full adaptation program for non-citizens and will be frozen during this time. 

      

    Do you want to delete the character and create a new one, or do you want to use the basic parameters of the Scyth character? 

      

    Warning: If you create a new character, the Scyth character will be deleted. 

      

    Okay, so that’s the way it was going to be. Since Snowstorm couldn’t neutralize Scyth naturally in the course of gameplay, they’d made changes to the gameplay itself. Since, according to the developers, they cannot tamper with Dis’s core, chances were that a functionality like “isolation zones” was embedded in the game from the very beginning. However, it was probably designed for something totally different. There were rumors that there was a “dungeon master” class in Disgardium, it’s just that nobody had leveled up that far yet. It could also be this feature was used for the latest updates. 

      

    I focused on the selection on the right, and opted to not delete my character. Sure, I’d love to change my name, and redistribute my characteristics, which I’d really messed up on allocating two years ago — I’d even quit playing because of that — but not at the cost of losing my threat status, along with the initial of the Sleeping Gods! 

      

    Blocking the character Scyth, Level 1036 Herald... ERROR! 

      

    Analysis… Special circumstances: as the character is currently a threat, it cannot be blocked! 

      

    Analysis…Seeking a solution compatible with gameplay... 

      

    Solution: The character Scyth, Level 1036 Herald, has been transferred to the control of the game’s AI with the imposition of penalties prohibiting any activity, including physical, communicative, and anything associated with the use of perks, skills, abilities and talents. 

      

    Transferring the autonomous character Scyth Level 1036 Herald to a respawn point... 

      

    Isolation zone being selected... 

      

    Selection made: Icy Gorge (owner: Children of Kratos). 

      

    Generating duplicate character Scyth in the isolation zone. 

      

    Resetting parameters... 

      

    Removing acquired perks, skills, abilities and talents… 

      

    Clearing achievements... 

      

    Assigning base values… 

      

    Congratulations, Alex Sheppard! 

      

    Your character Scyth, Level 1 human, had been created. 

      

    Welcome to the Icy Gorge! 

      

    The flashing name of the location where Scyth had been assigned stirred up something in my memory, but I couldn’t remember what. I was already preoccupied. 

      

    Tristad, the Nether, the Cursed Chasm, the Inferno, Uzul’Urub... 

      

    Yet again, I had to start all over in this game. 

      

    * * * 

      

    A cave brightly lit by magical orbs. Torch of the True Flame in the hands of the greeter Corwin, a mighty warrior-titan. His exclamation of surprise: 

      

    “Well, well, well! Scyth, in the flesh!” 

      

    A cry from somewhere far away: 

      

    “Scyth is here! Switch off the respawn point!” 

      

    The clatter of armor. The whistle of a blade slicing through the air. Everything goes topsy turvy. 

      

    A blow to the heart, which I no longer felt because I was dead, and a solemn cry: 

      

    “I banish you from Disgardium forever!” 

      

    A great nothingness. 

      

    You are dead. 

      

    Countdown to respawn 10...9...0... 

      

    I respawned in the same place. Again there was Corwin and his worked up expression. Again the sword, my head falls from the shoulders, my heart is pierced. 

      

    “I banish you from Disgardium forever!” 

      

    A great nothingness. 

      

    You are dead. 

      

    Countdown to respawn 10...9...0... 

      

    This went on and on, over and over, except the method in which they killed me would change, along with the actual person carrying out the act. The cave was filled with Children of Kratos, unsuccessfully trying to expel the threat. I lost count of how many times I died. 

      

    The intervals between deaths did not increase, which was logical. If someone is stuck in the great nothingness pending his death, he cannot work. Clearly, the Children of Kratos set the death timer to a minimum of ten seconds so that they could inflict any number of deaths. 

      

    My null character instantly died from any attack. I was burned, struck with lightning, poisoned, my limbs chopped off, they gouged out my eyes, and each time death was accompanied by a blade in the heart and the cry that I be banished. I could do nothing about it. 

      

    And each time, I felt all of the pain, and could not leave the game, because: 

      

    Workers are not allowed to leave Icy Gorge until the end of their shift! 

      

    Time remaining: 11:42:34… 11:42:33… 

      

    The indifferent faces of Joshua and Vivian Gallagher, someone else I knew but couldn’t (or didn’t want to?) remember, and I focused on the thought that this wasn’t real, that my body was in the capsule, safe. In the Nether it was worse, the torture was more sophisticated, and yet I’d survived. That meant I’d get through this, too. 

      

    Searing pain, death, ten seconds of the great nothingness, respawn — according to the timer for the “shift,” it didn’t last more than an hour, but it felt like an eternity. 

      

    Sometimes I managed to catch some of the insults hurled my way. Sometimes I caught a bit of what the “children” were saying. I lost track of time as I awaited more pain, and was glad that my new character was so frail that he died instantly, thus the suffering only lasted a couple of seconds. How much pain did Scyth endure? Enough to last a lifetime, and yet I couldn’t get used to it. 

      

    The only thing that kept me going, besides the thought that this was just a game, was the knowledge that the “children” would pay for this. And not only for this, but also for the deaths of my friends and dozens of other innocent people who lived in Cali Bottom. And with that thought, I focused on remembering the names and faces of the killers: Taranis, Corwin, Defiler, Joshua, Ruth, Echo, Lin, Darin, Schindler, Asper, Pine, Karaina… 

      

    In a twelve-hour shift, my death toll could approach three thousand — like usual in such situations, my mind latched onto not the external circumstances, but on mathematics. 

      

    By the time they’d killed me 300 times, it seemed that the “children” started to get bored. I was cringing and ready for the next fatal blow when I realized it wasn’t happening. 

      

    The crowd of “children” disappeared, leaving six people: in addition to a couple of unfamiliar elves and a dwarf, the warrior Corwin, Joshua and the warlock Defiler were there. I remembered Defiler well from our skirmish near Kinema. 

      

    He cast a spell of some sort, and a black-and-red-streaked tourniquet connected me to him. Joshua slapped me with a studded plate gauntlet that scraped across my cheek peeling the skin off and exposing the bone. 

      

    “Pain," Joshua said, lifting my head by the chin. “Here’s what’s in store for you over the next five years, Sheppard.” 

      

    “I’ll deal with it,” I croaked. “This, too, shall pass.” 

      

    “Yeah, right,” Joshua interrupted irritably. “I know these speeches of humiliated, reviled weaklings. People like you, Sheppard, who always cherish the hope that the strong will be rewarded — not in this life, but in the afterlife, when God or karma will punish the villains, and the righteous will be raised to paradise. I have bad news for you. You will never leave here.” 

      

    “Why do you need this? Obviously, you can’t expel me as a threat while I’m here. So you must want to get me to cooperate with you. You’ll try to break me.” 

      

    “You’ve already lost so much...” he said ominously. “But you’ll lose a lot more if you don’t accept my terms.” 

      

    “Go to hell, Gallagher.” 

      

    Joshua turned toward Corwin and said, “Carry on, only no more respawning. Switch it out every three hours. I want endless pain to become the norm for Sheppard.” 

      

    The torture continued. What was hardest of all was not screaming, and keeping my eyes open. Gritting my teeth, I didn’t take my eyes off Corwin as he dug his blade into my innards, crushed my ribs and spine, and turned my intestines into minced meat. At some point, he was either sick of it, or dispirited, and he shifted his position to stand behind my back. He probably got tired of my looking at him. 

      

    “No offense, Scyth,” he muttered behind me. “An order is an order.” 

      

    “Go to hell...” 

      

    “Do you think I enjoy this? It’s just a lesson...” 

      

    “Fuck your...” 

      

    He slugged me in the jaw before I could finish. The torture session continued in silence. 

      

    But there was something these sadists failed to take into account. I had no doubt they’d done all they could to slow down the leveling of their workers when they configured the settings for this zone, but they still couldn’t completely stop leveling up. Because of the bloody veil before my eyes, I did not immediately realize that a canvas of notifications was looming in front of me: 

      

    You have acquired Resilience-Skill Level 1! 

      

    All damage resistance has increased by 1%. Pain severity reduced by 1%. 

      

    Keep improving the skill in battles with opponents of your level or higher for additional bonuses. 

      

    You have acquired the Skin of Stone ability! 

      

    This increases Resilience by 10% for 1 second. 

      

    Experience points for unlocking a new skill: +10. 

      

    Experience points at the current level (1): 10/400. 

      

    You’ve improved your Resilience skill: +1. Current level: 2. 

      

    You’ve improved your Resilience skill: +1. Current level: 3. 

      

    You’ve improved your Resilience skill: +1. Current level: 4. 

      

    You’ve improved your Resilience skill: +1. Current level: 5. 

      

    You’ve improved your Resilience skill: +1. Current level: 6. 

      

    You’ve improved your Resilience skill: +1. Current level: 7. 

      

    At least that hadn’t changed. Even this amount of leveling up gave me some strength, and I could look differently at what was happening. I was growing stronger and more resistant to pain by the minute! 

      

    Corwin and Defiler were replaced by two girls: the mage Ruth and the Light Priestess Pine, who was supposed to keep me from dying. Ruth constantly kept me chained to the spot, simultaneously burning obscene words into my chest and flaying me alive with discharges. The stench of burnt meat was replaced by the smell of blood, followed by hissing, then silence. That was the only difference. Unlike Corwin, Ruth was enjoying this — her eyes were burning, and a smile played on her beautiful face. 

      

    Resilience reached level 12, and the severity of the pain noticeably decreased when the pair of sadists were due to be replaced. But instead, Joshua showed up. 

      

    “Time to stop!” he ordered. 

      

    “But why, Josh?” pouted Ruth. “We were just starting to have some fun!” 

      

    “We failed to anticipate something,” he replied. “This asshole is developing Resilience. So now we go back to Plan A and start killing him again... Unless Sheppard is ready to talk?” 

      

    Approaching me, he asked with mock sympathy, “How do you like your first day of work, Alex? I hope you’re not tired yet. Ready to talk like a reasonable person?” 

      

    And apparently Joshua commanded Pine to heal me, which she proceeded to do. The pain was gone, although it resounded throughout my body — my skin was stinging, my eyes were teared up, my intestines felt twisted, my limbs ached, I felt like I’d swallowed acid, and I heard ringing in my ears. They actually let me catch my breath. 

      

    “What...do...you...want?” I asked, enjoying the respite. 

      

    “Carrot and stick, Sheppard, carrot and stick,” Joshua said. “I don’t believe in other methods and I’m not going to take what you have for next to nothing. Everything Chloe promised you still stands, plus ten billion from the Children of Kratos for just two things: hand over what you got for the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague and give up your status. I don’t require an answer from you right now, as we have plenty of time. Five whole years, can you imagine?” 

      

    “I doubt you have the patience.” 

      

    “We are practically immortal, young man,” he chuckled. “A major advantage of eternal life is that you become very patient. Moreover, five years, well, that’s just the beginning. Who knows how the laws governing society and the rules underlying Snowstorm will change before your time here is up?” 

      

    When will they realize that this was nothing new for me, not by a long shot? Threats, threats, threats… Whatever they tell me, whatever they promise, all they’ll get from me is revenge for the deaths of my friends. And yet, it made sense for me to play along if I wanted any freedom of action, even if it was conditional. Otherwise, they’d just keep me in this cursed cave. Alone, as thus far, I hadn’t seen any other workers. They were clearly taking advantage of being able to manage their own instance. 

      

    “Mr. Gallagher,” I began, electing to address him as “Mr.” to show them that Sheppard was tamed. Pretending to be tormented by doubts, I rubbed my forehead, sighed heavily, and said, in all seriousness, “I don’t want to be stuck here for five whole years. Once my shift is over, you surely understand, I’ll go back to my office and never come back. What does that mean? I think you know as well as I do. But I would like to return to Dis, I have some unfinished business there. So yes, let’s finally talk, as you put it, like reasonable people. I have something you want. And you have in your power what I want.” 

      

    “What’s that?” 

      

    “For starters, a little freedom. You have to make sure I’m okay with coming back to your Icy Gorge.” 

      

    “Well, that’s… reasonable. Perhaps I will even make a goodwill gesture and suspend torture. You will live the life of an ordinary inwinova and start engaging in Mining , Fishing or become a lumberjack, I don’t care. Oh, and don’t anticipate leveling up much. Forget about the 100th, or even 11th level. The “children” will be keeping a close eye on you and won’t let that happen. There are few places where you can hide, so don’t even think that you can sit around somewhere.” 

      

    “I get it.” 

      

    “With every day of fruitless plowing, my hope is that you draw ever nearer to cooperating with me. Believe me, Alex, we are not your enemies. I personally have no hatred or resentment towards you. Everything that happened between us before was within the framework of gameplay.” 

      

    “Likewise, Mr. Gallagher. Me too!” It was easy to lie to his face, no faltering tones, no shifting eyes, no flushed face — my pulse didn’t even quicken. “I don’t know why Miss Cliffhanger canceled our agreement — I was ready to accept her terms. Believe me, I’m tired of Disgardium.” 

      

    “Hmm…” Joshua scratched his chin. “My father used to say that if someone says “believe me,” you know they’re hiding something. But I see no reason for you to lie about this. Just the same...” 

      

    “What?” 

      

    “Okay, I’ll warn you. Cali Bottom is under our control and as of today, not a single flyer will leave it. Should one attempt to do so, it will be destroyed. The space yacht that your clan tried to buy through back streets and third parties turned out to be defective. Unfortunately, its engine was outdated and was unable to handle the new type of fuel. It exploded at the spaceport.” 

      

    I couldn’t contain my surprise, and Joshua noticed. A small smile played on his lips as he continued doing me in. 

      

    “Let’s see, what else? Oh yes, your online persona. No skips, no tardiness, Sheppard. You will work hard and fulfill the norm, otherwise we will punish you. And not necessarily in Dis. You see, the hotel where your mother is giving birth to your sister is now ours. Think about your father, who is desperately unlucky in our casino. Are you aware that he already owes us? When you climb out of your capsule, don’t forget to call him. Of course, he’ll deny it all, but I think you’re man enough by now to know when he’s lying...” 

      

    He paused and looked me in the face. I didn’t try to hide it. I openly showed him my shock and dismay, which was real and raw. 

      

    “I’ll add that your friend Melissa didn’t make it to the island of the White Amazons. Her plans changed. She is no longer among the Awoken and is now one of the Children of Kratos. Margarita Wood, Hung Lee, Tobias Asser, Tomoshi Kurokawa and Edward Rodriguez will receive similar offers. They all face a tougher choice than you.” 

      

    So the families of my friends were also under threat? It was clear that Joshua had gone all in and was dead set on taking everything away from me so that I’d agree to his terms. 

      

    “That’s not all,” Joshua said. “The clan’s accounts, as well as your personal account in the real world are all frozen. Let’s see, Alex, how long it will take your people to abandon you once they realize you’re broke. I also have other surprises. But you probably already know what one of them is. We don’t absolutely need you to agree to our terms. If we need to, we can get what we want through other means...” 

      

    “What’s stopping you, then?” 

      

    His face darkened, and wrinkles creased his bulging, sloping forehead. 

      

    “I don’t enjoy taking unnecessary risks.” And stepping back, he issued an order to his minions: “All right. We’re done for now. You can let him go.” 

      

    The mage Ruth removed the debuff that prevented me from moving. I collapsed to the floor and lay there motionless for some time... So what now? It looked like game over. Were I to keep on fighting them, I’d have to be a heartless bastard who didn’t care about my family and friends. 

      

    The cave was empty by now, but I didn’t want to get up. With his words, Joshua had killed my spirit far more successfully than had the torture session. There was no way out. 

      

    Just to do something in the darkness, I finally opened my character’s profile. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 11. Icy Gorge 

      

      

      

      

    NATURALLY, DEEP IN MY HEART, I was hoping that something from my character Scyth, the Herald, would pass on to Scyth, rank zero. If the Children of Kratos were somehow making their way into Icy Gorge from greater Disgardium, than the containment zone wasn’t all that isolated, at least, unlike the Cursed Chasm in the Demonic Games. 

      

    But my hopes were in vain. 

      

    My inventory was empty, and my character’s profile was pathetic: 

      

    Scyth. Human. Level 1 

      

    Real name: Alex Sheppard: 

      

    Social status: non-citizen 

      

    Real age: 16. 

      

    Class: not selected. 

      

    Craft: not selected 

      

    Main characteristics: 

      

    Strength: 2. 

      

    Perception: 2. 

      

    Endurance: 3. 

      

    Charisma: 2. 

      

    Intelligence: 2. 

      

    Agility: 2. 

      

    Luck: 2. 

      

    Skills: 

      

    Resilience 12. 

      

    Except for the Resilience, which I’d gained during the torture session, I had nada. No skills, no perks, no achievements. Except for the canvas pants and shirt, nothing. Now, I was as “naked” as a baby in the cradle, and about as combat-ready. Might as well give me a pacifier and a rattle. 

      

    I closed my profile and checked out my experience bar: 

      

    Experience points at current level (1): 120/400. 

      

    I looked at it and felt like howling. A long time ago — a little over two years ago, I’d started with Tristad’s aggressive rabbits. Given the characteristics I’d selected, I was a dead duck even fighting them...It was only thanks to Patrick’s curse that I made it anywhere,, and this was by dying over and over again, which is how I made it to Dargo the Cursed Lich. 

      

    Just above the colorless experience bar, the sparse interface displayed two more scales, in addition to the standard elements. Both were also colorless and displayed numerical values: 

      

    Progress in adaptation program for non-citizens: 0 / 1,826 days. 

      

    Social value: 0 / 1,000,000. 

      

    I recalled Big Po telling me about the second scale, that being the “reputation scale with the citizens of planet Earth.” I opened the game encyclopedia, and tried to figure out exactly how to level up social value, but all I found was a vague explanation: “…by developing your character, you improve yourself. By making efforts in this direction, you can demonstrate that you deserve citizenship status…” No specifics. 

      

    Well, I knew so many non-citizens, that they’d provide me first-hand information. I remembered what Manny had told me about the cook Rachel Kessler. She’d achieved great success in Cooking and received citizenship. She did it, and so can I. Unless I don’t have as much time as she did. Moreover, she didn’t have to languish in the isolation zone first. 

      

    Sure, I had a great capsule that would let me level up a character beyond Level 1...Whoopie. The Children wouldn’t let me exceed past level 10...they’d force me to respawn over and over again. 

      

    Again, despair hit me. 

      

    What the hell was I going to do now? Spend the rest of my “shift” here? After all that I’d been through, it didn’t seem like a bad idea to sit here silently, in the dark. It reminded me of how Eve and I used to spend the mandatory time in Dis sitting on the bench outside the Bubbling Flagon. Right now, after hearing what was happening in real life, it seemed like this cave, a possession of my enemies, was for me an island of calm. I’d sit for half an hour and think about my next step... 

      

    That’s what I decided, but my body didn’t agree. My brain wanted to give up for a while, not do anything, but my legs, anyway, led me to the exit. 

      

    True, there were no gates or doors. Rather, a winding corridor led me out of the twilight into the open, under the cloudy leaden sky of Icy Gorge, which covered it like a lid — a deep pan in the shape of an iron. A cold drizzle fell. The far end of the canyon was shrouded in fog. 

      

    From everywhere came the clatter of iron against stone, muffled by the rain. So, where to go? What to do? Where to get a pickaxe? 

      

    It seem like the Children’s workers labored on their own. We were all in a narrow strip over which loomed hundred-meter walls. There were no structures or buildings. Obviously, the Children didn’t live here, nor did they waste their time showing up. Why should they? There was no way out, nowhere to go, none of us had anything, as everything we had was surrendered to the employer. It was hopeless. 

      

    The lone figures of miners extended into the distance. Looking around the gorge, I counted about twenty people. The walls all around were full of manmade caves. Perhaps there were other miners laboring in these, and natural caves, but I couldn’t do anything without a pickaxe or something. 

      

    Opening the map, I examined the isolation zone in its entirety. Contrary to my initial assumption, it turned out that the zone comprised more than this gorge. It opened up at the far end into the spacious Rainbow Valley, which was surrounded by an overgrown forest that marked the boundaries of the instance. 

      

    It was there, at the edge, almost at the exit from the gorge, that the Craftsman’s Shop was located. It was probably in that desolate place that the Children took the product from the miners, and it was probably where tools were sold. 

      

    I proceeded to the bottom of the gorge toward the shop. I was passing another hole deep into the stone firmament when I heard a girl shouting, 

      

    “Hey, stop! What are you doing? I’m the one who made this hole!” 

      

    The girl stepped into the light, narrowed her eyes, her ugly face twisted, revealing large crooked teeth. Her profile appeared overhead: 

      

    Maya. Human miner. Level 1 

      

    Real name: Amaya Okoronkwo. 

      

    Social status: non-citizen 

      

    Real age: 16. 

      

    She was a head taller than me, and twice as wide in her shoulders. Since non-citizens’ characters looked like their real life owner, she cut an impressive figure: An ample bosom, and legs like tree trunks. The pickaxe seemed small, fragile in her mighty hands. Wow. A country girl like her could easily crush rock with her bare hands. Not to mention teeth... 

      

    “Holy shitola! It’s Scyth! Man oh man!” 

      

    “That’s for sure,” I thought to myself, wondering if I should have stayed in the cave after all. 

      

    “Yes, it’s me. Your name is Maya? How’s it going? Been here long?” 

      

    “I see,” she nodded, not answering my questions. “Alex Sheppard’s face is now more famous than the waxy face of fucking Denise Le Bon. So, you’re Scyth,” she chuckled. “But not for reals. Now you’s a loser, disgraced to the whole world, that’s you.” 

      

    “Are you referring to the citizenship tests? Don’t talk about what you don’t know. If you want, I’ll tell you all about it sometime, but for now, maybe you can show me the ropes here.” 

      

    “That’s rich! Don’t expect anyone here to help you.” 

      

    “Why not? You don’t even know me. What’d I do to hurt you?” 

      

    “You need to be taught a lesson so that you see how messed up you are. Look at you — you went to school, got a good education. Mommy and daddy didn’t feed you UNB, but normal food... You probably even had your own room? Right? And for what?” 

      

    “What?” 

      

    “Anyway you failed the test! What a loser! No self-respecting laborer would want to have jack shit to do with you. Pffgh!” There was no hatred in her voice, only bewilderment and disappointment. “You’re going to regret it for the rest of your life, mis...” 

      

    She grabbed her pickaxe, raised it as if to strike me, swung it, but instead of hitting me, she swooshed it close to my skull, skimming off a chunk of my hair. 

      

    “I bet I can send you to respawn with one blow,” she said thoughtfully. “Who knows, maybe Nergal the Radiant himself sent me the thought: ‘Hey, Maya, ain’t it time for you to take a walk to the receiver to hand over some ore?’ ‘Why not, Maya?’ I sez to myself. ‘My feet are dragging without vigor,’ but what I got here now is enough for a few potions!” 

      

    “What’s vigor”? 

      

    “Vigor potion. It is hard doing this without it. I need my ‘vigor’”! It had lots of strength and endurance...Dammit, Scyth, you be a complete noob, or what?” 

      

    “Yeah, sort of. Believe it or not, I’ve never used vigor in my life.” 

      

    “Want me to feel sorry for you? Or maybe you’re full of crap? Ain’t you’s hot shit, don’t even need vigor? Whoopie. Just the same I’ll bop you on the head and try to expel you. This might be the chance of a lifetime. I hit the jackpot, motherfucker!” 

      

    “The Children have been trying for half a day, it’s pointless, Maya.” 

      

    “Maybe I’ll try anyway.” She swung, but again didn’t strike. “You better not move. If I miss and don’t finish you off in one blow... In short, you better die right away or you’ll suffer.” 

      

    “Enough already! Go ahead, kill me if it means so much to you.” 

      

    I stopped treating death and pain in Dis as something terrible a long time ago. No, I didn’t enjoy them, but it was so familiar to me by now, all this suffering, to hell with Maya. She’d be better off realizing that I’m not a threat, and it’s not like death entailed a loss of experience. 

      

    I didn’t move, yet remained alive. Maya steeled herself, and actually swung the pickaxe. But as she swung, she slipped on a wet stone and pitched forward. My unfortunate would-be killer screeched, throwing her arms up like a windmill, lost her balance and missed — of course. I seized the opportunity to grab the pickaxe when she was teetering — it was only fair, and ripped it out of her hands. 

      

    Old pickaxe 

      

    A dilapidated blunt weapon. 

      

    Damage: 1–2. 

      

    Durability: 8/12. 

      

    Sell price: 0. 

      

    Things went from bad to worse for Maya. While I scanned the properties of the acquired weapon, the girl hit the back of her head hard on the stone. Death was instantaneous--in all likelihood, Maya had invested in strength at the expense of endurance. Too bad. That was pretty shortsighted. 

      

    Leaning over her corpse, I looked into her glassy eyes and said, “I’ll keep this for now so that no one else takes it. I’ll give it back when next we meet. Wait at the respawn point, I’ll be there soon.” 

      

    Then I picked up six and a half stacks of Copper Ore from her body. I wondered how long it took her to mine it? Not too long, I hope, because the sell price for all of it was less than seven copper coins. I put the loot and the pickaxe in my inventory, after which I was barely able to stand on my feet. 

      

    Damn! I didn’t have the strength to carry a load that heavy. Well, I’d promised, so I’d have to make it to the cemetery and unload this stuff. 

      

    It took me about an hour to get to the Craftsman’s Shop, because I couldn’t run, and my walking speed had dropped by seventy-five percent, while my vigor dropped to zero before I’d taken ten steps. I stopped at every single stunted bush and cracked boulder along the way to rest. 

      

    All along the walls of the gorge, I saw miners, but none of them turned around. It was like a valley of ghosts in the realm of despair, a real citadel of despondency. The gloomy sky, the unceasing rain, the monotonous clatter of pickaxes… Was this my lot for the rest of my life? Was there really no way out? Right now it didn’t seem like there was, and my already pitch-black mood grew even darker. 

      

    When I finally emerged out of the gorge, I noticed the squat Craftsman’s Shop on the right, and behind it — the cemetery. But Maya wasn’t there, nor did I have the strength to look around the place. She had yet to arrive, I guess. I felt like spitting and cussing — what an idiot she was. I told her to wait! 

      

    The shop seemed smaller than the tavern in Tristad. Speaking of, what about that? Didn’t they even have one single tavern here? I didn’t have to go far for an answer — forty meters from the Shop I noticed a dwarf builder. I greeted him, but he, rummaging in the mud, didn’t answer. I examined his properties, and saw that he was working on the Foundation for a Small Tavern. 

      

    Three young laborers about my age were standing at the entrance to the Craftsman’s Shop, paying no attention to me. All were at level 1. One was hefty with a sloping forehead and a long face, the second had a cleft lip, the third was a swarthy short man. Well, yes, the universe didn’t revolve around Scyth, people had their own problems that concerned them more than the inaccessible, like a neighboring galaxy, class-A threat. 

      

    Head down, I hobbled past them, just in time to hear the disheveled swarthy guy hiss: 

      

    “...right! To hell with the Children!” 

      

    He paused, squinting at me. The threesome’s gaze burned into the back of my head, and one of them whistled in surprise. But I didn’t have the strength to react or even think, I dragged myself forward with the last of my strength until a taut shimmering veil blocked the entrance to me. The explanatory text said that the entrance to the Craftsman’s Shop was strictly one at a time. Now I got it. The guys where whistling because they probably thought I was cutting in line. Oh, well. Here I was, just the same. 

      

    Just beyond the threshold stood the NPC vendor, a short, green-skinned goblin with protruding lower fangs: 

      

    Tolvagrumix, Goblin Level 300 Merchant 

      

    Manager of the Craftsman’s Shop in the Icy Gorge. 

      

    Class: Children of Kratos. 

      

    “Noob?” He glared at me. “Have you decided on a craft?” And, without waiting for an answer, he recited a memorize speech: “I don’t care who you are, where you come from, or what problems you have. We are not friends and never will be. Everything I sell is paid for in coins. To earn coins, you can do mining. Ore, gems, wood, medicinal herbs, mushrooms, and berries are mined in the Icy Gorge and Rainbow Valley. There are those who fish, and others who harvest the skins and entrails of monsters, which are used in alchemy. I buy everything, even what the clan does not need, because those are the rules.” He chuckled. “But the rules also state that the sell prices are set by the owner, so don’t be surprised if I pay a copper for your sweat and blood-mined resources.” 

      

    “I won’t be surprised,” I promised. “But what do I do with what I earn? I understand that it can only be spent in this shop?” 

      

    Tolvagrumix grinned rapaciously. 

      

    “I am the official representative of the Kratos Bank in these Nergal cursed lands. In your world, you can cash out what you have earned by connecting an account in Kratos Bank to your personal account. This completes the briefing, and I repeat my question: Have you decided on a craft? The generosity of the Children of Kratos clan, in the name of Nergal, knows no bounds — we provide you your first tool for free.” 

      

    “Eh...” The assertiveness and at the same time indifference of the merchant-receiver stunned me. I’d already had a profession selected in the back of my mind — Mining. But first I needed more information. What if there wasn’t much ore in these parts? “What do noobs usually choose?” 

      

    I guess I was lucky that there was only one merchant. The guys outside weren’t out there now, there wasn’t a line, and the goblin was probably bored. 

      

    “Listen, Scyth, everyone here’s a noob. These lands were opened two days ago. But I’ve worked as a merchant for the Children of Kratos for some time, and this I know: You won’t get rich, no matter what your trade. The more the workers produce, the lower the wages, and that’s how it works. Therefore, be guided by something else. Do you love nature? Then work as an herb picker, I’ll give you a textbook and a basket. Do you like water? Catch fish, I’ll give you a fishing pole. Do you like tight spaces and monotonous physical labor? Then you can dig ore, and I’ll...” 

      

    “I don’t like tight spaces,” I broke in. 

      

    “But you love physical exertion, that’s for sure! You are skilled at plying your fists!” Tolvagrumix grinned. “Why so surprised? Nothing goblin is alien to me, I watched the Demonic Games on Egeria ‘s Ball. Hell, I even rooted for you when you stood up for that cutie Destiny!” 

      

    “Well...let’s say I like...physical exercise.” 

      

    “Then be a lumberjack. You get the wood, nature, twittering birds. Swing your ax in the open air and enjoy your worthless life.” 

      

    Why not? I thought. What difference did it make whether I swung a pickaxe or an ax? Fishing and gathering herbs weren’t for me, but... Wait. Maybe I should become a skinner? After all, the skins were taken from dead animals, and so first, you had to kill them. 

      

    “Mr. Tolvagrumix, what kind of tool do you issue to hunters?” I asked, hoping the answer would be sword or bow. 

      

    “A skinning knife, of course.” 

      

    “May I have a look?” 

      

    “But of course.” He held up a small curved knife with 1unit of “damage” and looked over my shoulder as I picked it up. “Well?” he muttered, “Are you taking it? I don’t have time to babysit you. Others are waiting their turn.” 

      

    Turning around, I saw Maya outside the threshold. The girl was shouting something, shaking her fists and threatening me with vulgar gestures. Behind her were the three guys I’d seen before. They were standing there all puffed up, looking like trouble for Scyth. The tallest one was clearly close to Maya. He caught my eye and smiled like a malicious horse--his lips lifted, revealing sparse, yellowish teeth below the gums. I got it. I’d offended his girl, and he had to make it right for her. 

      

    “I’m not sure they’re here to see you,” I told the goblin. “Okay, I’ll take the axe. I’ll cut down trees. Then what do I do? Where do I take the wood?” 

      

    “For now, bring it here to me. By the end of the week, the bosses promised to finish off the infrastructure,” the goblin sighed. “They’ll set up a sawmill, and you’ll transfer the goods there.” 

      

    A cubit-long hatchet appeared in Tolvagrumix’s hand — how was I supposed to cut wood with it? 

      

    Old woodcutter’s axe 

      

    Antiquated slashing weapon 

      

    Damage: 1–2. 

      

    Durability: 11/12. 

      

    Sell price: 0. 

      

    I put the ax in my inventory. 

      

    “Don’t break it, and don’t lose it. If you need to repair it, the blacksmith will be open once the forge is set up. And if you lose that ax, you will have to buy a new one,” he went on. “Now get moving, Scyth, and don’t come back until your inventory is stuffed with timber.” 

      

    “So, don’t you have any vigor for me?” 

      

    He threw up his hands with their long claws and said, “Unless you can shit out some gold, or at least some copper, then none for you. Where are you going to come up with money? You just showed up!” 

      

    I looked over my shoulder and assessed what was happening out there. Maya had stopped screaming like a banshee, but her boyfriend was methodically pounding his fist on his palm, as if it was a heavy hammer landing on an anvil. If I had to fight, I might as well empty my inventory, because otherwise I’d have the speed of a slug. 

      

    “I don’t have money, but I do have ore.” And I started pulling out a bag with the first load of Copper ore from my inventory, staggering under its weight. Glancing over my shoulder again, I saw Maya’s distorted face. She looked at me and ran her thumb across her throat. “Twenty, forty, sixty… one hundred and twenty! And four more pieces.” 

      

    The goblin waved his hand, and the ore disappeared into his inventory. 

      

    “I see you’re a good guy,” he said approvingly. “Did you rob anyone along the way?” 

      

    “I just stumbled across it.” 

      

    “Well, well...So that means, let’s see, six copper and...oh, to hell with it! I’ll give you a bargain. For four stacks of copper, I’ll give you a quarter.” His wide, ear-to-ear grin and feigned obsequiousness didn’t impress me much. “Would you like to buy something, Scyth?” 

      

    “Can you sell me a better axe?” 

      

    “You bet! But not today. Prices start at two dozen silver. You can get some vigor for a copper, corn cakes for two copper, and spring water for three. Want any? Food and water will restore health and slightly speed up recovery.” 

      

    “I could use a more serious axe. Can you give me one on credit?” 

      

    “A handout, eh? Can I give you some caviar while I’m at it? If you don’t want what you can afford, get out. Others are waiting!” 

      

    “When will there be rooms at the tavern, and for how much?” 

      

    “Three coppers a night. They’ll be open by evening. Is that it? Get a move on, Scyth, in the name of the ruthless Maglubiyet, the greedy and heartless!” 

      

    “Okay, okay...” I was playing for time, trying to decide if I should give the pickaxe and coppers to Maya, or resign myself to fighting, see what I was capable of. “Thanks, Tolvagrumix. I’m glad to hear that you haven’t forgotten Maglubiyet in your blind worship of Nergal. All the best.” 

      

    The goblin’s jaw dropped. 

      

    Turning around, I crossed the threshold and found myself surrounded by the trio of guys, with Maya looming over me. They didn’t start beating me up right away, deciding that they rather engage in a little verbal assault first, so I seized the initiative. 

      

    “Here,” I handed Maya the handful of coppers and a pickaxe. “I promised I’d return.” 

      

    The girl opened her mouth, took what was hers, and I was starting to feel like things were on the mend, when the horse-faced guy, Vincent stepped between us. 

      

    “Hey, you, you gots to pay for offending my girl. You be giving everything you get to us, got it?” 

      

    “And don’t try to get out of it!” the short guy named Easy said, spitting saliva. “We’ll bust yer skull open! I’ll be making sure you be ponying up!” 

      

    “Well, fuck me, eh?” I said, stepping back a bit so that I wouldn’t be cornered against the wall of the shop. 

      

    “All’s fair, Scyth,” said the third guy with the hare-lip. His handle was, in fact, Hare, which suited him. “Yer’ve tasted the good life, now it’s our turn Yer’ve got to pay up on yer debts..” 

      

    “Pegged by a wicked society!” the short guy Easy chortled. 

      

    I wanted to find a civil resolution to this. My plan on returning the loot to Maya was a bust. You can’t please everyone, you can’t be good to everyone. So you want war? Alright then, that’s what you’ll get.” 

      

    “Oh, that’d not how to act like grown-ups, boys,” I said, shaking my head. I looked at Maya, who seemed a bit distraught, but she didn’t intervene. “Don’t you agree, Amaya?” 

      

    “I warned you before!” she yelled back defiantly. 

      

    I continued to back up. The valley stretched out behind me, and I glanced quickly over my shoulder and I understood why it was called Rainbow Valley. Now that the rain had stopped, a huge rainbow ached over it in all seven colors. 

      

    “Scyth,” Hare turned to me. He spoke calmly and seemed the most reasonable. “Don’t think ya can refuse. There be more of us. The others is all working. Ya can’t handle alls of us.” 

      

    My heart sank, and I felt a wave of frustration. It was like a parade of idiots here. And for their sake, for people like them, I’d risked my life, endured hellish torture, and more? So that these guys and others like them had the chance at a decent life? Was it worth it? 

      

    I looked into their faces, figuring out who to take down, so as to stun them and get away, and then later start a guerrilla war. Were they always going to be together? 

      

    “Guys,” I said sincerely, hoping to play for time, “do you have any idea how many friends I have among non-citizens? Would you be friends with me if I...” 

      

    “Yer got no friends in the Cameroon Sewer. And we don’t give a shit about the rest of the inwinova,” Vincent said. “Well, whaddaya say? Me, I say we bust ya up, so as to knock a little sense into yer thick skull?” 

      

    “Ya don’t have friends here at all,” Easy added. 

      

    “He has friends,” came a familiar voice from behind me. “Step aside, Sheppard, let me hit him!” 

      

    Pushing me aside with his shoulder, a hefty Pollux, Level 3 Lumberjack, stood in front of the guys and Maya. 

      

    “Scyth, you get the girl,” he said. “And I’ll deal with the other putzes.” 

      

    The little guy’s eyes widened in horror a second before Big Po’s ax landed on the top of his head. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 12. Racketeers 

      

      

      

      

    IT LOOKED LIKE the trio had also, like Maya, put everything into Strength when deciding on their characteristics. This made sense if you were envisioning a life of extracting ore and stone from the firmament, as was the case of millions of non-citizen miners for the past couple of decades. 

      

    But when it came to fighting, it was worthless. Even if Big Po was still Level 1, we two could have easily wiped the floor with all four of them. But he’d leveled up to 3, and we were both experienced fighters. Especially me. 

      

    Big Po beheaded Easy in one swift move. Vincent and Hare, of course, immediately rushed at Big Po with their pickaxes aloft, but with virtually no dexterity, what was that worth against my friend? In real life, he lacked nimbleness, but in Dis he displayed acrobatic litheness, which still carried over to some extent even into this isolation zone. Easily evading the lines of attacks converging on him, Pollux attacked Maya’s boyfriend. 

      

    I didn’t see what happened next, as I had to dodge under Maya’s swing of her pickaxe, after which I rammed my shoulder into her stomach. She had superior strength, but again I was lucky — I knocked her down. Before she could get back on her feet, I showered her with a hail of punches and quickly reduced her life to zero. Only then did I remember I had that the Old Lumberjack’s Ax in my inventory. Habit is second nature. 

      

    I left the pickaxe — she needed a way to earn a living, but I took the coins. These guys needed to be taught a lesson. Maybe next time they’d think twice about who they messed with. 

      

    Pollux had already dealt with the rest, and finished off Vincent in front of my eyes. He pulled his ax from the skull he’d cleaved, and looked at me. 

      

    “Okay then, right?” And he smiled. “Been here long?” 

      

    “Since morning. The Children held me in some kind of cave and kept trying to expel the threat, and they finally released me about an hour ago.” 

      

    “I’ve been since the day before yesterday. As soon as you dropped me off at my parent’s place I climbed into my capsule. I wanted to find out what kind of shithole I’d be in. I didn’t even sleep…” He spat. “Okay, well, what else...What craft did you choose?” 

      

    I pulled out an ax just like he had. 

      

    “Guess.” 

      

    “Fishing with an ax? You crack me up, Scyth!” Pollux laughed, and indicated the cemetery from whence Maya and the guys were exiting. “Those wretched assholes have respawned. Shall we go at them again? All of these locals are scumbags — in just two days, they made five attempts to intimidate me or bash me in the back of my head to take away my timber. Too bad they don’t let us gain experience for PvP here, because if they did I’d have leveled up even more!” 

      

    “By the way, how did you manage to buy a capsule? And for what?” 

      

    “It’s from the reward for my exile in Tristad. You bastard, Scyth. If I could have raised my threat level by just a couple of points, I might never have to work again in my life. I would have invested in the stock market and lived on interest and dividends... Eh... It seemed like a lot of money, but after I refinanced my parents’ debts and bought this and that for the house, not a damn thing was left. Well, at least I managed to purchase a capsule.” 

      

    He fell silent, watching as the surly guys and the girl stopped about fifty meters away, leery about drawing nearer. Hare stepped forward, and raised his hand, and then he hesitantly walked towards us. 

      

    “Listen, boys, there was a misunderstanding,” he muttered, looking at the ground. 

      

    “What’s the problem, inwinova, were your would-be victims too much for you?” snarled Big Po. “From now on, you will defer to me and Scyth! Hand over half of the loot to me... if you want your tool back.” And he brandished the pickaxes, and then stashed them away again. 

      

    Hare nodded, and then went back to the others to deliver the ultimatum. I looked at Pollux in mild astonishment, my mouth agape. “What are you doing?” 

      

    He looked at me and shrugged. “What do you suggest? I have relatives who are non-citizens, and they taught me that you have to assert yourself right away before they do. So...they wanted to force you to submit, well, we’ve got to set the terms here now, over everyone else! It’s their own fucking fault!” 

      

    “Abyss, Po, what the hell?” I repeated with even greater astonishment. “Take half of their output? These people have nothing to eat!” 

      

    “Dammit, Scyth, do you want to get out of here or not?” he fumed. “If you do, then at least don’t interfere! I thought about what to do yesterday, but all alone I couldn’t implement my plan, because there were too many of them. But with you here, we’ve got a chance to make it! It requires money, though! A lot of money!” 

      

    He didn’t tell me what his plan was, then, because Hare came back. He was with the others. 

      

    “We agree,” said Vincent, who apparently was the leader of this group. “But half the booty is too much, Pollux.. We’ll give ya a quarter...” and seeing Big Po’s angry face, he quickly added, “But we ain’t the only ones! Others will also pay for protection. We gots friends, they be masons, they’s ten of them. If you protect them from Trailer’s people, they be paying too.” 

      

    “Who’s Trailer?” I asked. “And who are his people?” 

      

    “The watchdogs of the Children of Kratos,” answered Pollux. “They’re a group of inwinova hired by the Children to keep the peace. They use standard capsules.” He turned to the non-citizens and asked, “Do you know where we can find them?” 

      

    “On the lower levels,” said Easy. “Only ya cain’t defeat them .They be already leveled up.” 

      

    “You mean, they’re above level 10,” I said. “How did they manage to get there so quickly?” 

      

    “They gots a Defiler who be a locomotive,” Vincent replied glumly, “Them scumbags is from Shkodër, in Albania. They ain’t human. They does what they want.” 

      

    “Good thing they rarely exit,” Maya added. “They say they’re always buffing up, and when they come out…” The girl stuttered and blushed. 

      

    “Yeah, we gots to hide the girls,” her boyfriend finished, looking at her. 

      

    “To hell with them, the Albanians are not our problem,” Big Po said. “We won’t protect you from anyone. Half of the earnings — and that’s it. Payment for renting your tools. No calvary to the rescue, sorry.” 

      

    Exchanging glances with the others, Vincent stared at the ground under his feet and, paused, seething with bursting anger, said, “Okay.” 

      

    I hated being seeing this, but I didn’t want to interfere with Pollux’s gameplay. I’d hear him out later, find out what his plan was, and then I’d decide if I wanted any part of it. 

      

    After returning the tools to the guys, Big Po and I headed into the darkening forest, which, apparently, was a lot like a real one. Inky clouds gathered in the skies, and a vile, nasty rain began falling, prickling my neckline. In no time I was cold and miserable. 

      

    The trees themselves seemed unfazed. All around us were dirty brown pines, emitting a smoky smell. They didn’t seem green at all. But the undergrowth was thick and lush and impossible to pass through. It was full of thistles and other hostile plants. Awful. 

      

    We silently skirted around these clusters of impenetrable foliage. As we walked, Big Po told me what he had learned in a little over a day in the isolation zone. 

      

    “There weren’t many people here yesterday — around a hundred. Then newbies started arriving this morning. Mostly around our age, but also some adults. Most elected to be miners, because there are tunnels and veins everywhere in the caves under the mountains. Also, every single inwinova dreams of suddenly striking rich by coming across some epic gem. Fat chance, right? But it’s happened before.” 

      

    We paused by two crooked, sprawling fir trees with drunken, intertwined branches. I ducked beneath them and saw that there was only moss growing on the ground. No flowers, no wild berries. Moss, and even that looked sickly. Making my way through the dull fauna, I spit out needles, and panted, “So why’d you become a lumberjack?” 

      

    “Look at me,” he responded. “They fashioned me from what I really look like, the fuckers. I’d get stuck in those fucking caves.” 

      

    “What about in this forest?” I chucked, crawling under a pine. 

      

    Cursing, Big Po followed suit, sounding like a tank crashing through the forest, in so doing answering my question. I waited for him and asked, “So okay, what’s your plan?” 

      

    “My plan is...Look, here’s the deal,” He began, shaking needles and small branches out of his hair, “To get out of here you have to work for five years, or become a master craftsman, right?” 

      

    “Right.” 

      

    “This is the first rank.” 

      

    “You need to achieve level 100 to achieve it.” I frowned. 

      

    “Right. Or get to level 99 by force, and then get out..” 

      

    Crunching over fallen needles and bypassing wetlands, we reached the edge of the forest and again plunged deeper into the forest, but this time the terrain was more friendly, with far less undergrowth. It was even easier to breathe here. It could be because the clouds had begun to disperse, and the prickly rain had finally subsided, but the environment seemed much friendlier and greener. The firs and pines looked like firs and pines, rather than shriveled, gnarled mutants holding hands, and the gray moss was replaced by cheerful bushes. 

      

    Not far away, I even noticed some dark red berries, which, of course, I wouldn’t risk eating, and I warned Pollux away from them, too. And in the distance, we spied a brown, fluffy animal that looked a lot like a very bold rabbit. The critter was fat from the good grub around here, and, looking haughtily at me, it snorted contemptuously and hopped away, waving its short tail in the air. I shook my head and turned away. Time to get down to business. All bunnies aside, we had problems to solve. 

      

    Pollux kept on going, and catching my questioning glance, he explained, “We’d better keep on going so that they don’t come up on us from behind.” 

      

    “So what’s the plan? To level up to 100? First, I don’t see mobs. Second, the Children told me they wouldn’t allow me to level up.” 

      

    “Really?” Pollux said, his face darkening. “That means we have to make it happen fast and at the very bottom--the big shots at the top are too lazy to go there. There are mobs here, but it’s not in the interests of the Children to keep them in the resource extraction zones. And guess what that means? The workers can’t work.” 

      

    “So where are the mobs?” 

      

    “In the mines. The lower you descend, the stronger they are. Plus, there are deer in the area, rabbits — in short, non-aggressive living creatures. Up to level 10, you can buff up in the forest, and then head for the mines and hope you get some good loot.” 

      

    “So why do we need the money?” 

      

    “For equipment!” Big Po responded in surprise. “The goblin in the shop sells everything. You need to pay for it, though. Prices are three times higher than in Big Dis, but there it’s the only alternative.” He stopped near an oak tree with a thick trunk, and nodded. “We can get a lot of wood from a tree like this. Of course, it’ll take us an hour and a half to cut it. How much strength do you have?” 

      

    “Two units.” 

      

    “Then three hours. But it’s more profitable than cutting down smaller trees, and leveling up is faster, and more efficient in terms of production speed. Okay, you chop down this spruce, and I’ll go at the oak.” He pointed at a giant tree a couple of dozen steps away. “There’s another prospect. At first, you can level up pretty quickly, so chopping down that tree counts as experience. With luck, you might make it to level 2 today.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    As in Mining , chopping down trees was about reducing their durability . My spruce had twelve thousand points. After a couple of dozen hits, the craft opened: 

      

    Lumberjack craft unlocked! 

      

    You have acquired the ability to chop wood and harvest wood, a resource that has one of the widest uses in Disgardium. Builders, shipbuilders, shield makers and many other artisans need wood. 

      

    Current degree: Student (0 / 100). 

      

    Odds of chopping down a tree with one blow: 0.001%. 

      

    Odds of obtaining extra logs from a felled tree: 1%. 

      

    Odds of finding treasure embedded in a tree: 0.001%. 

      

    Keep improving your craft to increase your odds of activating bonuses. 

      

    Experience points for mastering a new craft: +50. 

      

    Experience points at the current level (1): 170/400. 

      

    With each blow of the ax, I took off two or three points of durability , but sometimes the blows were critical, worth four or even five at once. The only thing was I wasn’t leveling up the craft. Really, I probably shouldn’t be listening to Big Po. I should have started with small trees, because it seemed to me I only buffed up my profile from cutting trunks. 

      

    The only thing that broke up the tedium was listening to Pollux, who talked about how his folks greeting him upon his arrival. 

      

    “It was a drag, as you can imagine. My father said that I was a disgrace to the family. My uncle Joe, my father’s older brother, didn’t want to talk to me. Mother then relayed his words that now I had one path left, and that was to the Triad. My uncle said that he could send me to someone who could help, but my mother didn’t even listen to him. And no, I don’t aspire to a life of crime, at least not yet. So will you be coming to get me tomorrow?” 

      

    “Yes, of course...” I started to say, but then stopped short. If Joshua wasn’t lying, they controlled the skies above Cali Bottom. “I doubt it.” 

      

    “Why not?” Pollux stopped swinging his ax, and approached me. “You promised!” 

      

    I told him why we couldn’t pick him up. Another would be upset, but there was a reason why Big Po was the leader of the strongest Tristad clan. 

      

    “Where are you geographically?” 

      

    “In Cali Bottom.” 

      

    “I’ll get there myself. I’ll fly to Bogota, from there I’ll take an air train, I’ll get as far as I can, and then I’ll strike out on foot.” 

      

    “Say what?! They’ll finish you off!” 

      

    “What if one of your clan members meets me? Someone local, for example?” 

      

    I told him I’d think about it. Maybe Ivan could send one of the Wild Ones to meet Wesley. 

      

    After that, Big Po was silent, and furiously chopped away at the oak. I focused on the spruce, noticing how much durability our trees had left. As the second hour of felling approached, I noticed that Wesley, who had taken the lead at first, began to fall behind. While I had already demolished half of my tree’s durability, he was only drawing close to that point. 

      

    It was strange. Due to low endurance, I had to rest more often than him, and my blows were weaker. And on top of that, sometimes I missed the mark altogether, even though it was a thick tree trunk. So what was going on? 

      

    I understood only when I looked at the gaming logs. Out of a dozen successful blows, eight or nine dealt critical damage, and this was, to put it mildly, strange and outside the game mechanics, because I had two points invested in luck, perception and agility — basic values! 

      

    Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, as Uncle Nick would say. And so I didn’t, and just went about my business. The rough, slightly rusty tip of the ax was blunt, but the game mechanics did their job — chips flew, dust fell, and I bit deeper into the trunk. 

      

    I heard the crackling of deadwood under someone’s feet as the spruce’s profile displayed: 

      

    Durability: 1%. 

      

    Big Po’s tree still had a ways to go — it was at 7%. He, too, heard the footsteps, so he stopped chopping and listened, pressing his finger to his mouth. Looking around, he tiptoed over to me and whispered, “Did you hear?” 

      

    I nodded. 

      

    “Let’s stand here and wait. We can’t let the local idiots sneak up on us whenever they want and get our tools and loot. They travel in packs and they’ll come at us from all sides.” 

      

    “How many at once?” 

      

    “At least three, maybe more. They don’t want to work, they just want money. F-r-r-eaks!” 

      

    There were six of them. Seeing them, Big Po swore and spat, “Here come the bumpkins, our bad luck! It’s the Albanians!” 

      

    I could see for myself that we were in trouble. The Children’s watchdogs had found us. We could tell who they were because Trailer was leading them. 

      

    Trailer, Human, Level 13 Warrior 

      

    Real name: Artan Kaladja. 

      

    Social status: non-citizen 

      

    Real age: 19. 

      

    Moreover, he was not dressed in patchwork leather armor, like the three guys and two girls who accompanied him, but in chain mail, with spiked bracers and a helmet. 

      

    “What kind of idiotic nickname is that?” I asked, starting to hack away at the tree again. Anyway, they’d found us. I might as well work at increasing my craft skills. 

      

    Thunk! Thunk! I was demolishing the trunk, really going at it. Pollux realized what I was up to, and gave me some vigor. 

      

    “Take a sip, it’ll help. 

      

    I saved it. I landed another 20 or so blows by the time the group led by Trailer was around ten meters away. Then, I drank the potion, and went at it again. 

      

    Big Po, deciding to play for time, strode out to meet the group and spoke like they were buddies, 

      

    “Hey y’all! How’s it going?” 

      

    Trailer exchanged glances with his friends, smiled, spat at Pollux’s feet, then rushed forward and slugged him in the stomach. Big Po doubled over, and Trailer grabbed him by the neck and snarled, 

      

    “Our business is none of your business, fat boy! Snap to it, and hand over everything you got. Then I’ll let you live.” 

      

    “We don’t have a damn thing,” Big Po spread his hands. “See for yourself! Those trees all have their trunks! We’re still working on them!” 

      

    “Don’t waste our time, fat one,” a pretty girl named Alma Hodge stood next to Trailer. “Give us the coinage. We saw you at the shop.” 

      

    I kept on chopping down the tree when she called to me, “Hey, Scyth! Amaya told me that you took her ore and sold it to the goblin. Give it up, or we’ll take it from your dead body.” 

      

    Thunk! Thunk! my spruce emitted a loud crack and tilted towards the Albanians. They prudently retreated, but still stood all together in a group. Most likely they were all so sure they had us cornered that they didn’t even think to surround us. 

      

    After weighing all the pros and cons, I began to lean towards thinking why not? It was worth a few coppers to get these guys off our back. But Big Po clearly had a different opinion. 

      

    “Fuck off,” he said. “If we pay you once, you’ll always be on our back. And I deposited the money with the goblin. I have an account there, got it? So suck on that, you morons!” 

      

    Big Po flipped them the “bird” and immediately paid for it — Trailer’s sword whistled through the air, and Big Pow howled, grabbing his severed hand. 

      

    I was in no hurry to rush to his aid, and still focused on my goal of downing the spruce, and didn’t even notice the roaring sound. 

      

    “Scyth, watch out!” he cried, pulling me away from the tree. 

      

    The spruce swayed, swinging its branches, as if trying to grab the air, but didn’t fall. But Trailer’s group began to disperse to get away from it. 

      

    Just then the ground trembled as if something underneath was pounding to get out. Then, a couple of meters from the Albanians, a giant Level 30 spider burst out in a gushing fountain of loosened earth. Big Po and I were dumbfounded as the spider targeted Trailer’s group, casting a web over it so quickly that nobody had time to take a step. Then, the net began shrinking around them, wrapping the group in a bundle. The pretty girl let out a heart-rending scream and I heard someone else cursing. 

      

    Then, the spruce creaked and listed. A tilt, a sway, as if it was trying to decide, and then, with a loud crack and a roar, it fell on the spider in a dense cloud of dry needles. 

      

    A deafening smack! ensued, then sort of a whistling sound as the monster burst like a water balloon, sending the contents of its belly spewing out in all directions. Meanwhile, the spider’s web was oblivious to these events, and kept on contracting, breaking the bones of the Albanians, who screamed in agony until they were dead. 

      

    Big Po was shouting something, but it was hard to make out his words in the rumbling chaos.. I stood, shrouded in flashes of level ups, and read an endless string of notifications: 

      

    You have cut down the Old Spruce. 

      

    Lumberjack craft: +1. Current degree: Student (1 / 100). 

      

    Experience points for craft development: +1. 

      

    Lumberjack craft: +1. Current degree: Student (2 / 100). 

      

    Experience points for craft development: +1. 

      

    Lumberjack craft: +1. Current degree: Student (3 / 100). 

      

    Experience points for craft development: +1. 

      

    Experience points at the current level (1): 173/400. 

      

    You dealt critical damage to a Massive Subterranean Spider: 28741! 

      

    The Massive Subterranean Spider is dead. 

      

    Experience Points: +90000. 

      

    You have attained a new level! Current level: 2. 

      

    You have attained a new level! Current level: 3. 

      

    You have attained a new level! Current level: 4. 

      

    … 

      

    You have attained a new level! Current level: 15. 

      

    70 Free Attribute Points Available! 

      

    Experience points at the current level (15): 11 773 / 14 400. 

      

    And then everything went silent. The light that enveloped me faded, and I saw that Big Po was finishing gathering loot from the bodies of Trailer’s fallen people. He still only had one hand, as the second had been cut off. Fortunately, it was no longer bleeding. 

      

    “Too bad we’re not in a group” he said, tossing his head. “Like usual, you’ve been flooded with experience.” 

      

    “Looks like we don’t need money anymore, right?” I asked, nodding at all his loot. He’d stripped the corpses naked, meaning the Albanians didn’t even have gear anymore. 

      

    “Well, the armor is only so-so, but better than nothing.” “Did you get an Achievement?” 

      

    I shook my head, but just then was proved wrong. 

      

    Boom! There was a perceptible rumble in the extra-dimensional inventory, the earth trembled under my feet, and I fell into it up to my knees. 

      

    Overload 

      

    You can’t move because the weight of the contents of your bags exceeds your carrying capacity! 

      

    Get rid of some of the contents, or increase your strength to regain mobility. 

      

    And I was flooded in a pillar of light, the fanfare again sounded, and another notification appeared: 

      

    You’ve unlocked the mythical “Cheater Cheater!” award! 

      

    You’ve defeated an opponent thirty times your level. 

      

    … 

      

    … 

      

    … 

      

    Yes, indeed. That’s insane... We’re speechless. Be warned that your achievement will be scrutinized for cheating... Relax! That’s a joke! Your achievement is fantastic! 

      

    Reward: The Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain. 

      

    From somewhere far away sounded elusive feminine laughter, and I immediately recognized it. Fortune. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 13. Thirty-Three Misfortunes 

      

      

      

      

    “DID YOU HEAR THAT?” asked Big Po. “Someone’s out there! I head laughter! Maybe there are more Albanians!” 

      

    “Laughter?” I asked. “A woman’s?” 

      

    “Well, yeah! So you heard it too!” 

      

    “Sure did...,” And I smiled at the knowledge that I wasn’t alone. Of course, anyway I wasn’t alone, as here was Big Po. But my former foe, now my friend, wasn’t much stronger than me, and so the two of us would continue to flounder all on our own. Now, that equation had changed. “That was Fortune, my friend. And all that just happened was her doing.” 

      

    “Don’t tell me that you and the Goddess of Fortune are friends!” exclaimed Big Po. “Are you? No? But then, how’d you know that was her? Dammit, Sheppard, what the hell? Why is it you’re so damned lucky? It’s not fair! One guy gets it all! Everyone else, well...” 

      

    He gestured helplessly, his face full of frustration, and his voice shaking with indignation as tears glistened in his eyes. It wasn’t a good look. After all, it was one small step from envy to hatred. 

      

    “For the love of the Sleepers, Po, don’t even start! I’ve already heard that kind of shit talk from those inwinova who wanted to rob me. Just be glad the Fortune can get here from greater Dis!” 

      

    “What do you mean?” he replied, not letting up, and going on out of pure stubbornness, “This is an isolation zone! We’re just lucky! Suddenly a spider shot out of the earth, right after you chopped down a tree, that’s all.” 

      

    “Well, what about all that happened before then?” I asked, trying to keep calm. This friendship was all I had now, and I needed to maintain it to the best of my ability. It was absolutely not worth letting it go south because of petty insults and hurt feelings. “Maya tried to finish me off, but she slipped and hit the back of her head on a stone and died. I was weaker than you, but cut my spruce down more quickly, because almost every one of my hits was critical. For no reason at all, this spider suddenly appears, and casts a web not at you or me, but at our enemies, and then, the tree finishes the spider off! You call all that dumb luck? That’s a lot of coincidences! Lots of luck, for sure! No, brother, that’s the work of the goddess. She’s definitely with me,” I said. 

      

    “But why?” Pollux scowled, and looking intently at me, as if ready to give me his other hand to be right about this. “Are you her follower?” 

      

    “Follower? Ha! Better still, I’m her favorite!” I laughed. 

      

    “Meaning what” 

      

    “It’s a title. Fortune’s Favorite,” I explained. “It seems that the goddess doesn’t want to lose her only chosen one, and so she found a way to help me.” 

      

    “So how does it work? And how is it the Sleeping Gods allowed this to happen?” 

      

    “I’m lucky, that’s all. The Sleepers don’t care.” I shrugged. 

      

    Just then, somewhere in the distance, something snaped, like a branch breaking. I immediately tensed up. Listening, I stared at Big Po “Did you hear that?” 

      

    “Look at the characteristics,” he hissed, also listening. “The Albanians are back.” 

      

    Po was right. There was a cemetery not far from here, and I had too much of a load to run... But wait, why should I run? 

      

    I quickly distributed the new stat points, pouring most of it into strength, endurance, and agility. Ten points went to perception, a parameter that should never be underestimated. After hesitating, I left luck as is. If I really had Fortune on my side, I didn’t need more luck. 

      

    Scyth, Human Level 15 

      

    Real name: Alex Sheppard: 

      

    Social status: non-citizen 

      

    Real age: 16. 

      

    Class: not selected. 

      

    Craft Lumberjack 

      

    Main characteristics: 

      

    Strength: 30. 

      

    Perception: 10. 

      

    Endurance: 20. 

      

    Charisma: 2. 

      

    Intelligence: 2. 

      

    Agility: 19. 

      

    Luck: 2. 

      

    Skills: 

      

    Resilience 12. 

      

    I closed my profile and saw a system notification that informed me I could now select a game class. 

      

    “Faster Scyth!” said Big Po. “They’re getting closer! What is that achievement you got?! Is it any good?” 

      

    “Well,” I said, opening my inventory. “It’s strange, some kind of award.” 

      

    The Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain 

      

    A mythical pickaxe 

      

    Unique item. 

      

    Damage: 1–2. 

      

    In ancient times, the Vogul dwarves of Icy Gorge worshiped Cybele, the Old Goddess of Minerals. According to the beliefs of the Voguls, the great pioneer Bazho created an indestructible alloy of forty metals and cast a pickaxe from it, which he presented to Cybele as a gift. 

      

    The goddess imprisoned a primal evil spirit in the pickaxe. Legend has it that when the owner of the pickaxe becomes the master of Icy Gorge, the evil spirit will gain freedom. Thus, he seeks to strengthen the pickaxe at any opportunity. 

      

    Usage: If the evil spirit enclosed in the pickaxe has enough strength, it destroys an object and, with some probability, can take on one or more of its properties. The absorbed characteristics are accrued. 

      

    To be used only in Icy Gorge! 

      

    Durability: Indestructible. 

      

    Sell price: Not for sale. 

      

    Odds of loss upon death reduced by 100%. 

      

    Due to the tremendous weight of the pickaxe, I was knee-deep in the ground. After I’d allocated my characteristics, though, I had enough carrying capacity to regain my mobility, and I climbed out onto level ground. 

      

    I drew near Pollux, invited him to join my group, and then sent a link to the description of the mythical pickaxe via the chat. 

      

    “What is it, then?” Big Po said, surprised at the item’s color. “A black object? Mythical? 

      

    I myself am in shock. I always thought that red, that is, divine objects, were at the top. But it seems there are these mythical...” 

      

    “Ah, I see,” he said, disappointed. “This is a local object. You can’t take it out of this place. Or, maybe you can, but then maybe it would lose its properties By the way, did you notice that the pickaxe has a level? It looks like it can be leveled up...” 

      

    “By using it to destroy other objects? Or killing enemies?” 

      

    “Time to find out...” Pollux growled, pointing beyond the trees. “Let’s kill some enemies!” 

      

    And pouring out from behind the pines were the enraged Albanians led by Trailer. Big Po armed himself with his two-handed sword, and threw a pair of daggers at me — ordinary ones, without any bonuses, but with much higher damage than the Old Lumberjack Ax or the Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain 

      

    “There they are, the assholes!” Trailer roared. He was brandishing a massive club the size of a man. “Don’t kill them straight off. Let’s enjoy ourselves first.” 

      

    Scyth, I’m going to gouge your eyes out and stick them up your ass!” screamed Fatima, one of the girls, while the others guffawed. 

      

    “And let’s make us some bacon out of the fat one!” added one of the guys, named Mateo. 

      

    “I’ll stick your own eyes up your ass, you fucking body-shamers!” yelled Big Po and bombarded the enemies with such a stream of curses that I felt dizzy just listening to him. 

      

    I reached for the weapon that gleamed invitingly under my feet, and then paused. What if? 

      

    I pulled out the mythical pickaxe and hit it. 

      

    Rusty Hunting Knife 

      

    Standard dagger. 

      

    Damage: 6-9. 

      

    Durability: 11/30. 

      

    Sell price: 28 copper coins. 

      

    The durability of the knife had decreased by two units. 

      

    “Scyth!” yelled Big Po, stepping out to face off against Trailer. At just level 3, my friend didn’t have much of a chance with any of the Albanians, much less against six. “Help!” he yelled. 

      

    Clang! Thunk! With each blow, the mythical pickaxe reduced the knife’s durability. As I swung for the last time, Pollux was facing off with two Albanians, while the others rushed at me. 

      

    Rusty Hunting Knife destroyed! 

      

    Property damage: 6-9 absorbed. 

      

    I took a quick glance at the pickaxe’s properties, which gave me strength and courage: 

      

    The Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain 

      

    A mythical pickaxe 

      

    Unique item. 

      

    Damage: 7-10. 

      

    For the umpteenth time in a day, luck was on my side. The girl from Trailer’s group rushed ahead, stumbling a couple of meters away from me, thereby causing the guy behind her to crash into her. Before they could recover, I used the pickaxe to rain deadly blows upon them. 

      

    Minus two. 

      

    Big Po didn’t last long, if at all. After I’d finished off the first two, another duo approached me, and they were joined by Trailer and his cohort who’d helped kill Pollux. All four surrounded me. One against four. 

      

    They all attacked me at the same time... 

      

    ...but then the other girl got greedy — stupidity and greed are a dangerous mix! She caught sight of Pollux’s dagger on the ground, and bent down to pick it up. One swift blow of the pickaxe, and I cracked her skull open. 

      

    Now I had three left. 

      

    They rained a hail of blows on me, but I could handle it as they were all at a lower level. Moreover, I’d leveled up on Resilience. I jumped back and knocked one of them off their feet, then ducked under a sweeping blow from Trailer’s club. Then I furiously charged him with my pickaxe. Which is when he unwittingly helped me do him in His club swept empty air due to my evasive move, and the crashed into the ribs of his teammate, sending him flying. Bingo! Have a safe trip, thank you for choosing our airline! 

      

    And he wasn’t the only one sent into the wide open spaces. The huge mass of the mythical pickaxe inflicted damage on everyone in its path, throwing them in different directions. My enemies scattered like skittles, and before they could come to their senses, I finished them off. 

      

    Crack! Like hitting a watermelon with a sledgehammer. That was Trailer’s head smashed to pieces, while his body twitched in death convulsions. 

      

    That left two. 

      

    Splat! Somehow, the pickaxe severed an arm and shoulder, sending blood spurting out of the stump. 

      

    “Stop, brother! Don’t k-k-kill…” shouted the last Albanian desperately, and then he choked on his own blood as I pounded his head into his torso. 

      

    “I’m not your brother,” I said, watching him in his death throes. 

      

    The entire fight had lasted ten seconds. The pickaxe, though, hadn’t leveled up, and so I now knew for sure that it was a tool for destroying objects rather than killing. 

      

    At least I got a lot of loot. Everything they still had after the attack of the spider, not counting what was collected and lost after Pollux’s death. Maybe the Albanians had rushed to the store and bought some other stuff. I didn’t care. I felt incredibly excited, because after everything that had happened that day, I felt hope stirring within me again. 

      

    While I waited for Big Po to return, I busied myself sorting through the notifications. In the heat of battle, I hadn’t noticed that a new skill was revealed to me: 

      

    You have acquired the Blunt Weapon skill. Level 1! 

      

    Blunt weapon damage increased by 10%. Hit accuracy increased by 10%. 

      

    Keep improving this skill in battles with opponents of your level or higher for additional bonuses. 

      

    You have acquired a new technique: Ram 

      

    Deals 150% of standard damage. 

      

    Experience points for unlocking a new skill: +10. 

      

    Experience points at the current level (15): 11 783 / 14 400. 

      

    What was up with my game class? As a rule, in Disgardium you cannot choose a playable class yourself. Up to level 10, the system observes the game play, the decisions made, evaluates the character of the player, and then allows him to choose from the three most suitable classes, in the opinion of the managing AI. 

      

    But what could the AI offer me, who had surpassed Level 10 in just a few hours? 

      

    I expanded the selection window, and it displayed a list of classes offered by the system: Lumberjack, Crusher, or Woe-bearer 

      

    Lumberjack 

      

    Widespread crafting class (chosen by more than 1% of players). 

      

    Specializations: none. 

      

    Bonuses: strength, endurance. 

      

    A standard crafting class available to anyone who has cut down at least one tree. A sentient who elects to become a lumberjack should bear in mind they will incur the hatred of the elven people. 

      

    Crusher 

      

    Common combat class (selected by more than 0.1% of the players). 

      

    Specializations: melee fighter. 

      

    Bonuses: Strength: 

      

    When the first sentient in Disgardium picked up a stick and used it as a weapon, he became the first crusher in history. Blunt weapons have evolved from primitive sticks and driftwood into mighty hammers and stone clubs used by the giants of the Southern... 

      

    “Not even a warrior,” I grunted under my breath. Both classes were unimpressive, although they had decent bonuses in terms of specialized weapon damage and recovery under the current circumstances. 

      

    The title of the third proposed class did not inspire confidence. 

      

    Woe-bearer 

      

    Unique class (never chosen by players). 

      

    Specializations: none. 

      

    Bonuses: Luck: 

      

    The aura of the woeful brings misfortune to all those who are inferior to him in luck, but who dare to raise a hand against him. The more trouble that befalls upon his enemies, the greater the luck this brings to him and his allies. 

      

    Class bonuses: 

      

    +100% luck. 

      

    +10 luck per level. 

      

    -99 from the luck of the enemies per level of the woeful within 40 meters. 

      

    Class penalties: 

      

    −50% strength. 

      

    –50% perception. 

      

    −50% endurance.. 

      

    – 50% charisma 

      

    −50% intelligence. 

      

    −50% agility. 

      

    I hadn’t finished reading the description, but I already knew what would happen next. 

      

    Unique class, accepted automatically. Not to be refused! 

      

    The universe laughed at me. As soon as I decided that it made no sense to invest in luck, because I was already aligned with Fortune, the system gave me a class that was all about this characteristic. It was insane! 

      

    I heard a crash and muffled cursing from the valley. 

      

    “Who is that?!” I shouted. 

      

    “Scyth, is that you?” Big Po asked, taking his time. “Are you alone?” 

      

    “Don’t worry. I finished them off.” 

      

    Groaning loudly, he emerged from behind the trees, barefoot and almost naked. After he’d died he’d been left only with his snow-white shorts. Actually, as he drew near, they didn’t look so snow-white after all. As he’d busted through the foliage Pollux had torn them, to boot. 

      

    He’d lost almost half his life by the time he reached me, and he was in a foul mood. At least he had both his hands now. 

      

    “Damned bushes!” he cursed. Then he found some boots in the pile of loot and put them on. “Who needs mobs here? There are plenty of other dangers for hard-working individuals!” 

      

    “So that would be you, then?” I chuckled as I looked at him. Right now he looked like an Asian idol advertising baby diapers. 

      

    “Right,” he responded. “So then, it seems that you’re now a woe-bearer. I expected something like that. All the way from the cemetery, I was wondering what the system would offer you. I guess your gameplay was hard to fathom — you touch base with the merchant, have some fun with an inwinova, then cut down a tree...What, then, does this new class give you? Is it like that Herald thing you had, only darker?” 

      

    “What would be wrong with that at this point? 

      

    “Well, what’s the ‘woe’ about? Sounds like you spread bad news, doesn’t it?” 

      

    “I bring misfortune and tears, bro,” I replied, in all seriousness. “But I’m crying too! Seriously! If you saw all my penalties, well, all of my characteristics are reduced by half!” 

      

    “What are the bonuses?” 

      

    I told him the pros and cons of the class, after which I concluded, “And so I bring troubles and tears to my enemies. It’s another crazy class, it seems.” 

      

    “What were your other options?” 

      

    “Lumberjack and Crusher. They weren’t real options, though, because this “woe-bearer” class is unique and automatically assigned to me.” 

      

    “I see...,” he sighed, and burst out in curses about the crooked, asinine developers who’d invented this stupid fucking woe-bearer class. His list of would-be punishments for them ranged from the vulgarly sadistic to the shockingly terrifying. After he was done with this, Big Po finished by say something unexpected. “Well, the system found a way towards balance. Anyway, are we going to strengthen your pickaxe? We just need to get out of here so that those Albanian devils don’t come descending upon us again.” 

      

    “Let’s go, let’s go," I replied, looking around. There were now neatly sawn planks where the spruce had fallen. “Just let me collect the firewood.” 

      

    I guess that after the tree killed the spider the boards had been automatically milled. There was zero realism in this, but I didn’t mind. 

      

    “Wood” (173) is added to your inventory. 

      

    As we left, Pollux looked regretfully at his still unfelled oak. 

      

    “Will you wait until I finish my tree?” 

      

    Without answering, I took my ax and struck several blows, which dropped the oak’s strength to 1%. 

      

    “I’ll wait.” 

      

    Grinning, Big Po finished the job. We had to divide his lumber between ourselves, as he lacked the carrying capacity, and we had to carry some of the Albanians’ loot in our hands. To avoid the possibility of Trailer and his gang coming back, we decided to plunge even deeper into the forest. Eventually, we reached rocky cliffs with deep crevices, like where we once opened the Sarantapod Hive instance. 

      

    We hoped that by penetrating that far into the wild that we’d avoid the patrols of the Children of Kratos, if they, in fact, really existed. We also hoped that we would stumble upon mobs and, if we were lucky, we could level up even more. That is, I’d level up more, and Pollux could at least make it to level 4. 

      

    We didn’t meet any mobs, though. We leaped across a crevice that was so deep, the bottom wasn’t even visible, and then we dropped all the loot on the ground. 

      

    “Choose whatever suits you,” I said. “I’ll destroy the rest.” 

      

    “I’ll choose, and you too,” said Big Po, holding up his index finger. “But you’ll destroy the rest. Probably. Although, maybe…” He twirled his finger. “Again, well, maybe we should save the clothes, just hide them. Or sell them to a vendor.” 

      

    As he spoke, he was already sorting things out. Sighing, he took off his boots and changed into a pair of Subterranean Guard Boots, which had a higher armor indicator. A single unit higher, that is. He opted not to take the two-handed Rough Blunt Sword with 12-24 units of damage, and from the gear he took the bone Spiked Breastplate, Plate Shoulder Pads, leather Hunting Pants, and Miner’s Glove, along with the Subterranean Guard’s Wattled Belt, which looked more like a rope. Everything was white, only the belt was green with an endurance bonus. 

      

    Once he finished equipping himself, Big Po moved away from the pile of what was left to let me take what I wanted. 

      

    “Really?” he asked as I raised the mythical pickaxe over the pile of objects. “Scyth, think about it. Maybe we should sell what you don’t want to a vendor? I mean...I don’t understand! Why destroy chain mail when you can wear it yourself? I doubt if the pickaxe absorbs what’s in the armor, it’s just a waste...” 

      

    The mythical metal clanged against the steel of the chain mail, sparking as its durability dipped. 

      

    “Why not make sure this works,” I breathed, landing a second blow. 

      

    “Scyth!” Big Po was almost crying. “Let’s make sure on something else!” 

      

    Thunk! 

      

    “Try it on the leather pants! They’re almost trashed already!” 

      

    Bam! I ignored my friend’s entreaties, and in a couple of more blows, I finished off the chain mail, which contained both endurance and armor: 18. 

      

    The Subterranean Guard’s Chain Mail has been destroyed! 

      

    The property Armor: 18 absorbed. 

      

    “Well?” asked Big Po gloomily, glaring at the pickaxe. 

      

    The Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain 

      

    A mythical pickaxe 

      

    Unique item. 

      

    Armor: 18. 

      

    Damage: 7-10. 

      

    “It worked! The pickaxe absorbed the level,” I said, nodding in satisfaction as I brandished the pickaxe in front of Po. “Check it out, Po, it’s a multifunctional tool! If I crushed a fishing pole, I’ll bet I could catch fish with this thing!” 

      

    “And if you go at a pot, you can up level in Cooking,” he said enviously. “Well, at least you won’t be able to take the pickaxe with you to greater Dis.” 

      

    “What’s so great about that?” I asked as I started demolishing the leather pants. “Estimate what kind of uber-chaos I could create if I walked through the clan’s vault? After that, with one blow, I could send the beast god off to lick his wounds in a pocket dimension!” 

      

    “Is there a lot of loot, then, in the clan’s vault?” he asked. 

      

    “Probably. I never thought about it. But after I went at it all with this pickaxe, there’d be nothing left. Patrick would tear his hair out!” 

      

    “Patrick? Our Patrick, the drunkard from Tristad?” 

      

    “That’s the one. Patrick O’Grady is the warehouse manager for the Awakened. I’ll tell you about him later if you remind me. You’ll be amazed!” 

      

    The pair of leather pants with the property Armor: 6 was destroyed in two blows. After the properties were absorbed, the item then dissipated into dust. The mythical pickaxe absorbed 4 levels. 

      

    I turned to the pile of clothes, wondering what to destroy next. But Pollux got in my way. Reluctantly taking off his belt, he said, “Everything in the pile is ordinary or even dilapidated. Let’s see what the pickaxe does to magical bonuses. If anything...” 

      

    Subterranean Guard’s Wattled Belt 

      

    Unique belt. 

      

    Armor: 5. 

      

    +2 endurance. 

      

    Required level: 3. 

      

    Sell price: 11 silver coins, 84 copper coins. 

      

    Durability: 26/30. 

      

    Odds of loss upon death reduced by 25%. 

      

    “Are you sorry?” 

      

    “Yes,” he admitted “But here’s the thing… If your pickaxe can’t handle the magical bonuses, then our chances of getting out of this hole will plummet.” 

      

    I destroyed the green item in two blows, before Big Po changed his mind. 

      

    Subterranean Guard’s Wattled Belt has been destroyed. 

      

    Armor: 5, +2 endurance and odds of loss upon death reduced by 25% have not been absorbed, because the spirit of the Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain lacks the strength. 

      

    “It didn’t work,” I said “None of the properties were absorbed. 

      

    I heard an extended, inhuman scream nearby. Looking at the dust dissolving in the air from the belt, I shuddered and reflexively somersaulted away from what struck me as the supposed trajectory of the monster’s attack. I thought it was a zombie cave bear or something, but it turned out to be Pollux. 

      

    “What the hell, Scyth?!” he yelled, grabbing me by the shoulders. “How was it that it didn’t work?!” 

      

    I shrank back and said, “Let go of me! You’re the one who suggested we try it! So we did, and those are the results. It probably isn’t leveled up enough, because the evil spirit inside it lacked the strength. Whatever that means.” 

      

    Big Po let go of me, flopped down on his backside and mimicked me: 

      

    “Pro-ba-bly. Well, by local, you just pissed away a fortune! And now...” 

      

    I had to shout at him. 

      

    “Enough of the hysteria! Let’s get to work again. Get a hold of yourself, Po! These are pennies by the standards in greater Dis, dust! We have a trump card in our hands!” I shook the pickaxe. “This thing is awesome! It’s our ticket out of here. If we focus on the crumbs and celebrate victory over the peons, then we’ll never win. Got it? We need to move fast, before the Children of Kratos catch on!” 

      

    Taking a deep breath, Big Po nodded. He silently watched as I destroyed items one by one, but his face grew ever more glum. When I was done, I raised the pickaxe overhead, and dropped its profile into the chat. 

      

    “Check it out,” I said, smiling. “We’re ready for the farm marathon in the mines, I think. I’ll kill the jerks in one shot.” 

      

    The Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain. Level 39 

      

    A mythical pickaxe 

      

    Unique item. 

      

    Armor: 317. 

      

    Damage: 54-72. 

      

    Checking out the numbers, Pollux finally relaxed and smiled. 

      

    “We just have to test...,” he started, when suddenly branches crackled in the forest, and we heard cussing. 

      

    Big Po jumped up to run, but I held up my hand to stop him. 

      

    “Wait a minute! You just said that we need to test the pickaxe. Let’s do it. Trailer, and the rest of his entourage.” 

      

    “What is it’s the Children? Let’s hide!” 

      

    “What if it isn’t? And what would the Children be doing here?” 

      

    “No, brother, you’re better off on your own,” said Pollux, moving away to the craggy rocks, and standing in their shade. “It really hurts to die here.” 

      

    “All right,” I said loudly so the Albanians could hear. 

      

    The voices subsided, the crackling intensified, and out of the forest, from where we had just emerged, came Trailer and his team. The non-citizens were dressed in rags — it was obvious that they’d robbed the poor miners. But they did manage to buy weapons. Trailer wielded a hefty rusty sword, and the others had knives and clubs — none of it worth much. 

      

    “There they are!” yelled a girl standing about twenty meters from the crevice separating us. She pointed at me. 

      

    Right then it hit me that, most likely, Big Po was a man of great intelligence and superior insight. In any event, he was right. I should have hidden rather than stay standing here brandishing my pickaxe. 

      

    Because with the Albanians was the warlock Defiler, one of the officers of the Children of Kratos. And next to him, bouncing along and dancing, was an imp. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 14. The Firmness of Everything That Must Be Firm 

      

      

      

      

    WHEN THE WARLOCK DEFILER and the warrior Corwin tortured me in the cave, I didn’t look at his profile — somehow, I wasn’t up to it in the intervals between deaths — but long ago my mind automatically took note of my enemies’ levels. Defiler was at level 511, which was some 200 levels higher than when we’d first met near Kinema. 

      

    But even if he’d remained at around level 300, I’d have had no chance whatsoever of surviving an encounter with him, and neither would Big Po, who was cowering in the shadow of a craggy rock. 

      

    Trailer and his people were silent. Apparently they were not allowed to speak in the presence of their masters unless commanded to do so. The girl who pointed at me prudently hid behind the backs of the others — probably the painful memories of how I’d smashed in her skull were still fresh. The others were also lagging behind, except for Trailer, who was a mere half a step behind the warlock. 

      

    Defiler’s face, obscured by the shadow of his hood, displayed no emotion, and his gait was slightly stiff. Perhaps I was too confident in thinking this, but might he, perhaps, be under the impression that I had some surprises in store? Did I, in fact? We’ll see. 

      

    But then, it would take one fireball from the imp for it all to be over. Obviously, the warlock himself understood this, too, and didn’t set about killing me right away. 

      

    Stopping at the crevice, he was sincerely surprised. 

      

    “You’re already at level 15? Joshua assumed you’d need a week to even reach level 10. Ha! Your friend Destiny bet a legendary artifact on you acquiring a class on the first day, and she made the right decision!” 

      

    “Sir, it was the spider that gave him so much experience! The spider! I told you, sir!” said Trailer ardently. He nervously dug at the soil with his toe, and then stomped, raising a cloud of dust. “If not fer the spider, we’d have whooped his ass!” 

      

    “Right, it was the spider,” I confirmed, grinning. “In not fer it, they would’ve whooped my ass.” 

      

    “Like hell they would have, those fucking body shamers!” from the shadows, Big Po disagreed, and then he added a few choice thoughts about the level of their mental development. 

      

    The faces of the Albanians turned purple, but no one responded to my friend. But an expert opinion was expressed by the imp, who was named Gneme’Yitz — a different one from the imp I saw with Defiler near Kinema. This one seemed thicker, with a large face, and thick, curved horns protruding forward, and spikes along his spine and tail, such as they draw on a Triceratops. He hopped from foot to foot and chirped obscenities in demonic. I smiled as I understood his speech, part of which was that the degenerate Trailer’s guts were green with envy, and his rotten soul was only looking for an excuse to blame others for his failures. 

      

    “Shut up, you bastard,” Defiler slapped the imp on the back of the head, then looked at me and spread his arms. “Well, young Scyth, you know what awaits you. I will kill you presently, and when you rise from the dead, wait for me in the cemetery. I’ll force you to respawn until you’re down to level 10. The sooner we start, the sooner we finish. Deal?” 

      

    “No,” I shook my head. “I’m not interested in leveling down.” 

      

    “Alright then. As you wish,” the warlock was not upset. “It’s your funeral, pun intended. I don’t want to hurt you, but you give me no choice. You shall soon know what Hell ‘s Torments, Gnawing Worms and Bone Breakers are. Trust me, you’d be better off not knowing.” 

      

    He summoned a Defiled Gryphon, sat on it, and turning to Trailer, he shook his head in disgust, and indicated Pollux. 

      

    “Think you can handle the fat one?” 

      

    “Of course, sir!” he nodded, stamping his foot in delight. “He won’t get off easy! He be squealing like a pig!” 

      

    Grinning, Defiler turned to the imp Gneme’Yitz. 

      

    “Kill Scyth!” His soaring gryphon kicked up a cloud of dust, which swirled around the warlock. Casting one last look at me and the imp, the warlock looked a little suspicious, and repeated his command, pointing at me. “Kill Sc-achoo-if!” 

      

    And then, the gryphon and Defiler rose above the trees and flew towards the cemetery. 

      

    The imp shrugged, and tossed a flaming fireball the size of an apple from one clawed hand to the other. He was in no hurry to hurl it. He looked assessingly at the warlock’s remaining companions, then at me and Pollux, then he spat out some fiery saliva and muttered, “The mortal Defiler first told me to kill Scyth, and then he said to kill Sc’Achoo’If. According to the contract, only one command may be issued at a time, and a second command overrides the first if it hasn’t already been executed. That means I must kill Sc’Achoo’If.. Hmmm...” The imp put away the fireball and scratched behind his ear with a claw. “Where can I find this Sc’Achoo’If?” Does Sc’Achoo’If. even exist in Disgardium or the Inferno? Gneme’Yitz doesn’t think so. Such ridiculous names do not exist. The command is evidently impossible to carry out, which means the mortal Defiler can kiss Azmodan’s ass, because an impossible command entails the early termination of the contract. Unless..” the imp hopped over the crevice and asked me as he looked me in the eyes, “Hey, Scyth, do you know anyone named Sc’Achoo’If?” 

      

    “Nope,” I replied, stifling a chuckle. “Never heard of such a sentient, Gneme’Yitz, for the glory of the dominion!” 

      

    Gneme’Yitz looked at me with approval as the six Albanians watched him in amazement. Nodding, the imp looked at Big Po. 

      

    “And you, fat man, don’t you happen to know Sc’Achoo’If, if only in passing?” 

      

    Po smiled broadly and shook his head, his cheeks flushed. 

      

    Trailer, it seemed, wasn’t the leader of the group without reason. He clearly was beginning to comprehend that something had gone wrong in the master’s plan. However, he wasn’t sure what, exactly, having never dealt with imps. Jumping over the crevice, he pointed at me, “That be Scyth! Look, stupid imp, here’s Scyth! The master ordered ya to kill him!” 

      

    “Gneme’Yitz has no masters, you stupid piece of meat with a rotten soul,” the imp replied lazily. 

      

    The fireball materialized in his clawed paw and blazed menacingly — Trailer staggered back, lost his footing, and, waving his arms and screaming heart-rendingly, he disappeared into the crevice. The distant echo of his scream reflected off its walls for a long time. The Albanians belatedly rushed to his rescue, crowding around the edge. 

      

    Sincerely amused, I turned to Big Po. 

      

    “Let’s say thanks to the guys for another batch of food for the pickaxe’s spirit?” 

      

    “With pleasure!” he growled. “Before the warlock comes back, let’s wipe these idiots out and get a move on out of here!” 

      

    The pickaxe took out three in one fell swoop — the bodies of the Albanians exploded like leather wineskins full of blood. Fatima, the girl who wanted to gouge my eyes out and shove them up my ass, was soon no more than lumps of flesh and blood. She was dumbfounded, frozen in horror, and hesitantly brandished her club, changed her mind and was about to run when Pollux’s two-handed sword tore her throat open. She collapsed, gurgling bloody bubbles, and Pollux struck her with a dozen more blows before she was sent to resurrection. 

      

    “I like it!” chirped Gneme’Yitz, jumping from foot to foot. “Pathetic souls!” 

      

    The last of the Albanian girls began to back away, her eyes fixed on me, and muttered, “Please, please, please, boys! I’ll do anything for you, you understand?” She nervously licked her lips, and tried to strike a seductive pose. “I’ll do whatever. Anything you want!” 

      

    Big Po, sword aloft and ready to strike, stopped and looked interested. 

      

    “Really? Anything?” 

      

    “Anything!” She swallowed, nodded, and looked askance at me. 

      

    I’d noticed that she was a pretty girl, despite the torn rags and blood spattered on her. But in Dis, where any player with a normal capsule can choose any appearance, you stopped paying attention to beauty. Which is why I was surprised that Pollux was interested. 

      

    “Po, the Albanians have already respawned and are most likely telling Defiler right now about what happened here,” I said. “Time to wrap this up.” 

      

    “It’ll take him five minutes to fly here,” he replied, keeping his eyes on the girl. “I counted. We have about three minutes for sure, until he flies there and finds out everything.” 

      

    “Is that enough time?” The girl felt more confident, and smiled. “Three minutes?” 

      

    “Well, he’s got to make it back here, so let’s make it a total of eight,” Big Po grinned. “But what I need from you is not what you think, you venal soul.” 

      

    Laughing, he suddenly grabbed the girl by her long, ponytail, and ignoring her squeals, he dragged her to the imp, who was watching us with interest. 

      

    “Gneme’Yitz, I know that, left without a master, you cannot kill anyone of your own free will,” Big Po spoke confidently. “Worse, you can’t even return to the Inferno until you cloud the brains of some mortal so that he sacrifices his soul to you. Right?” 

      

    The imp looked at Big Po with interest, and nodded, “Go on, fat man.” 

      

    “Scyth and I can help you. 

      

    Realizing what my friend was getting at, I approached and added, “Return to your dominion, Gneme’Yitz. Where are you from?” 

      

    “From Coral City,” the imp bleated after a moment’s thought. 

      

    “The dominion of Lucius?” 

      

    “For a mortal, you know too much about the Inferno,” said the horned one thoughtfully. 

      

    “I have friends who are demons,” I replied vaguely. 

      

    “Friends?” laughed the imp. “Demons? You lie! Ha-ha-ha!” 

      

    “By the firmness of everything that must be firm,” I said. “Never failing chao to you, Gneme’Yitz, eternal coal and many stars on the horn!” 

      

    The imp stopped laughing and looked into my eyes appraisingly. Pollux and the girl attentively followed our conversation, and forgot who should hold whom. Po let go of her hair, and she held fast to his forearm. 

      

    “And more fire for you under the feet of your enemies, Scyth,” Gneme’Yitz finally spoke. “I don’t know how, but for a moment I thought I was talking to a demon brother.” 

      

    “I told you I have friends from your tribe — a demon, a satyr, and a succubus.” 

      

    “Let’s say you do, so what? Yes, I want to go home. My family is waiting for me. What do you want, Scyth?” 

      

    Big Po hurriedly leaned over my shoulder and whispered passionately, pouring out all his thoughts about what to ask the imp. 

      

    I took the horned one aside so that the Albanian girl couldn’t hear, and spoke softly. 

      

    “I’ll propose options, and you nod when you hear something doable.” 

      

    Gneme’Yitz nodded. 

      

    “Help us get to greater Disgardium.” 

      

    The imp shook his head. 

      

    “Help me get stronger.” 

      

    Silence. 

      

    “Help me hide from enemies.” 

      

    After a pause, he nodded. 

      

    “There is nowhere for you to hide, this land is encapsulated in a pocket dimension,” Gneme’Yitz bleated. “Icy Gorge is a sphere, beyond the edges of which there is nothing. There is a portal from here in the center, but you won’t even see it until you’re worthy. It is not in my power to assist you with it, as it was created by entities much stronger than me. The only thing I can do for you or your fat comrade is to teach you the art of mimicry. It should help you hide from your enemies.” 

      

    “Okay. That works for me.” 

      

    “Of course it does!” the imp responded hotly. “It’s an ancestral skill! Understand, it’s privileged knowledge! But I have a counter condition...” 

      

    Throwing a glance at Big Po and the girl, he gestured for me to bow down and then he quietly voiced his demand in my ear. I hesitated, and then nodded. Then the imp showed me how to draw the Pentagram of Banishment. 

      

    And he and I then returned to Pollux and the girl. Using the pickaxe, I drew a pentagram large enough to fit three on the ground, and looked at Pollux and then nodded at it. 

      

    He snapped to attention and grabbed the girl, pulling her into the center of the circle. She struggled to break free, and screamed and, being a level higher than Pollux, would have run away, but I shouted, “Calm down, Albania! I promise nothing bad will happen to you.” 

      

    The imp also entered the circle. I ensured that Pollux was inside, and then, swinging the pickaxe, I shouted, “Gneme’Yitz, I banish you to the Inferno, and to this end, I sacrifice my friend!” 

      

    Then, I kicked Big Po out of the circle, and cleaved him in the skull. His death was instantaneous, and my hope was that he didn’t suffer. 

      

    Red rays began to burst through from underground below the lines of the pentagram. Gneme’Yitz beckoned to me with a clawed finger, stopped me at the edge of the circle, and pressed his palm against my chest. 

      

    The imp Gneme’Yitz invites you to learn a new skill: 

      

    Level 1 Mimicry 

      

    A demonic skill. 

      

    Using your own life force, you can assume the form of any inanimate object that is in your view. 

      

    Cost of usage: 1% of life volume per minute. 

      

    I still felt the imp’s claws on my chest as he began to break apart and crumble into ashes, which were then sucked into the pentagram. It sounded like a vacuum cleaner suctioning up a sock. And then, just like that, it was quiet. The pentagram was gone, as was Big Po’s corpse, along with planks of wood and his equipment. Only I and the girl were left standing. 

      

    I’d never seen eyes so wide as “Albania’s” 

      

    * * * 

      

    I released the girl pretty quickly, although, of course, I should have killed her. I didn’t kid myself by thinking she was anything other than a hopeless mess unworthy of winning over to my side. She was rotten to the core, and I knew it. Gneme’Yitz refused her soul, as it was too flimsy and would not provide him enough energy to return to the Inferno. Those with flimsy souls are the sentient who are mean, and driven by greed, avarice, pride and the like. Among my friends, only Tobias Asser could provide a full list of these negative attributes. 

      

    Moreover, the imp required that the death be a treacherous murder of a friend. I guess he needed something of that magnitude to share his ancestral skill. Also, Gneme’Yitz said that getting out of the pocket dimension to the Inferno was far more difficult, requiring more energy (although I think he meant chao). 

      

    So I did what I had to. I consoled myself with the thought that the betrayal wasn’t real — Pollux must have already resurrected in the cemetery, but it was too bad I couldn’t contact him. This was because in Icy Gorge, personal messages weren’t allowed. 

      

    What made me absolutely sure “Albania” wasn’t worthy of being my ally was when she screwed up her courage and asked, “Ya cut a deal with that devil, didn’t ya, Scyth?” 

      

    “That was an imp.” 

      

    “What?” she didn’t understand. 

      

    “That was an imp. Devils are different.” 

      

    “And ya paid with the life of yer friend?” 

      

    “Yep.” 

      

    “Well, of course!” Albania nodded knowingly, her eyes glittering with excitement. “I’m nothing to ya, the imp needed a more buff sacrifice. Someone ya cared about...Wow! Ya killed him just like that! No prob! Yer own friend! Now I get it, why you be the big boss. Only a real krue is capable of such a deed!” 

      

    I’d never heard of a “krue” before, which didn’t surprise me, as English wasn’t her native language. When the system couldn’t find a translation, it generated whatever. But to Albania, I was a respected boss, the head of a criminal group — a krue. Like a mafioso, or something. 

      

    It was safe to assume that anyone who glorified betraying a friend was not a good person. Even if you were on the same side at the time, they’d turn on you just like that should it suit their ends. 

      

    Albania left, then, as fast as she could and without looking back, clearly tense, as if expecting me to strike her from behind. I watched her go and then thought about Defiler. Time for me to get moving, too. 

      

    First, I picked up poor Big Po’s stuff, along with some loot. There wasn’t much this time, especially because Trailer, who’d been the best equipped, had fallen though the crevice. 

      

    Then I left the field of battle and returned to the forest, heading south to hide from Defiler. Next, I took a couple of minutes to smash the loot apart with the mythical pickaxe. 

      

    I continued to level up the tool, but it was going slower now, as the loot was comprised of nothing special. But at least it was absorbing the properties of each item: 

      

    The Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain. Level 43 

      

    A mythical pickaxe 

      

    Unique item. 

      

    Armor: 346. 

      

    Damage: 62-81. 

      

    I wished I could level up the pickaxe by destroying magic items now, but that kind of loot was probably hard to find in Icy Gorge. Those Albanians had only one green belt after a day of farming, and I’d wasted that one by destroying it too soon. 

      

    Once I was done with buffing up the pickaxe, I decided to test my new skill. I had to get used to employing it, so that I didn’t screw up when I really needed it. 

      

    I activated it, and nothing happened, even when I focused on turning into a specific object. I want to turn into a tree. What’s the best place to hide a tree? That’s right, a forest. And hey, here I was, in a forest. 

      

    Turning my head in bewilderment, I noticed that individual objects around me were enveloped in a barely visible glow. Not all of them, but those, say, that were about my size. Of course. I couldn’t turn into a pebble, or a blade of grass. 

      

    Mimic a young spruce? 

      

    Mimic a boulder? 

      

    Mimic a juniper? 

      

    “Alex Sheppard is a boulder,” I murmured, making a selection. 

      

    It felt like I was in a meat grinder. My body was twisting and knotting up, and I was squeezed into a ball, with my knees crunched against my chest, my elbows pressed in like the wings on a roasted chicken, and my back curved over so much that I marveled at my own flexibility. In a flash, I was in a fetal position, with my chin on my knees. My life bar dropped by 1%, and a timer for the duration of the skill appeared before me. 00:01… 00:02… 00:03… — and a cancel cross. 

      

    It was working! So that meant it was a way to save me from forced leveling down...That is, as long as it didn’t occur to the Children to use True Flame Torches, which could probably detect me. 

      

    Unfortunately, I found out that I’d completely lost my mobility whilst in boulder form, and also all interface commands turned gray. Well, big surprise — this was, after all, a demonic skill. They all came with a catch! 

      

    It made sense that a boulder couldn’t move, of course. It would look pretty odd even in the realm of gaming for a boulder to jump around or dance. Still, I was frustrated at not even being able to look around. 

      

    But I could still see, and I was grateful to Gneme’Yitz’s ancestral skill that I wasn’t actually a boulder, rather, I just looked like one. I wonder what it would be like were I to mimic a juniper? Or gray lichen? Would I be smeared across the ground? 

      

    “Boulder Diary Day One,” I mentally noted. This had been a habit of mine ever since the Demonic Games. “Today, nothing happened.” 

      

    I spent 3% of my life being a boulder, and then I exited the skill. I felt like I’d mastered the mechanics of employing Mimicry. First, you need to be near something that you could imitate, and it was best to select an object with a wide field of view. Thus, don’t opt to be hard stone with your eyes fixed on the ground. 

      

    Next, I wandered through the woods near the crevice where we met Defiler, hoping that sooner or later Big Po would return. I’d grown attached to him this week, especially talking to him about new discoveries. At first, the Dementors despised me, then they deified me. Utes, Irita, and Hiros also related well to me. But Big Po communicated with me differently. He talked to me like I was someone who was lucky to achieve a lot, but it was only thanks to special opportunities that he himself had been deprived of. Also, I suspect that he thought that in my place, he’d have done even better. 

      

    This game day, which had begun so hopelessly for the new Scyth, was now drawing to a close. Joshua Gallagher’s threat that the Children would not let me ascend past level 10 remained real — Defiler was evidence of this, and Icy Gorge was teeming with patrols, both on foot and on mounts. 

      

    I moved away from the gorge, which was easy to spot, and hid from the flying patrols in the thorny bushes. And in so doing, I acquired a new skill in my second hour of wandering through the woods. 

      

    You have acquired the Resilience Skill. Level 1! 

      

    Odds of remaining undetected by enemies is increased by 1% 

      

    Keep improving your skill while hiding from opponents of your level or higher! 

      

    Experience points for unlocking a new skill: +10. 

      

    Experience points at the current level (15): 11 793 / 14 400. 

      

    I didn’t meet any mobs, unless you count squirrels, birds and insects. Big Po told me there were deer in the forest, but I didn’t come across any. Perhaps there are no mobs in the open area at all, and the appearance of the Massive Subterranean Spider was a unique phenomenon. 

      

    Night was drawing near. The sun set behind a cliff, the forest starting plunging into darkness, which, on the one hand, was inevitable, but on the other hand, complicated the search for Pollux. But just the same, I kept on wandering through the forest. My only other option was to bury myself under the ground somewhere and go offline to wait out the Children’s bluster. 

      

    I had a reason to look for Big Po. Sure, right now he was more of a burden than a helper, but the last thing I was going to do was leave him behind, even if I found a way to get my own self to greater Dis. What kind of a friend would I be, and what kind of a clan would the Awoken be were we to start abandoning our own? 

      

    The only advantage to my wanderings in the protracted twilight was another unlocked skill: 

      

    You have acquired the Night Vision Skill. Level 1! 

      

    Your visibility radius in darkness is increased by 10% 

      

    Continue to improve your skill by peering into the darkness, but beware lest it start peering back at you! 

      

    Experience points for unlocking a new skill: +10. 

      

    Experience points at the current level (15): 11 803 / 14 400. 

      

    In my second hour of searching, I started getting worried about my friend. I had a bad feeling. If he’d been caught by the Children and tortured, there was nothing I could do to help him. And sadly, that’s probably just what happened. Even though I was pretty sure of this, I still couldn’t leave as long as there was even a ghost of a chance that Big Po had made it through and we’d meet up. 

      

    And on top of that, I started wondering what they hell they needed Big Po for? What did he know? Well, he knew about Fortune, and the agreement with the imp, but they would have no idea of anything like that being in play, so they wouldn’t ask about it. And Big Po wouldn’t tell them. He’d be an idiot to hand over our only trump cards and lose any chance of making it out of this place. And the torture… sure, it hurt like hell, but after all, hadn’t I survived a Living Sieve? And how did our hard workers on Kharinza feel when Monty chewed on them while they were alive? So, then, Wesley should be able to deal with it. 

      

    I kept this up, looking on the positives and bucking myself up. I reminded myself that I’d achieved in half a day more than what some people attained in a lifetime in Dis! “Be content with what you have, Scyth! Don’t anger Fortune!” 

      

    I head the flapping of wings as I crossed a patch of pine forest devoid of undergrowth. I saw the silhouette of a mount outlined against the backdrop of the darkening sky, and I swiftly activated Mimicry to morph into a thorn bush, which was all there was around me. 

      

    Before employing the skill, I turned around so that I could see the danger and, then I froze. I was a thorn bush. The dark form moved closer and I could see it was a hippogryph. The air whistled through its wings, while about five meters above me its belly loomed while its hooves ran through the air. I couldn’t see the rider. 

      

    Long after they disappeared from view, I watched as my life volume dropped. I wasn’t in any hurry to stop being a thorn bush. I discovered that, while using Mimicry, no matter how much your body is contorted, your muscles could relax, because the contortions were locked in by magic. Likewise, your mind could also relax and your thoughts could turn fuzzy as, after all, bushes don’t have much mental capacity. I forced myself to think, to think about anything, just to keep my mind awake: How were the guys doing there, in Big Dis? Was Joshua lying about Tissa? What would happen if she didn’t meet up with Liam? What kind of information did Yoshihiru erase? What was that conversation with the security guards about? What was the other Scyth doing? 

      

    None of these questions could be answered, and the “brain” of the thorn bush didn’t want to think about things it didn’t know. It couldn’t. Really, why think at all? A bush was totally mindless. 

      

    Nature took its toll, and I was lulled to sleep. As I was shutting down, I realized that my life was flowing away, minute by minute! Yikes! I couldn’t sleep! 

      

    Stretching my eyes to the cross that canceled Mimicry, I tried to activate it with an effort of will... but it doubled, multiplied tenfold and was so fuzzy then that my gaze was drowned in a sleepy fog. 

      

    My last conscious thought was worrisome: My fourth root had hit a stone, there was a caterpillar on the sixth branch from the bottom, and why was it I failed to attract any bees to my buds? 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 15. Just Don’t Throw It into the Thorn Bush! 

      

      

      

      

    THE NEW SKILL that the imp Gneme’Yitz gave me wasn’t totally evil in that I still had 5% of my life left by the time I was tossed out of thorn bush mode. I guess my death by imitating the bush wasn’t part of his intent in teaching me the demonic skill. 

      

    But there’s something else that may have played a role. Whatever it was that allowed me to take on the appearance of a thorn bush was imbued with my life force and strengthened: 

      

    Improved mimicry skill: +1. Current level: 2. 

      

    You can now access an enhanced mimicry skill. “Tumbleweed” 

      

    When you’re in Tumbleweed mode, you can move at the speed of 25% or your normal form’s ability. 

      

    Improved mimicry skill: +1. Current level: 3. 

      

    You can now access an enhanced mimicry skill. “Gold Mine” 

      

    The Gold Mine attracts greedy sentients, causing them to forget everything else. 

      

    The use of Gold Mine is double the cost of standard Mimicry. 

      

    Improved mimicry skill: +1. Current level: 4. 

      

    You can now access an enhanced mimicry skill. “Ordinary Chest” 

      

    The Ordinary Chest attracts greedy, curious sentients. Upon opening the Ordinary Chest, they will have access to objects which you have selected from your inventory. 

      

    Improved mimicry skill: +1. Current level: 5. 

      

    You can now access an enhanced mimicry skill. “Predatory Chest” 

      

    When you mimic the Predatory Chest, you may swallow whomever climbs inside it. If their level surpasses your own, then most likely this maneuver will fail. 

      

    “Wow!” I exclaimed. 

      

    What seemed to be variations of Mimicry were far more developed. A Predatory Chest mimic? These demons knew a lot of devilish tricks! If they did have souls, they were dark, indeed. 

      

    I wasn’t in any hurry to try out these new features, especially given my lack of life. As I waited for my health to recover, I started inspecting my surroundings...O rather, I was about to do this after reading up on my new abilities, when I noticed something stirring near an ancient spruce. 

      

    I looked around and realized I wouldn’t have time to make it unseen to the nearest pine tree. And what if it’s actually a mob, not a patrol? Or could it just be some simple laborer? 

      

    I grabbed the mythical pickaxe and moved towards the spruce, ready to face whatever it was. 

      

    “Goddamn this fucking bitch of a branch!” I heard a familiar bass cussing in the dark, and then expounding on what he’d do if he could bend fire. 

      

    “Why don’t you put on some shoes, Po,” I said, smiling and walking faster, almost breaking into a run. “And how will you become a firebender in this sandbox for non-citizens? And anyway, what does the clan need with another mage?” 

      

    Po broke off his swearing and joyfully clambered up to me. 

      

    “Scyth? Damn you! You’re alive! Only, sort of half-dead...Almost a corpse. Who did this to you?” 

      

    “Not who, but what. It’s a demonic skill. I’ll tell you about it.” 

      

    “Let’s go over there,” said Po, pointing toward a huge spruce with low-hanging branches. “They won’t see us from above. I’ve seen some flying patrols, but they seem to be less frequent. A lot of them must have gone to bed.” 

      

    Sounded good, so I agreed. After we were settled under the tree, Po scratched his cheek torn up by brush, and asked, “Did you manage to get away, at least?! The fucking Children caught me twice! The first time they let him go without any questions, but the second time…,” his face turned so purple that I could see it even in the dark. He clenched his fists in rage, and his voice shook with hatred. 

      

    My previous thoughts about how, sure, he could handle this, rang a little hollow now. I knew how hard it must have been for Big Po to simply stumble through the woods barefoot, and felt badly for him. He seemed to maybe have a pretty low pain threshold. Perhaps that’s why Po had refused the role of a tank in the sandbox, although with his physique, I am sure that the AI manager offered him the warrior class. 

      

    “I was caught by that mage, Ruth,” said Big Po. “The bitch skinned me alive! She wanted to know everything — what did you think about? Where could you be?” 

      

    “Yeah, I know her,” I said. “She tortured me for two hours until she got tired. She’s a monster, sure enough. The only one worse is Nine.” 

      

    “Who?” 

      

    “That’s a girl I know.” I waved my hand, banishing my vivid memories. “Or rather, a woman, based on her age.” “More like an ancient crone,” I mentally corrected myself. 

      

    “What kind of woman? A teacher?” 

      

    “No, she’s from Dis. I spent a few months with her… shall we say it was a relationship.” 

      

    “Wow, Sheppard, you never cease to amaze!” sighed Big Po. “Was she one of those MIlFs then? Did she like it rough in bed, and...” he floundered, trying to think of what else, and finished, “Well, you know what I mean.” 

      

    “You might say that. In a way. Now, though, let me tell you how we’re going to get out of here.” 

      

    “I can’t wait,” he nodded. 

      

    “How did you escape?” 

      

    “I didn’t,” he shrugged. “They let me go.” 

      

    I instinctively took a step back. Big Po realized what alarmed me, and raised his hands, palms out. 

      

    “Uh-oh, calm down! I don’t have a tail, I have good Night Vision and I’d have noticed. And they didn’t put any tags on me, see for yourself. I’m clean. If I wasn’t, they’d have us by now.” 

      

    “Are you sure?” 

      

    “Well, not a hundred percent, but…” He shrugged. “If they catch us, we’ll see if I’m wrong and you can just stick to solo leveling then. Better still, tell me what deal you struck with the demon?” 

      

    “With the imp,” I automatically corrected him. “Demons are different.” 

      

    “Okay, with the imp. What did you get for helping him?” 

      

    I grinned and decided I should demonstrate it, so that he’d see for himself. I didn’t bother to use the new features, and simply activated the basic ability. I glanced at Po, then looked around, chose a target, and after a moment of pain, shrinking and stretching, I turned into a molehill. Why not? The domed earthen mound I noticed nearby looked spectacular, at least it impressed Po. 

      

    Unfortunately, me too. If you wanted to be a molehill, then you’ll feel like one. I began to hear whispers in my mind that if I’m a molehill, then there must be a mole who’d created me, and my mission was to serve him forever. 

      

    As I was deciding whether I had the right to be a molehill, Big Po walked around me and touched my shoulder and rubbed my shirt between his fingers. 

      

    “Damn, it’s like real earth!” 

      

    He was about to kick me, but then I canceled the skill, having finally decided to leave the service of the molehill’s creator. I surprised Po so much that he recoiled and fell on his ass. 

      

    “How did it look from the outside?” I asked, “I mean the transformation process itself.” 

      

    “Like a movie edit from the last century. First, a mound of earth, and then — bam! — it was gone, but here you are. It’s a cool skill. So you can only morph into, what, inanimate objects?” 

      

    “More or less,” I grinned, remembering the Predator’s Chest. 

      

    Just like after the last respawn, Big Po was in his boxer shorts, and scratched up and bruised. By this time, it seemed to be the norm with him. Even in Cali Bottom the people looked better. 

      

    I pulled out a canvas shirt, the rusty cuirass, boots, and the rest of his equipment from inventory. And I handed him his two-handed sword. 

      

    As Pollux dressed, I thought out loud. 

      

    “Look. Endlessly hiding up here on the surface isn’t realistic. Sooner or later they’ll find us and figure out how to use True Flame Torches. Then, we’ll be done for. Besides...” I hesitated to burden him with my problems, but then decided to be frank. “The Children have leverage on me in real life. They’re threatening my family and friends As soon as they realize that you and I are, like, friends, they’ll start looking at you, too. I want you to know this and understand what you’re risking before you decide to continue on with me.” 

      

    Big Po spat and grinned. 

      

    “Just promise me that when we get out, you’ll be ready to rock and roll. In Dis. We’ll grab the fucking Children by the balls. Especially that evil wench Ruth!” 

      

    “She probably doesn’t have any, but I promise. It’s my primary mission right now because...” 

      

    And I told him about the attack on our base in Cali Bottom. About the death of Malik and the disappearance of Tissa, about the deaths of dozens of non-citizens and Wild Ones, about the role of the Children of Kratos in everything that happened. 

      

    Big Po was speechless. He gasped for air like a fish on the shore. He had trouble finding words, but finally whispered, “Infect is gone...” 

      

    Swallowing the lump in my throat, I nodded. 

      

    “He is no more. So it’s serious, Wesley. So that’s why I want you to think carefully about whether you want to get involved in this game.” 

      

    He slowly raised his head and looked into my eyes as if he was seeing something new in me. And then he resolutely shook his head. 

      

    “Sorry, Sheppard. You won’t get rid of me that easily. Let’s break free of this place, and then show these freaks a thing or two!” And he shook his fist at the starless sky above Icy Gorge. 

      

    By midnight we had a clear plan. We’d make our way into the gorge, delve into the mines, and descend as far as possible, where there weren’t any characters. Even though it would take longer, we decided not to go through the neck of the mine, but from the side via a rock face in the valley. 

      

    “That crevice that Trailer fell into is the closest,” said Big Po. “I looked down it and saw some holes in the walls. We’d better hurry, too, because the nights here are moonless, and you can’t see a damn thing.” 

      

    A protracted pre-sunset dullness had set in, producing a kind of night blindness that blurred the outlines of objects such that nothing was clear. Just the same, this was better than the inky darkness that would follow, when you could easily trip and break your neck, and couldn’t help but make noise stumbling around...I glanced at Pollux, who was huffing and puffing and stomping around like an elephant. We had to do something about his breathing issues — we’d start with scheduling treatment, which the clan would pay for. 

      

    “Stop,” whispered Big Po. “Look.” 

      

    I looked at what he was pointing at. These woods were familiar by now, and in the distance I saw what looked like that craggy rock where Pollux had hidden. To get to it, we had to traverse across the black crevice. Near it were some slabs of timber that Big Po had dropped after I’d treacherously killed him. 

      

    He went first, moving from boulder to boulder, picking up the timber along the way. I followed. But I couldn’t shake a bad feeling that something bad was about to happen... 

      

    And just then I heard a woman exclaim, “Look!” 

      

    Big Po was the first to react — he dashed back toward me, but then he screamed and sprawled on the rocks right by me. I immediately fell on all fours, hiding behind his huge carcass, and froze for a split second, and then lay there in the form of a cold, motionless boulder just like one lying nearby. 

      

    Pollux seemed to have twisted his leg, because, groaning, he rose, and, ignoring me, hobbled toward the crevice rather than the forest. Most likely he was planning on jumping into it to commit suicide, thereby avoiding more torture. I heard his heavy breathing, but there was nothing I could do. I was a boulder now, and could do nothing... 

      

    “Halt!” shouted a man. Deerslayer, a level 419 hunter, stepped out of the shadows cast by the rocky mounds. Leaping over the crevice, he headed towards us. “Well, well, well...It’s the fatty who was with Scyth.” 

      

    I saw Po freeze out of the corner of my eye. He didn’t make it to the crevice. 

      

    “Did Ruth let him go?” asked a surprised level 402 elf archer named Diana who’d followed him 

      

    But of course she was Diana, named after the ancient Roman Goddess of the Hunt. I was convinced by now that girls from wealthy families not only opted to name themselves after goddesses, they often decided to be beautiful elf rangers. It’d certainly be harder to plunge your knife into her lovely breast, or ax her in the head. 

      

    Diana slowly began to walk around Pollux in an arc. It looked like they were going to take him alive. My friend growled, and looked like he was going to mount a desperate, futile struggle, even though he had zero chance of escaping. I felt myself bubbling inside, and not even the boulder’s consciousness that sought only to lie here for all eternity could overtake me. I was a man, after all, and I was overwhelmed by the desire to do something. I was about to succumb to the impulse and revert back to human form to rush to my friend’s rescue, when I heard the voice of a third, still unseen member of the patrol. 

      

    “This is Deerslayer’s group. We found the fat man named Polfux, or whatever.” 

      

    “He’s been found twice already, you’re the third, Deerslayer’s group,” the voice from the link amulet chuckled. “Both times he was about as helpful as a slab of bacon. Piggy doesn’t know anything, so if you want, drive him into the woods and make him run. Maybe he’ll lose some of that fat. In other words, don’t get distracted. Keep on combing through the forest. Scyth is online, and has nowhere to go. Find him.” 

      

    “Herd fatty into the woods, and start combing the forest!” the third patrolman rapped out briskly. 

      

    Right after that, I head the pounding of many, many feet hitting the earth, and then I saw what looked like a couple of dozen non-citizens swarm past me into the forest. All of them had torches, but, thank the Sleepers, they were ordinary. 

      

    I could handle the non-citizens, but not the three Children. And so I couldn’t do a thing but grit my stone teeth while they started to interrogate Pollux. I briefly considered turning into a Predatory Chest , but no way did I have the life force for that, not to mention that I’d be facing off against three high-level enemies. Big Po and I weren’t strong enough to form a combat unit. 

      

    Deerslayer stopped a couple of steps away from him, to my side, and said, “Tell us where your friend is, and we won’t hurt you much.” 

      

    “Or we won’t hurt you at all,” Diana said tenderly, affectionately touching Pollux’s cheek. “Why torture such a good boy? He’ll tell us everything, won’t he?” 

      

    And Big Po surprised me once again. His face took on a silly expression, his body somehow relaxed, making him look like a fat cat. And Po swayed, his loose cheeks flapping, and said in a loud, almost hysterical voice with notes of cowardice, “What the hell kind of friend is he? He betrayed me, the fucker! He didn’t even warn me! I’ve already told you all this!” 

      

    “That’s what that dirty girl from the Albanian group said,” Diana nodded. “He’s on his own. If Scyth was here, I’d have spotted him by now.” 

      

    “What were you doing in the forest?” asked Deerslayer. “What was your motive, boy?” 

      

    Po clenched his meaty fists, apparently doubling down on the role of ‘simpleton-worker’. 

      

    “Sorry to have to tell you this, but goddamit, I have a quota to meet! I spend half a day cutting down an oak tree, then, damn it, the Trailer shows up and kills me! How am I supposed to make ends meet? In short, get the hell out of here, and let me work! I have two more trees to down.” 

      

    There was a stunned silence for several seconds. Then Deerslayer grunted, neighed, and slapped Pollux on the shoulder. “You’re a funny guy. A real clown.” 

      

    “A fat clown,” said the third, invisible patrol man. “Jamie, what are we to do with him? Put him in the chain and have him comb through the forest with the other inwinova, since he doesn’t know a damn thing!” 

      

    Deerslayer swung his cleaver at Po, who raised his sword to repel the blow. But the hunter instead struck him in the knee. It crunched. Yelling, Big Po collapsed, clutching his leg. Above him the “Lame” debuff was suspended in the air. 

      

    “Who taught you that righteous anger act?” Deerslayer shook his head. “You’re overdoing it.” 

      

    “Let me wrap him in an acid cloud,” suggested the third guy, “and make sure he doesn’t die prematurely. That’ll make him talk!” 

      

    “I don’t know shit!” Big Po yelled angrily. “What the hell?! I’m going to submit a complaint to support! I’ll tell all of the forums about how you mock your workers!” 

      

    “Write, write…” said Deerslayer thoughtfully. “Irkus, what’s that about an acid cloud?” 

      

    I clenched my teeth, closed my eyes. I had to keep still, not interfere! Stay put! But it was also unbearable to watch someone else being bullied. I head Diana issuing commands to the non-citizens in the distance. 

      

    “Dude, get real,” the third patrolman, whose name was Irkus, said. “It’s worse than being burned alive. I just wanted to scare him.” 

      

    “Okay,” said Deerslayer, as if satisfied. “And here I was thinking you were a moral freak, like Ruth. No, after her special sadism, there’s no reason to torture the victim anymore. Let’s make this easy, and send him flying so as not to spoil our karma. We don’t want reputation problems with Themis.” 

      

    He knocked the sword out of Big Po’s hands and easily hoisted him up by the collar with one hand. 

      

    “Let me help,” said Irkus. 

      

    Grabbing him under the armpits, they dragged him to the crevice. Pollux resisted, appealed to their prudence and cursed me, saying that ever since he was a kid he was afraid of heights. 

      

    “Better to burn me! Cut off my head! Anything, just don’t throw me into the abyss! It’s dark there! Tight! You monsters! Treating a living person like this!” 

      

    “Are you a human, inwinova?” grumbled Deerslayer. 

      

    He grabbed Big Po by the legs, after which he and Irkus, threw him into the crevice. My friend screamed as he fell. I heard a muffled thud, a crunch, then a strangled sob. 

      

    Only now did I realize that I was running out of time. I’d been a boulder for three minutes already, and only had one or two minutes of life left. The fifth or sixth minute would kill me and resurrect me in the cemetery, which, I was sure, was cordoned off by the Children. If only I had more time! The trio was still too close by, and if I morphed back into human form, that would be like shouting, “Here I am, Scyth! Catch me!” Meanwhile, the Children kept standing there, peering down the crevice. 

      

    Just then, Diana walked up, back from the forest and reported, “I divided the inwinovas into groups of three, and gave them communication amulets. I told them to comb through the forest until they find Scyth.” She looked down and asked. “You threw him down there to maintain your reputation with Themis?” 

      

    “Uh-huh,” Irkus replied. “We need to attain the divine chain... What the hell is with the fat one? Is he still falling, or what?” 

      

    “No,” Deerslayer replied. “Looks like he’s stuck.” 

      

    “I can’t see a damn thing, but apparently that’s what happened,” Irkus stated. “Too fat! So too bad, no attainment after all. Diana, shoot him with an arrow and let’s be done with it.” 

      

    “Why me?” Diana was outraged. “You’re not the only one striving to attain the chain of Themis!” 

      

    “Maybe we should resort to rock-paper-scissors?” suggested Deerslayer. He looked around, spotted me, the boulder, and beamed, “Oh! Let’s throw a rock at him, shall we? That’s a big one. It’ll do the trick.” 

      

    “The murder will fall on everyone then,” Irkus remarked gloomily. 

      

    “Great. Then everyone will be responsible, and it won’t impact our reputation too much,” said Diana. “Good idea, Jamie!” 

      

    The leader of the group walked towards me. I closed my eyes, afraid that he would detect a warm-blooded creature in me by touch. But no. But I was too heavy for him, so he called Irkus over to help him. 

      

    Groaning, they lifted me up and dragged me to the crevice. My head was whirling. Would I break apart? Or would I be dead from this life-devouring demonic ability? 

      

    The mage Irkus launched several Balls of Light into the abyss, and shouted into the darkness. Apparently he still couldn’t see Pollux. 

      

    “Hey, fat boy! Say something so that we know where you are! The sooner you die, the sooner you respawn! As it is, you’ll just hang around there until the end of time.” 

      

    Big Po apparently didn’t like the idea of hanging out in a dark crevice forever. Perhaps, in addition to agoraphobia, he also suffered from claustrophobia, because he immediately responded “Here I am, here! Throw it here, I’ll die and go offline, damn sadists, fucking assholes, may Nergal tear you apart, may Themis curse and break your whole fucking divine chain, may chili peppers stick out of your stinking asses for eternity, may...” 

      

    What ensued was such a lengthy stream of colorful curses that the Children were somewhat stunned. Realizing that they had to act to shut Po up, they got down to business. They rolled me, a boulder, to the edge just above Big Po and all together they pushed me over. 

      

    I flew into the black. A scream was torn from my throat, but stones do not scream, and I was in no hurry to turn back into a person. Fuck! Stones don’t feel anything, but Big Po, in contrast, was full of emotion at our impending meeting. But I, the stone, merely brushed him as I flew past. My friend burst into a new string of curses, even more vulgar than the previous one. 

      

    “Did we miss?” asked Diana. “Yeah, Nergal’s with him. Let’s get out of here.” 

      

    “Well, we didn’t spoil our reps at least,” said Irkus, sounding relieved. “Indeed, Nergal is with him, with the fat one, the Radiant One will not abandon him. Let’s get out of here, guys. Schindler said to comb the forest, and we’re wasting time here.” 

      

    In stone form, I survived the fall without losing a single percentage of my health. Realizing that if the Children couldn’t see Big Po, then they would definitely not detect me, I canceled the skill, and at the same time noticed that this time I’d managed to maintain clarity of thought. Most likely when my brain was working hard, Mimicry didn’t cloud the mind. 

      

    Big Po’s curses ended when the audience lost interest and left. He was fussing around up there, and I spotted him and grinned, hello Fortune! My friend was tangled up in some roots which had softened the fall, and thus, he’d lived. True, he didn’t have much more life than I did. We didn’t have health potions, but our life scales would replenish on their own. It would just take some time. 

      

    I used the roots to climb up and asked, “Are you really all tangled up, or just too lazy to move?” 

      

    “Scyth!?” There was no limit to his surprise, and he threw up his free hand. “How’d you get here?” 

      

    “Dude! Turn on your brain and think, who just flew past you? So why are you stuck here? The bottom is just a couple of meters down. Jump down from that trampoline!” 

      

    “What bottom, Scyth? How, in your opinion, was I supposed to see it? I was afraid to move, I thought I would fall to my death! I told you, I’ve been afraid of heights since childhood!” 

      

    “I get that now. I thought you were faking it--after all, you’re strong in Night Vision. Well, okay, stay there then. You can just hang out here, get it?” And I climbed back down. 

      

    Big Po then stirred and tumbled to the ground after me. Feeling the firmament under his feet, he muttered, “How much more am I going to eat dirt because of you, huh, Sheppard? Just like the Frying Pan. You’re nothing but trouble!” Snorting, he tilted his head back. “There is no way to get up, there are no roots there. We have to travel along the crevice. I wonder where it leads?” 

      

    “We’ll soon find out,” I said, pushing forward through the roots. 

      

    The bottom of the crevice widened so that we could move together through it, then narrowed so much that Pollux could barely squeeze through. As we trudged along, far above, where a dark gray stripe of the clearing sky could be seen, the stars winked at us. 

      

    Finally, the roots ended, relatively smooth walls rose to the right and left, and I trudged forward, sliding my palm over the cold stones, until my hand felt a tunnel. It was deep, and looked more like a burrow created by an animal. 

      

    “Shall we?” I asked Big Po, who peered into the hole and shook his head. 

      

    “Not me! I might get stuck! And if that happens, whatever made that hole might come back! Some nasty overgrown scorpion!” 

      

    “Okay, then.” 

      

    I was dead tired by then, and didn’t have the strength to argue. I climbed into the hole and crawled, skinning my hands and knees. Cursing, then, stripping down to his shorts, Pollux followed me. He extracted an oath from me that I would not leave him if he got stuck, and if I couldn’t get him out, I’d kill him. I was so sick of his cursing by then that I had no problem agreeing to his request. 

      

    The farther we crawled, the more the tunnel angled upwards. In a couple of places I got stuck, and then Pollux pushed me, using his head, and then I had to pull him like an onion, while he grabbed my leg. 

      

    Every minute in complete darkness and tight spaces dragged on so long that our journey seemed to last an eternity. Big Po crawled silently, puffing and grunting, scraping his skin on the rocky earth. I grit my teeth and kept going, steeling myself against the possibility that we’d end up at a dead end. Or else we’d get stuck so badly that we wouldn’t get out of there. 

      

    However, either the goddess of luck helped, or it just happened, but we didn’t meet any scorpion or spider, Big Po didn’t get stuck, and after an hour and a half we reached the end of the tunnel, climbed to the surface and ended up among the trees. 

      

    “We crawled straight into the Rainbow Valley, wow,” Big Po said. “Fortune is indeed on your side, Sheppard.” 

      

    “Scyth, okay?” I let my pent-up irritation vent. “How long do you want to call me by my last name, Cho?” 

      

    “Got it, Scyth. Sorry, it’s a habit.” 

      

    We left the forest in the dark. A sticky, wet fog filled the valley, swallowing up the building of the Craftsman’s Shop, of which only the triangular rooftop was visible. Nearby, about twenty meters away, the windows of a two-story edifice seemed to be floating in the milky haze — this building wasn’t there half a day ago. 

      

    “Look,” Pollux pointed at it. “They built a tavern. Stay here. I’ll go see if there are any Children there.” 

      

    After evaluating my amount of life — an hour should have been enough to activate Mimicry — I stopped him, 

      

    “I have an idea. Take out your sword and stick it in the ground. If it works, you can take me along. I’ll be your sword.” 

      

    He did what I asked. I doubted if it would work, but it did. I mimicked a massive two-handed sword, and Big Po, it seems, not only picked me up, but also threw me into his inventory, because I ended up in a great nothingness, where planks of an oak cut down by my friend floated in the distance, then they disappeared somewhere. 

      

    I don’t know how long this went on. I imagined myself as a sword, heavy and huge, ready to cut off the heads of dragons and hydras, or bring death for the sake of justice or profit, or at the usual whim of an owner seized by a thirst for murder. Blood, more blood! I drank and couldn’t get enough... 

      

    “Okay, Scyth, we’re safe.” Big Po’s voice came from far away. “I sold wood to the vendor and rented a private room in the tavern. True, it turned out that you can’t fool the owner. The system identified you, and so we had to pay for two. Become a man! Come on!” 

      

    By force of will, I canceled the effect of the skill. Slowly, slowly, consciousness returned. Big Po was saying something, tugging at my shoulder and pointing at the corner of the room. 

      

    “Look what’s here! How is this possible?” 

      

    Raising my head, I reluctantly looked where he was pointing. There was a training dummy. 

      

    A legendary training dummy. 

      

    The Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang, given to me by Irita and left in my private suite in the castle of the Awoken. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 16. Scyth’s Space 

      

      

      

      

    WAS THIS FOR REAL? How could it be? I looked at the wooden dummy and was sure I wasn’t imagining things, then something happened that was as strange as it was inspiring. 

      

    Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang 

      

    Legendary dummy. 

      

    This training dummy for masters of martial arts was created with fallen bark from Yggdrasil, the Tree of Life, by legendary Wing’Chunu, a Grand Master of both hand-to-hand combat and carpentry. 

      

    
  

      

    It is always 1 level above the practitioner. Against the dummy, your skills and moves will level up at a third of the usual speed in battle against a real opponent. 

      

    Durability: indestructible. 

      

    “More proof that Chinese people lived in Disgardium!” Big Po grinned at the training dummy. “The Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang! What do you say to that, Alex Sheppard?” 

      

    “But what does it mean, Wesley Cho? What does it signify?” 

      

    “It’s a wooden dummy,” he shrugged. “What else can it mean? But wait… In Cantonese, the translation is slightly different: wooden pole man.” 

      

    “Pole man? Kind of like Spider Man? But a pole, not a spider?” 

      

    “Something like that,” Pollux waved me off and went up to the dummy. “How did you get to be so handsome?” 

      

    And Big Po poked him with his fist. The dummy’s face turned mean, and he spun around such that his stick arm knocked Pollux down. Po jumped up, and backed away from the dummy, then he stopped and looked at him, his eyes narrowed suspiciously. 

      

    “I swear on my grandma’s longevity, when I walked in, the Pole Man wasn’t there.” He looked around, and his face paled slightly. “Fuck, Alex, this is definitely something to do with you! Just look!” 

      

    After hanging in the great nothingness in the form of a ruthless, bloodthirsty two-handed sword, I was still feeling pretty woozy. But I stood up and straightened my shoulders, cracked my joints, twisted my head, and flexed my neck, and then I sat down where I was, except suddenly I was on a silk ottoman, which immediately morphed to fit my body. 

      

    This unassuming, standard room in a tavern was different now. It had happened in the fraction of a second, but when? Probably… yeah, it happened right when I morphed back into being Scyth, the person. We’d been so focused on the wooden dummy that we didn’t notice it. 

      

    “Strange,” said Pollux. “The dummy disappeared.” 

      

    I looked at where the Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang had been. It was gone now. I rushed to a door to one of the bedrooms, and looked inside, and then came back. My hunch was confirmed. 

      

    “He didn’t disappear, he’s just back in his place,” I said. “When the room was a standard one, he was in here, but once it turned into a premium suite, the pole man went to where I’d usually keep it. In my bedroom.” 

      

    I wondered how my apartment from greater Dis got here. It must have been that some strange glitch in the game’s mechanics had occurred. Perhaps each player’s personal room is linked with their premises in the game, or something. Whatever. I didn’t have any problems with it, that’s for sure, and neither did Big Po, who clicked his tongue admiringly as he looked around. 

      

    “Sweet! I’ve only seen this pad in the Disgardium Daily! This is the most premium room of all premium rooms possible and impossible!” 

      

    “This isn’t merely a room,” I said, as I started taking stock of my possessions. “This, my friend, is the royal suite. The upgrade cost one and a half million gold. There are twelve rooms, if I’m not mistaken.” 

      

    “And what the hell is this?!” His jaw dropped and he seemed speechless as he pointed behind me. “Is that a p-p--po...” 

      

    “What you are indicating is a pool. A man-made pit filled with water. You can go swimming in it.” 

      

    Pollux recovered from his astonishment and quickly began peeling off his clothes. 

      

    “I see! Want to take a dip after a hard day at work?” I smiled as I watched my hefty friend strip down to his boxers and head toward the water. “Finally!” 

      

    Big Po let out a growl that turned into a groan and covered the twenty-meter distance to the pool, like a thirsty man in the desert who spots an oasis. Holding his nose with one hand and absurdly waving the other, he jumped, tucking his legs in... Boom! Cannonball! A tsunami-like wave moved across the water surging onto the carpet. Big Po looked like a sumo wrestler, and the volume of water he displaced was correspondingly massive. 

      

    It looked like a scene from the movie Save the Whales. Po’s orca-like carcass emerged and again collapsed into the water. “What the heck?” I thought and, howling wildly, I also rushed to the pool. 

      

    Damn, we cut loose! After the mud and mold of the damp crevice, after hours and hours of crawling through filthy, claustrophobic tunnels, we’d ended up in a luxurious clean suite, splashing in the pool-lake, on one side a magical waterfall and trees, and on the other — luxuries galore... It was unforgettable. In fact, the last time I’d lived in like this was at the Demonic Games. Since then, I’d been through the mill in the Inferno and then in the Frying Pan. 

      

    After splashing around awhile, we threw on robes that seemed to caress the body, and then we wandered around the apartment, enjoying the beds and chairs which automatically conformed to our respective physiques. Meanwhile the Orbs of Egeria miraculously broadcast the news from greater Disgardium. 

      

    But the real miracles began when Big Po, scratching his belly, dreamily said, “Damn I’d love to have a bite now!” 

      

    “That’s for sure!” I agreed. 

      

    Right then, a notification unfolded in front of me: 

      

    Would you like to activate the Royal Dinner mode? 

      

    Attention! There is a limitation: no more than once a day. 

      

    “Yes!” I exclaimed, being the owner of this suite. 

      

    “Sh-sh-sh-shuk!” a tablecloth fluttered open atop a table. 

      

    We started at the dining table as Dis’s top culinary delights appeared. I hadn’t even known about half of the dishes laid out before us. 

      

    Pollux and I silently rushed to different ends of the table and collapsed into armchairs upholstered in burgundy velvet. We cast ravenous glances about and filled our plates from the various dishes. Moreover, the gastronomic abundance did not dry out, as the dishes changed and were automatically replenished. 

      

    “Too bad food doesn’t give you any bonuses,” said Big Po. 

      

    “But it’s free,” I replied, after I checked and saw that he was right. Perhaps the bill would come later, but most likely, endless (but not more than once a day) supplies of delicacies were included in the cost for the room upgrade. 

      

    “Yeah, it’s amazing!” 

      

    For a couple of hours, I forgot about everything, and just let myself relax. It was such a radical shift, this luxury after all that torture, and crawling through tunnels, and the dark forest and so on. 

      

    “Right, Sheppard,” muttered Pollux, his mouth full, forgetting in his excitement that he’d promised to call me by my first name. “I see that you in the Awoken have it mighty good! Does everyone have this kind of apartment? Like, does Infect have one, even?” Then he choked, remembering just then that Infect was dead. “Sorry. I guess I still can’t believe he’d gone.” 

      

    I bit my lip and said nothing. Sighing, I admitted, “Me neither. Can you see how much I hate the Children because of this? I’ve never hated anyone so much in my life, and what’s worse is that they’ve cornered us. Everything I was counting on to fight them has been compromised. Honestly, I’m not sure what the point of even trying is sometimes. I know what the plan is — it’s to level up at the bottom of the mines, get the hell out of here, but then what? What’s the point? They’re holding my own parents hostage. My friends, too. My loved ones are in danger! And the bastards have put an invisible cap over our base so if they suspect anything, we probably wouldn’t make it out of there alive.” 

      

    “It sucks,” Big Po agreed, and stopped eating. He put aside the Young boar’s leg baked with fragrant herbs and spice, wiped his hands on his dressing gown, and picked at his teeth. “But I’m still with you. Risk is a noble cause, my Uncle Joe says so.” 

      

    “The uncle who wanted to send you to the Triad? Is he in the Triad himself?” 

      

    ‘Well, sort of. He has connections. But I’m not talking about him, but about you. You see, I don’t know what drives you, Alex. The truth is I don’t know. I think that even if I knew, I wouldn’t understand. You’ve been taking risks from the very beginning and continue to do so, although anyone else would have stopped long ago and walked away with the winnings.” 

      

    “I have my reasons.” 

      

    “Yeah, clearly you do. But now the situation has changed! As I understand it, Joshua not only wields a whip, he’s also offered you a carrot--a whole lot of money! Citizenship! Why not take it? Sure, I may be speaking too rationally, but hey, isn’t that, in fact, the case? We could all live in peace, develop the clan, move on. If Dis is so dear to you, we’ll help you,” he said, a little confused now. “I mean, we’ll both need some help, and we’ve got people! I think Crawler and the Bomber have been leveled up quite a bit, right? And you have friends in the top clans, maybe they’ll help out an old friend.” 

      

    “No,” I interrupted. “Hinterlist, the Colonel, and Horvac want something from me that will crumble like a house of cards if I surrender to the Children. The cause of the Sleepers will come to an end. But that’s not the issue. You don’t understand...” 

      

    “I’m afraid, my friend, you’re the one who doesn’t understand,” he interrupted me. “You’re just a stubborn son of a bitch, that’s all. You don’t like to lose, do you?” 

      

    He was partially right, but not entirely. He was an egotist, and now here he was an inwinova, and so he couldn’t understand how anyone in their right mind could worry about others more than about their own self. Especially about non-citizens. But this was my motivation before my friends and relatives had died. Now I was coming to the realization that I needed more winning positions, even if I was to, in the end, give up. Right now I was in the hands of the Children. I had to consider the very real possibility that once they got what they wanted from me, they’d do to me what they’d done to Tissa. And then... Then everyone would be saved except Alex Sheppard. 

      

    I didn’t even try to explain this to Pollux. All that he could grasp was a simplistic explanation that would make sense to him. And this was the easiest to justify, because it is the motivation that eclipsed all the others. 

      

    “I just want to punish them, Po. I want vengeance. There is so much blood on the hands of the Gallaghers that they cannot wash it off...” 

      

    After listening to me, Big Po sighed, nodded and began to reminisce about how he met Infect. He probably wanted to talk about something else, and also pay tribute to the memory of Malik. 

      

    “What a little bastard,” he said fondly. “He tried to rob me.” 

      

    It was interesting listening to him, because he was talking about events that took place while I was sitting with Eve Aphrodite on a bench near the Bubbling Flagon. 

      

    Then we moved on to our escape plans. Big Po let out a loud burp and started on dessert. Lazily eating some layered cake, he gave me his theory. 

      

    “I doubt if the Children managed to surpass the mechanics of an instance in this zone. If the portal to the outside world only works when you reach level 99, there must be a way to attain this level. You can’t level up that much with a craft — it’s stupid, because a craftsman reaches a cap before he gains enough experience. So, there must be mobs at a corresponding level, how else? After all, PvP experience doesn’t work here, right?” 

      

    “I agree. There has to be a way, and that means there must be some mobs somewhere.” 

      

    “Right,” said Big Po, pouring himself a pitcher of elven wine. “There are no mobs on the surface. That spider, though, that appeared in timely fashion, emerged from the tunnels. So, all mobs worth farming are underground. I guarantee you that the deeper we go, the stronger they’ll be. The Trailer proves it.” 

      

    “I totally agree with you, Mr. Cho! Let’s drink to it!” I poured some wine, handed him a goblet, and we clinked glasses. “You can carry me out after I morph back into sword-form, head for the mines, and there we’ll find our way out of here!” 

      

    “Right. But we need to get enough food and drink to last us. You have more strength, so you can drag the supplies.” 

      

    “No problem.” Yawning, I shook my head, kicking off the drowsiness that had descended on me after the hearty dinner and insidious ale. 

      

    We discussed the plan a little more, after which, with a sense of accomplishment, we moved on to small talk. 

      

    “What ever happened to Edward?” asked Big Po. “Is it true that he was the first in the world to construct the sixth floor of the Magic Tower? And maybe the seventh will be his?” 

      

    “It’s true. But Crawler has a lot to worry about now. He manages the household, so he’s not sure if he’ll be the first to build the seventh floor. Plus, he’s still in the hospital.” 

      

    “What about Hung? What has he achieved?” 

      

    He has a tame beast god” I said, and noticed how much that impressed Po. “Don’t be too amazed. I’ll tell you the details later.” 

      

    “And Crag? How did that damn ganker get into your clan?” 

      

    “It’s our clan, Po. Ours. He asked for help with preventives. It happened back in Tristad, about five minutes after we expelled you. True, later on he went to Modus, but then he returned. Do you know where Crag is now?” 

      

    “I have no idea.” 

      

    “In the Nether.” 

      

    “WHAT?!?” Pollux’s eyes bulged out. 

      

    And we went on talking about the Awoken. I told him about Hiros (without revealing that he was a threat, but as he wasn’t a fool, Big Po realized this already), about Irita, my adventures during the Demonic Games, the Inferno, and the war against the Destroying Plague, ending with the big showdown with the Nucleus. Pollux was overwhelmed by the time I got to the Demonic Games, and then he was simply dumbfounded, sitting with his mouth open for almost the entire conversation, forgetting both about food and his need for sleep. I just enjoyed the tranquility, the comfort of the royal suite and the conversation, aided by the ale and wine that flowed from magic jugs like a river. 

      

    “And another thing,” I remembered. “We’ll heal you, buddy. Whatever your problem, we’ll cure it. The clan will cover the cost.” 

      

    Hearing this, Pollux was blown away. Maybe the wine affected him that way, but he looked at me imploringly. 

      

    “Listen, Scyth… I want to stay here forever. Plenty of food, plenty of drink, too, why leave here at all? The Children can’t get us here. I’ll even exit into real life now and then to change the cartridges.” 

      

    I was sure that he wasn’t serious, because we had just discussed a plan of action in which there was no point in staying here forever. 

      

    “Stay,” I yawned generously. My eyes felt like they were gluing shut, my body felt blissfully content, and laziness fettered my muscles and mind. “You know, I think it makes a lot of sense. Look, we have the dummy and can level up on our combat skills pretty seriously. The Children will calm down eventually. Will they really spend days on end looking for us in this sandbox with the whole clan?” 

      

    “Awesome!” Big Po was delighted, but in the next second he turned gloomy. “But there’s only one problem. We have to pay for this place.” 

      

    “That’s a fact,” I nodded. “But when we get out, you will have your own place like this in the castle.” 

      

    “And not soon enough!” he exclaimed, and yawned. “Well, shall we call it a night? I’m falling asleep.” 

      

    “I see. There are a dozen rooms, choose any. I guarantee you’ll never sleep so sweetly in your life...” 

      

    Rising, I went to the bedroom where I had last rested after sorting out letters. That was when we went in search of Nettle, and then I end up in the Inferno. 

      

    “Wait a minute...” 

      

    Not believing my eyes, I cautiously approached the huge bed, walked around it... Yes! On the floor lay the unfolded Skin of the Primordial Beast! 

      

    Skin of the Primordial Beast 

      

    Divine Artifact. 

      

    Unique item. 

      

    Athena herself killed the Primordial Cave Bear and removed this skin from him. 

      

    This object can only be used in your own home. The skin hung on a wall will make it indestructible. If you spread it on a floor, when the one who possesses it stands on it, he is invulnerable. 

      

    Odds of loss upon death reduced by 100%. 

      

    Durability: indestructible. 

      

    My heart was pounding with excitement. Was this private room a hole in the invulnerability of the isolated zone? I remembered that my personal chest in this version of the room existed under the guise of a secret safe vault, and it was in this — the master’s — bedroom! 

      

    Holding my breath, I approached the wall with the two paintings, simultaneously touching their lower opposite corners and moving both of them a couple of centimeters. Something clicked, and the wall in front of me melted away, revealing an adamantite door. Please, please, please! I prayed, turning to the Sleepers, and to Fortune, and even to the princes of the Inferno, thinking about what I could turn the mythical pickaxe into — virtually anything! — if everything I stole was in the vault... 

      

    The massive door opened almost silently. 

      

    The vault was empty. 

      

    Okay, Alex, as my Uncle Nick used to say, it’s not cheese all week for the cat, after all. Fortune threw me a mythical pick, fifteen easy levels and a legendary dummy in this royal suite. What else could I want? 

      

    The staccato crystal ringing was so weak and muffled that at first I thought I’d imagined it. However, after the sound, the walls of the vault lit up with subtle color lighting, and I felt rather than saw that something appeared in the empty space of the safe. I reached out my hand and felt the mysterious object tucked into the farthest corner of the vault. Hearing only my heart beating, I pulled it out and then I opened up my hand, afraid to assume what it was and in so doing, frightening off luck.. 

      

    That’s what it was. A crystal half-hidden from the body of an exiled threat — the high legate of the Angel of the Destroying Plague. A Rainbow Crystal. And it just appeared in the vault. 

      

    It wasn’t yet total salvation, but close to it. If I could pick up one or two strong legendaries in the treasury, that could change our entire strategy for escaping Icy Gorge. I didn’t know how yet, but there were all kinds of artifacts. 

      

    One thing confused me. I remembered for sure that I didn’t transfer the reward for eliminating the Angel to this chest — no way. Immediately after the battle with the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague, I was on Kharinza, but not for long, and I didn’t bother with my personal space, what with the tests and so on. The crystal stayed in Scyth’s inventory, which was controlled by the AI, while Scyth was immobilized on Kharinza. So... Most likely... Maybe... No, that would be a very lucky coincidence. Rather... My thoughts were muddled with different scenarios layered on top of each other, all mixed up, but in the end they crystallized into the only possible conclusion — this was an intervention made by the Sleeping Gods themselves. Something somehow had happened, and, apparently, Behemoth forced the Scyth AI to put the Rainbow Crystal into the chest. Right, don’t look a gift horse in the mouth! 

      

    Admiring the play of light on the edges of the artifact, I squeezed... 

      

    Attention! Do you want to activate the one-time artifact Rainbow Crystal? 

      

    Once activated, the item will be irretrievably destroyed! 

      

    ...and then I loosened my grip. Now was not the time. My first Rainbow Crystal for the expulsion of Polynucleotide had thrown me into the Treasury of the First Mage — a place full of mysteries, puzzles and difficulties. In the state I was in, it would be folly to activate the crystal. Nope. Not now. 

      

    My heart calmed down, as if agreeing with my decision. My intuition, too, was silent, although before it was troubled. 

      

    Carefully hiding the crystal in my inventory, I went in search of Big Po. I thought I’d have to wander through the rooms to find him, but I heard him snoring in the next bedroom. 

      

    I stood on the threshold, not daring to wake him up. Instead, I used a sheet of magic paper and pen and left a note saying that I was going to sleep in real life, and I would return in the morning, and I asked my friend not to leave the room without me. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 17. Summer in the Nether 

      

      

      

      

    I’D BEGUN TO THINK of sleeping at night as a habit, which could be good. But what’s the big deal if I don’t get to bed until the crack of dawn? Outside the window (if I had one) it was still dark, meaning I fell asleep at night. I cracked my eyes open toward noon, but who cared? Especially because I was sure that my comrade in misfortune here in Icy Gorge was also sleeping in. 

      

    For half a minute after waking up, I basked in my bed in Cali Bottom, thinking that a normal night’s sleep was something so cool that nothing else could beat it. 

      

    After washing my face and brushing my teeth, I stood in front of the shower stall. I was a little confused — I couldn’t understand why I felt dirty if I’d splashed in a pool with the purest water before going to bed yesterday. Finally it dawned on me that I was confusing reality with Dis, and I proceeded to take a shower. 

      

    I then headed for the living room, and saw that Leonid Fishelevich, the pilot of our already defunct space yacht, was already in charge there. I say “already defunct,” because according to Joshua, our ship had exploded at the spaceport. That being said, we’d be buying the clan another ship. Except...wait! Would we? With what?! Nether! Joshua had also said that all of the clan’s money was frozen. 

      

    “Are you awake?” asked Fishelevich, turning towards me. He was holding a knife. “Want some breakfast? I made some sandwiches here...” 

      

    “Sounds good!” I agreed enthusiastically, because my real stomach had not seen food for almost a day. 

      

    Leonid set before me a plate of sandwiches -- thick slices of bread, ham and cheese. Nearby were condiments — ketchup, mayonnaise and mustard. 

      

    Fishelevich maneuvered his wheelchair around the counter and rolled up next to me. He took a sip from his flask, sniffed his sleeve, grunted, “I wasn’t sure how you liked them, so suit yourself.” 

      

    I had almost finished my first sandwich when the front door opened and two people came in, Hairo and Willy. 

      

    “Alex!” The senior security guard took a step towards me and looked into my eyes. “How do you feel?” 

      

    “Well, okay.” I shrugged. I then noticed that they were both covered in mud, and had dusty faces. Hairo had a cut on his cheek, and Willy was limping. “What happened to you?” 

      

    “The skies over Cali are closed!” Willie growled. “Our Shark was shot down as soon as it took off. Fortunately, the cabin survived and we weren’t far off the ground, so we jumped out. We were going to fly to the spaceport, then pick up Edward and Margarita from the hospital, and drop by to pick up Wesley Cho on the way back.” 

      

    “Have Ed and Rita recovered?” I asked hopefully. 

      

    “Not totally,” Hairo replied grimly. “I was hoping to also pick up some medical capsules for them They’ll let you have one if you leave a deposit.” 

      

    “Good thing we were shot down on takeoff, and not when we were returning,” Willy added, nervously pacing the room. He glanced irritably at my plate and exclaimed, “Leo, what did you feed the guy?! We asked you to make him a normal healthy breakfast!” 

      

    “I did! It turned out fine, look — he cleaned his plate!” Fishelevich exclaimed. 

      

    Swearing, Willy strode to the refrigerator, pulled out the package of ham, looked at it and gasped. Putting it under Fishelevich’s nose, he hissed, “You fed him stale bread and expired ham! I don’t even want to talk about this fake cheese! That’s not how to feed Alex! We need him healthy!” 

      

    “I’m not your cook!” Fishelevich yelled, his eyes bulging out. “I’m a pilot! If I’d been operating the Shark, they wouldn’t have shot it down! But no, you make me stay here like the nanny...” 

      

    Willy and Leonard clearly were on edge and prone to quarreling. The downed flyer was why, and Brizuela still was full of adrenaline, having barely escaped death. Hairo was silent, and quietly indicated the sofa. We sat down there, and then Brizuela and Fishelevich joined us. We sat there in silence for a minute. 

      

    I myself needed a moment to get over the fact that they’d come close to dying, and I felt responsible. I ripped into myself, grimacing and almost growling. I was very angry at myself for fooling around in that swimming pool when I should have checked out into real life in time to warn my security team! 

      

    Then I remembered Master Oyama’s instructions, and closed my eyes, breathing in and out, in and out, calming down. Hairo must have sensed something and broke the silence. 

      

    “The flyer is dead now. Alex, do you know anything about this?” 

      

    “How was your first day in the sandbox for non-citizens, buddy?” asked Willy, who seemed not to have heard his partner. 

      

    “The sandwiches weren’t bad at all,” mused Leonid. 

      

    “This is my fault, I said. “Sorry.” 

      

    Everyone shut up. All three of them listened intently to the story of my first day in Icy Gorge. They all tensed up when I told them about the torture, and Fishelevich’s fingers were clutching the armrests of his wheelchair so tightly that the knuckles were white. However, once I told them what Joshua Gallagher had said, they all erupted into talking. Willie called me an “irresponsible cretin” for endangering not only him and Hairo, but also my friends. He was echoing my own thoughts. 

      

    Hairo told him to shut up, and he gave the startled Fishelevich a hard look to quiet him down, then he turned to me and said, “So. The Children now control Cali Bottom. They also bought the hotel on the moon where your parents live. Melissa never made it to the island of the White Amazons and is now one of the Children of Kratos. We have no money because the clan’s accounts are frozen.” 

      

    “The yacht...,” Leonid reminded him. 

      

    “The yacht,” Hairo repeated. “Exploded at the spaceport. They were supposed to send it into orbit for the handoff to us.” 

      

    “Fucking freaks!” said Willy. “But… fuck it, Alex, that means it’s all over! They’re closing in on us from all sides!” 

      

    “We’ll have to...” began Hairo, then he fell silent and looked at Leonid. 

      

    Leonid looked at Willy and said, “The Bear. He said to call him when the furry northern beast comes.” 

      

    “What is this bear you speak of? Who is he?” I was mystified. “What is this furry northern beast?” 

      

    “The Bear,” Hairo agreed with Fishelevich. 

      

    “The Bear,” Brizuela nodded. “This looks like the right time — none better.” 

      

    “You mean none worse,” the pilot corrected him 

      

    “You’re splitting hairs,” responded Willy. “Are you sure? If we use the Bear now, then that’s it. One time only. Don’t forget about that.” 

      

    He exchanged glances with Hairo, who nodded, and, without a word, Willie rose from his chair and headed for the exit. I noticed that as he did this, he glanced at the comm on his right wrist. The gadget was an unfamiliar model and a very unusual shape, like molten metal that flowed around his hand and hardened there. I would have mistaken it for a bracelet, but the hologram that flashed above it clearly indicated that it was a communicator. 

      

    “Where is he going?” I asked. 

      

    “He’s off to call the Bear for help,” said Leonid. “He’ll help us with the yacht.” 

      

    “Who is the Bear?” 

      

    “You’re better off not knowing yet,” said Hairo. “We expected to be in orbit by the evening, but now we have to abort the original plan, and so you can go about your business in Dis today.” 

      

    “By the way!” I said, thinking about Big Po. “The sky over Cali is closed, so Wesley will get to us himself. He must be met, he’ll take the air train from Bogota.” 

      

    “He won’t make it,” Hairo shook his head. “They’ll make mincemeat of him. Ivan’s people will meet him in Bogota to escort him here. Warn him to pack well, and to not forget anything. He won’t be allowed back into the citizens’ district. Make sure he says goodbye to his family, because it’ll probably be a long time before he sees them again.” He took out a notebook, wrote down a contact number and tore off the sheet. “Give him this number… When he leaves the citizens’ district, not before, have him write down his approximate time of arrival. Also, have him...” 

      

    The door opened again, only it wasn’t Willy coming back, but the guys — Hung, Tobias and Tomoshi — tumbling in. Eniko was with them, and when she saw me, she gasped and said quietly, 

      

    “Tommy, I’ll wait for you outside.” 

      

    Hung hugged me to hard that my bones crunched. 

      

    “You’re alive and well, well done. How are you, dude? What’s you craft? Miner?” 

      

    “Nope. Lumberjack” 

      

    He released me then, and looked triumphantly at Tobias and Tomoshi. 

      

    “I told them! Scyth won’t go with the flow. He’ll be either a lumberjack or an herbalist! These two were sure you’d end up mining ore...” He breathed noisily for a moment then, sniffed the air and headed for the kitchen. “Smells like food. Is anything leftover?” 

      

    Fishelevich spun around and rolled to the refrigerator, barking, “Get the hell out of the kitchen, boy! I’ll make you something myself! Anyone else want some sandwiches made from stale bread, expired ham and fake cheese?” 

      

    Willy wasn’t there to object, and no one refused the offer. Hairo turned to us and said, “Talk amongst yourselves, young ones, while Uncle Fish and I discuss matters.” And then he followed Leonid into the kitchen. 

      

    Tobias and I sat on the couch, and Hung settled in the opposite chair. Tomoshi remained standing. As we talked, Willy never came back. I guess that his communications with the Bear were dragging on. Then, Fishelevich yelled at us to come and get it, the sandwiches were ready, and that he wasn’t our servant. 

      

    I told my friends about everything that had happened to me, including Gallagher’s threats. I didn’t think I should keep anything back, and so I kept a close eye on everyone as I talked. Joshua had said that he’d make generous offers to all of the Awoken, except for the laborers. If anyone was tempted enough to betray us, well, we’d have to lock him in an isolation cell. But we couldn’t give up — the Children could gut anyone’s memory and take over their body. I didn’t want to lose my friends. 

      

    And it turned out that Joshua wasn’t bluffing when he’d said that Melissa Schafer was now a member of the clan. Still worse... 

      

    “Tissa invited me to join the Children of Kratos,” said Hung. “She said that the Gallaghers were promising mountains of gold. And they were inviting us to visit the castle of the Children of Kratos, or choose any meeting place.” 

      

    “Tissa found me online,” Tobias said, and let out a chuckle. “My character is in the Nether, so mail won’t reach me there. So she sent me the message in real life. She gave me the same spiel that she gave to Hung. They’re promising high citizenship categories, and Tissa swears that they’re not deceiving us.” 

      

    And he added, “And she hinted that, should be we refuse, trouble would follow. Frankly, I don’t know if I see her as our friend anymore. First, she was jumping ship to join the Amazons, and then she hooks up with the Children. And now these threats! Sheesh!” he waved his hand dismissively. “This isn’t anything new. Business as usual with that girl.” 

      

    Seems like yesterday Tissa and I were coming back to Cali making plans, and now, yet again, she’s betraying us? Hung is right. It’s nothing new. And I was chagrined to realize that I didn’t feel anything, not even a slight twinge, as if now I was impervious to betrayal. 

      

    “No one has offered me anything yet, Alex-kun,” Tomoshi said with a bow. “But I hasten to assure you that the intrigues of the enemies of the clan will not be crowned with success! Hiros and I would rather kill ourselves than commit treachery.” 

      

    “Is that guy okay in the head?” Leonid’s voice came from the other end of the living room. 

      

    We spent another ten minutes discussing everything I’d told them — from my misadventures in Icy Gorge to how the squalid room in the tavern had morphed into my royal suite. Hung guffawed at the vivid image of Big Po jumping into the pool, but grew serious when I told him that Po was suffering from some kind of breathing issue. Everyone supported my proposal to cure Wesley, even Tomoshi, who had yet to meet Big Po in person, but had great respect for him in advance. 

      

    “From what you say, Alex-kun,” he explained, “Wesley-san is a big man.” 

      

    “Very big,” I agreed. “One hundred and fifty kilograms. But we’ll help him lose weight. We’ll reduce him to half his current size.” 

      

    “What a pity,” Tomoshi was upset. “Wesley-san could have had a great sumo career had he increased his hara even more. He has amazing potential.” 

      

    “The way he danced...” Tobias said, smiling dreamily. “Enough about Big Po! I’ve got some news. Alex, do you know how I spent my summer in the Nether? 

      

    “What? You were supposed to be extracted from there right away?! Hung, what happened?” 

      

    “We did it, we pulled him out,” Hung replied, offended. “But he cussed at us and climbed back into the capsule. And he told us not to extract him again until dinner.” 

      

    “That’s all true,” Tobias confirmed “Because everyone has changed in the Nether...Well, not everyone, but someone.” 

      

    “Nine,” I said. 

      

    “Yes, Nine. While I’ve been gone, the other Crag somehow got to know her. Believe it or not, Alex, she’s never even killed me! All I’ve been doing is hanging out in her castle, and sometimes she takes me with her to level up...Guys... I think I’m in love! You shouldn’t have pulled me out.” 

      

    “He spent five hours there!” Hung said darkly. “Five!” 

      

    “A little over three months,” I calculated. “Toby, are you serious? She’s a psychopath!” 

      

    “No!” Tobias was vehement. “Don’t talk about June like that. You don’t know her! Sure, she tortured both you and me, but that was for our own good!” 

      

    And then he pouted. I didn’t think his behavior was a surprise to Hung and Tomoshi, but I was astonished. What the hell happened to him? Had he really fallen in love? Or was this a case of Stockholm syndrome? 

      

    Hung kicked me on the sly and, indicating Tobias, made a rude gesture. What was he alluding to? And then it dawned on me, I smiled involuntarily, and Hung guffawed again. 

      

    “It’s not funny!” Tobias was still upset and nearly choking on his sandwich. “Okay! What are you laughing at?” 

      

    Even Tomoshi was infected by the general levity. He bowed to the lover and artlessly said, “Tobias-kun, congratulations! I regret not doing this earlier. Forgive my indiscretion. First love is…” Tomoshi smacked his lips and rolled his eyes. 

      

    “I hope she doesn’t behead your right after,” I muttered. “Okay, let’s move on. Toby, you have to reassure me. I need to know that you’re not planning on staying in the Nether.” 

      

    “No, I’m not going to do that,” he snapped. “I’ll just spend a year or two there, which, in real life, will take a couple of days. As for June, Alex, you’re wrong. Actually, I don’t think you know her at all. She’s kind! What me to prove it?” 

      

    “Sure, okay. How do you propose to prove it?” 

      

    “Easily!” Tobias’s eyes lit up, and his cheeks flushed. “Kusalarix is alive! You can thank June for that!” 

      

    “What?!” Hung and I exclaimed in unison. 

      

    Tomoshi bowed just in case and asked for clarification. “How could this be, Tobias-kun? Could the prophecy of the Ursai oracle turn out to be true? Mistress Kusalarix in the Nether?” 

      

    “How did she get there?” I asked. 

      

    Tobias, pleased that he was able to change the subject, proudly told us about how Nergal the Radiant had prevented the goblin from dedicating the temple to the Sleepers by transporting her to the Nether moments before. Toby had no idea how the New God had managed to do this, but he knew for sure that Kusalarix would have died if Nine hadn’t saved her. 

      

    “Unfortunately,” he said, “the goblin has been extremely unreasonable and aggressive. June had to calm her down by sending her into Eternal Sleep. But she is alive, I saw her with my own eyes! Just sleeping.” 

      

    “Forever?” Hung raised an eyebrow. 

      

    “No, that’s just what the skill is called. I’ll ask June to let me bring Kus back with me next time I leave the Nether. Alex already told me how to do that, and June confirmed that it should work. Moreover, she trusts me so much that she promised to allocate the required number of Smoldering Nether Shards.” 

      

    “She promised?” 

      

    “She promised!” 

      

    And he sat up straight and puffed out his chest, looking at me defiantly. As for me, I was speechless. A lot of time had passed in the Nether, and so maybe Nine really had changed for the better, or maybe she simply liked Tobias, which was possible. In any event, there was absolutely no point in arguing with him. But one matter still required clarification, because no, I didn’t believe that Nine was now a new person, and I still had a debt to Three. 

      

    As everyone enjoyed Fishelevich’s second round of sandwiches, I asked, “Did you meet any other betas?” 

      

    “Nope,” Tobias responded, his mouth full. “I mean, I saw them, but from a distance. I saw Three, Ninety-Six, and Seventy-Two. They dropped by June’s place and were all arguing about something. She said they’d all been at loggerheads because of you, Alex. I didn’t ask for details because…” He blushed. “June and I don’t waste time talking…” 

      

    “Okay, let’s just hope that Nine really does let you take Kusalarix out of there.” 

      

    “One more thing,” Tobias said reluctantly. “June is now more or less a priestess of Nergal.” 

      

    “That’s not news," I said, remembering the visions in the lair of the Nucleus.” 

      

    “Well, the Radiant one promised that he’d pull her out of the Nether.” 

      

    “What?!” 

      

    “But that’s not certain," Toby said quickly. “I guessed all of this from slips she made while talking.” 

      

    This news really got to me. I was gasping for air like a fish pulled out of water, but couldn’t say anything, I was so stunned. What would happen if that psychopath made it into greater Dis? That would be total hell on earth, or, rather, in Dis! 

      

    Hung had heard enough about Nine to be wary. 

      

    “Toby, are you sure?” 

      

    “Well, like I said, it’s a hunch. Maybe I’m wrong, but Nine... Well, I have no idea what’s going on, but there were moments in the Nether when I kind of blacked out. Like, bam! Like, there I was in one place, and then all of a sudden I’m in another. It’s always daytime in the Nether, the sun doesn’t move across the sky, so I never knew how much time passed while I was out. I think Nergal was using me to communicate with June while I was blacked out.” 

      

    We all digested this information. Tobias looked impatiently at his watch and asked, “Well, is that all? Okay then, bye everyone. Alex, say hi to Big Po. I’m off to see June.” 

      

    Hung worked his jaws, and, looking at the ceiling, said, “One is off to the Nether, another is off to the isolation zone, and the third is in a med pod. Tissa is with the Children, and Irita is out of action. Tommy, you’re my only hope.” 

      

    “Yes, Hung-kun,” Tomoshi bowed. “How can I be of assistance?” 

      

    “I need help with the Orthokon quest. One can’t do it, two are needed. Shall I pick you up from Kharinza?” 

      

    “What kind of help do you need?” I asked, for the time being compartmentalizing my worries about Nine. I needed time to sort out my thoughts about her. 

      

    “Well, gee, thanks so much for noticing me.” Hung stood up and jokingly bowed. Tomoshi automatically answered him in kind. “In short, I’m on Meaz. But I can’t get past the veil. According to the Naga quest, I need to enter the dungeon there, but two people are required to open it. I was hoping Tommy would help.” 

      

    “You don’t need Tommy," the Japanese replied, pulling himself up straight. “Hiros will help the Bomber.” 

      

    And after that, the clan meeting ended, and I hurried off to my capsule. 

      

    Before climbing in, I memorized the contact number that I needed to pass on to Big Po. When I got back, contrary to my expectations, he wasn’t sleeping, eating, or drinking. I guessed what he was doing right away as blows, screams and the clang of metal could be heard from the living room. And I didn’t see the wooden dummy in my room. Apparently, Po had carried it into the living room. 

      

    And I was right. There he was, swinging at the dummy with his two-handed sword. The Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang returned Po’s blows in kind, fortunately without inflicting damage. However, the pain from the dummy’s hits was real, and hence, my friend’s cussing. Judging by his curses, threats and growls, Big Po’s feelings for the pole man had reached the stage of pure hatred. 

      

    “Good morning!” I shouted three times before he heard me. “How’s it going?” 

      

    “I’m at level 46 in this skill and I’ve discovered four new tricks,” Pollux answered, wiping sweat from his forehead. He walked up to me, and shook my hand. “Are you okay?” 

      

    “Fine and dandy. Long story short, the sky over Cali really is closed, and they almost killed a couple of my people. But someone will meet you in Bogota. You have to memorize the number to call when you know exactly where and when you’ll get there.” And I dictated the number and also passed on Hairo’s advice to not forget anything, and to say goodbye to everyone. 

      

    “Okay, I’ll check out, then. So will you wait for me?” 

      

    “But of course! I need someone to help me make it to the mines past the Children’s’ patrols. And so, hurry up, friend. Oh, and everyone says ‘hi’...” 

      

    We spent another 10 minutes talking about this and that. Pollux had worked up an appetite and pounced on the leftover food as if it was able to nourish his real body. I stuck with drinking coffee, and absentmindedly answered his questions, my mind already on the Treasury. I wondered what kind of out of the way corner I’d end up in? Would I find myself somewhere I’d already been? Or would it be like where Tissa and Infect found themselves? 

      

    “When you go, leave your equipment behind,” I said, deciding to prepare as best I could, because there would be no second chance in the Treasury. “I’ll return it.” 

      

    “What are you thinking?” Pollux asked curiously. “Are you going to leave the tavern after all?” 

      

    “I am.” 

      

    “Are you a total moron?” Big Po twirled a finger at his temple. 

      

    “It’s not what you think. There is no risk, trust me. But don’t ask me any more about it,” I replied, knowing that I’d best not talk about the reward for the threat, which would either upset him as it would remind him about his liquidation, or else he’d start bombarding me with questions. “I’ll tell you about it later.” 

      

    “Whatever, your call,” he said, slightly offended, and then he began taking off his armor. “As long as you don’t gouge me with your pickaxe again!” 

      

    “Deal,” I smiled. “Okay, get out of here. The faster you get to Cali, the faster we start to get a move on. We still have to set up a capsule for you!” 

      

    After sending my friend to the real world, I put on my armor, got the pickaxe and pulled out the Rainbow Crystal. I clenched my fist, then. 

      

    Attention! Do you want to activate the one-time artifact Rainbow Crystal? 

      

    Once activated, the item will be irretrievably destroyed! 

      

    Okay, Fortune, don’t let me down! 

      

    “I do!” 

      

    The crystal crumbled into colored dust, and a golden portal opened before me. I took a step towards it and was pulled inside, like a particle of light sucked into a black hole. One second, and then I was spinning inside a rainbow tornado. 

      

    My heart plunged, and I instinctively shut my eyes, because if I opened them I was almost blinded from the cutting brilliance of gold. Mountains of gold and gems, and buried in the middle of them were artifacts, weapons, armor, shields, jewelry... The cave was so huge that the ceiling disappeared into the darkness, and the walls weren’t visible at all. I was thrown into the very center, and gold coins crunched under my feet. 

      

    Welcome to the Treasury of the First Emperor! 

      

    Be greedy--take as much as you can carry. 

      

    Be brave--risk it all for the best. 

      

    Be smart--don’t be in a hurry to choose. 

      

    The message vanished into thin air. Somewhere in the depths of the Treasury, an invisible timer had started. I took a step towards a monstrous halberd that was half buried in gold, hoping it had incredible damage potential, and a warning appeared before me. Volumetric letters, as if cast in gold, rose on high like an obstacle: 

      

    You picked it up — and wasted time. 

      

    You’ve studied it — and made a selection. 

      

    You threw it away — and got a reprieve 

      

    I knew then that there was no need to pick anything up. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 18. Evil Tongues are Scarier than a Crossbow 

      

      

      

      

    I PULLED OUT the mythical pickaxe and tried it on the gigantic halberd protruding from the pile of gold. The weapon was truly huge, as if it had once belonged to a demon or a giant. Its top was crowned with an ax shaped like a crescent with an elongated tip — it’d be a great weapon to use against Apop, the White Serpent. A translucent radiance with flickering silvery sparks emanated from the entire halberd, and the shaft melded with the head like it was cast as a single whole. 

      

    I swung the pickaxe and struck — metal clanged against metal. Again I struck one blow after the other. I labored long and hard, because my pickaxe still wasn’t very leveled up, and the durability of legendary items was usually impressive. And if not, then the object is generally indestructible! Damn, what if this halberd was, in fact, impossible to destroy? Was it even in the divine class? 

      

    On the tenth swing, I stopped. Nether, what was I doing? My pickaxe hadn’t even absorbed the properties of Pollux’s cheap green belt. How could I forget that? Moreover, the pickaxe only had magical properties when it was in Icy Gorge. 

      

    My exuberance evaporated in a flash. Somewhere in the depths of the Treasury of the First Emperor, an invisible metronome was ticking, and the sound reverberated in my feet. I fell into a stupor that morphed into despair: I was wasting time and was close to being left with nothing unless I could get something worthwhile out of here! 

      

    It was like my mind was paralyzed, while my hands, accustomed to acting, continued to hack at the halberd with the pickaxe. By about the twentieth stroke my mind woke up and asked in surprise what the hell I was doing. I paused and couldn’t believe my eyes. I set the pick aside and picked up the halberd, and then studied its properties: 

      

    Shimmering Crescent of Org 

      

    Legendary halberd. 

      

    Unique item. 

      

    Damage: 3 000 / -4 500. 

      

    +270 strength. 

      

    +270 agility. 

      

    +270 stamina. 

      

    +30% chance at critical damage. 

      

    Upon activation, the maneuver Org’s Cleaver (a circular strike that deals triple damage to all enemies around; can be used every 30 seconds). 

      

    Number of Gem Sockets: 5. 

      

    Durability: indestructible. 

      

    Sell price: 14,875 gold coins. 

      

    Required level: 500. 

      

    Odds of loss upon death reduced by 100%. 

      

    The metronome sped up, and I ran diagonally across the bonus lines. I saw that the halberd was indestructible, so I cast it aside as if it was burning hot. What was the point of this?! On the one hand, an ordinary player would strike it rich here at any character level. He’d be a millionaire in no time! But on the other hand, there wasn’t much here for low-level Scyth locked in the isolation zone. 

      

    Increasingly panicked, I picked up the Accelerating Stream, a ghostly accessory that looked like a small hourglass, a legendary artifact that cuts crafting time in half. It’d be useful to crafters, especially because there were no caps to leveling. For me, it was useless, though. I left it alone. 

      

    What was this, a joke? I stared at the twisted face of a satyr winking at me. I guess its body was buried in treasure. It was a strange head, like a baby’s, but at the same time adult, wrinkled, and yet the size of two fists. It was as if a giant had crushed it, and then mummified it. 

      

    The goat-beard winked at me and bleated, “Well look at that mug of yours, man! Bald as my ass!” 

      

    “I’ve never seen a satyr uglier than you,” I replied. 

      

    “Well, they dried me up, you cretin!” said the head, offended. 

      

    A mob? Picking up the epic “artifact” by the horns, I was convinced that no, this was just the Talking Head of an Exiled Demon. “A satyr, not a demon,” I mentally corrected whoever it was that named this talking artifact that couldn’t do anything else, it seemed. I’d have named it the “Highly Offensive Talking Head,” though. 

      

    I resisted the urge to dropkick it, though it be one of Flaygray’s tribesmen. I didn’t, but I wasn’t about to keep it. 

      

    “Well, you stink, mortal!” the head of the satyr continued to swear at my back. “Inraug shit smells sweeter!” 

      

    Ignoring the head’s nastiness, I kept on sorting through the treasures, but nothing seemed to suit me, either because I wasn’t leveled up enough, or because it was indestructible. I didn’t even know what I was looking for, I was simply checking the bonuses of each artifact given my situation, and didn’t find anything that would radically change the rules of the game in Icy Gorge. 

      

    In the meantime, the satyr’s head moved on to absolutely unbearable insults, and the next one went too far — I’d never heard anything like it even in the Nether: 

      

    “Hey, mortal! Did I tell you about your mom? Tell her to leave me alone! She stinks of human flesh! Tell her I nearly threw up when she sat on my...” 

      

    That was the last straw. I walk up to the head and cleaved it right between the curved horns. The creaky bleating stopped, and there was blissful silence. 

      

    Talking Head of an Exiled Demon has been destroyed. 

      

    The property “Speaking capability” has been absorbed. 

      

    I studied the updated profile of the pickaxe and scratched the back of my head in puzzlement. The property had been added to the profile. 

      

    “What a fool you are, Scyth!” said the pickaxe in a nasty voice. It wasn’t the raspy bleating that I heard from the satyr. This was worse. “Well, aren’t you an ass! Aren’t I the lucky one! I end up with this blockhead! Why the hell are you trying to destroy the indestructible?” 

      

    Good for you, Scyth! This is one helluva trip to the Treasury! You’ve taught a weapon how to vocalize curses! 

      

    “Hey, who are you?” I asked cautiously. “The satyr?” 

      

    “The horned one was right, you cretin,” the pickaxe sighed, and solemnly drawled, “I am the great, powerful, strongest of the First Gods, the lord of swamps and bogs... To-o-o-r-r-r-r-f-fu-u!” 

      

    “Tor’Or’Fu? What does that mean?” 

      

    “Not Tor’Or’Fu, but Torfu,” the pickaxe replied. “I’m the spirit locked in the primordial pickaxe by the mountain goddess Cybele. She was, in short, my ex. My first wife was the mighty Vespa, goddess of the forests, but she and I parted like ships at sea. There were no casualties, by the way. Then, Cybele and I got together, but, as you can see, it didn’t work out with her either. These goddesses are evil women, let me tell you, Scyth! Don’t you agree?” 

      

    “Not at all.” 

      

    “Too bad for you. How many goddesses do you know? Ha! You’re still a little boy!” 

      

    “I know some goddesses.” 

      

    “You lie! Who do you know? Stop, don’t speak. Put the pickaxe to your forehead, and I’ll read your thoughts.” I obeyed, and he paused in surprise. “Hmmm...you’re no simpleton...you’re complicated...deep...So young, but already...Look at you! I see that you are one of Fortune’s favorites! Although... Do you know how many such favorites she’s had? Thousands — and these are only the ones I remember from when I was free!” And then the pickaxe started snickering, then fell silent. “Hmm… Hm-hmm… But Tiamat is obviously favorable to you…” 

      

    “Listen, Torfu, nice talking to you, but time in the Treasury is running out.” 

      

    He just laughed in a grating kind of way that got on my nerves. 

      

    “You’ve got five minutes left! Or, rather, four minutes and forty-six seconds,” said the pickaxe “Oops! Make that forty-four seconds...and there’s not much here for us. There is only one thing — in the far corner, if you look to the left, lies the Golden Rabbit’s Foot. As for the rest… You won’t be allowed to take more than a couple of items — such is the magic in this place.” 

      

    “Can you see everything that is here?” 

      

    “I can’t see. I don’t have eyes. It’s more like I feel the flow of mana and the emanations of power.” 

      

    “So, two things…” I said. “Should I choose them myself or do you recommend something?” 

      

    “You’re a smart one,” Torfu said approvingly. “When I gain strength, I will be able to absorb the power of that shield…,” The pickaxe jerked in my hand toward a copper shield with a serrated edge, cleaned to a shine, and then he pulled me to the right. “Yes, and that spear, you see, its tip is sticking out — it will also come in handy. I feel like it won’t be long before I can absorb its power!” 

      

    First I headed for the Golden Rabbit’s Foot. Without Torfu, I never would have found it, as it was buried in gold coins. 

      

    I struck it twice with Torfu. 

      

    The Golden Rabbit’s Foot has been destroyed. 

      

    The property +50% odds of finding enhanced loot has been absorbed.. 

      

    I recalled that in greater Dis, I, Scyth, had attained a cap of thirty percent in this characteristic. So the destroyed rabbit’s foot was a kind of imba that made it highly likely that any loot would correspond to a higher category. 

      

    Both the shield and the spear pointed out by the spirit locked in the pickaxe were epic, with no special bonuses. For five seconds, the shield was so strong that it blocked all damage, while the spear had the ability to turn into an astral weapon, meaning that after it hit the target, it reappeared in the thrower’s hand. But the pluses to the characteristics were measured in hundreds of points. Considering that now the pickaxe had absorbed nothing of the kind, I approved of Torfu’s choices. 

      

    I picked up both items. As soon as I’d studied the properties of the second item, somewhere in the bowels of the Treasury of the First Emperor, thunder roared, reality began to crumble into dust, but I still managed to grab a few handfuls of gold coins and gems before I ended up once again in my private room of the nameless tavern in Icy Gorge. 

      

    * * * 

      

    The mythical pickaxe, or rather, either the evil spirit sitting in it, or the swamp god Torfu, having shown himself to be a useful adviser in the Treasury, resorted back to insults as soon as we were back in Icy Gorge. Maybe that was his nature, or maybe he was imbued now with the sensibilities of the satyr — I didn’t know. Whatever the case, I didn’t need to subject myself to verbal abuse, and so I stashed the pickaxe in my inventory. Let it scream about what a nonentity I was in the great nothingness, and also cool his non-existent head while he was there. 

      

    Alone now, I could sit back and think. Fortunately, there was plenty of time — Wesley had to fly to Bogotá, and find his way to Cali... The main thing was that he had to eventually make it to the Awoken base. I needed him, because I couldn’t cope here alone. I hoped a capsule would be ready for him. Yoshi had to get it fired up for him. 

      

    I sat in my room, waiting for Big Po. Due to the rules of the isolation zone, I couldn’t check out of Dis during the work shift, and I’d be foolish to leave this suite in the tavern. Unfortunately, when I looked out of the windows, all I saw was the Rainbow Valley, so I didn’t know if the Children were still on the lookout for me. I had to assume they were. 

      

    Out of nothing better to do, I started sparring with the training dummy — though not with the pickaxe, but with my fists. I was used to fighting like that, and I also didn’t need to hear Torfu’s insults. It took me about three hours to not only open Unarmed Combat, along with Hammerfist, but also to upgrade the skill to level 10. 

      

    To make it more fun, I activated a Ball of Egeria and hung it nearby. I learned a lot about events that I missed while I was in the Frying Pan. 

      

    From a global perspective, the big news was that King Bastian I had regained the throne of the Commonwealth. The ruler was so angry that he subjected his brother to torture to find out all of the ins and outs of the palace coup. At first, it seemed to everyone that the weak-willed Dominic was simply an ordinary puppet in the hands of the high priests of Nergal, but special spells pulled something interesting out of him. It was revealed that the Dark Brotherhood, the late Nettle’s criminal network, operated under the auspices of Dominic. The authorities managed to arrest the leaders, but most of the members of the organization escaped punishment. They disappeared into the slums of the cities of the Commonwealth. 

      

    A Commonwealth News journalist infiltrated Darant’s prison and talked to one of the members of the Dark Brotherhood — that’s when my name came up. Angrily grinning at Shara Egeria, the robber, whose scarred, disfigured face featured a gouged out eye hissed, “Scyth shall know the revenge of the Dark Brotherhood! He will answer for Nettle!” 

      

    The footage of the criminal was replaced by an image of me being grabbed in the throne room of Dominic’s palace, while the journalist told the audience that Scyth had disappeared somewhere after the defeat of the Destroying Plague, but that her sources hinted that some kind of curse had been leveled at me, because of which I couldn’t leave my own castle. 

      

    “What?” I stopped thrashing the dummy and stared dumbfounded at the Ball, while the vicious Mu Ren Zhuang seized the moment to sock me in the jaw. What the hell were these so-called “sources?” Whoever the bastard was leaking information, I’d find out...That is, once I returned. 

      

    I didn’t bother thinking out how I’d punish them. I’d save that for later. I’d been directing my anger at the wrong people, yes, indeed. Any NPC living in the castle could be the leak, why not? For three days now Scyth has been MIA, and they’ve been wondering: Whatever happened to the initial? 

      

    “I’ll tell you what!” I dodged the dummy’s stick arm and slammed him with two Hammers in a row. “That’s what happened to the Sleepers’ initial — he’s been reset to zero and stuck in Icy Gorge, and now he’s going crazy and talking to a dummy, a fucking pickaxe, and to himself!” 

      

    Meanwhile, the journalist herself finally appeared in the frame — riding a gryphon, she hovered over a castle with high blue domes. Above her head floated her name: Linnie Grafomai. 

      

    “We all remember what threatened all of Disgardium a week ago,” Linnie began. “After teaming up with the Empire, dryads, demons, Modus, the Travelers, the Excommunicado …” — to give her credit, she didn’t forget anyone, and even mentioned the cultists of Morena, — “Scyth destroyed the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. This happened literally on the very day that Glyph, the leader of the influential Azure Dragons, accepted the tempting offer of Mogwai, at that time legate of the Destroying Plague, and turned his entire clan into the undead. See for yourself how desperate the members of this once powerful organization are now! The Dragons are now outcasts! The Goblin League, which suffered the most from the Dying Plague, not only cut the clan off from all transportation systems, but also confiscated property...” 

      

    Expounding on the theme, Linnie Grafomai told the audience that the fate of the legates of the Destroying Plague was still shrouded in a veil of secrecy. After the defeat of their master, no one has seen them anywhere, and the Elite castle is empty. Some kind of inanimate life has been observed in Viderlich, but since there is no access to Holdest for ordinary sentients (and even if there was, they could not endure the frost), the journalist again relied on “personal sources” for this information. 

      

    Watching the world news, knowing that you had a hand in many of the events being covered, was both interesting and educational — sometimes even too much so. I was so intrigued by what I was hearing that I forgot to dodge and got smacked by the vicious dummy. After again fleeing to the other side of the room, I decided to take a break. 

      

    I had a snack, swam in the pool, tried a dozen drinks and cocktails, and then went to inspect my possessions. You never know, maybe there’d be another surprise from greater Dis, right? 

      

    But, no, I found no surprises, neither good nor bad. Except for what I found in Big Po’s room. I was most surprised to find a half-eaten piece of pizza on the pillow. Everything about it surprised me. Pizza, in Dis? Big Po really needed more food? What was it doing on the pillow? 

      

    I reached out to pick it up so that I could throw it in the trash, but there weren’t any trash cans in the room. It turned out that the cleaning here was carried out magically, but just once a day. Oh well. I headed for my bedroom. 

      

    Just in case, I opened the vault again, but it was empty. I felt all around inside the vault, but to quote a certain evil Sleeper, musical instruments wouldn’t be provided. 

      

    I thought about it, and then dragged the Skin of the Primordial Beast to the entrance of the suite. Really, just in case I had to escape from the Children, then invulnerability would come in handy. 

      

    After that, after promising myself to not let the muttering of the evil spirit get to me, I pulled out the pickaxe and began to level up my skill with blunt weapons. As with Unarmed Combat, I had only one move — Ramming. I could learn more moves, I’m sure, from a mentor, but I wasn’t likely to find one in Icy Gorge. However, this didn’t bother me, because, based on my experience, if you master one technique, you can become the strongest in the world. What mattered wasn’t the quantity, so to speak, but the quality, that being the ability to inflict damage. 

      

    For the first three minutes, the pickaxe was silent. The Ball of Egeria kept on broadcasting the news, I grunted on my backswings, while the angry dummy hissed and grimaced. Torfu, however, was silent. 

      

    Then he spoke, and I understood why. He’d been revving up to really cut loose. He poured out more abuse and cussing than I’d ever heard in my life. Candidly, I didn’t even know half of the words he uttered. “I guess he’s been infected by that satyr’s head, because I don’t deserve this kind of trash talk,” I though. That’s when I realized that Torfu wasn’t actually cursing at me. 

      

    “Fucking airhead! Sloppy bastard! Lickspittle milksop! Disgusting dungheap!” the pickaxe snarled as I went at the dummy with it. “Wanger, ganker, sluggard! Revolting dickwad!” 

      

    It was like the Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang was taking it personally. He couldn’t talk back, but he could grimace, and use his eyes, as well. Thus, they bickered as we fought. Torfu talking, me using him to strike, the dummy conveying his aggression with his face as he fought back. 

      

    “Oh, come on,” Torfu suddenly said in a completely different tone, I was already taken aback by how much disappointment sounded in his voice. “It’s not even worth swearing at this one.” 

      

    “Listen, are we sure we can’t destroy it?” I asked, having long been caught up by the idea of absorbing the main property of this invulnerable dummy. 

      

    “He’s indestructible, you fool!” responded Torfu. “Yet again I tell you, you can’t destroy the indestructible!” 

      

    “Okay, got it. But once I had an indestructible shield that the New God smashed to pieces!” 

      

    “What was the name of that god?” Torfu asked. 

      

    “Baron Samedi.” 

      

    “I never heard of him,” Torfu snorted. “Your shield must have been completely useless. It must have been carved from some kind of tortoise shell or the crest of a desert creature, am I right? Some people never learn...Ugh! Do you want me to tell you a parable about an omnipotent deity who failed to create an indestructible stone and perished?” 

      

    “Why?” 

      

    Torfu didn’t respond to the question, opting instead to call me a stupid fool again. Then he said, 

      

    “Or I can tell you about the paradox of the First Mage, who somehow tried to grasp the ungraspable, and when it didn’t work out, for the next three centuries he puzzled over how to imagine the unimaginable.” 

      

    “Thanks, but no thanks. Why don’t you just tell me about yourself? I know that you’re consumed with the desire to attain freedom, right?” 

      

    “Where did you hear that load of crap?” 

      

    “Legend has it that when the owner of the pickaxe becomes the master of Icy Gorge, the evil spirit will gain freedom. Thus, he seeks to strengthen the pickaxe at any opportunity,” I recited the description of the pickaxe. 

      

    “Evil tongues are more terrible than a crossbow,” said Torfu thoughtfully. “Turn away, I can’t stand seeing your twisted face!” 

      

    He was speaking now to the Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang now. The dummy was offended, and feigned spitting, but turned away. Then Torfu began telling his story. 

      

    “The legend is a lie. I am striving to strengthen the pickaxe not for the sake of the owner, but for myself. It is I who will become the master of Icy Gorge when there is not a single rival equal to me left. But right now, let’s be honest, there are lots of rivals.” 

      

    Are you talking about the Children of Kratos?” 

      

    “Kratos didn’t have any children!” Torfu was indignant. “He was just another titan, a mediocrity. The only reason he’s famous is because he chained Prometheus to a rock. Fooey! Right, let’s move on. The sentients you speak of are not of this world. Believe me, I can immediately see who is woven from the fabric of reality, and who invaded Disgardium from alien hostile worlds! Nightmarish worlds where there are no gods, no magic, but only lying hacks, composing perverted stories about that which isn’t! And forever breaking deadlines! And notice, I’m not talking about the Melding, when several worlds collided and became one Disgardium, I’m talking about something completely different!” 

      

    “Okay, seer, in your estimation, where am I from?” 

      

    “From here,” he said confidently. “Wait a minute, though… Come on, put the pickaxe against your forehead…” 

      

    I did so, after which Torfu was silent for a long time. Apparently, he saw my essence and was trying to digest the news. I even got bored waiting for him in silence. 

      

    In the end, he issued an indistinct grunt, and muttered something, and then one of his standard curses. 

      

    “Nether, Scyth! This is absurd!” 

      

    “What’s wrong?” 

      

    “Everything! I knew another one just like you, I even managed to fool him, but in the end I only deceived myself... It’s not in my power to defeat someone whose soul does not belong to this world, which means that my whole plan goes out the window!” 

      

    “What was this plan of yours?” 

      

    “Having gained strength, I would have moved into your body, taken control of your soul and skedaddled out of here! I’ve been separated from Disgardium for a long time now, and I’m sick of it!” Torfu chuckled. “Ironic, eh?” 

      

    “Yeah, it sucks. For me, too.” 

      

    “It won’t work out with you, you vile other-worldly youth, which means we have to make a new plan,” sighed the pickaxe. There is a way, but it’s difficult. Oh, you upset me, mortal, oh, upset me... I’m disappointed, indeed! Nope. Can’t do that. I need to think...” 

      

    Then Torfu shut up and didn’t utter another word until I was done with my workout. I’d upgraded my Blunt Weapon skill to level 20 by the time it started to get dark. Not that I looked outside — I checked the clock. According to my calculations, Wesley should have already reached Cali Bottom or be near it. I didn’t have long to wait. I’d been waiting so long that I was ready to dash to the mines so as to level up and bust out of here through the portal. And the night time was the right time to do this! 

      

    With these thoughts, I decided that, until Big Po returned to the room, I might as well sleep, and in order to combine business with pleasure, I activated Mimicry, which, like Meditation , was leveled up by doing nothing. 

      

    What I did was sit down, and, chuckling, I sat down on the Skin of the Primordial Beast near the door, and turned into a Predatory Chest. Big Po would come back, and he’d want to see what’s inside — then I’d find out what it was like to consume overly curious humanoids! 

      

    I felt gastric juices stirring in my depths just thinking about it. A hefty guy covered in an abundance of delicious fat… Mmmm… 

      

    I started daydreaming when there was a knock on the door. 

      

    Tap tap! Tap tap tap! Tap tap tap tap! Tap tap! 

      

    My thoughts swirled in my chest’s mind. That rhythmic knocking was the code used by the Awoken! 

      

    “Scyth, is that you? I know you’re there. Won’t you open up?” After a brief silence, I heard the speaker whisper, “This is Tissa.” 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 19. The Real Deal 

      

      

      

      

    I DIDN’T SEE much of a risk. No one could enter without an invitation, and I was on a skin that gave me invulnerability. The traitor bot would most likely try to lure me out, but hell if she’d succeed! 

      

    Overcoming my desire to remain a Predatory Chest, I returned to my human form and opened the door, ready to slam it right away if Tissa wasn’t alone. 

      

    But she was. 

      

    “Hi, Alex,” she said, breaking the unspoken rule of using game names in Dis. “Can I come in?” 

      

    “You must be joking.” I’m sure, as I said this, the look on my face would rival the best nasty grimace produced by the Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang. “Why don’t you go back to your Children!” 

      

    She shook her head, then whispered, “Alex, that wasn’t me. That was another Tissa. I’m the real one.” 

      

    I looked her up and down and chuckled, “But of course you are. And there was that other real Tissa at the citizenship test, eager to help the Awoken. But who you are, well, I don’t know, actually. I see a child of Kratos who betrayed not only me, but all of my childhood friends.” 

      

    “Both of those Tissa are me. The former Tissa who flew from Cali Bottom to the island of the White Amazons to meet Liam was intercepted by a flyer from the Children of Kratos. That Tissa was sent to the Frying Pan because it was part of Chloe Cliffhanger’s deal with you. When your deal with her fell through, I was returned to where they created me.” 

      

    “So you admit that you are a biorobot?” 

      

    “I’m not a robot at all. My body is one hundred percent the same as the real Tissa’s. I have the same thoughts, the same memories, the same personality. But that other Tissa, well, she has a defective mind, a mental cast, in which certain triggers and settings were embedded. The Children of Kratos programmed her to carry out a number of tasks related to your elimination.” 

      

    “So what happened to the other Tissa? Are you some new biorobot?” 

      

    “I am she, and at the same time I am now the real Tissa.” 

      

    “Too many Tissas,” I sighed. “Are you deliberately trying to confuse me? If you’re an android too, then where’s my girlfriend?” 

      

    “I’ll tell you everything, but there are a lot of ears around here. There are Children downstairs, and they might come upstairs at any moment. Let me in. This is your opportunity to make it out of Icy Gorge back into greater Disgardium, Alex.” 

      

    I calculated the space between the skin and the threshold, and decided this latest version of Tissa could stand there. I could configure the room’s interface to confine her there. I moved the skin further back so that she couldn’t reach me from the threshold and push me off of it. If she were to use some kind of Radiant magic on me and kill me, I’d be resurrected in the cemetery, and the Children were most likely waiting for me there. Damage could be inflicted in a private room — for example, if the owner throws a party and a scuffle breaks out after a few drinks, this can’t be fixed in the settings. 

      

    I felt like I’d covered all my bases and should be safe, and yet I couldn’t dispel the feeling that I was making a mistake. I had to trust my intuition, which told me I had to take this chance. Opportunities usually surface when you least expect them. 

      

    “Let Tissa in,” I mentally told the room interface, and said aloud, 

      

    “You can come in, but don’t proceed past where I’m standing.” 

      

    Tissa entered, closing the door behind her, and sighed in relief. 

      

    “Okay. I just want you to hear me out and then decide if I can help you.” 

      

    “Go on.” 

      

    I didn’t offer her a chair, and I also stood, arms crossed. Tissa leaned against the door, and crossed her arms, too and said, “First the good news: I’ve finished the contract with Liam. I met up with him.” 

      

    “What did he want?” I asked dubiously. 

      

    “He just babbled about how nobody has ever dumped him before. I was the first, and he couldn’t fathom how that could happen. I explained how. What an idiot. He didn’t get why the fact that he was cheating bothered me. Anyway, the main thing is that you’re free from the contract now. Celestial Arbitration won’t be after you.” 

      

    “I wasn’t notified about this, though.” 

      

    “The Arbiters have no access here. Your clone on Kharinza received notification, Behemoth confirmed this.” 

      

    “Let’s say I believe you, although what you said about Behemoth is already a lie.” 

      

    “What do you mean? I am still a priestess of the Sleepers. That’s the first thing, and, second, this is why Behemoth could call me to him as soon as he felt my presence in Dis. There, Tiamat and Kingu, the new Sleeper you summoned, were waiting for me. Kingu searched my mind and found the Children’s bookmarks. He cleared them all out, and freed me from their control.” 

      

    “Sounds good,” I said, feeling hopeful that maybe she was telling the truth. 

      

    “The Sleepers did even more. They not only gave me my freedom, they also restored the genuine personality of Melissa Schafer. Please believe me. The gods knew the real Tissa better than she knew herself, and so now, I’m not just a biological copy with a mental cast — I’m the real Tissa, really,” and as she spoke, tears rolled down her cheeks. 

      

    “You’re talking as if...” 

      

    “The real Tissa is gone, Alex,” she said softly. “I don’t know how I know this, but I do. And while I was a clone, Gallagher’s people talked openly about business matters in front of me. So...no more ‘real,’ real Tissa. Her body’s been disposed of without a trace. Like bio-waste.” 

      

    But — without a trace? I only knew about one way to make that happen for sure. 

      

    I gulped convulsively. I couldn’t help but picture how Tissa felt before she died. She was a girl, still, almost a child, who hadn’t yet experienced much of life outside of Dis. She didn’t get the chance to do anything, really, experience so much that life has to offer, before she was brutally killed. I could almost feel the horror, pain, and despair she went through. And then the terrible, inhuman, almost unendurable pain. Her delicate translucent skin, tender, young freshness, all most likely burned away by acid. I felt tears sting my eyes as if they, too, were being eaten by acid, and I flung my head back and howled at the cathedral-style ceiling of the royal suite. This clone could think whatever it wanted about itself, but it was an android, and my Tissa was gone. The girl I loved, the face I kissed, was gone, like Malik, and while he was at least buried, my Tissa... 

      

    The false Tissa stepped over the barrier in the room settings and hugged me. Grief was ripping me up inside, but my instincts immediately kicked in. I jumped back to the edge of the skin and prepared for battle. And flashing through my head was the question “HOW?” It was like Tissa read my mind, because she explained, “I’m still on your friends list, Alex. You gave us free access to your room, remember? That was in Tristad.” 

      

    “Wait… Are you saying that you could have entered from the very beginning?” 

      

    “Of course I could. I didn’t, though. I wanted you to let me in yourself. We have a lot to talk about… Shall we sit down at the table?” 

      

    I still didn’t trust her completely, so with a nod I grabbed the edges of the hide and scooted it over to the dining table. Tissa sat down across from me, and without asking, poured herself some dwarven ale from a bottomless jug, drank half of it, and wiped the foam from her upper lip. 

      

    “I’ll clear up what you forgot," she said, and burped, then smiled. This was very Tissa-like behavior. “Yoshi erased your memory of the day you returned to Cali Bottom after your citizenship tests, because you’d figured out that I was a Tissa clone. And if you returned to Dis knowing this, then Celestial Arbitration would know that Liam would be meeting up with a fake me.” 

      

    As soon as I heard this, a gap in my memories was filled: The conversation with Tissa, Fishelevich’s alcohol in that flask, the interrogation of the Tissa-droid...And then what? Something important, but I couldn’t remember what it was. 

      

    “What about now? Does it matter?” 

      

    “Absolutely not. The deed is done. As soon as Kingu cleared my mind, I became the real Tissa, you know? And I knew right away what to do. I needed to prevent you from breaking your contract with Liam. If I hadn’t met with him, it’d be futile for you to escape from here to Dis. You’d have been immediately taken by Celestial Arbitration.” 

      

    “I sure hope that you’re for real and that this isn’t another lie,” I muttered. “Can you talk some more about what happened to you? Only, in order. Right now my head is spinning. How many ‘Tissas’ have there been? Which one are you?” 

      

    “Three. The first one was real. The second is the one that…” her lips trembled, “that killed Malik and wounded Rita. I am the third.” 

      

    What she’d said in the Frying Pan was the same story she told me here. As far as she knew, a week had passed since the Demonic Games. Once she got back from the Games, she was awarded an achievement in the sandbox, and then she got an invitation to join the Children of Kratos. She flew to a meeting with Joshua Gallagher, and once she got back home, her father hustled her off to the citizenship tests. He wasn’t worried about her because all this time he’d been in touch with the first clone. 

      

    Then, Chloe Cliffhanger contacted her when she was in the Frying Pan, and sent her to see me. And then we’d both returned to Cali Bottom. That evening at the clan base, Tissa felt normal and was worried about the how the Awoken were doing until Sergei poured Fishelevich’s alcohol into her. The trigger was activated ahead of time, and the clone gave itself away. 

      

    Yoshihiru was unable to neutralize the Children’s programming, but he managed not only to block it, he also to introduced a new, urgent task, which was that the Tissa clone meet with Liam Driscoll. 

      

    To avoid raising suspicions, they sent Tissa to the island of the White Amazons alone. We didn’t know at the time that the Children had closed the sky over Cali Bottom, and so it was only later that we found out that Tissa’s flyer had been intercepted--Sergei tracked it and saw that it was heading to the Children’s base. 

      

    There, Tissa was drugged, and when she woke up, all of Yoshi’s programming was eliminated. At this point, Joshua now had control over my character in Icy Gorge, and he decided to use the Tissa clone there--she could be useful to the Children of Kratos. And so it was officially announced that Tissa had joined the Children’s clan. 

      

    This morning, she’d been taken on a clan raid, because Tissa had the ability to resurrect the fallen right in battle. In the evening, as a novice, they’d sent her to on the patrol in Icy Gorge. It’s just that it was an inferior clone with a mental cast that had gone to Dis, while here, in the isolation zone, was this Tissa, who I really wanted to believe was real. Somewhere between these two events, the girl found Liam and met him in Darant. 

      

    “Alex, I’m real…” she said quietly, seeing disbelief in my eyes. “I remember how I asked to visit you, and we drank beer on your couch... I remember kissing you, and these... These are my memories!” 

      

    I reluctantly nodded. But I just couldn’t see this avatar as the real Tissa, and so I pitilessly reproached her, “We’re in Dis, so call me Scyth.” 

      

    “Do you think I forgot about our rule?” she smiled. “That I forgot how Crawler used to reprimand you for calling him Ed in Tristad? I called you Alex for one reason: I want to get through to a friend, not a character.” 

      

    “What does Bomber think of you?” Bomber was the last of the original Awoken still in Kharinza. “Did he see you?” 

      

    “Bomber is okay with me. Behemoth’s words were enough for him, that I was now not just a bio-copy of Tissa, but the same person. If not for the Sleepers, I would have remained a mere mental cast, but now I am Tissa, Alex!” 

      

    She kept on talking about Bomber as I thought about what she was saying. 

      

    “Hiros helped him on the quest in the Underwater Kingdom. Bomber wanted me to tell you that he not only was close to the place of power, but that he’d also found some builders among the Nagas. So any day now we’ll erect the fourth temple. Good news, right?” 

      

    “Yes, it’s good news, but I don’t believe it until I check out into reality and hear it from Hung himself.” 

      

    “It’s less than an hour until the end of the work shift, you’ll see him soon. In the meantime, let’s think about how to get you out of here.” 

      

    “Uh-huh, let’s do that,” I mumbled, calming down some. “I need to level up to 100, and then bust through the portal.” 

      

    “It’s not that simple, Alex,” Tissa said. “The portal leads to the lands of the Children, and they are already aware of how quickly you started leveling up in the game in Icy Gorge. Even if you break out of here, you won’t fare well there.” 

      

    “Do you have a better idea?” 

      

    “No," she shook her head, her blonde locks flying about. “But you’ll definitely come up with something, and I’ll help you. Don’t forget that I have free entry and exit to Icy Gorge. The Gallaghers still think I’m just a bio-robot, and therefore they don’t really track me.” 

      

    Before she was done speaking, it dawned on me, and I jumped up. 

      

    “Come with me!” 

      

    In my bedroom, I opened my personal vault and nodded at it. 

      

    “Don’t ask me how, but I’m about to turn… into a chair. Throw me into the vault, close it, and then go to Kharinza. Have the other Scyth open the vault in his private room and...” 

      

    “He’s immobile,” Tissa interrupted me. “But Behemoth can move his initial like a doll, so…” 

      

    “Will you do it?” 

      

    “I will. And if we can pull a chair out of that vault, that means...” 

      

    “...that I got out!” 

      

    “…that now there are two Scyths in Dis?” Tissa finished. “And you’ll be stuck at level 15? Are you sure that’s what you want?” 

      

    “It’s better than being stuck here! I’m sure that the AI will somehow unite us.” 

      

    She wanted to say something else, but I had already assumed the form of a chair. 

      

    Feeling nothing, I only saw how the situation was transformed — the room was replaced by the vault, then everything went dark. The outer door slammed. 

      

    All I had to do was wait for Tissa to return...but would she? I mean, even if she wanted to, how would she get into my room? The Depths didn’t work here, and I was a goddamn chair locked inside a vault. Who would open it up? 

      

    Apparently, it wasn’t advisable to think if you were a chair. Even from inside the vault, I could hear the code for the Awoken tap-tapping on the door of the room. I morphed out of Mimicry mode and wished for the vault to open. 

      

    The massive door opened up, and I exited to let Tissa in. 

      

    Tissa burst into the room, slammed the door, and shook her head. 

      

    “It didn’t work. There was no you there. No chair. But Behemoth asked me to take this and give it to you. 

      

    And she opened her extended hand and in it was the most dangerous artifact in the world. 

      

    Kernel of the Destroying Plague 

      

    Divine Artifact. 

      

    Transforms the absorber into the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. 

      

    Requirement: Only for classes God, Priest or Herald. 

      

    Odds of loss upon death reduced by 100%. 

      

    Durability: Indestructible. 

      

    I carefully picked it up. Now I knew that this was truly Tissa. The real deal 

      

    Because, if she wasn’t, then this Kernel would already be in Snowstorm’s possession. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 20. Is the Path Before You Radiant? 

      

      

      

      

    TISSA HANDED ME the dangerous artifact. I didn’t want to tempt fate and threw the Kernel into my inventory right away. Of course, this wasn’t totally reliable — I remembered how easily Eileen had taken whatever she wanted from my inventory just like that, but I didn’t have any better options. 

      

    I stashed the Kernel away and thought about it. What should I do with it? I couldn’t use it, because right now I didn’t meet the requirements. I wasn’t a god, a priest, or a herald. I couldn’t feed the mythical pickaxe with it, either, because the Kernel was indestructible. Perhaps the Sleeper wanted me to buy my freedom from the Children of Kratos? But that wouldn’t work, because what the Gallaghers wanted was for me to consent to the voluntary liquidation of my character. So what, then? 

      

    Well...the only option left was crazy, but also feasible. Did Behemoth want this, the clone of Tissa, to be the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague? After all, she was a Light Priestess. 

      

    Shaking my head, I leaned against the wall and slumped to the floor, exhausted, and covered my face with my hands. Tissa gently stroked my brow. 

      

    “Hey! Why are you so upset?” 

      

    Raising my head, I peered into her face, trying to find anything that was alien in her facial expressions, or eyes, or intonations, but couldn’t. 

      

    “I don’t understand what Behemoth wants from me,” I said. “What am I supposed to do with the Kernel?” 

      

    Tissa held out her hand to help me up, led me to a chair, sat me down, sat down opposite me, twirled a blond strand of hair on her finger and sighed, “Let’s both think about it. The Sleeper didn’t offer any explanation.” 

      

    At the mention of Behemoth, a suspicion again arose, “Listen, what do the Children think about your characteristics? Do they know you’re a priestess of the Sleepers?” 

      

    “They’d be blown away if they knew. I don’t know why they don’t know, but so it is. It looks like the Sleepers have somehow hidden their Unity effect, so only my base stats are visible to the Children. And so I’m the only one who can see that I’m a priestess of the Sleepers in my profile. It’s hidden from everyone else.” 

      

    I remembered how, when I was a legate of the Destroying Plague and also an initial of the Sleeping Gods, it, too, wasn’t visible to others. 

      

    “Okay,” I accepted what she’d said. Anyway, I had no way of knowing anything else until I met with Behemoth. “Let’s talk about the Sleeper. Think, did he give any hint about what to do with the Kernel?” 

      

    He said this: “The initial will need it.” And then he disappeared. I can go back and see if...” 

      

    “That won’t help,” I interrupted “He cannot intervene directly, and if he gave out more info just like that, he’d obviously be overstepping the boundaries of what is permitted. No doubt the mere fact that the Sleepers… er… corrected your mind, and then also handed over the Kernel, has already upset some kind of universal balance there.” 

      

    “Also, they’re giving me funny looks in the portal room.” 

      

    “Are you talking about the portal to greater Dis?” I asked. 

      

    “Yes. It’s always guarded by a battle star of the Children. Today, Schindler’s there — he’s the main raid leader for the Children of Kratos. He’s incredibly hard core, you know?” 

      

    “Maybe he is, but he dies like everyone else,” I replied, remembering Uzul’Urub. Then, I pictured a three-dimensional plan of Icy Gorge and asked, “Where is the portal?” 

      

    “In one of the upper caves. Seen from the side of the valley, it’s to the right. It’s not even a portal, more like a shimmering veil in the wall that looks like an exit from the instance. When you pass through it, you emerge into a tunnel that leads to the basements of the castle of the Children of Kratos.” 

      

    “Is that the only way out?” 

      

    “It’s the only one I know about. It’s not likely that others exist. I’m glad you’re asking, though, because we need to figure out how to get you out of here as soon as possible. I have another physical examination in the morning, and they’ll scan my mind.” 

      

    “Does that mean that they’ll find out about how the Sleepers intervened with your programming? And then, they’ll reset you so that you’re their obedient doll again?” 

      

    “I don’t know, but I don’t want to risk it. I have freedom of movement right now, and as soon as I help you, I plan to get off the base of the Children of Kratos.” 

      

    “Where will you go? Cali Bottom is under the control of the mercenaries, and they’ll find you at your father’s house, too.” 

      

    “Elizabeth will hide me. We’ve talked about it already,” said Tissa. “As you know, she’s the head of the White Amazons, and she’ll send me to Hinterleaf. He’ll figure out a way to get me back to you.” 

      

    “You arranged all this? When?” I narrowed my eyes, paranoia again flaring up. “How do you know that...” 

      

    “Alex, shut up!” Tissa covered my mouth with her hand. For some reason, it smelled like vanilla and cinnamon. “Think about your problem, I’ll solve my issues myself, okay? The bottom line is that in the morning I’m done with the Children of Kratos, both in Dis and in real life. Only, the Children have access to this place, so we need to work through this tonight. And I’ll get you out of here, you stubborn fool, dead or alive!” 

      

    Just then I remembered how Big Po had carried me in his inventory all over Icy Gorge. The thought stunned me...was my path to freedom really so simple? I jumped up in excitement and loomed over Tissa. 

      

    “What did you say? Repeat it!” 

      

    “I’ll get you out of here dead or alive, Alex Sheppard,” the girl repeated. 

      

    For a moment, I thought I was talking to a robot, like in that old movie were the big bad android returns from the future to destroy the unborn leader of the resistance. But only for a moment, because the impression was immediately dispelled — Tissa burst out laughing, 

      

    “You should see your face, Scyth!” Then she stopped laughing, frowned, and said, “I need your clothes, your boots, and your flyer.” 

      

    “You forgot to say ‘please,’ I laughed it off and feigned indignance, “Look at this through my eyes! You’re a clone, dammit!” 

      

    Her face darkened, her nostrils flared menacingly, and it was my turn to cover her mouth with my hand before she could burst out, 

      

    “Forget it, let’s move on. The thing is, there might be a way that you can get me out of here, and I’ll be neither dear nor alive. Remember how I turned into a chair? Do you have any bigger weapons?” 

      

    Tissa took out a massive magical staff. After looking at it from the point of view of mimicking it, I nodded. 

      

    “It’ll do. I’ll turn into a copy of that staff, and you put me into your inventory and get me out of the isolation zone. Although...” 

      

    I thought about Big Po and wondered what to do about him. I promised him I wouldn’t abandon him! 

      

    “What?” Tissa guessed what was bothering me, “Wesley?” 

      

    A muffled pop sounded behind me, followed by a joyful cry. 

      

    “Here I am!” And then his surprise. “Hell’s bells! Tissa… What the...?!” 

      

    Big Po was back. It was easy to tell, even if he didn’t say anything, by the heavy breathing and shortness of breath and the acrid smell. The non-citizen’s capsule conveyed his real-life body traits. 

      

    “Hi, Wesley,” Tissa said, rising to greet him. “How are you? Have you put together another Axiom? But wait… You’re an inwinova, and can’t create clans!” 

      

    “Are you for real?” asked Big Po. 

      

    “You brought me to tears with your hunt for us in Tristad!” said Tissa. “It’s payback time!” 

      

    My friend backed away, and Tissa burst out laughing. We should ask the Sleepers to tweak her sense of humor, because her jokes were missing the mark. Patting Big Po on the shoulder and laughing, she said, 

      

    “Okay, relax, my fat friend. Can’t you take a joke?” 

      

    “Go to hell, Tissa! I’m not fat, I just have a crappy metabolism!” 

      

    “Okay, okay, you’re not fat. You’re just hefty. It looks a lot like fat, the way it shakes. Ha ha!” 

      

    “That’s not funny!” growled Pollux. 

      

    “I’m sorry," Tissa chuckled. “So how’s it going, inwinova?” 

      

    “Aside from failing the citizenship test, life is groovy, thank you very much! I made it to the base, settled in, it’s better than my parents’ place! Great eats!” 

      

    “I saw Hung, by the way, and he wanted me to tell you that the temple in the Underwater Kingdom will be finished by tomorrow and...” Just then Pollux seemed to realize that this was Tissa, actually, and he jumped by and drew his sword and yelled, “Wait a minute! Tissa, what the hell are you doing here? What the fuck is going on?! Scyth, she’s with the Children of Kratos!” 

      

    And he waved his sword and kept backing up until he bumped into the Authentic Mu Ren Zhuang. The vicious dummy seized the opportunity to punch Pollux in the ass, causing him to fly forward into Tissa, knocking her down and crushing her. With all her levels and tens of thousands of attribute points from Unity, it would not have been difficult for the priestess of light to push the carcass off herself, but she did not do this, she only wheezed and grunted. Big Po was in no hurry to get up. He was apparently overwhelmed. 

      

    “Wesley,” Tissa squeaked from somewhere under his armpit. “It’s okay. I’m with the Children of Kratos so that I can help rescue Scyth. It’s okay. I’m me. Tomorrow I’m going back to the Awoken.” 

      

    “Get up, Po,” I said, holding back my laughter, and helping him to his feet. “You already have a girlfriend. Irina?” 

      

    Big Po nodded, then shrugged. 

      

    “She was. It’s unlikely that she’ll want to stay with me now that I’m an inwinova, but...well, now that Tissa’s on our side, let’s get down to business. I need to ‘work’ two shifts in a row for the missed work shift today,” he depicted quotation marks. “Or do you already have a plan?” 

      

    “Do we have a plan?” asked Tissa, looking at me. 

      

    “Not really a plan. We have an idea. Po could travel with me in his inventory yesterday.” 

      

    “And today Tissa will try to take you into greater Dis!” Big Po guessed and his face darkened. “Wait a minute! And what about me?” 

      

    I handed him the mythical pickaxe and said, “If I end up getting out of here alone, you have to level up on your own.” 

      

    He frowned even more, but nodded, taking the pickaxe. And without further ado, I activated Mimicry and turned into the magical staff. Contrary to my expectations, instead of stashing me in her inventory, Tissa carried me in her arms. Halfway to the door, she stopped, and said, “We should check something.” She rummaged around in her inventory, took out a torch of the True Flame and shone it at me. “Hmmm... It doesn’t shine through it! Po what do you see?” 

      

    He drew near and looked closely at me, the staff. 

      

    A Blinding Staff of Seven Colors,” he read. “Nothing about Scyth.” 

      

    “Great!” Tissa beamed, and, carrying me, she quickly headed for the exit. 

      

    “I’ll wait here for now!” Po said behind us. 

      

    Tissa walked along the corridor and went down to the first floor, saying quietly, “I don’t know if you can hear me, but if you can, I want you to memorize the route to the portal room, just in case.” 

      

    Downstairs, she exchanged a few words with one of the Children and went outside. It was already dark in the valley, but I noticed the fires of torches in the distance — apparently, the patrols of Children were still looking for me. Tissa saddled a gryphon, and we set off, and she said, “A path has been carved along the right side of the gorge. It zigzags along dozens of caves leading to mines. To get to the exit, you need to climb to the very top and enter the last cave. The trail is narrow and guarded, it is almost impossible to break through. In addition, there are many traps in the portal cave itself that are activated by anyone who is not from the Children of Kratos.” 

      

    She flew a little over the gorge so that I could see both the path and the guards stationed there--among them were both NPCs and the Children themselves. 

      

    “Level 500 turrets are installed at the forks. Usually they are turned off, but since yesterday they’ve been activated. They work on targets within a radius of ten meters. The laborers have been warned to keep away, because the turrets will one-shot anyone below level 450. And so you see, you can’t break out of here without me.” 

      

    The plan I’d made with Big Po yesterday began to seem naive. Even if we’d beefed up to level 100, we wouldn’t have made it out of Icy Gorge. Tissa was a gift from god! I thought about it and chuckled — right, a gift from the Sleeping God. 

      

    And just then, Tissa flew the gryphon into the highest cave closest to the exit from the gorge. It was clear that she was special, because the auras of the two guards blocking the passage began to glow. Looking at them, I was surprised — they were two high priests of Nergal. 

      

    My wooden body was filled with anxiety. I’d just entrusted myself to Tissa. Nether, was I a fool, or what? When would I ever learn?!? I mean, my personal room was the only place in Icy Gorge which the Children couldn’t access! 

      

    “Greetings, holy fathers!” Tissa said to the priests “Is the path before you radiant?” 

      

    “Our path is radiant, illuminated by Nergal,” the priests responded in unison. “Is the path before you radiant, daughter of Kratos?” 

      

    Tissa answered in the affirmative, after which she went into the depths of the cave. The shimmering veil marking the exit from the isolation zone was visible in the far wall, and near it stood five more Children. One of them said, “Oh, Tissa! Do you miss me already? How’s it going?” 

      

    “Hey, Richie!” Tissa replied, kissing him on the cheek. “Everything’s fine, but I need to visit Nergal’s temple for evening prayers.” 

      

    Richie? Richard? I think that’s the name of one of Gallagher’s sons. As soon as I thought this, he himself confirmed my guess. 

      

    “Didn’t you just come back from there?” he asked, surprised. “My father asked me to keep an eye on you…” He said, almost purring. “And so if you don’t mind, I’d like to join you. I know one closed institution in Darant, and there...” 

      

    “Not today,” Tissa snapped, but then she said as if chagrined, “You know, Richie, I just broke up with Liam… I need time. I know you have a big heart, and you’ll understand...” 

      

    “My heart isn’t the only thing that’s big!” guffawed Richie. “Okay, if you don’t want to go to Darant, then how about Paris? When your prayers are over? Go to the office and I’ll pick you up.” 

      

    Tissa said nothing and proceeded to the exit, and with one foot in the portal, she paused. Come on, let’s go! 

      

    I waited for the system to issue an alert, but nothing happened. And yet, Tissa didn’t pass through the portal. After pausing, she turned around and walked towards Richard. 

      

    “Did you change your mind?” he asked hopefully? 

      

    “Yes, I did.” 

      

    My paranoia came raging back. What was Tissa doing? Why hadn’t she gone through the portal? 

      

    “I will pray to Nergal here,” the girl continued. “The holy fathers, after all...” 

      

    “Pray, pray,” said another ‘son of Kratos, the one named Schindler. He pushed Richard aside and said harshly, “Melissa, you’re here with us just two days, and yet you violate discipline like a veteran. Richie can flirt with you all he wants, but he’s not in charge here. I am. What was your assignment?” 

      

    “I was supposed to find Pollux, and using our old friendship, recruit him to help us find Scyth. If I couldn’t find him, then organize a chain of non-citizens and comb the mines.” 

      

    “What if you find Scyth?” 

      

    “I’ll use his old feelings for me to fool him into thinking I’ve repented and that I want to help him get out of here. Once he trusts me, I’ll neutralize him and bring here. If that doesn’t work, then I’ll kill him and tell them at the cemetery.” 

      

    If a staff could sweat, I’d be sopping wet. The only thing left for me to do was decide whether to try to leave by turning into a human, or to wait for the finale of this production, in which I got to play the role of the village fool. 

      

    “Okay, great, you remembered your assignment,” Schindler nodded. “When does your patrol end? How is it going?” 

      

    Unfortunately, I couldn’t see Tissa. What was going on? Was she indicating the staff? Was she smiling, proud that she’d done so well on her assignment? 

      

    “You see, Mr. Schindler…” the girl answered after a short pause. 

      

    My heart stopped beating... 

      

    “I don’t really know if I’ve successfully recruited Pollux. The guy whines that after a day here he already hates Icy Gorge and all of the inwinova, and that now, he was still living with his parents in a normal house. If we helped him obtain citizenship, then he’d hand over Scyth with homemade cookies, to boot. And also, I’m not sure if time I spend not here counts?” 

      

    Uh-oh. Here we go. 

      

    “It counts,” Schindler replied reluctantly. “That’s why I insist that you don’t shy away from your business while on duty!” 

      

    “Then my shift ends at midnight. I think I’ll have Pollux take me to wherever he and Scyth hid before.” 

      

    “That’s right, at midnight!” barked the raid leader, ignoring her stated plans. “And stick to the program! Don’t forget you’re on probation! One word from me to Mr. Gallagher and you’ll be kicked out of the clan!” 

      

    “I’m sorry, Mr. Schindler," Tissa answered guiltily. “It won’t happen again!” 

      

    “You can offer fatty a place with the Widowmakers. They’re experiencing a shortage of recruits,” Schindler said. “Forty thousand a year, a petition for a renewal of citizenship from the Children of Kratos. He can live at the clan’s base. That’s all. You can go now!” Then he turned to Richard and growled, “Are you going to complain to daddy again?” 

      

    “Come on, Shin, I’m just like that, having some fun.” 

      

    “That’s right, always looking for a good time!” Schindler sneered. “Just don’t shit in your mess kit! Don’t you have enough girlfriends already? Why are you sniffing around the new one? She just graduated from high school!” 

      

    I’d heard a lot about the formidable raid leader of the Children of Kratos, and I know how good he was as a fighter, but this was the first time I rather liked him. I’m sure, judging by how he put the cocky Richard in his place, that they appreciated him in the clan. 

      

    Tissa, meanwhile, slipped out of the cave, jumped on the gryphon and flew back to the tavern. 

      

    “No one knows who I really am,” she said, holding the staff-me in front of her. “Only the Gallaghers themselves. The rest of them think I’m just an ordinary girl, and treat me like shit, to be honest. I’m probably the only one who got into the clan from an ordinary family. The rest are all of such blue blood that you can paint the sky. Richard, of course, is hot to trot, and he won’t stop until he gets me in bed. Schindler is the only one who’s more or less normal. Back in the day he was in Modus.” 

      

    Then Tissa realized that I was waiting for other information, and she explained what happened. 

      

    “What happened is that they weren’t letting me leave the zone. The system rebelled, like ‘you have no right to leave Icy Gorge.’ If I had gone through the portal, you would have stayed in the cave. Did you see the priests of Nergal, by the way? Somehow they found out that your copy was in the clan’s possessions, and they were delighted. They trumpeted to the whole world that the bastard of the Sleepers had split in two and, if you were not stopped, you would multiply into to countless millions of copies. In short, they demanded that Joshua immediately let them into Icy Gorge. They say they have questions for you. And he has no problem with that. 

      

    As she made her way back up to the second floor, I made sure the coast was clear and turned back into a human. We entered the room and after Po’s sweaty embrace, I said, “We still need to get you to greater Dis so that you can pick up some cheap threads.” 

      

    “I’ll be up shit creek with Schindler,” muttered Tissa. 

      

    The pickaxe attached to Pollux’s back spoke up, 

      

    “Listen to your ex, girl!! Let’s get going!” 

      

    * * * 

      

    I don’t know what Torfu was telling Big Po while we were gone, but Pollux was in no hurry to give me the pickaxe back. I almost had to tear it out of his hands. When I did, he shook his tousled head and sighed, “Damn...I felt like Gollum with that ring. I was ready to claw your eyes out if only to keep that cursed pickaxe! You should have heard what it was promising me if I only held onto it, Scyth!” 

      

    “Hey there!” Torfu was offended. “Fat ass, you’re going to regret that!” 

      

    Two hours later, we again left the private room. Again, I was mimicking Tissa’s staff, which she held in her hand. Next to her was Pollux. 

      

    The mythical pick was in my inventory, and the evil god Torfu, locked in it, was probably dancing with happiness — the pickaxe bonuses exceeded his wildest dreams, and in total provided more oomph than a full set of equipment of any of the Children of Kratos. 

      

    Tissa had clearly been instructed on what to buy at the auction, and she’d stocked her inventory to capacity with all sorts of items, both normal and magical, with an emphasis on their physical properties. And without leveling the pickaxe up on cheap equipment, there was no hope of destroying anything more valuable. And lest we forget, the pickaxe was finally able to absorb the properties from the two items from the Treasury of the First Emperor. I was about to regret that I didn’t take legendary items instead, but, as it turned out, it would have been in vain, because below level 1000, such items were too hardcore for Torfu. 

      

    The evil god, who promised to think about how he was going to get out of Icy Gorge, made nasty comments about each destroyed item, but he didn’t have any ideas himself. 

      

    In the end, it felt like cheating, and it was beyond anything I’d ever seen in Dis. 

      

    Level 873 Primeval Pickaxe of the Mistress of Copper Mountain 

      

    A mythical pickaxe 

      

    Unique item. 

      

    Armor: 18,471. 

      

    Damage: 18,450–27,750. 

      

    Fire Damage: 221–342. 

      

    Magic Damage: 122–183. 

      

    +1,371 Strength. 

      

    +126 Perception. 

      

    +1,480 Endurance. 

      

    +28 Charisma. 

      

    +384 Intelligence. 

      

    +1074 Agility. 

      

    +19 Luck. 

      

    +74% Odds of blocking a strike 

      

    +383% Critical Damage. 

      

    +91% Odd of inflicting critical damage. 

      

    +50% Odds of obtaining improved loot. 

      

    +4% Odds of freezing.. 

      

    +6% Odds of poisoning 

      

    Passive effect: ability to speak. 

      

    Upon activation blocks any damage for 5 seconds. 

      

    Upon activation turns into a ghostly copy that can be thrown at an enemy; after landing a strike, it returns to the hand. 

      

    In ancient times, the Vogul dwarves of Icy Gorge worshiped Cybele, the Old Goddess of Minerals. According to the beliefs of the Voguls, the great pioneer Bazho created an indestructible alloy of forty metals and cast a pickaxe from it, which he presented to Cybele as a gift. 

      

    The goddess imprisoned a primal evil spirit in the pickaxe. Legend has it that when the owner of the pickaxe becomes the master of Icy Gorge, the evil spirit will gain freedom. Thus, he seeks to strengthen the pickaxe at any opportunity. 

      

    If used: If the evil spirit enclosed in the pickaxe has enough strength, it destroys the object and, with some probability, can take on one or more properties. The absorbed characteristics are accrued. 

      

    To be used only in Icy Gorge! 

      

    Durability: Indestructible. 

      

    Sell price: Not for sale. 

      

    Odds of loss upon death reduced by 100%. 

      

    And so, theoretically, the insatiable Torfu could absorb everything in Disgardium. 

      

    There were enough things for Big Po, who, after thinking about it, he decided to change clothes only when we were in the mines to avoid attracting too much attention. I didn’t put on anything at all--the pickaxe would give bonuses, and in canvas clothes I would be more inconspicuous if we met anyone while farming. 

      

    And so Tissa, holding me in the form of a staff, and Pollux left the tavern. Tissa had excellent cover — Schindler’s assignment, and thus she and Pollux didn’t attract any attention amongst the patrols. As for the non-citizens, they didn’t dare raise their heads in the presence of the “lady.” It was so different from Kharinza, where hardworking people felt free to talk with us! 

      

    We flew on a gryphon to one of the largest caves, which contained many tunnels that descended far, far into the gorge. In the cave, Tissa talked with a patrolman named Godric who said, “Baby, you shouldn’t go in there alone. You should know that these non-humans are worse than animals.” he said, nodding towards the workers going at the veins of ore. “Why don’t I go with you?” 

      

    “Sure,” Tissa agreed, just like that. “But keep in mind, Shin ordered me to comb all the tunnels.” 

      

    “All of them?” frowned Godric. “Hmm… Okay, I understand. Listen, I completely forgot, I have less than an hour until the end of my shift... And these ones aren’t so dangerous, right?” 

      

    “Alright,” Tissa smiled. “Thanks for offering to help. I appreciate it.” 

      

    “Keep in touch,” he replied. 

      

    The lower we descended, the fewer workers we met. The torch-lit tunnels were left behind, and Tissa cast a ball of light that flew in front of us. We began to come across some mobs — large rats, snakes, and some aggressive moles. So far, they were low level, ranging from 1 to 10, but they’d give workers with no levels at all some trouble. Big Po had some fun, gaining experience, and Tissa healed him as needed. It wasn’t exactly fun farming, but Big Po and Tissa chatted, and shared their stories about the Frying Pan and their lives, and then they moved on to how to break through to the portal. They really didn’t come up with anything, except that Tissa would again carry me while I mimicked something, and then, once in greater Dis, we’d need the help of all of our allies. 

      

    By the time Pollux reached level 9, I’d been a staff for over an hour. The demonic talent had sucked 64% of my life out of me, but it hadn’t leveled up. I began to suspect that only extended periods in Mimicry counted towards progress, and also, it seemed likely that I needed to use the other skills, such as Tumbleweed or Predatory Chest. 

      

    I could probably morph back into my human form, but I didn’t want to risk it. After all, we could still run into Trailer and his people in these mines. And what then? If I were to kill them, then they’d respawn in the cemetery and report to their masters, and if I didn’t kill them, then they’d alert them via their communication amulets. And anyway, it wasn’t like there were any decent mobs there, so I remained in staff form, and as such really appreciated being in Tissa’s soft, warm hands. 

      

    Lulled by Tissa’s measured gait and the murmur of her conversation with Big Po, my brain was lazily sorting through thoughts about the Kernel of the Destroying Plague, which, with my mythical pick, was in my inventory, but no matter how hard I thought about it, I couldn’t come up with anything. Really, all I could come up with was to either give it to Tissa, or give it to the Children of Kratos. I could also keep it, but I didn’t know what good that would do. Could that be why Behemoth gave it to me? 

      

    I dozed off, just like when I was a thorn bush. I slept for a short time, about half an hour, and then Tissa woke me up, and in a rather peculiar way — by starting to whap me, the staff, against the wall. 

      

    “Wake up, Scyth! It’s action time!” 

      

    “Sheppard, you mother!” Big Po’s irritated bass was added to Tissa’s sonorous voice. “What the hell, wake up!” 

      

    Reluctantly canceling Mimicry, I fell out of Tissa’s arms, hitting the back of my head on the stone floor, and, rubbing it, I got up. After a sweet slumber in the great nothingness, the light from Tissa’s magic ball hit my eyes, and I turned away. 

      

    My body was stiff, and the blood in my veins was as if frozen, so I began stretching to loosen everything up. Tissa was radiating light as a Priestess of Radiance, and she touched my hand and asked, “Are you okay?” 

      

    “I’m fine,” I said, and continued stretching. 

      

    “Now he’s decided to exercise," growled Big Po, who, I saw, had already reached level 10, but had not yet chosen a class. “Scyth, Tissa doesn’t have much time. If she goes at the mobs, we don’t gain any experience, so come on, unleash the pickaxe! We can go to town leveling up here!” 

      

    I retrieved the pickaxe and looked around. We were standing in a small cave, about half again as tall as I was, six paces wide and ten long. I looked at where my friends were staring, and saw that I needed to head for where two passages emerged from the cave. I didn’t see anything, and shrugged. 

      

    “I don’t see any mobs.” 

      

    “They’re in there, deeper,” said Big Po. “They’re level 20 or above, so you can get some experience, too. Some grimy humanoid lizards, only without eyes. Slimy, like fish, nasty.” 

      

    “They give him the creeps,” said Tissa. 

      

    “Yeah, well their throats bloat out larger than their bodies, and they spray this crap out.” 

      

    “It’s a lethal debuff,” Tissa added. “It builds up, and when it reaches the 10th rank, instant death ensues. Healing won’t help, and it doesn’t matter how much life you have. You can’t dispel it, either, It has to just wear off. So be careful. I will follow you, and I’ll heal you to the best of my ability.” 

      

    “I recognize the tricks of Cybele,” came a muffled voice from the pickaxe. A cough followed, making the hilt vibrate in my hands. “Ugh, you carrions!” 

      

    “What’s that about, Torfu?” I asked. 

      

    “Nothing,” he muttered. “I was just thinking about my ex, and felt like howling. She was treacherous, like a primordial serpent! While we, the other gods, were creating monsters bigger and stronger, this reptile reached the heights of skill, giving life to the creatures about which the fat mortal spoke. Vile, treacherous, taking their toll not in a fair fight, but like this, on the sly, with malicious magic, diseases and curses. So there you are, be careful! The wench is right! Don’t mess around in there!” 

      

    Tissa grimaced at being called a “wench,” but didn’t say anything. But the aura of light around her flickered indignantly. She’d tried to talk with Torfu in the tavern, but it hadn’t been successful. She’d say a brief something, and then he’d take over the conversation from then on. Come on, why hide it, the god from the pickaxe seems to have become so frenzied in captivity that he’d developed into a real piece of work... that is, a screaming embodiment of all modern sins: from sexism and chauvinism to, as Tissa puts it, misogyny and patriarchal cynicism. He didn’t think he owed anything to anyone, and acted accordingly. To him, only a couple of the gods from the Old Ones and the Sleepers deserved respect. And he hadn’t heard of Nergal at all — they’d locked him up before the coming of the New Gods. To Torfu, nobody else was more important than insects, or bacteria. 

      

    “Listen, Torfu,” I spoke to him, still overwhelmed by the puzzle thrown by Behemoth. “So what are you thinking about your release? Maybe you can give a quest for your release?” 

      

    “Quest?” the god was puzzled. “Orders, you mean? I knew a stupid barbarian... mentioned him already, didn’t I?” 

      

    “Yep.” 

      

    “So I gave him orders, which were to get my heart and take it to my body, which was encased in a crystal sarcophagus. However, it was so long ago that both my beautiful heart and body have already decayed. Yes, and it was, it seems, in a completely different world, even before the Melding. So no, boy, I don’t have any orders for you.” 

      

    “So you’re going to stick around forever in a pickaxe?” I pulled out the Kernel and turned it around in front of the pickaxe. Tissa’s magic ball floated closer, illuminating it. “Won’t this even help?” 

      

    “God be with you, Scyth, to absorb such rubbish is to disrespect yourself. That’s pure death! The power hidden there, of course, is untold, but even I, a god, cannot master it. Instead, it would warp me and turn me into something that even necromancers would fear to mention!” 

      

    After listening to him, I stashed the artifact back in my inventory. What a disappointment. So no role for Torfu in this, but then, what was I supposed to do with it? What!? 

      

    In the meantime, Torfu wouldn’t shut up, having opened a veritable fountain of eloquence. 

      

    “There’s another way, boy. I admit that at first I didn’t even consider it in light of where you and where IT is! But you and yours are worthy, and I, too, have attained a decent level, so it might be possible.” 

      

    Then he fell silent, save for a staccato indistinct muttering. Big Po had been intently listening, but now he waved his hand. 

      

    “Let’s get going, Scyth! That spirit in the pickaxe is a whack job, so there’s no point in listening to him. Why’d you give him speech capabilities?” 

      

    Tissa nodded in agreement. The healing aura of light around her grew brighter, as if absorbing the darkness of the cave and transmuting it into radiance. 

      

    “So what is this other way, Torfu?” I asked, shaking the pickaxe. 

      

    “What?” he asked, puzzled. “What are you talking about, boy? Ah, the other way! Yes, there’s a way to free me, and also you, and the fat mortal.” 

      

    And he fell silent again. Big Po and I looked at each other, and again I shook the pickaxe. 

      

    “Hey, mighty and great one! Wake up!” 

      

    “Well, quit shaking me! You’ll mess up the furnishings in here!” complained the pickaxe. “I was checking out the ancient manuscripts. Listen: ‘And Cybele perished, and the Nether swallowed her up, and only a miserable shadow remained of her bereft of a mind and heart — an empty shell. And the offspring moved into it, and it tore Icy Gorge from the rest of the world in order to drag it into the Nether, but failed in this. Epoch followed epoch, until the one who destroys the offspring of the Nether and lifts the taboos demolishes the astral fetters and returns the lost land to Disgardium, from whence it came.’” 

      

    “Can you repeat that, only in English this time?” asked Tissa. 

      

    “Or Chinese, maybe,” added Big Po. 

      

    “Better yet, tell us how you got a document about what happened if Cybele put you in a pickaxe before she disappeared into the Nether?” I asked. “Do you get mail there? In the pickaxe?” 

      

    “Oh, you fool!” howled Torfu. “This is the prophecy of the First Shaman! And his great gift permitted him to see that, which has already transpired, and so he wrote about what had already come to be! Too bad there’s nothing in the prophecy about my imprisonment! Had I known in advance what I now know, I would have resisted the temptations of Cybele, with her bountiful breasts and pearly white teeth, and would have cast her into the Nether at once!” 

      

    “In short,” I began summing up what he’d said, “there is an offspring of the Nether that has settled in Cybele’s avatar, right?” 

      

    “You speak the truth, boy!” said Torfu. “You see it! It is good that the fat mortal transferred me back to you.” 

      

    “So if this offspring is defeated, will Icy Gorge again become part of Disgardium?” 

      

    “Genius! A titan of thought! A brilliant young man, smart as a whip!” Torfu enthused. 

      

    “But how will this plan result in your freedom? 

      

    How?” asked the god. “Once Icy Gorge is reunited with Disgardium, Cybele’s spell will be broken, as she will be no longer be whole! Do you see what I’m getting at, boy? My prison will crumble to dust, and I will have secured my freedom!” 

      

    “I sense that there’s a catch, but I don’t know what it is,” I chuckled. “Wait a minute, though… Exactly! I’ll no longer have my pickaxe!” 

      

    “The pickaxe was given to you!” said Torfu, and then I could hear him spitting. “But without me, it’s nothing but a hunk of metal attached to a wooden shaft! But once I am freed, my strength will be restored, and do you know how I shall reward you?! Oh-ho!” 

      

    “A new prophecy...” 

      

    “Listen, you guys, it might work!” said Pollux. “Maybe we won’t have to deal with the Children once we’re through the portal, right?” 

      

    “We’ll still have to,” said Tissa. “Icy Gorge would still belong to the Children of Kratos. No matter what, we’d still be in their lands.” 

      

    “Where can we find this offspring?” I asked. 

      

    “In the heart of Icy Gorge, where else?” replied Torfu. 

      

    “Where is the heart?” 

      

    “At the very bottom, beyond which there is only a vast nothingness. It is not far from here, nor is it nearby, but with my help, mortals, it is not a difficult path.” 

      

    The last words of the Old God of the Swamps were drowned out by the popping of a portal. The whole cave was flooded with such a blaring light that I closed my eyes, but even with my eyes closed I felt how the light was burning them. 

      

    Squinting, I noticed two sparkling figures that stood out even in the stream of light. One of them said softly, “Well done, daughter of Kratos. Your Illuminating Orb of Nergal has shown us where to find you. Is the path before you radiant?” 

      

    My limbs were shackled by bands of radiance and burning skin that were so heavy that I collapsed. With a thud, Big Po collapsed beside me. Tissa remained standing. The light began to fade, and I could see what was happening. 

      

    “My path is radiant, illuminated by Nergal,” she responded as if nothing had happened. “What will happen to them, holy father? Will they be given to the Children of Kratos?” 

      

    “This animal is of no use to us,” the priest named Ruffin nodded in disgust at Big Po, and turned his gaze to me. “As for this scum, we’ll start out by interrogating him. Harmony has been violated by the vile Sleepers, and we need to find out where all their vile temples are located, in which those who reject the light pray. Brother Honcho, prepare the crucifix. We’ll do it here, as we do not want to bother the Children of Kratos. They don’t need to see the methods employed by the Holy and Luminous Inquisition… 

      

    I could clearly recall the methods employed the by the Cursed Inquisition. Every fiber of my being had been in agony, and yet I was absolute sure that this Holy and Luminous Inquisition would bring torture to a new, even more horrific level. 

      

    With a wave of his hand, Brother Honcho erected a cross — wooden, imbued o rays of blinding light. 

      

    Again Ruffin turned to Tissa. 

      

    “Go with the light, daughter of Kratos. Tell the elder that at dawn we will deliver Scyth to him. And take this so-called Pollux, for there is no place for dirt where the light is streaming.” 

      

    He continued to spew grandiose phrases. Meanwhile, I felt Big Po’s back against mine, Torfu was swearing, and I whispered, 

      

    “What classes were you offered?” 

      

    “What?” 

      

    “You’ve reached level 10, right?” I whispered. “What classes were you offered?” 

      

    “Crappy ones!” he snapped. “Lumberjack, Barbarian and Priest of Fortune.” 

      

    “Priest of Fortune?” 

      

    “I myself am in shock. Not a single combat bonus! And my main characteristic is good luck! It’s apparently because of you! Fuck me...” 

      

    I began to feel like I was part of a theatrical production of a global scale in which all of the roles had long ago been set. I didn’t know if I should be glad that Behemoth was right again, or to be sad that my role was that of a puppet, even if an important one, and I burst out laughing. At least I’d been granted an answer. 

      

    Priest Ruffin kept on speaking to Tissa as he casually slugged me with a light hammer that made my head ring. I stopped laughing, there was no time to waste. 

      

    I didn’t need my hands to access my inventory. I pulled out the Kernel of the Destroying Plague, felt Big Po’s hand behind my back, and handed the artifact to him. 

      

    “Choose the priest, and then use this.” 

      

    Tissa nodded at Ruffin after hearing him out, knelt down and kissed his hand, after which she approached us, squeamishly pushed me away with her foot and lifted Pollux to his feet. He staggered, unable to keep his balance due to his bound legs and arms, and first, Tissa tried to support him, but then she kicked him in the ass, so his fall was even harder. 

      

    Then she leaned over me. Her face contorted into an evil grimace, and she spat in my face, and whispered, “We’ll get you out of here. Hold on.” 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 21. The Holy and Luminous Inquisition 

      

      

      

      

    I WOULD HAVE FOLLOWED Tissa with my eyes if I could, but the collar of light that Priest Ruffin had put on me squeezed my neck and pressed it to the ground as if it weighed a ton. What was Melissa trying to say? My ex has always been known for her eccentricity, spontaneity and thoughtlessness of actions, but today she — or her clone — had really outdone herself, to the extent that these aspects of her personality were magnified. 

      

    And yet, my heart was calm. Tissa could have turned me in even earlier, but she didn’t, which means she hadn’t betrayed me. It wasn’t deliberate, her magical ball which had illuminated our path had somehow revealed me to the priests of Nergal, and they’d swiftly swooped down on us. I trusted Tissa. 

      

    But what about Big Po? Could he be trusted? His attitude towards me, which was friendly enough, was obviously dictated by his desire to be one of my people. He’d lost his clan, which had been successful, when he lost his threat status, and he then blackmailed me by threatening to hand me over to the Triad if we did not accept him into our clan, but when that threat didn’t pan out, he tried other approaches. Now that he could become almost a god, he didn’t need me or my clan. Worse, once we were in greater Dis, he would surely get an offer from Snowstorm he couldn’t refuse. But the fact was, Big Po was my only option right now, and I hoped I hadn’t made a big mistake. 

      

    Meanwhile, the priests of Nergal were in no hurry to torture me — they seemed to have momentarily forgotten about me, confident that I wasn’t going anywhere. They chatted a bit, and then Ruffin headed for the portal, leaving me with Honcho. Ruffin was trotting after the elder to listen to instructions, while I tried to use Mimicry. But it didn’t work — the light shackles must have been suppressing all of my abilities. Unfortunately, I also couldn’t use the pickaxe, because my hands were tied. I had been hoping that I could use it to give the priests a nasty surprise, but nope, no go. 

      

    Honcho was now alone with me, and he drew near, and, using his foot, he flipped me over on my back so that I could see his indifferent face. 

      

    “What are you waiting for, holy father?” I asked. 

      

    For a moment, triumph flashed in his eyes. He probably thought that I was ready to speak, and he jutted out his chin framed by a magnificent snow-white beard, and, as if doing me a favor, he responded, “Reverend Ruffin has left to get the First Inquisitor. Only he is able to access the secret magic of mind irradiation.” 

      

    “What’s that?” I was mystified. 

      

    “You’ll find out soon,” Honcho promised. “Or perhaps you wish to enlighten us as to where the temples of the Sleepers are located, without waiting for the Most Holy and Luminous Inquisition?” 

      

    “Who knows? Perhaps I do.” I shrugged. “It all depends on what you can offer in return, father. 

      

    It’s not like I thought I could get him to flip sides, but it was worth a try. I’d succeeded in getting the great princes of the Inferno to ally with me. In any event, I preferred talking to him up over enduring the torture of being crucified on a cross. 

      

    “Are you willing to renounce your own?” asked Honcho, his eyes narrowed in disbelief. 

      

    “Again, it’s debatable. What can you offer in return?” 

      

    “I will decide on a reward only after you tell me where the temples of the vile Sleepers are,” the priest replied proudly. “Where are they? How many are there?” 

      

    “Somewhere in Disgardium,” I replied. “That is where all forty-five Temples of the Sleepers are located, priest. Good luck finding them.” 

      

    “Forty five?” he asked, feigning surprise. “Why not two hundred and forty? Verily, only vile lies can flow from the filthy lips of a pagan who has rejected the light! Well, I shall teach you a lesson.” 

      

    And he fell silent. From his left hand, a beam of burning light shot out, with which he began to torment my body, and from his right hand, a healing radiance issued in waves, which did not allow me to die. 

      

    It was really hard, but I didn’t make a sound. I didn’t want to give the priest the satisfaction. I clamped my mouth shut, trying to prevent the groans and screams from escaping, but I couldn’t stop my reflexes, which struggled in vain to escape from the beam. My body arched up while my head and limbs were tightly shackled to the stony earth in the cave. I mentally distanced myself from the pain by imagining what would happen next. Would Big Po and Tissa come to the rescue? What would happen to Big Po after he transformed into the Kernel of the Destroying Plague? It’s not likely to level him up, and even if he became invulnerable, it wouldn’t help me get me out of this. 

      

    When you’re being tortured, time seems to dramatically slow down. Seconds stretch into minutes, and minutes into infinity, vision fails, everything blurs in your eyes so that it is impossible to see the system clock. 

      

    Just the same, everything comes to an end. Priest Ruffin returned, and then the pain subsided. He brought with him three inquisitors, who carefully examined me and nodded to each other, apparently convinced that I was Scyth in the flesh. 

      

    And then Ruffin started reprimanding Honcho. 

      

    “I told you to crucify him! Why is he still on the ground?” 

      

    “The vile one who rejects the light defiled my hearing with lies, reverend,” he candidly responded. “I thought it right to punish the filthy liar in preparation of your return. 

      

    “A wise decision,” said Larion, First Inquisitor, in defense of Honcho. “But now that we are all here, the scoundrel must be dealt with such that he can no longer defile the land blessed by the radiance of Nergal.” 

      

    Then, multiple needle-like rays of light appeared beneath my body, raising it from the ground and then nailing it to the crucifix. Everyone, except Larion, joined hands and began to pray, and he approached me, levitated above the ground to grab my head, and then he flooded it with a stream of light that was so brilliant that I could see nothing but his radiant face. 

      

    The tyrant Baal, leader of the Cursed Inquisition, had torn me apart to get to my particle of Order, and now, First Inquisitor Larion was irradiating my mind such that it seemed impossible to hide anything from him. Sharp rays of light swarmed like tentacles, probing into the most hidden corners of my consciousness, seeking, searching, and in so doing causing me to recall what was now like a distant memory: my mother’s face when I was born, the smell of my father as he took me in his arms, the taste of mother’s milk, my first steps and the joyful faces of my parents... 

      

    I lost track of time, which both stopped and madly accelerated — memories of every moment in my sixteen years flooded over me, and I knew that Larion also saw it all: I blow out the candles and proudly put on the watch that Uncle Nick gave me on my 1th birthday… I ride a bike for the first time, my father holds my shoulder and keeps me from falling… I can’t take my eyes off Melissa Schafer’s blond pigtails sitting in front of me in the third grade… Hung trips me when I’m balancing a tray of food in the school cafeteria... Edward gives Malik a wedgie during PE... A little girl I recognize as Eve gives me her doll... It’s my first time in Tristad, and I’m ecstatically yelling at Disgardium to welcome a new hero... 

      

    The all-consuming bright light goes dark, as do my memories. The perfectly clean, beautiful face with heavenly eyes frowns with displeasure and moves away — Larion releases me. I can still hear Irita’s laughter on the beach near Kharinza when the First Inquisitor’s metallic but disappointed voice brings me back to reality: 

      

    “I can’t get past the block. I saw where the creature hides the memories of the Sleepers, but I couldn’t break through.” 

      

    I felt a surge of power course through me. Apparently Behemoth’s mental bock worked not only on his followers, but also on his Initial. 

      

    What ensued was another half hour in which an ever grimmer Larion interrogated me. He lashed me with a kind of dark magic that inflicted suffering every time he didn’t like my response. It is difficult to convey the essence of the suffering, which seemed to include the full spectrum of everything I really loathed, from an unbearable stench, to sheer terror that made me want to curl up in a fetal position. The pain was always in the background, and then it would surge to the fore all of a sudden, and spike. You never knew what would provoke it, and this is what made your mind go numb and your heart shrink, not so much from the torture itself, but from the fear of it, and its unpredictability. 

      

    Finally, the torture session drew to a close, and I felt a wave of relief, mingled with surprise that my body was intact and didn’t hurt anymore. But then in the silence the fear again reared its head from the anticipation of more pain on the horizon. 

      

    “Allow me to use more earthly methods, First Inquisitor Larion,” Ruffin said ingratiatingly. 

      

    “You may,” replied Larion wearily. “I and my brothers in the Most Holy and Luminous Inquisition shall now leave you, Reverend. As you know, at dawn the new high priestess of Nergal will appear, and the lord calls upon everyone who can help expand the channel.” 

      

    “Do we know anything about her?” asked Honcho. “They whisper that the lord found her in the Nether…” 

      

    “And anyone who spreads such rumors will end up on the chopping block!” rapped out Larion, and added more calmly, “The ways of Lord Nergal are inscrutable. It is not for us mortals to judge and ponder them. It is known that the new high priestess bore the name of Beta number nine, but for us and the whole world her name will be as follows: Nine, the Luminous Hand of Nergal.” 

      

    “For it is said in the Universal Scripture: Eight high priests will bring light to Disgardium, but the ninth will destroy the darkness!” Ruffin solemnly intoned. “So it shall be!” 

      

    Only then did I finally realize exactly where I was, and what was happening. I was in a cave deep underground in Icy Gorge, next to two priests of Nergal and a trio of inquisitors who had just been trying to extract information from my head about where the temples of the Sleepers were. And since they hadn’t succeeded, I was in for more torture. 

      

    Sorry, but no fucking way! I looked at the interface commands to bail out of Dis, but I didn’t have time — a long shining spear appeared in Larion’s hands. He shook his head and impaled me on it, but it wasn’t that which prevented me from getting out in real life — the exit button had disappeared! 

      

    “How?” I couldn’t contain my surprise and asked not so much of the priests and inquisitors as of myself, “What’s going on? My shift is over! I have the right to get out of here!” 

      

    The rays of light pinning me to the cross disappeared, and I fell from the cross but was still hanging on the spear. Raising me higher, Larion smiled and said, “In here, I am the law. You, who live in two worlds, shall not escape to where you were when you appeared here as an uninvited guest. Until you understand this, you will suffer.” 

      

    “Well, okay, got it then...,” I grinned, realizing that the external command of the emergency exit from the capsule had saved me even when I was in the Nether. Wesley will tell the others, and they’ll get me out. 

      

    “What a vile smirk,” Larion muttered, studying me as I was a frog in the science lab — squeamishly, but with interest. He nodded to himself, and then carelessly dropped the spear, along with me. “I wonder how long it will stay on his face when he realizes that people like him have nowhere to run…?” 

      

    “Are you talking about the undying, First Inquisitor Larion?” Ruffin asked. 

      

    “What else? Their time is running out. Lord Nergal has endured their antics for a long time, but his patience has come to an end.” Turning away then, he said, “Reverend, crucify him… Let him hang until the Supreme One comes to Disgardium and finds time for him.” 

      

    “It shall be done!” Ruffin sounded zealous, and then asked a little guiltily, “I promised the Children of Kratos that I would give them Scyth at dawn, First Inquisitor Larion. What should I tell them?” 

      

    “Let them wait. I’m sure the new high priestess will be able to beat what we need out of this creature, though I don’t think she’ll do it right away. The lord is concerned about what is happening in the Commonwealth, and the first thing she will have to deal with is the traitor Bastian before we lose ground there. The Commonwealth is a stronghold of faith, while the rest of the world belongs to filthy pagans. We can’t lose it.” 

      

    And with this, they started leaving the cave. Ruffin saw them off. 

      

    “It’s a pity that we can’t pull Scyth out of this shred of land,” another inquisitor sighed, “If we could…” 

      

    And then I could no longer hear them. Honcho had left, as well, to hear the inquisitor’s words. His figure froze at the tunnel leading up. 

      

    Everything in my cranium itched terribly, the back of my head ached, blood throbbed in my temples, and I couldn’t even touch my head with my hand. I tried to shake it to relieve the itching and pain and put my thoughts in order, but the heavy collar tightly pressed the back of my head to the ground. 

      

    Soon, Ruffin was back. He again used light rays to crucify me on the cross, and said, “In the name of the light, the sun and its rays… Scyth, you spawn of the Sleeping Gods, are sentenced to be burned alive.” Chewing his lips, Ruffin chuckled and added, “Without the right to death and rebirth.” 

      

    Honcho was ready and cast a slew of shining balls emitting streams of light at me. So far, it felt like I was baking in the sun on a hot afternoon, but underneath this was the realization that I was close to pain. The balls swelled, heated from within, intensifying the rays. 

      

    Ruffin added larger balls, after which the two priests joined hands and sang prayers: 

      

    “Those who are immersed in darkness shall know the light, O Nergal…” 

      

    My burning flesh was hissing now, and I began squirming like a caterpillar that was trapped under a magnifying glass under a scorching beam of light. The light hit my eyes, burning through my eyelids. Blinded, I kept repeating the usual mantras in my head that this was just a game and that my real body was safe. 

      

    “... may light-bearing punishment befall him and may he escape unrighteous death and...” 

      

    And suddenly the prayers subsided, and a cool, refreshing shower of something life-endowing poured over me. My burnt flesh was restored, I began to see again — at first not very well, as if I was in a fog, but I could make out the figures of the priests writhing on the floor, no longer singing about the light and Nergal, and then, some vague images near them, from whose hands rays also shot out, but not shining, but rather gloomy green... dead. 

      

    The cross beneath me crumbled into dust, and I collapsed. The smell of rotting flesh filled me. Not believing what was happening, I slowly raised my head. 

      

    A figure in a white dress approached and stroked my tormented cheek with a cool hand. Tissa. 

      

    “How are you, Alex?” 

      

    “Well, those priests of Nergal are freaks…” came the slightly distorted, but recognizable voice of Big Po. “Burning you alive? In the name of light? What hypocritical shit!” 

      

    Turning towards the entrance to the cave, I saw him — still with a human figure, but now without clothes. He was dull black, as if he had been doused with resin from head to toe, and somehow swollen, like a plasticine figure that had begun to melt in the sun. 

      

    Next to him were several other figures. Three... five... six... eight. 

      

    Eight sentients. Not alive and not dead. 

      

    One of them came up to me, lifted my head, and cupped my chin in his hand. He exhaled rot-infused air and said, “Life is a strange thing.” 

      

    He helped me up, jerking me to my feet, grinning. I nodded my head, holding back questions and surprise. 

      

    “Life is a very strange thing. It is generally mortal, High Legate Mogwai.” 

      

    “But there is no death in the service of the Destroying Plague,” he said, still grinning. 

  


 
   
      

      

    Interlude 1. Lan Lin 

      

      

      

      

    LAN LIN HAD LIVED through three lives. But this, the fourth, which began a week ago, did not please her. 

      

    In her first life, she thought she would become a violinist. She’d been drawn to music ever since she was a child, meaning real music, not the sounds generated by AI. 

      

    However, lessons weren’t cheap. Her parents put them off for four years, and then all of a sudden they plunged two categories in citizenship status due to shady trading on the stock market. This meant that Lan Lin had to develop her musical talent on her own. She did this at home using free programs on the Web. 

      

    Like all schoolchildren, once she reached 14 years of age, she discovered Disgardium. The virtual world did not arouse much interest in her until she first dropped into the Midland Tavern — part of the teenage sandbox in her district. There, she met a violinist, and she got to know him. He told her that in Disgardium, music lessons weren’t just more accessible, they were also easier. What took hundreds of hours to master in real life could be achieved in one or two lessons in the game. 

      

    And so, a second life began for Lan Lin, who selected the name Laneiran for her sorceress character. This life lasted almost fifteen years, and there were many good things in it: a career in the Azure Dragons, a transition to the Song of War, and there, victories in the Arena, top achievements, big earnings, fame, popularity... But to her, what mattered most was success in the realm of music. In Dis, Laneiran was a virtuoso on the violin, and in the real world, Lan Lin stubbornly pursued her childhood ambitions. But now, she could afford the best teachers. 

      

    Her third life began when she was seduced by an offer from the top player in the world at that time, Mogwai, and his friend Criterror, co-founder of the Elite clan. 

      

    Fen Xiaoguang, who invited her to join the Elites, promised a lot, including huge earnings, fun and excitement, and new discoveries instead of routine farming, but what actually happened eclipsed all of these promises. At least at first. 

      

    What ensued was a phantasmagoria. They’d almost destroyed the temple of the Sleepers in the Lakharian Desert and were anticipating the rewards they’d get from Nergal when Scyth suddenly showed up and killed them all. Instead of being respawned, like usual, he proposed that they change their race to that of the “undead.” 

      

    The clan council decided to accept the offer, and when Laneiran, along with the rest of the officers, entered Dis after their characters were regenerated, they were summoned by the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague and made legates. 

      

    A day later, Scyth withdrew from the faction of the Destroying Plague, and Mogwai took his place as the highest legate. The experience farm, the hunt for Scyth, the development of Viderlich, the capital of the new faction, captivity, was followed by their release thanks to Eileen, the divine chain of the dark god Ahriman, which gave her incredible abilities, and as a result, the ability to call on the god himself for help... 

      

    But it was gone in a flash once Scyth destroyed the Nucleus. Just like that, all of them — the Legates of the Destroying Plague — were all stripped of their abilities. Laneiran was even envious of Angel, who was eliminated as a threat by Scyth, because at least she received a reward for reaching her full potential. Jealousy didn’t make sense, though, given that Angelina would have to create a new character and level it up from scratch when she returned to Dis. That is, if she ever returned, because she’d lost interest in the game. 

      

    In fact, they all did. Worst of all was Eileen, a former high legate, who, because of Scyth, dropped down to level 1. She didn’t give up, though, and zealously undertook to level up again, which wasn’t difficult, given all of her talents and skills, but how long would it take her to regain all that she had lost? Years. 

      

    After the defeat at Viderlich and the destruction of the Nucleus, the founders of the Fen-Mogwai clan and Ignatius-Criterror poured alcohol on their grief and sniffed Accelerator, and soon they were all loser boozers except for Eileen and Angelina, who’d flown off to a lunar resort. 

      

    Lan Lin, of course, joined her boyfriend in drowning her grief in drink. Her relationship with Criterror had started fairly recently, but then swiftly developed. They could easily secure a good contract with any top clan, but after experiencing the unlimited possibilities enjoyed by legates, how could they return to the role of ordinary raiders? Forget it. Besides, you couldn’t be sure about these “top clans.” They’d drawn a lot of blood, spoiling relations with all the tops: from Modus to the Song of War. Perhaps the Children of Kratos were worthy... 

      

    Their binge ended the day before yesterday when someone turned on the news and found out that the hateful Alex Sheppard had failed his citizenship tests and lost his character. Needless to say, the Elite rose from the ashes, and that was putting it lightly. The celebrations at their clan base in the Himalayas was so massive that, afterwards, they had to get new furniture. 

      

    And their moods were further elevated by the message they got from the top brass at Snowstorm. Fen got along well with Chloe Cliffhanger, who strongly advised him not to change his race. Like, not everything was lost for the undead; who knows, maybe the Destroying Plague would return to the game. 

      

    Chloe’s words were confirmed by Mr. X — some very high-ranking person in Snowstorm, who oversaw the Destroying Plague. His influence was so limitless that he’d even helped Fen with her personal problems. In addition, a protracted conflict with the Triad was gaining momentum. He didn’t share the details. 

      

    “Crooked Tooth had a grudge against me,” Fen languidly joked, in response to Lan Lin’s questions, who knew firsthand that the Triad was not to be trifled with. 

      

    She was even planning on breaking up with the clan so as not to get into trouble herself, but everything resolved itself. A couple of weeks ago, the entire top of the Triad disappeared somewhere, and later it turned out that they were gone for good. Their bodies were spotted by a patrol shuttle in a space yacht drifting towards the sun. No crew was found, and Crooked Tooth and the other Triad generals were found sprawled around the card table. Dead. What most surprised the public was that all of the leaders of a powerful criminal organization had convened in one place, violating their own rule. 

      

    By that time, Fen was totally enamored by Mr. X, and when he learned that a certain Arto Menfil had become the new leader of Snowstorm, he was delighted, surmising that Menfil was the mysterious Mr. X. Not that Menfil confirmed this. 

      

    But that morning, the Elite once again entered the game. 

      

    “No, we’re no longer the Legates of the Destroying Plague,” Mogwai began in an inspiring speech as he beheld the solemn faces of his clanmates. “And it’s true that our patron gods no longer answer prayers, having lost their powers along with the disappearance of the Nucleus. But! I want to remind you that we are not only the strongest players in Dis, especially now, after the neutralization of Scyth… We are undead! A faction now closed to all latecomers! This means that all continents are available to us, and we have many First Kills ahead of us! We haven’t fully explored Holdest, or Meaz! Terrastera! The Underwater Kingdom!” 

      

    Needless to say, everybody lightened up and smiled now that they had meaning in life yet again. Laneiran was happy, too, as she looked at everyone’s faces. Criterror was laughing, Biancanova was dancing, and Ronan and Cray exchanged high fives. Even Eileen, who’d reached level 251 during their spree, had a semblance of a smile on her solemn face. Only Liam didn’t join in the general levity, but that sour Driscoll was always like that. If Lan Lin could have her way, she’d have thrown him out without a second thought, but Fen Xiaoguang saw something in him, and continued to keep him around. This was probably because Liam had his back when he was in Modus. 

      

    After wandering through the ruins of Viderlich, they decided to erect the castle of the Elite there. The city wasn’t deserted — skeletons and zombies roamed the streets, trade was going on in the shops, and laborers who’d joined the undead drank in the tavern. Toward the end of the day, Mogwai suggested that they visit the South Pole, remembering how the Nucleus had warned that Scyth had set up a new Temple of the Sleepers there. 

      

    “Let’s destroy the temple, then we’ll find where Kharinza is hidden, and we’ll drop by there too,” said Mogwai. “Can you imagine how much loot they’ve got?” 

      

    Yes, they could imagine. Needless to say, they could really use the treasures of the Awoken. 

      

    Laneiran and Biancanova took turns trying to open a portal there, but to no avail. Something on the other side was blocking the passage. This was probably some trick of the Sleeping Gods. They decided to get to the island in the old fashioned way, on flying mounts, since they weren’t hindered by the frost. 

      

    The South Pole was less than a mile away when their flight was interrupted. An invisible force dragged everyone off their mounts, nailed them to the ground, and then something happened that they’d never dreamed of. 

      

    They were summoned by the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. 

      

    * * * 

      

    In a semi-dark cave, illuminated by a single torch on the wall, a very fat young man, in fact a teenager, was sprawling on a wide stone. 

      

    After examining the stunned faces of the legates, he grinned wryly. The profile said he was Pollux, a level 10 Priest of Fortune, but the line below sparingly stated that he was also the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. 

      

    They all studied the profile, then, for some time, they digested this turn of events. 

      

    “Who the hell are you?” asked Mogwai, dumbfounded. 

      

    “I am Big Po,” he replied. “Call me that. I don’t like being called ‘Nucleus.’ Actually, if you want, you can call me Mr. Cho.” 

      

    “What’s going on here?” asked Criterror, notes of hysteria in his voice. “What the hell, Mr. Cho!? Who are you, kid?” 

      

    The fat man’s eyes glazed over, as if he were fiddling with the interface, after which Criterror’s face fell. 

      

    “Are you fucking serious? I will not fulfill your idiotic quest! And what is the reward — plus one to my reputation with the Nucleus? Kiss my ass!” 

      

    “Just a sec,” said the young man. “Okay, now I’ve added a penalty and time. I leveled it on everyone, so do it!” 

      

    “Twenty seconds?” burst out Mogwai. Apparently, the deprivation of the title of High Legate as a penalty for not completing the quest on time seemed to him too serious a punishment for refusing. 

      

    “Cock-a-doodle-do,” he said quietly, shaking his head and frowning, and then, his eyes bulging, he bellowed, “Cock-a-doodle-dooooooo!” It wasn’t eloquent, but he sounded like he meant it. 

      

    Big Po, or whatever he was, nodded in satisfaction, his fat cheeks shining, his narrow eyes creased as he produced a smug smile. 

      

    “Quest completed, High Legate. What about the rest? Give it some soul! Don’t be shy! Or don’t you care about penalties?” 

      

    Lan Lin was sure all of the other legates felt the same as she did. Fierce anger — how dare someone give them orders?! How to reconcile it — this Mr. Cho wasn’t just an inwinova, but the Nucleus itself, right? Otherwise, how could he give them orders? Acceptance and humility came at once, because there was no time for reflection, as the timer was on for the quest entitled “Crow,” and it had almost expired! 

      

    From all around, the sound of “cock-a-doodle-doo!” rang out. Laneiran crowed the loudest of all. No one failed the quest — they gave it their all. 

      

    “If you do what I say, you will remain legates… for now,” said the fat guy. 

      

    The strongest players in the world did not believe their eyes and ears. There was a question on everyone’s face. How! Could! This! Happen?! 

      

    ‘I know, I know. You ‘Elites’ have questions, and I’ll answer them,’ said Big Po. “Scyth gave me the Kernel of the Destroying Plague, and so I am now the Nucleus. If anyone here has a problem with this, you’re free to go. True, you yourself cannot refuse your title, and I, as a vindictive person, will definitely penalize you for experience . How much can I take?” 

      

    He then did something that resulted in Mogwai dropping a level. Laneiran found out about this after hearing the High Legate exclaim, 

      

    “For what?! Mr. Cho, why did you drop me down a level?” 

      

    “A show of strength,” the fat kid replied seriously, having leveled up himself. “Hm...Wow. I can transfer all of your levels to me! Sweeet! We’ll, let’s check that..” 

      

    “Po,” came a girl’s voice from the direction of the unlit wall of the cave. It was Tissa, a blonde in a white dress. Laneiran had heard that name before...Yes, it was Sheppard’s ex! “Hurry! Don’t waste time!” 

      

    “Okay, okay,’ he waved it off. “I hope you recorded their facial expressions, haha!” And he laughed so hard his cheeks trembled. “In theory, we don’t need them. I can take their experience, and then they’ll fail. We can handle it ourselves.” 

      

    “Don’t be hasty...er...... Mr. Cho,” Mogwai said obsequiously. “Let’s talk like reasonable… people.” 

      

    “Let’s,” the boy agreed easily. “But I warn you, there is little time, our friend is being tortured, and he must be wrested from the clutches of the priests of Nergal. 

      

    “The priests won’t be a problem,” Eileen promised. “I’ve handled hordes of them in Darant — child’s play. Are there Aspects of Light?” 

      

    “Beats me,” shrugged the new Nucleus. “So what now?” 

      

    “We have become mortal,” Mogwai said. “Is there any way… to get our talents back?” 

      

    “Hmmm...,” Big Po’s fat fingers drummed on the stone while his eyes darted over the invisible lines of the interface. “Are you talking about Immortality of the Destroying Plague?” 

      

    “Yes!” Mogwai beamed, while the others nodded, faces grim. 

      

    “Plague Fury wouldn’t hurt either,” Laneiran added. Thinking that no matter how disgusted she was with this guy who imagined himself to be all that, her future in Dis depended on him, she added, “Please.” 

      

    The fat kid scratched the back of his skull, and shook his head. 

      

    “You can have the Plague Beam for now, but that’s it. You have to earn the other stuff.” 

      

    “That’s something, at least,” thought Laneiran as she saw the notification of a new skill gifted by the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague. 

      

    Liam, who showed the least emotion, barely restraining his disgust, asked, “Mr. Nucleus… Explain how you were able to summon us? So you are the new Nucleus? How did we remain legates?” 

      

    Laneiran noticed that he was standing next to Tissa and that his cheeks for blushing despite his dead flesh. 

      

    “Honestly? I don’t know. When I became the Nucleus, I simply saw a list of my legates. The Call of the Nucleus beckoned you. As for me, what can I say? I’m a simple guy I see a button, I press it. Sorry if I interrupted your plans…” At that moment, Big Po remembered that he was the Nucleus and corrected himself. “The apology is canceled. If you are dissatisfied, you can shove your discontent up your ass.” 

      

    The boy was obviously overexcited, and therefore was talkative. It turned out that he’d summoned the legates to Icy Gorge, a closed isolation zone under the control of the Children of Kratos. This was, in fact, where the manager AI had sent Scyth, who was now an inwinova, as was, it seems, Pollux, his friend from the sandbox they’d both been in. Strange that none of them had heard of the friend of Scyth’s before. They did know Bomber, Crawler, Infect, Crag, and Tissa. Where did this Pollux come from? 

      

    It was also surprising that Tissa was a member of the Children of Kratos, but at the same time was helping Scyth, but no one began to explain what that was about. The blonde girl kept urging the fat one to action. It seems that Scyth needed to be freed before he was handed over to the Children, or imprisoned in the dungeons of the Most Holy and Luminous Inquisition. 

      

    None of the legates dared refuse helping their sworn enemy. Lose all their levels? That was tantamount to suicide. Eileen flinched when Big Po hinted at it. Mogwai, who’d gotten a taste of it, understood better than anyone that without Immortality and all of the combat abilities of the Destroying Plague, it was be far, far more difficult to level up from scratch. 

      

    They didn’t have far to go. They went to a fork in the cave, traveled down a passage, and descended downward. They spent about twenty minutes on the journey, after which Laneiran saw from afar a radiance emanating from another cave. They heard voices and groans. 

      

    “Those who are immersed in darkness may know the light, O Nergal the Radiant, and may light-bearing punishment befall him…” 

      

    “Crit and I will bring down the left, the rest focus on the right,” Mogwai ordered via the chat, looking into the cave. He didn’t even bother transforming into a bear. “Tissa, you heal Scyth. Mister Cho, thank you for at least giving us back the Plague Beam! Let’s do it!” 

      

    Eight beams hit the two priests of Nergal, ending their earthly path. The levels of the priests were such that just Laneiran using her non-plague magic would have sufficed here. 

      

    Tissa rushed to Skiff, flooding him with healing waves. The guy who was crucified was only level 15. He also had a strange class — “Woebearer.” “Even here, he managed to acquire something unique,” Laneiran mentally marveled, having never heard of such a gaming class. 

      

    In the meantime, Mogwai approached Scyth, and helped him up, saying, “Life is a strange thing.” 

      

    “Life is a very strange thing,” he replied with a smile. “It is generally mortal, High Legate Mogwai.” 

      

    “But there is no death in the service of the Destroying Plague,” Mogwai grinned. 

      

    “Any more witticisms you need to spew?” asked Big Po. “I mean, I like a little philosophizing, but there’s time to talk later. Right now is time for action. Scyth, do you have the pickaxe?” 

      

    “Sure, with me,” he said, shaking it. “Shall we go? Or should we head for the Offspring of Nether?” 

      

    “Let’s head out and talk about it,” said Big Po. 

      

    Mogwai, who’d been watching them talk, raised his voice, “Excuse me, Mr. Cho…” Suppressed contempt flickered across his face as he pasted a smile on it, “Are there any new orders?” 

      

    The Nucleus of the Destroying Plague looked at the high legate as if he were a bug, and turned to Scyth. 

      

    “Should we cut these asshole legates off? Or let them come with us?” 

      

    Scyth shrugged. 

      

    “We have two options Level up to 100 to break through the portal, or take them with us to the Offspring of Nether. In either case, the legates could come in handy. We need to deal with the Children at the portal, and we can’t cope with the Offspring of Nether on our own.” 

      

    Scyth looked at the pickaxe in his hands and for whatever crazy reason asked, “Is that so, Torfu?” 

      

    Laneiran silently observed all this as she quietly lost her mind. What was going on? 

      

    She was finally convinced that she was going crazy when the pickaxe spoke with some strange accent: 

      

    “Indeed it is, kiddo! It was not in vain that the fat mortal has turned into a dead man — what power he brought to the rescue! They stink, of course, especially that dumb zombie with the rotten mug, but oh well, we’ll tolerate it.” 

      

    As everyone looked at her, Laneiran realized that the voice from the pickaxe was talking about her. She covered her face with her hands, burning with shame. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 22. Choo-Choo! 

      

      

      

      

    “NEW QUEST!” announced Big Po to the legates of the Destroying Plague. “I give you until dawn to get me and my friend Scyth, who must not die, out of Icy Gorge. Reward: plus one point to your reputation with me and...maybe I’ll restore another ability. Penalty... For now, we can do without penalties. Appreciate my generosity!” 

      

    At first, everyone was silent. Pollux winked at me, Tissa and I tried to maintain our poker faces even though we wanted to break out laughing, the legates exchanged furious looks and then their eyes looked vacuous, which meant they were holding a frantic powwow via chat. No doubt they were assessing whether they could finish us off, or if they had to submit to Big Po. 

      

    The hushed silence was broken by Liam, who had not taken his eyes off Tissa all this time. Even as one of the undead, the guy managed to look good, although his shining armor wasn’t the greatest look, nor was the decomposed flesh flowing with pus. Spitting contemptuously at Pollux’s feet, he announced, 

      

    “To Nether with your Destroying Plague! Do what you want, but I refuse to be this idiot’s puppet! Let him take all of my levels! I’ll just start all over with a new character!” 

      

    Big Po’s eyes turned glassy. Apparently, he was about to punish the insolent man, but just then, Liam’s other boss, Mogwai, crushed the rebellion. 

      

    “Apologize to Lord Cho right now!” he hissed in a tone that brooked no opposition. “Don’t forget that you have a contract with the clan!” 

      

    Liam looked at Mogwai in bewilderment, then looked at Eileen, who had become the new leader of the Elite while I’d been participating in the Demon Games. 

      

    “Are you with him on this?” he asked. 

      

    Eileen was silent, then nodded slowly and said wearily, 

      

    “You don’t have enough money to play the big rebel, Driscoll. The clan council decided to remain undead and hope for the return of the Nucleus. It’s back, although it’s not quite what we expected. So rejoice and continue to work for the greater glory of the Elite!” She chewed her rotten lips and added: “Remember that life is mortal, legate…” 

      

    “But there is no death in the service of the Destroying Plague,” Liam replied reluctantly and walked over to Big Po. “Please forgive my outburst, Mr. Cho. It won’t happen again!” 

      

    Big Po thought about it, and decided not to mete out punishment. He looked at the legates and thundered, “So here’s the deal. I understand you’re upset, so this time I’ll forgive you. But even my friend Scyth and Tissa will tell you that, although I am a mild-mannered and not very vindictive person, I am prone to holding a grudge, and I record any insults I’ve suffered right here.” He tapped his temple with a finger. “I see that everyone has accepted the quest. Good. Scyth and I will help you fulfill it — we know how to get out of here. All that you have to do is protect us from the Children of Kratos if they suddenly show up, and also help us inflict damage on the local boss, who is hiding somewhere below. Got it? Any questions?” The legates thumped their chests with their fists. “Excellent! Follow us exactly thirty meters behind — no closer, but no further. We don’t need you eavesdropping on our secrets!” 

      

    “As you wish, Mr. Cho!” chorused the legates. 

      

    Pleased with the effect of his words, and with himself, Big Po confidently headed towards a passage leading down. But there was another passage on the left, and Torfu suddenly awoke and said, “The fat immortal is going the wrong way, Scyth! We need to take the left passage! I smell my former beloved Cybele’s emanations from there, I smell her disturbing aroma! Ah! She is pulling me to her, ooooh! I remember how she used to… yes...just like that...yes... yes... yes!! What a witch! She may be dead, and yet she beckons!” 

      

    I hollered after the slightly full-of-himself Pollux and reminded him that even though he was the Nucleus, I was the clan leader, and only Torfu knew the way. Then we all headed to find the Offspring of the Nether. 

      

    Once we were far enough away from the legates, I quietly asked Big Po if he was now a threat, since he’d activated the Kernel. 

      

    Big Po shook his head. 

      

    “We are cut off from Dis. That’s probably why,” he said after thinking about it. 

      

    “Maybe it’s for the best? These guys won’t be able to expel me...,” he indicated the legates with his thumb. Although wait, how could they? I’m immortal!” 

      

    “Okay, let’s wait and see.” 

      

    We came across humanoid, slime-covered lizards. They were called Cybele’s Cave Slugs. Their clawed, webbed paws allowed them to cling to stone like geckos, and lurk on walls and ceilings, from whence they could spring at the unwary, ambush style. They failed to bite my head off, or slash open my belly, but besides these more prosaic attacks, they also sprayed hazy clouds of some vile stuff with golden flecks. The longer these clouds drifted around me, the greater a debuff called Atomized Death. I found I could hold my breath and get away from the toxic fog, though. The freaky lizards could inflate their throats as if they were balloons big enough to consume themselves. 

      

    I was still recovering from the devastating torture sessions at the hands of the inquisitors and priests of Nergal, followed by the miraculous rescue by the legates of the Destroying Plague, and so was operating on autopilot for the next couple of hours. I leveled up by beating back the mobs, and beefed up my Endurance so as to increase my character’s chances of surviving.. 

      

    Of course, I was also worried about what being the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague would do to Big Po — was his character bound now to the Nether or Nergal? How had he managed to summon the legates to Icy Gorge? These, and other questions gnawed at me. But I was tired of thinking about it, and decided to just take one thing at a time for the now. Meaning, focus only on getting out of here into greater Dis to secure my freedom. And not just in the game, but also in the real world, where I had to deal with Joshua Gallagher’s real-life threats. 

      

    No doubt Big Po was thinking the same thoughts, because after I was done clearing out some packs of mobs, he asked me, “What do you think is going to happen to you and me now, Scyth?” 

      

    “There is strength in unity,” I said, falling back on the Sleepers’ favorite saying. 

      

    “I think so too,” said my friend. “We need to stick together. What we have to focus on is how I can be both a follower of the Sleepers, and also the Nucleus, all at the same time.” 

      

    “Well, somehow, I used to be the highest legate of the Destroying Plague and the initial of the Sleepers at the same time...In short, let’s see what Behemoth says. That’s the first Sleeper, and I...” 

      

    “Let’s talk about it back in real life. Otherwise they might overhear us,” he broke in, casting a glance over his shoulder. 

      

    Exactly thirty meters behind us, the legates trudged along, and it was obvious that they were less than ecstatic at this turn of events. Mogwai and Criterror were in front, followed by the others — Eileen, Laneiran, Biancanova, Liam, Ronan and Cray. All but Eileen were around level 1,000. 

      

    After that we quit talking and focused on farming. The mythical pickaxes bonuses were supplemented by Pollux’s Lucky Aura, which increased luck by 30% which also upped the odds for critical damage. That aura was a class skill for Priests of Fortune. Big Po also had in his arsenal in the form of the Plague aura, because he was the Nucleus, but this didn’t work well yet even on the low-level mobs. It was weak precisely because Po was a new leader of the Destroying Plague. 

      

    On the good side, my pickaxe was enough. I one-shotted the slimy bastards with the Ram, largely avoided the clouds of Atomized Death, and if one enveloped me, I immediately jumped out before the debuff was activated. The poison quickly dissipated if the exposure was brief. In addition, I was always being nourished by Life-Sustaining Light — a regenerating buff from Tissa. She was right behind us and always ready to activate her healing powers. Pollux was now immortal, though, and the mobs couldn’t get through the “armor” that was invisibly enveloping me thanks to the mythical pick. 

      

    The lower we descended, the bigger the slugs, in both size and level. Thus far, they were the only mobs we’d come across. They were probably the dominant species in this horizontal stone layer, which was pierced by multiple tunnels. It was their kingdom by now, no doubt. 

      

    Leveling up flashes were enveloping both me and Pollux all the time as we killed creatures twenty or thirty levels above us. Tissa and the legates were too far back to inflict damage, and so we got all of the experience. 

      

    By the time we stopped to rest at the end of a long passage with sloping walls, I’d reached level 46. The exit from the tunnel looked like an irregular black triangle with the floor descending sharply at the end of the passage. 

      

    From behind us came the clatter of armor and the hissing speech of the undead. The legates stopped exactly thirty meters away, not daring to approach. 

      

    “What’s going on, Mr. Cho?” Mogwai shouted. 

      

    “Await further instructions!” Big Po ordered, waving his hand. 

      

    “They’ll be rabid soon,” I chuckled, sending another slug that jumped out of the darkness into oblivion. 

      

    From time to time, loot fell out of them. I smashed the stuff with the pickaxe, and the tripe for Alchemy went to Pollux’s inventory. He was the same old Po, with the same old habits. Picking up a Death-Soaked Slimer Heart, he approached me and, looking around at the legates, whispered conspiratorially, 

      

    “Believe it or not, when the legates showed up...” 

      

    “What?” 

      

    “I almost shat myself! And then I almost asked them to take a selfie with me! Man, I mean, these guys are the top players! I was bowled over...” 

      

    “I didn’t notice,” said Tissa. “To me, you were the picture of composure.” 

      

    “Because I was paralyzed at first,” Po said. 

      

    “What did you earn?” I asked. “You’re, like, their master and can reset them to zero. That’s what you said.” 

      

    “It’s easy for you to talk!" he hissed. “You taught those guys to show you some respect a long time ago, but I just exited the sandbox, like, yesterday! There I was, a dirty, smelly, grubby, level 10 punk. They still look so arrogant, especially that rebel…” He pointed to Liam, who was glaring at us. “I should have leveled him down by now.” 

      

    Of course, I couldn’t see their faces in the semi-darkness of the tunnel, but Liam’s posture was very characteristic — a straight back, legs spread, arms crossed, chin jutting out. Yep, typical Driscoll. Eileen stood next to him, also clearly angry. My history with that duo was far from friendly, and the same could be said about the others. And yet, I was sure that what was really pissing them off was not that they had to help me, but that they were now subordinated to an inwinova teenager. 

      

    “Actually, Liam is staring at me, Wesley,” Tissa sighed. “He’s still upset!” 

      

    Big Po ignored her. He wiped his rotting palms on his shirt, and in the light of the torch it became noticeable that his hands, like his whole body, had turned black, and greenish streaks were breaking through the anthracite skin. 

      

    “Well, everything changed as soon as I studied the control panel and realized that the legates should be afraid of me!” Po said with a nervous laugh. “Really, Scyth, you and I have the coolest locomotive in the history of Dis!” 

      

    “I’m the one with the coolest locomotive!” I said. “Think about it: I’ve got the support of the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague!” 

      

    “I have to argue about that,” he said. “Here I am running with a class-A threat and the strongest players in the world!” 

      

    As we chatted, we kept on descending down the passage. I was worried it led to an abyss, but instead, we found ourselves in another cave packed with slimers. They seemed to be sleeping, so I killed them one by one. 

      

    By then, I was finally feeling better after the torture inflicted by the inquisitors, and so asked Po for more details about how Big Po had handled the legates’ arrogance and snobbery. Chuckling, he told me about how he’d threatened to strip all of the legates of their levels. 

      

    “Actually, I was bluffing,” he added. “You see, I can only use the Plague Exchange once a week. I can transfer some Plague Energy to the legates in exchange for the same amount of Experience. But I don’t have much energy yet. It just so happened the Mogwai had just attained a new level, and so I activated the exchange, and he lost it then. The effect was stunning.” 

      

    I laughed, and then decided to bring up something that was bothering me. 

      

    “Listen, Po. In the past, the Nucleus was controlled by Nergal and drew strength from Nether. Now, I don’t know...” 

      

    “No, there’s no Nergal, there’s no Nether involved now,” he jumped in. “I am on my own. Actually, nothing much has changed for me. Immediately after activation, the system sent me to character regeneration — my race changed to the undead. It didn’t take long. Basically I just logged out and logged back in while Tissa waited.” 

      

    “Did you get an achievement?” I asked, finishing off another mob. 

      

    “Nope,” Pollux panted. “Probably because we’re not connected with Dis.” 

      

    “Actually, there is,” I said, remembering how I got the mythical pick. 

      

    “Really? Ah, well, yes, there is... Hmm... Then it’s strange that they didn’t give me anything. Perhaps because the achievement is mega-global? I don’t know... In general, nothing really happened to me, except that my race changed and I acquired a bunch of abilities. And…” He stammered, looked around to see if there were any legates nearby, and said very quietly, “Moreover, almost all of the abilities, except for Plague Beam, Plague Aura and Plague Exchange, are still inactive. I can’t give legates what I don’t own, you see? And I’m immortal, but I can’t give them back their Immortality. I hope this changes when I level up.” 

      

    “Or not at all,” I thought. “I mean, so far there hasn’t been any replenishment from the Nether for the Plague Energy I used.” Maybe he needed to visit the lair of the old Nucleus. But I didn’t voice these thoughts. I remembered what happened to our hard workers who’d become undead, and said, “Promise that you will not turn non-citizens into the undead, and you will forbid the legates from turning them undead.” 

      

    “I, if anything, am a non-citizen myself,” he replied, watching me slay more slimers with the pickax. He didn’t fight, but the Plague Aura also dealt damage, so the system was providing him with experience. “But what if..” 

      

    “You will be fine, you have a good capsule.” I brought the pickaxe down on a mob, and it immediately died. “I was undead for half a year, and at our back are eight legates who are also doing fine in terms of their health.” 

      

    “Okay," Po nodded. “No non-citizens.” 

      

    “Well, passions are running high among you young people in Disgardium!” said Torfu. “Citizens, non-citizens...Slavery seems to be in fashion in your world, am I right?” 

      

    Pollux set about explaining to him what was what while I finished clearing the cave of the sleeping slimers, bringing my level up to 47. Pollux was right behind me at level 46. 

      

    “Awesome!” he exclaimed happily. “Just look!” 

      

    Looking in the direction he was pointing, I saw two slime corpses crawling across the floor. One of them was headless, his head blown off by a pickaxe, with veins sticking out and a whitening vertebrae in its place. 

      

    “Looks like my Plague Animation is finally activated!” he enthused. “Well… let’s try to create some more zombies…” 

      

    “Wait a minute!” I shouted. “You’d better not.” 

      

    “Why?” 

      

    I didn’t know exactly why. Either because the sight of the undead was disgusting, or because the passages were too narrow, and because of the stupid zombies, we could get stuck. My opposition was unconscious, from somewhere inside, and so I improvised, 

      

    “Do you have a Plague Tank in there? It’s probably not very big yet, right?” I asked. 

      

    “Right...” he muttered. 

      

    “Your ghouls will be of no use to us, and they will start pulling Plague Energy from you to flourish. They’ll grow up, slimy and stupid, and block up the passages. Disincarnate those two, even! We don’t need them.” 

      

    What I said satisfied Big Po, and we went on without any zombies. 

      

    By now, our leveling up slowed down, because the level of the slimers topped off at 50. Moreover, we seemed to have cleared them all out. Big Po even sent Mogwai back to check if the mobs had respawned, but he returned with a disappointing and very laconic report — nope, no resurrections. 

      

    “My thinking is that there aren’t any mobs above level 50,” I said. “The Children of Kratos have control over the zone, right?” 

      

    “Right,” agreed Pollux. “They can’t close the portal, but they can do whatever they want to make it hard to pass through it.” 

      

    “So we couldn’t level up to 99,” I sighed. “Well, nice try, but let’s move on.” 

      

    What else could we do? We kept on descending, hoping the tales from our swamp god in the pickaxe were true, and that we could meld Icy Gorge with greater Dis by defeating the Offspring of Nether. Because it seemed that that was our only ticket out of here. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 23. One Big Raid 

      

      

      

      

    TORFU PERKED UP as we reached the next fork. Both passages led downward, but in different directions. 

      

    “Take the left,” he said. “The spirit of my ex is calling to me.” 

      

    “What’s down the right passage,” asked Pollux. 

      

    “Down the right, fat one who is now immortal, four fools are hiding,” Torfu responded. “All are mortals.” 

      

    Before I could comprehend his words, Tissa stepped forward, peered into the right passage and thrust a torch down it. Then she beckoned to someone “Come on out.” 

      

    “As you command, mistress…” came a frightened voice. 

      

    Four familiar laborers filed out, one by one. The first was Maya, who’d tried to kill me yesterday, followed by her boyfriend Vincent with his ax in his hand. After them came the two thuggish miners, Easy and Hare. All of them had their eyes trained on me. First I checked out their hands. None of them had communication amulets on them. “Good thing there are only group chats here,” I thought and then panicked, wondering if these four were in a raid group with someone from the Children. But then I told myself to calm down, because even if they reported to the Children, it would take them over an hour to get here. We’d be gone by then. 

      

    “How did you losers get here?” asked Big Po, picking his teeth with his fingernail. “There are mobs all around!” 

      

    “We just done it, that’s all,” answered the short one name Easy, stepping forward from behind the others, his chest thrust out. “Dug, dug, picked our way down. Went down further and found another hole. Found our way.” 

      

    “All the way down here”? Tissa asked incredulously. 

      

    “Yep,” nodded Easy 

      

    “Gobbledy gook, what are you talking about?” Pollux asked. “Are you lying?” 

      

    “That’s how it was, he ain’t lying,” said Hare, the guy with the cleft lip. 

      

    “Okay, okay,” said Pollux. He scratched the back of his head and asked, “And what are we to do with you? Why did you come down all this way?” 

      

    “Well, yeah, we was looking for good ore,” Vincent, who had been silent until then, spoke up. 

      

    “They was looking for you,” Maya said, pushing forward. She looked at the others, then spat, “Don’t fuck around, guys. What will they do to us? Kill us, and we’ll respawn. Torment us, and we’ll endure. They’ll leave us alone..” 

      

    “That’s unlikely,” Tissa interrupted her, and I breathed a sigh of relief — that means they didn’t have access to a chat with the Children. 

      

    Maya glared at her indignantly. 

      

    “Oooooh! I’m scared! You’d best worry about yourself! When we tell the gentlemen that you are with Scyth, you’ll be a goner! No more clan fer you! We been watching you fer a long time! We seen the kind of fun you have with these two! Oh, yeah, you’s a wanton wench!” 

      

    Without thinking too much about it, I stepped forward and, with a jerk, grabbed her by the scruff of the neck, lifting her in front of me, “How long have you been following us?” I snapped into her face. 

      

    “Enough. I knows what yer up to,” Maya replied defiantly. “Fifty thousand gold is the reward for any info about you. A million, if we brings you in to the gentlemen.” She looked at Pollux, then. “Did you hear that, fat man? We can make a deal. Kill me, and half is yours!” 

      

    Pollux was immobile, and she started shower me with dirty insults. She was obviously trying to get me to send her to rebirth. So what, though? We had the legates with us, and... 

      

    Wait a minute! The little worm of doubt that had settled in me at the sight of non-citizens began to turn again, making its way from the depths of consciousness. Tissa was in danger because her body was still at the base of the Children of Kratos! If they were to find out that she’d betrayed them... 

      

    “What are you…” Tissa said. “What a foul mouth!” 

      

    “You be a whore! You be foulest of all!” Maya switched to her. “We all knows what you done with the White Amazons! And with yer guys! Alex, Liam, Malik, who be doing you now? We done heard how Mr. Richard talks to you. Guess you be pleasuring him, too. Slut!” 

      

    The hands of the priestess of light blazed, and I dropped Maya and grabbed them, preventing her from casting the killing spell. Big Po also realized what was happening, and shouted, “Legates, come here! Imprison these four! Under no circumstances kill them! Anyone who inflicts any damage whatsoever on them will be demoted!” 

      

    As Po was giving instructions to the legates, the four inwinova miners marveled at them, I took Tissa aside and said quietly, “Go offline and get away from that base. We’ll contain these four until you’re far enough away.” 

      

    “I hope I can get to the city,” she said, biting her lip. “It’s a clan flyer, it’s easy to track it, and they can seize control. In the city, I can switch to public transportation.” 

      

    Which will also be under their control. And you might be chipped. No, Tissa, you have to go deeper down. Hide in the subway or in underground parking, and from there get in touch with...” 

      

    “I’ll take care of it, Alex.” And she quickly kissed me and pulled away. “I’ll figure something out. I’m not a little girl.” 

      

    Reluctantly, I pressed her to me, realizing that I might never see her again. She didn’t want to let me go either, she sniffled into my shoulder, so I had to hurry her up — there was no time to waste now. She gave Pollux a peck on the cheek and wished us good luck, then she left the game — the priestess in the white dress melted into the air. 

      

    The foursome, immobilized by the legates, spoke quietly and cursed among themselves. They no longer focused on me, as they were now focused on the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague and his legates. Had they finally checked out Pollux’s profile? 

      

    “Hey, Fatty!” shouted Easy. “What’s that in yer pwofile? Nucleus of the Destwoying Plack! What be that? A clan? What?” 

      

    The others began to whisper something fiercely to him, which caused the little man’s face to stretch and his eyes to double in size. 

      

    In the meantime, Big Po drove away the legates and sat cross-legged near the foursome. 

      

    “What am I to do with you, wretched ones?” he asked in mock concern. “What have you come to — now you want to hand Scyth over to the sniveling ‘gentlemen’”? Then he turned to me. “Scyth, maybe I should make them undead? They they’d be offline for a day while they regenerate.” 

      

    “No,” I snapped. 

      

    Noticing how Maya’s ugly face paled, I moved closer and also sat down so as not to look down at her. 

      

    “What do you know?” I asked, nodding at Big Po. 

      

    She stubbornly shook her head, her boyfriend Vincent wanted to say something, but she squeezed his wrist so that his fingers turned white, and he said nothing. But Easy spoke up. 

      

    “They die, they sez, our bwothers who ain’t citizens if they tuwn undead.” 

      

    “Who says this?” 

      

    “People,” Easy shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe they’s telling lies. But we’z all knows it. My dad done got sick. He pulled thwough though. Twue enuff, he don’t eveh put a foot in a capsule no mowe!” 

      

    “Lots of us got sick,” added Hare. We ain’t dumb. We can put two and two together. Yeah, and at Snowstorm they done says that there be, they say, some kind of... what’ja call it... a factory defect in the capsule.” 

      

    “True, but it’s no defect. Most likely it was built that way on purpose,” I said. “Capsules for non-citizens are bad for anyone who opts to be undead. That’s how they want to exterminate non-citizens. That’s why I destroyed the Destroying Plague.” 

      

    “We know that,” Maya said. “Only, they say, that’s not why you destroyed it.” 

      

    “Why did I do it, then?” 

      

    “Why else? You wanted even more power! Everyone knows that you had it in for the Nucleus when you was expelled from the legates, which is why you started the war.” 

      

    “Um, no,” I said. I wasn’t about to try to explain how everything really happened. “That’s what you get for trying to help people…” 

      

    “Don’t be offended," said Hare suddenly. “People invent all sorts of crap, some are just stupid, and some envy you. So maybe you can tell us what we don’t understand? How did Pollux become the new Nucleus?” 

      

    “And fer god’s sake, why?” asked Easy. “Why him?” 

      

    “Is it true that your inwinova earn so much that everyone has their own capsule?” asked Maya. 

      

    “I heard that in your clan you give ordinary hard workers a piece of gold for their birthday,” Vincent perked up. “Is that fer reals?” 

      

    “Gosh, you guys,” I said. “Why couldn’t we have a normal conversation right away? Why did you have to start out fighting?” 

      

    “We needed to size you up,” said Easy. “Is you tuff enuff? Or is you jest stuff and nonsense?” 

      

    I understood that our conversation was a waste of time, that even if I managed to win over the guys to my side, they wouldn’t be of any use except to allay my fears about them handing us over to the Children. Even that wasn’t likely. The reward for information about me was astronomical for them, beyond the wildest dreams of anyone who lived on fifty phoenixes a month. But... Whatever happened next, in this four I saw not gopnik-gankers without a future, but my peers, but who were unlucky in that they were non-citizens at birth. And a lot depended on what they thought of me. It was quite possible that right now they were recording what was happening, so that later they could share it with the whole world. 

      

    “Okay, I’ll answer all your questions right now,” I said. “Only here’s the thing… We’re running out of time, so I’ll skip the details.” 

      

    “I’d love to hear it too," said Big Po. “But the legates are eavesdropping on us. Although...” 

      

    He beckoned with his finger to Laneiran, who reluctantly approached, looking incredulously at the pickaxe in my hands. 

      

    “Put the Dome of Silence on us," Po ordered her. “Hurry!” 

      

    The sorceress did what was required and walked away with her head held high. Pollux clicked his tongue, “She’s actually not bad...pretty.” 

      

    “Good little hellcat!” agreed Torfu. “Although she’d look better without the rot. However, that’s resolvable. I had one kikimora friend who also looked like death warmed over! But in bed...well, yeah...she was...just had to ignore her face...” 

      

    From the smiles of the guys and Maya, I realized that they would listen with pleasure (even Big Po showed a keen interest), and therefore I hastily hid the pickaxe in inventory, not wanting the dirty details from the intimate life of the swamp god to be a distraction. Torfu clearly saw himself as a DJ for the Pickaxe FM radio station. 

      

    Over the next five minutes, I briefly talked about the war with the Destroying Plague, what the corporation was trying to do and how the hard workers in the Awoken lived, and then I told them, “I officially invite you to the clan. You and anyone else who wants in. And in Darant and Shak, we’ll be opening recruitment centers through the goblins. The idea is to let any member of the clan take out a loan to buy a normal capsule. All of this will have to wait until I’ve finished dealing with the Children of Kratos.” 

      

    “You talk like it be a done deal,” Vincent chuckled. “As near as I can tell, they got you by the short hairs.” 

      

    “Don’t be arrogant, big guy!" Big Po shoved him in the chest. “We’re talking to you like a human, while you...” 

      

    “Hold on,” I said to my friend. “Vincent is right, but as you see, Vincent, Pollux and I haven’t been wasting our time. If it all works out…” 

      

    “Even if yous flies this coop,” Easy said, “we’z all stuck here for five mowe years!” 

      

    “If you hadn’t interrupted, you would know that, no, that’s not so,” I said softly. “If everything works out, the whole of Dis will be revealed to you tomorrow.” 

      

    “Yeah, well, I’ve got something another plan,” Po said, looking at me. “Our clan is top-notch, so what’s stopping us from buying out these isolation zones for non-citizens and giving people their freedom?” 

      

    “We won’t even have to buy them back,” I answered after thinking about it.. “We’ll find something to offer the top clans besides money.” 

      

    “Well, let’s say you pay more than others,” Maya said thoughtfully. “You give out loans, birthday gifts...What I don’t get is what’s in it fer you? If they pay more, they be earning more. It seems like a racket, but I don’t see how it works.” 

      

    “The economy ain’t up, now,” said Hare. He seemed smarter than anyone else in this foursome, so I wasn’t surprised at that remark.” 

      

    “Well, we aren’t about profit, because we share our bounty with the workers,” I said. “Everyone gets their share, meaning the miners get their cut from the takings, too. The lazy get less than the harder workers, is that clear? But the clan as a whole stays in the black. And we make enough this way to provide loans for capsules and to give out birthday gifts.” 

      

    “I’m new to the clan myself,” Po added, “but I’m sure the Awoken’s main source of income isn’t resource extraction.” 

      

    “Not yet, anyway,” I agreed. “But I hope that will change. We’re opening up new lands, and have access to places no one else can go. In fact, were it not for the allegedly defective capsules, the undead would be the ideal race for hard workers. They don’t know fatigue, aren’t afraid of heat, frost and acid rain.” 

      

    “I gotcha!” Easy said, beaming. “So you gives us a capsule on cwedit, we needs to be undead and then set about extwacting them wesauces, wight?” 

      

    “That’s right, “I nodded. “Sound good?” 

      

    After exchanging glances with the others, Maya answered for everyone. 

      

    “Here’s the thing. Your words be sweet. We love it. But fifty tons is fifty tons. Enough for capsules for each of us.” 

      

    I suppressed my anger, though my frustration made me want to slam my fist against the wall. Why did I even try? 

      

    But Maya wasn’t done. Smiling slyly, she added, “Don’t be pissed, Scyth. We won’t say anything about Tissa, and we’ll send the fucking boss men to the wrong place. It’ll take up time to get up there, to where Schindler be, or whoever be there if t’aint him...We’ll send them where you killed them mobs, and that’ll be proof. They’ll give us the reward. We’ll get what’s ours.” 

      

    “Damn straight!” Vincent said. “There’s forks all over these here tunnels. Let them look fer yer. We’ll say youse is in the mines, but we’ll send them to the wrong one.” 

      

    “As fer dem legates, we gets the feeling it be better to keep mum?” asked Easy. “If not, maybe they be givin’ us a wewad fer dem, too?” 

      

    “Shut your mouth!” Big Po broke in. “Trust must be earned. I’ll leave someone to keep an eye on you. For now you stay put, and when we’re done, I’ll call you back. That will mean that you can get a move on. So...Who should keep watch here?” 

      

    He and I climbed out from under the Dome of Silence and beckoned to the legates. They approached, and just in case, I pulled out the pickaxe — its bonuses wouldn’t work while it was in the inventory. 

      

    Big Po explained the task to the legates and concluded, “I think that, say, two or three of you should suffice. Which of you shall it be?” 

      

    “Wait a minute, Mr. Cho…” Mogwai sounded a bit aggressive. “I’m sure one will suffice. We can draw lots to decide which one of us it’ll be.” 

      

    “I don’t understand…” Pollux raised an eyebrow. 

      

    “First kill!” Eileen exclaimed. “Please don’t deprive us of this little pleasure. 

      

    “Also, Lord Cho,” the High Legate spoke, “you understand that without plague skills, we might not be able to cope with the boss? If I understand you correctly, the Offspring of Nether is almost a god.” 

      

    “Goddess!” Torfu corrected her. “The dead druid is right, everyone will come in handy. Please note that you only have one chance.” 

      

    “What just one?” I asked. 

      

    “The Offspring wasn’t strong enough to drag Icy Gorge into Nether. Think about how much stronger it’ll be should if it should overpower you? Hint: It is Cybele, who is serving as the host of the Offspring, who created this mythical pickaxe. If you allow yourself to be killed, you will have given your power to the Offspring...” 

      

    Liam was left to guard the hard workers. Big Po gave him the appropriate quest, with wild penalties for non-fulfillment, and then the nine of us remaining got going. 

      

    As we left the cave, Eileen stopped and reminded Liam, “Don’t even think about it, Driscoll. If you break the contract, you will plunge several categories. 

      

    “I’m not an idiot, I won’t shoot myself in the foot,” he replied. 

      

    * * * 

      

    It was almost dawn by the time we reached the resting place of the Offspring of Nether. The Icy Gorge zone was shaped like Cursed Chasm — something like a spindle that tapered downwards. 

      

    We found ourselves in a spacious cavern with sloping vaults, in the center of which was a gaping hole that absorbed the light of our torches. It was ten meters in radius. 

      

    The fact that we were there was clear even without Torfu’s confirmation. There was simply nowhere left to go — a great nothingness yawned below us, in which a motionless naked figure could be seen. It seemed to be human, but three times bigger. The eyes on the beautiful face were closed. 

      

    “There she is, Cybele,” said Torfu. I still didn’t understand how he could see anything. “Or, rather, her earthly shell. My beloved herself has long since disappeared into the Nether, but her body, you see, was just like then. Ah, if you knew what we used to do together...” 

      

    “Ask your pickaxe how we can get the boss,” Eileen asked, interrupting the overexcited god. She and Mogwai stood at the edge of the abyss, and the woman continued, “We can’t tell what the level of the Offspring is, so it is far above ours.” 

      

    “Not necessarily,” Mogwai disagreed. “Maybe it’s too far away, that’s why we can’t see it. And we can attack it as usual. I think all we need is to inflict some damage.” 

      

    I focused on the boss: 

      

    Offspring of Nether. Level ??? 

      

    Embodied in Goddess of the Mountains Cybele 

      

    Dungeon boss. 

      

    “Snowstorm created isolation zones from the functionality of the instances, now it’s clear,” I said to Pollux. 

      

    “You were right, yes,” he nodded. “Icy Gorge was a dungeon, and it was converted into an isolation zone.” 

      

    “I agree,” said Mogwai. “And the assumption that Icy Gorge can merge with Dis also fits into this theory. After all, what happens to instances when they are finally cleaned up?” 

      

    “They stop being instances,” Criterror muttered. “Well, that’s great, so First Kill is quite real.” 

      

    “Don’t be in such a hurry! I want First Kill as much as you do, but the zone is cut off, and most likely there is no achievement system here,” Eileen remarked, making me smirk. “Let’s think about tactics, taking into account…” Looking at us, she snickered, “Taking into account the composition of the group and the quest of the esteemed Mr. Cho.” 

      

    For a couple of minutes they discussed how to proceed and, to my surprise, they had difficulties — the legates were used to acting solo or without any tactics at all, relying on Immortality. 

      

    Big Po and I stayed out of their strategizing. Finally, they fell silent. Mogwai turned to me and said, 

      

    “Scyth, join us. With your experience in First Kills, you should definitely have good suggestions.” 

      

    I did. One. That was it. 

      

    “Like you, I’m used to relying on my uberpowers. But, unlike me, you reached your position as ordinary, albeit top players. I propose you recall what you were like during raids when you were working for your former clans — Modus, Widowmakers, Excommunicado.” 

      

    “Azure Dragons,” added Laneiran. “The guy has a point. We need to decide who will be the raid lead. Eileen, you are, of course, the head of the clan, but in Widowmakers you were not involved in raids. I’m for Mogwai.” 

      

    The rest agreed with her. It was not easy for Eileen to suppress her ambitions, and she pouted a bit, but she nevertheless overcame her pride and nodded. 

      

    “Now we have to decide how we are to ensure that Scyth survives,” said Mogwai. “If he dies, we will fail Mr. Cho’s quest.” He looked at me appraisingly and sighed. “Scyth can you stay out of the heat and stand somewhere aside? You banished Angel, and so we no longer have a full-fledged healer. I’d help, but I’ll be serving as the tank.” 

      

    “Let’s throw up shields,” Biancanova suggested. “Ronan and Cray could heal him, right? Do you still have that healing ability — the achievement reward from the Strait of Thunder? 

      

    “We can heal him,” Ronan replied. 

      

    Cray added plaintively, “People, please tell me that I’m dreaming. I’m on a raid with Scyth, and I actually have to heal him!? This is a nightmare.” 

      

    “I’ll stay with Scyth,” Laneiran said, touching my shoulder. “I’ll hide him in an Ice Block if the boss heads our way.” 

      

    “Okay.” Mogwai pointed at her. “Lan, you’re responsible for Scyth. 

      

    Then he paused, and moved on to instructions for the others, 

      

    “Cray, Ron, you inflict damage on the boss, but keep an eye on Scyth as well. If his life drops down to 50% or less, start with the healing right away. We don’t have access to the Plague Ray yet, so you just think about how you’ll heal him.” 

      

    “Right, so now we go at overpowering this thing with what, an incomprehensible class?” Biancanova asked, her hands spread open. 

      

    “Let’s see, what else? Mogwai looked around. “Ah yes...Lord Cho, will you survive?” 

      

    “I’m kind of immortal,” said Big Po. 

      

    “Shall we start then?” Mogwai asked him. 

      

    “Wait,” I said, preventing my friend from opening his mouth. “Let’s talk about what comes next. If Icy Gorge merges with Dis, the Children of Kratos will be waiting for us up there. We can’t exit through their portals, because the Children won’t let us.” 

      

    “It may take time for the system to process the melding of a territory like this into Dis,” Criterror said. “And even if it happens instantly, we don’t have to skedaddle out of here right away. If I were you, Scyth, I would consider bringing in allied clans.” 

      

    “Crit is right,” Ronan said. “We need to mount an attack on all of the castles of the Children of Kratos so that we can force them to overextend their forces.” 

      

    “I’ve considered this,” I said. But to do that, I need to exit into real life. I want to bring in not only Modus, Excommunicado, and the Wanderers...I have some surprises, as well.” 

      

    By surprises, I didn’t mean only Despot — it’s clear that I myself would be worth a lot if I could bring back my old character. If only there was no desynchronization... 

      

    “I don’t doubt it,” Eileen grinned. “I’d love to watch the Gallaghers’ asses burn.” 

      

    I looked at her in disbelief. The former leader of the Widowmakers, the clan brought to heel by the Children of Kratos, who owed everything to them, speaks thusly? 

      

    “What, Scyth, surprised?” chuckled Eileen. “Believe me, I spent more than a year under the Gallaghers. On a scale of hatred from zero to ten, my attitude towards them is a whole thousand.” 

      

    “You never told us that,” Biancanova said. “Was it that bad?” 

      

    “If I were given a gun with one round and the choice of who to finish off, Alex Sheppard or Joshua Gallagher, I would not hesitate for a second. I’d finish the old man. And then I’d do in his wife.” 

      

    “Seriously?” Laneiran and Biancanova exclaimed at the same time. “Tell us more!” 

      

    Damn, girls would be girls, even after becoming legates of the Destroying Place, and members of the top clan. 

      

    “Is it true that you and Joshua had something going on, Eileen?” Cray snickered. 

      

    Before she could respond, Mogwai brought his clanmates back to earth. 

      

    “This is all terribly interesting, but isn’t it time for us to start?” 

      

    The figures of the raid members lit up with flashes of buffs. The legates hung so many of them on me that I probably could have tanked the boss myself. 

      

    “Spread out around the hole,” Mogwai ordered. “Scyth, don’t fool around. Get against the wall over there. Lan, keep him by your side. Ready? Let’s go at the boss!” 

      

    He growled the last words, already turning into a bear. From his paw, a green blob broke loose, which swiftly slammed into the still dormant Offspring of Nether. 

      

    “Wait a minute!” screamed Eileen. “Change of plans!” 

      

    From below came a heart-rending scream that caused stone fragments to fall from the ceiling of the cave. 

      

    “It’s too late!” yelled Mogwai. “What happened?” 

      

    “Liam is out of the clan and out of Dis!” wailed Eileen. “The son of a bitch probably sold us to the Children — he bought himself freedom!” 

      

    A column of light shot out of the hole, hitting the ceiling and showering us in streams of some kind of liquid rubbish. Biancanova, Cray, Ronan, and Criterror attacked a boss I couldn’t see from where I was, as Laneiran pinned me against the cave wall. The sorceress stood, warming up, as if winding lightning around her hand. 

      

    Eileen wasn’t looking at the boss. Her gaze was fixed on the passage from which we had come. I looked over and saw the Children of Kratos pouring through it. Vivian stepped forward. Her face was contorted with anger. 

      

    “You said you’d do me in, you tramp?” 

      

    Only now I noticed in her hand some kind of luminous object, which was growing every brighter. “Taste Nergal’s Fury, you bitch!” 

      

    Light flared, blinding me, and when my sight returned, Eileen had crumbled to ash, while the monstrous figure of the Offspring of Nether emerged from its hole in the floor of the cave. 

  


 
   
      

      

   

 Chapter 24. The Offspring of Nether 

      

      

      

      

    “OOOF!...IMPURE!” the exclamation echoed through the cave. It was hard to understand the squealing of the Offspring of Nether. “Sooo many! Enough!” It scanned the cave and focused on Mogwai, who was firing like crazy on the Offspring’s leg. “Ooof!… Impure! Strong!” And it started drawing Mogwai, the tank, nearer. 

      

    Meanwhile the cave started shuddering, trembling, as if somewhere deep in the bowels a tectonic layer had shifted. The walls, floor, ceiling seemed momentarily suspended in the flickering light of the torches. At first, it looked like the legates and the boss, along with the hundred or so Children, had suddenly shrunk, but then I realized that this was an optical illusion and, in fact, the cave itself had expanded, as if a giant had grabbed it by the sides and stretched it out, greatly increasing its area. 

      

    What happened next was typical dungeon boss stuff, where at the start of a showdown, the exits disappear, leaving a single, tunnel-like egress. There you go. Nowhere to run. The Offspring of Nether was poised to kill everyone here, unless we killed it first. On the good side, it was probably my salvation. 

      

    It was dark, so I don’t know if the Children had seen me behind Laneiran’s back, but I decided not to risk it. Before Eileen’s ashes settled on the ground, I was already mimicking a boulder and merging with the shuddering, crumbling walls. It would be suicidal to join the fight, and I could only wish the legates good luck. No point in screaming and shouting about the Children all over. It took one spell cast from them to send Scyth to the cemetery in Icy Gorge. 

      

    For what it was worth, I sent a message about the Children via the chat. In the heat of battle, though, who had time to read it? Had no one noticed the flash of light? Or seen Eileen die? Everyone was acting like there were no Children in the Cave. Laneiran stood before me blasting the Offspring of Nether with lightning bolts and beams of astral magic, and Mogwai, too, wasn’t issuing any new commands, focused, as he was, on tanking the boss. Ronan and Cray fought shoulder to shoulder with him. Pollux moved in from the side and burned the boss point-blank with a Plague Beam. Criterror, the archer, and Biancanova, the mage, retreated into the shadows on the other side of the cave, and showered the boss with arrows, fire, and frost. 

      

    “Ooof!...So much impure energy!” The Offspring was delighted. “Living! Dead! Thunderous! Fiery! Astral! Material! Oooof!” 

      

    Meanwhile, after Vivian liquidated Eileen, the Children did nothing to join the attack, and simply crowded around the former entrance. Apparently their plan was to wait out the battle, and then either stab the legates in the back or finish off the boss, depending how things panned out. This was their best bet at not incurring losses. 

      

    They had to flatten themselves along the wall of the cave to avoid the sweeping attacks of the Offspring. In the fore were the leaders of the Children, as they could provide some cover for their combatants. If Laneiran looked over her shoulder, she’d see the Gallaghers — Joshua and Vivian. 

      

    “Good thing we dispatched the Magic Ears,” Vivian said quietly, but I heard it even through the crackle of Laneiran’s lightning and the noise of battle. “I knew that little bitch hated us. After all we did for her!” 

      

    “But you wasted my artifact,” Joshua grumbled. “We could have worked things out with Eileen. You should have selected another target...” 

      

    “I’m sorry, dear,” she replied, but the gloating expression on her face indicated that she was not at all sorry. Her eyes sparkled and a smile played on her lips. 

      

    The fact that the new Nucleus was here didn’t surprise them. No doubt Liam had told them all about it. 

      

    Laneiran remembered me when, after firing off another lightning bolt at the boss, she stepped back and bumped into Joshua. Turning around in bewilderment, the sorceress saw the Children, but did not attack. She looked anxiously around, didn’t see me — and then with one gesture she swiftly erected a Thunder Barrier between herself and the enemies, and moving closer to the boss she yelled, 

      

    “Mogwai, the Children are here! Minus Eileen! I don’t see the other gentleman!” 

      

    “Focus on the boss!” The raid leader yelled, without even looking at her. 

      

    Laneiran wasn’t even fazed by my disappearance. No doubt the legates were used to Scyth’s surprises. She glanced at the interface, saw that I was alive and well, and so calmly went back to attacking the Offspring. 

      

    The Gallaghers moved to the side of the Lightning Barrier, opening up my view. 

      

    I could see that the druid Mogwai, the best tank in the history of Disgardium, had confidently gained aggro and positioned the boss such that it had its back to the raid group. Before that, the hole in the center of the cave prevented the melee fighters, Cray and Ronan, from hitting the Offspring from behind, but now, they could inflict greater damage and were less likely of being attacked. Now the boss was standing right in front of me, and between us, a three-meter zombie bear, shrouded in an emerald glow, reared up on its hind legs. 

      

    The boss had emerged from a vast nothingness, and only vaguely resembled a human. Up close, it was evident the extent to which the divine avatar of Cybele had been changed by |Nether. If you mold an eight-meter figure from plasticine, then crush it into a ball, and finally straighten it out again, the result would be something like the Offspring of Nether. Generally speaking, sentients and animals from the natural world are imbued with a harmony and symmetry. In any case, they look like they’re supposed to. The Offspring, though, was created by the perverted AI of the beta world. 

      

    All it could do was shriek and squeal “Ooooof!” It turned out that the strange sound wasn’t produced by its mouth, but via slits randomly located about the creature’s body, like gills. With each sob emitted by the creature, the scales framing its seemingly human eyes puckered, and wisps of crimson smoke escaped from under them. 

      

    Thus far, the creature displayed no sophistication in its attack. Its legs and lower body were sprawled across the cavern floor like dough from which lumpy, gnarled tentacles shot out. I couldn’t tell if they were causing damage or just trying to grab Mogwai, but I saw that he had to jump and dodge every five seconds. The boss’s arms extended into cudgels and blades — it was trying to alternately club and impale Mogwai, but, cursing and almost dancing, the zombie bear managed to evade these attempts. From my vantage point, he looked like a cheerful, tipsy critter, and the legates surrounding him were playing the role of a gypsy camp, with Big Po as the baron, while the Children in the background were the spectators. 

      

    Evading another attack, Mogwai stopped by Big Po and growled in his face, “Now would be a great time to give us our Immortality and Plague Fury, Mr. Cho!” 

      

    At this point, even I wouldn’t mind the legates regaining their lost skills, because the situation was dire. The boss’s level was too high, and he was suffering almost no damage. Mogwai alone was able to maintain his Equanimity due to his Endurance. Moreover, the Children were preparing to stab the legates in the back. Although the legates were more powerful than the Children in terms of level, the latter vastly outnumbered the former. 

      

    “You don’t deserve it yet!” said Big Po. 

      

    “Then get ready for the wipe…” Mogwai said grimly. 

      

    What he meant was almost immediately evident. As soon as his invulnerability ended, the tank immediately lost half of his life. One more blow, and... 

      

    “The boss has lost only one and a half percent. We’re fucked!” the High Legate announced as he peeled away from the boss and healed himself. “We’re pulling out of the fight!” 

      

    “Hey! Where are you going?!” Pollux was beside himself. 

      

    “Hang in there, Mr. Cho!” Mogwai chuckled, and disappeared. 

      

    I couldn’t believe my eyes — all of the legates simply disappeared, dissolving into thin air. The Children issued a collective cry of utter amazement. What just happened? Was that a skill or reward for an achievement? 

      

    Big Po had suddenly gone from being an almost passive spectator to being the sole participant in the fight against the boss. Because of the Children, I couldn’t even try to help him, and they were in no hurry to join the battle. 

      

    And the Offspring, having lost the worst aggro enemy, now focused on the last man standing. Pollux. My friend was a far cry from the dancing bear, and the Offspring immediately impaled him on a spear-shaped limb and lifted him high above, poised to deposit Pollux in its gaping maw. From my vantage point, it looked like the Offspring’s skull had swelled several time in size to accommodate its expanding mouth. 

      

    Before Big Po could utter a word, he was tossed inside the creature. I could see his life bar on the interface, and it plunged to almost zero, freezing at one point. The avatars were dimly visible on the display, as if they were in a different location. Where did they go? I didn’t have time to ponder this as I turned to the boss again. 

      

    Just like that, the Offspring of Nether withdrew its cudgel blades, and beneath its “doughy” bottom, legs appeared. It issued a bone-chilling screech, and zeroed in on a new target. It didn’t run, didn’t rush, rather it thundered slowly toward the new victims, knowing they had nowhere to run. 

      

    “Ooof!...Impure!” It was still screeching. 

      

    At first I thought that the creature was looking at me, but it walked past me, kicking me, the boulder, aside. I didn’t fall, but now I, the boulder was facing the Children. I’d be numb anyway, even if I wasn’t already a stone. And so I just mentally held my breath as my heart pounded at the thought that the boss could maybe see my essence. 

      

    It passed by me, puffing as it went, “Ooof! Ooof!” 

      

    Most of the Children backed up as far as they could go. Only Schindler, a level 548 knight, stood his ground. 

      

    “Ooof!...Impure!” the boss enthused. “New energy! Light!” 

      

    “Buffs!” he shouted. “Disperse around the cave. Six-four formation! Corwin, you’re my off-tank!” And then a light lance appeared in his hand, which he immediately slung at the boss. 

      

    The Children waited until Schindler, encased now in a bubble of light, gained aggro, and then they dispersed. Defiler, Darin, Karaina, Pine, Echo flashed before my frozen gaze... Ruth, the sadistic mage, swept past, making me grit my teeth. Also flitting by was someone familiar: Destiny. For a moment, I wondered what she would have done had she seen me, but my attention shifted to the group chat, where new messages suddenly popped up. 

      

    “Scyth, everything is okay. We’re nearby in another dimension. Just blend in!” wrote Mogwai. “Stay in hiding. Mr. Cho, how’s the digestion process going? Give me back my Immortality and I’ll be there to save you!” 

      

    Big Po answered with a string of curses, threatening to punish the legates for not completing the quest, after which he accused them of not trying and deliberately fighting the boss at half strength. For this, he wrote, they would all lose all levels. 

      

    After that, the chat turned into a mess of finger pointing. The girls were the most upset, but also felt sorry for Mr. Cho. Cray promised that he would find “fucking Mr. Cho” in real life and rip out his eyes. Ronan mused about would it would be like for the Nucleus once the Offspring shat him out. Would he then be a frozen piece of shit in the great nothingness forever and ever? Criterror bluntly stated that he was about to break loose and follow Liam’s steps in selling out to the Children of Kratos. Mogwai tried to calm everyone down so that they’d just shut up. 

      

    From further messages, I gleaned that the boss was too strong, if they’d been equipped with the basic version of Immortality of the Destroying Plague, Mogwai could have finished him off — at least he himself was sure of it. Anyway, none of the legates were about to exit the dimension to join the fight. Mogwai was waiting until the boss finished off all the Children. Why not? Good way of getting them out of the way. But in order for this plan to work, the Nucleus needed to restore at least the stripped down version of Immortality. 

      

    As I read the chat, I kept an eye on the Boss as it slaughtered the Children, although I also felt like none of this was my concern, as I was simply a big, beautiful stone... I pulled myself together, forcing myself to focus on what was happening. 

      

    Each of the Offspring’s blows reduced Schindler’s life to almost zero, but somehow he miraculously survived, and kept the boss’s attention. About a dozen healers were pouring all they could on him, their tank, because they knew full well that once the boss took him out, they’d all be slaughtered. 

      

    The fight moved to the side, out of my sight, which is when it dawned on me the catastrophe we were heading for. If Torfu was correct, the Offspring would get stronger with every “son” or “daughter” of Kratos it killed! 

      

    Again, a lively discussion broke out in the chat. Pollux didn’t want to share Immortality, and the legates continued to insist that otherwise the boss could not be defeated. He didn’t mention that, in fact, he simply wasn’t able to give them Immortality. 

      

    “Stop! Listen!” I wrote. “We have a problem! The boss increases its level with each new corpse!” 

      

    I had to repeat the message ten times before the senseless chatter stopped. 

      

    “Ooof!” squealed the Offspring, quite close to me now, and I heard a heart-rending cry of horror. 

      

    “It’s too late!” wrote Mogwai. “Both of the Children’s tanks are down, and the boss is clearing out the rest.” 

      

    Someone’s blood splattered on me as a limb sailed above me. In the general bloodbath, I heard Joshua yelling about activating some kind of artifact, followed by the Offspring squealing “Oooof! Oooof!” Vivian ran past, stumbling and shrieking, but she didn’t get far. The boss whipped out a tentacle, impaling her in the lower back and dragging her down its throat. 

      

    “Oooof!...Dead energy!” squealed the Offspring, clearly ecstatic. “ Goody! Oooof!” 

      

    I still couldn’t see it as it was behind my back somewhere. But wait, did boulders even have backs? This philosophical, very important question was suddenly so captivating that I momentarily forgot to follow what was happening. 

      

    And then, the screams suddenly subsided. I woke up and looked at the chat — Mogwai’s message was the last one. The band’s roster has been reduced to two names: Scyth and Pollux. The legates, one and all, had perished. What the hell was going on!?! 

      

    “Oooof...” In the weighty silence, the sound behind me was different now, choking, jerky. The Offspring was sort of… bleating, “Oof!...Oof!...Oof!” 

      

    The heavy tread of the Offspring was very close, and now here it was in front of me — with an incredibly swollen belly, sagging so that you couldn’t see its legs. Its muzzle was twisted and blood-drenched. A bloody fairy wing was stuck to its chin. The skin of the creature was so extended and thin now that body parts of humans, dwarves, elves, titans and dwarves could be seen floating in its stomach. Somewhere inside, the immortal Pollux was also being digested. 

      

    Wait a minute… Was it my imagination, or was there something glowing in the Offspring’s belly? At first I thought it was just my imagination, but just then, the boss’s stomach lit up from the inside again. And even though I was a stone, I felt the touch of that familiar dead Plague energy. Another flash. And another. 

      

    “Oof...” sighed the Offspring, wandering aimlessly through the deserted cave. “Oof!” 

      

    I couldn’t see the life bar above the boss’s head, as it was too close to me, but I had a good guess about what was happening. The stomach of this creature, which was almost a god, was an extremely aggressive environment. The damage inside it must be insane, more so than the damage in the mouth of a Montosaurus...Surely it was massive, just like it was for me in the Swamp. So Big Po was in there leveling up like crazy. He now could access Plague Rage and had increased the volume of the Plague Reservoir quite a bit! 

      

    The frequency of the flashes increased, they became brighter and were already piercing through the flesh! Yes, yes! That meant that his skill was surging upward! Big Po clearly had plenty of Plague Energy. 

      

    Could he bust on out of there? I knew from personal experience that victory wasn’t far off. The Plague damage had successfully passed through the beast god-- this creature from Nether that had captured Cybele’s avatar. All it was, really, was a dungeon boss! Weird stuff, but I had still another question: Who had killed the legates? 

      

    It took what seemed like forever for the drama to play out, but that was just in human terms. I was at that time a stone, and so to me, time was irrelevant, be it a minute, be it a century. “I feel like I’m just along for the ride,” I thought. To me, it was strange — to lie around idle while someone else performs the feat... Yep, that’s how far I’d sunk. 

      

    But I wasn’t upset, no. In fact, I was once again sure that solo gaming was inferior to team gaming, because when you have friends, then you... 

      

    I shook myself and focused on what was happening. Realizing that it was dying, the Offspring of Nether was no longer rejoicing at the dead energy. It squealed, and started rocking back and forth, vomiting out a fountain of half-digested matter. The stone floor of the cavern hissed and smoked, rapidly dissolving in the Offspring’s gastric juices. 

      

    A few drops hit me, burning right through me. I felt this as a change in myself, but I did not experience pain, and this did not affect my life scale in any way. 

      

    The Offspring was unable to dislodge the source of dead energy burning it from the inside out, and so it began clawing at its own belly. Even I was hurt by the wild squealing, the matter in me, the stone, vibrated, destroying the atomic bonds, and I, the stone melted, spreading across the floor. When the Plague Rage washed over me — this time pure, unclouded, I realized that Pollux was free. 

      

    “Scyth? Are you still here?” my friend shouted, not recognizing me in the boulder. “Help! I’m out of Plague Energy, and still need to finish off the boss!” 

      

    That’s right, he no longer suffered damage from acid! The thought awakened my mind and I canceled the Mimicry. I got up, but my legs were asleep. I clenched the mythical pick as if it was glued to my palms, but I couldn’t disengage my fingers, or open my mouth to answer. It didn’t matter, though. Snarling, I recognized the giant and rushed towards it. 

      

    “Go with god!” shouted Torfu excitedly from the pickaxe when I landed a Ram on the creature’s knee. 

      

    “Sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-ukh!” hissed the divine flesh of Cybele’s avatar under the onslaught of a Plague Beam. 

      

    My vision cleared, and I looked at the empty life bar of the Offspring of Nether — less than 1%! The pickaxe darted through the air, landing blow after blow. 

      

    The Offspring drew its intestines back into its belly and, and holding them in with one hand, it transformed another into a sharp, multi-meter blade. Swoosh! 

      

    But it was too late. I kept at it with my Ram, while Pollux focused his Plague Beam on it, and in no time, the Offspring’s blade sank helplessly to its side. 

      

    First, the squeals died down... 

      

    ...and then, the boss simply died. 

      

    I dropped the mythical pickaxe. 

      

    The Plague Beam disappeared, and Big Po appeared in the crumbling dust of what had been the Offspring of Nether. 

      

    “Has my darling gone for all eternity?!” asked Torfu rhetorically. Judging by the fact that his voice came from the pickaxe, which was intact, Cybele’s spell was still in effect. “My freedom is near! Freedom! Up, up and away! I will sew for myself golden-fleece armor with the ebbing tide and off I’ll go into the Astral!” 

      

    “Congratulations!” Pollux ran up to me, hugged me, and thumped me on the back. “We did it!” 

      

    As soon as I opened my mouth to answer, notifications flooded my entire field of vision. 

      

    “Fuck…” whispered Big Po in awe, turning into a Christmas tree because of the flashes of level-ups. “Look what an awesome crown fell from the boss!” 

      

    He dropped a link to the loot, but the legendary crown with an emphasis on magic didn’t impress me much. Our clan’s vault had plenty of such loot. I, too, also received a lot of experience, and was lighting up like Pollux, but even in this light show I could see that Pollux had reached level 947! 

      

    You have made it through the Icy Gorge dungeon! 

      

    You have unlocked the legendary achievement First Kill: The Offspring of Nether. 

      

    You are the first person in the world to defeat the final boss of Icy Gorge — the Offspring of Nether! 

      

    In the time of the primordial beasts, the Old Goddess Cybele was the mistress of the mountains. Her greed knew no bounds, and all the gold in the world was not enough for her. She wanted power over the rest of the gods, and to this end she found a way into Nether. In her quest for power, she disappeared. 

      

    Her earthly shell became the home of the Offspring of Nether, who tried in vain to pull Icy Gorge into its world. Since then, this piece of firmament has hung in the Interworld, belonging neither to Disgardium nor to Nether. 

      

    By destroying the Offspring of Nether, you have cut the chains that bind you. In time, Icy Gorge shall return to Disgardium. 

      

    The Offspring of Nether is dead and gone, but before it died, it unintentionally gave you a modicum of its power. 

      

    Reward: the Swallow perk (1% of any incoming damage is converted into experience). 

      

    You have attained a new level! 

      

    You have attained a new level! 

      

    You have attained a new level! 

      

    … 

      

    You have attained a new level! Current level: 474. 

      

    2,125 Free Attribute Points are available! 

      

    It had been so long since I’d enjoyed the endless stream of pleasure from hundreds of level-ups in a row! I stood with my arms wide open and reveled in the moment, not only because of what had been accomplished, but also from the intense satisfaction of knowing that I had made the right decision, as difficult as it was. Yes, it had been impulsive and risky, but still... What saved us was my giving the Kernel of the Destroying Plague to Pollux. 

      

    Attention! The dungeon Icy Gorge is now being subsumed by Disgardium. 

      

    To this end, regeneration is closed for 6 hours. 

      

    It is recommended that you leave the dungeon, otherwise you will be forcibly removed from Disgardium in: 14:59… 14:58… 14:57… 

      

    “Shall we go offline?” Big Po asked, and at the same time I asked, “What happened to the legates?” 

      

    My friend laughed and said, “They died!” 

      

    “How?” I asked. 

      

    “Well, as I was sitting in the belly of the beast, I suddenly got a Plague Enhancement. I don’t know how it worked for you, but I was able to activate it even for the players. 

      

    “Wait! Stop! You want to say that... Okay, yeah, forget it. They’ll sue Snowstorm! Or… Damn, how did they die?” 

      

    “I summoned them,” he said curtly. “The Call of the Nucleus, you know the drill. I dragged them to me, in the stomach of the creature, and wished her bon appétit. They were all dead before landing, even. The experience conversion from Plague Enhancement is robbery! Considering the massive experience in the legates, I should’ve been given at least six thousand points, but no! On top of this, there’s the experience for taking out the boss!” 

      

    “So what now? No more legates?” 

      

    “I can’t live without legates," he said grimly. “I need them to function.” 

      

    “Why?” 

      

    Big Po’s shoulders slumped, and he suddenly looked tired and despondent. He sighed, and said, “I didn’t tell you, and it didn’t matter at the time. You see, I’m the Nucleus.” 

      

    “Right. I know that. So what’s the problem?” 

      

    “The Nucleus can’t move freely around the world and is always tied to one location.” 

      

    “I think I know where. Is it the South Pole? That’s where the former Nucleus was.” 

      

    “What? Oh, no, not necessarily. I have a day to attach myself to any place. Six hours have already passed. I didn’t have a choice, as you know, only Icy Gorge, but now… Do you mind if I settle in at the clan base? On that island of yours... What is it, Kharinza?” 

      

    “I’m all for it. The main thing is that the Sleeper doesn’t mind. Who are you thinking of making legates?” 

      

    “Yeah, I was thinking…” Big Po scratched the back of his head. “How about keeping the ones we have?” he said. “I think they’ll be useful to us when we get the hell out of the lands held by the Children of Kratos.” 

      

    “What do you mean?” I asked, “Weren’t they reset to zero?” 

      

    “I don’t know how it works for you, but in my version of the Plague Enhancement, you can return experience to a fallen, but resurrected legate. And with an inverse conversion rate, so the legates won’t lose anything.” 

      

    “What about you?” I asked. 

      

    “Dude!” Big Po grinned. “Did you see our new perk? With Immortality, I can earn experience without doing anything at all! I’ll find a hotter volcano on Kharinza and...” 

      

    I thought about it and nodded, “There aren’t any volcanoes there, but there is a familiar beast god who would be happy to chew on you… As for the legates…what the hell, take ‘em back. Let’s hope the new perk is still functional in greater Dis…” 

      

    By the time Pollux activated the Call of the Nucleus, I had already begun to plan my next steps. There, in the real world, the security guards were waiting for help from this Bear guy, and I wasn’t going to interfere with their work. I was worried about my parents, though, and also about Tissa. Did she make it to us, or could she hide before the Children of Kratos got to her? Thus far, the situation with Rita and Ed was unclear, but no doubt, Hairo and Willy had come up with something by now. After all, even if the Bear helped out and we got our space yacht, and found a way to get out of Cali Bottom, I couldn’t leave my girl behind, my friend. 

      

    As for Dis, now everything was much simpler. First of all, I was going to call a clan meeting with Hung, Tomoshi, Tobias and Wesley. I had to act quickly. As Criterror noted, and as I already knew, I needed to form an alliance with friendly powers to not only help me break free from the Children of Kratos, but to also crush them. 

      

    My goal was to wipe out all their castles from the face of the earth. That wouldn’t be enough, but it was a good first step. I couldn’t directly involve my allies in hostilities with the Children — no way would they want to spoil relations with the “celestials” — among the Children were a huge number of sons and daughters of those who rule the planet. But while revenge for non-citizens was one thing, and the involvement of the Gallaghers in the raid on our base still needed to be proven, a request to help me escape from captivity was quite another. This was, as they like to say in Snowstorm, part of gameplay. 

      

    I set my sights on the five largest castles of the Children of Kratos and a dozen smaller possessions — fortresses and forts. They all needed to be hit at the same time. 

      

    “Scyth, they’re already here!” Big Po nudged me with his elbow and stepped back. 

      

    Plague puddles were forming around him and swelling until they formed the figures of the legates. 

      

    Mogwai, Criterror, Laneiran, Biancanova, Ronan, and Cray all looked very displeased, more like furious... but also scared. The girls had tears in their eyes, and Mogwai was kind of hunched over, like he couldn’t stand up straight. 

      

    Eileen, who’d maintained her level of 251, was more cheerful than the others. 

      

    “Mr. Cho?” said Mogwai, a level 1 druid, in an inquiring voice. 

      

    “You left the battlefield, leaving me with Scyth to the mercies of both the boss and the Children!” began Big Po. 

      

    “But… but… you were both safe, Mr. Cho! I faced sure death without a full-fledged heal. This would have led to a wipe and a buff to the Offspring!” 

      

    “The dead druid speaks the truth!” interjected Torfu, and I hid the pickaxe before the swamp god could go on. 

      

    “So what was the plan?” sneered Pollux. “As I read it, you didn’t remember the bit about buffing up the boss until Scyth reminded you! Speak! The truth!” 

      

    “Allow me, lord,” Laneiran intervened in a clear voice. “It was the High Legate’s plan to bring the fight to a point where you would have no choice but to return our abilities to us.” 

      

    “That remains to be proved,” said Big Po, smiling contentedly, and giving the sorceress a gentle look. “Await my decision.” 

      

    He and I moved away, and Laneiran understood, and threw the Dome of Silence on us. 

      

    “So what do you think?” I asked smiling. “They’re the strongest players in the world! Even before they were legates! It will take them a while to respect you and start obeying you unquestioningly.” 

      

    “What should I do, then? Maybe cast them into the abyss?” 

      

    “So who will you take instead of them? None of our clan is expendable, and why took that way, anyway? Take someone from outside...” 

      

    “How about NPCs?” 

      

    “First you’d have to kill them and turn them into the undead. That’s the problem. Take these ones. In six hours we’ll need some strong legates. That’s why you summoned them in the first place, remember?” 

      

    “Okay.” Big Po exited the dome and announced: “Alright then, Gentlemen and Lady Legates! This time, as it is the first transgression, my friend Scyth and I have decided to forgive you on the condition that you swear before the Arbiter that neither in word nor deed...blah blah blah… in short, you won’t harm our clan. Do this, and I will keep your ranks... and return your lost levels.” 

      

    I could only imagine what the legates had gone through between the time they were resurrected and the time Po had summoned them to us. I’m sure they’d been sweating bullets. In any case, hearing Po, the Nucleus, tell them they’d get their levels back, they were all so overjoyed that all of them except Eileen fell to their knees. 

      

    She asked then, “Lord Cho, shouldn’t I be the new High Legate? I have experience, I will not disappoint you! Mogwai let you down. Why shouldn’t he pay for his mistake?” 

      

    “Mr. Cho has forgiven me, Eileen!” Mogwai snarled. 

      

    “I forgave him,” said Big Po. “Still, I will appoint a new high legate. I’m sorry Eileen, you’re not my type. Laneiran, do you have a boyfriend?” 

      

    “Yes!” snapped Criterror. 

      

    “Not anymore,” the sorceress replied with a smile. “But I hope there will be a new one soon, Mr. Cho.” 

      

    “Congratulations Lan Lin, you are the new high legate,” Big Po announced. 

      

    He looked so smug that I could hardly stop myself from kicking him in his fat plague-infested butt. 

  


 
   
      

      

    Epilogue. Vivian 

      

      

      

      

    WHEN SHE WAS YOUNG, Vivian O’Donnell saw herself as a dedicated activist. She really thought she could make a difference, and threw herself into the fight against poverty, animal rights, and helping out minorities of all stripes and colors, striving towards a more just treatment by society. At first, she limited her activism to the weekends, but the more time she spent with like-minded people, the better she realized that the world was so unfair, it would take a lifetime to right all the wrongs. 

      

    And after half a year, she dropped out of medical school. In so doing, she cast aside her future as a surgeon. Anyway, Home Doctors and medical capsules were ever more popular--AIs were even crowding out humans when it came to making diagnoses. How much did people really need human surgeons anymore? Maybe she could help a thousand people over the course of a year, but with her activism, Vivian could help millions. And that would start right away, while it would take years of her life just to complete a medical internship and residency. Vivian couldn’t fathom losing that much time before even starting to help others in need. She was ready to do real good. 

      

    And she threw herself into the good fight. She volunteered, raised funds to provide humanitarian aid to non-citizens, distributed food and clothing to those in need, organized rallies and protests… Vivian traveled all over the world, doing all she could to help those who had nothing. 

      

    And she attracted notice. Her name, O’Donnell, began to appear not only in the media, but also in police reports. Naturally, this began to impact her citizenship category, and after she organized a push to provide humanitarian aid for the Wild Ones, she was on the verge of losing citizenship altogether. It was forbidden to help the Wild Ones, and so the cargo with food, clothing and medicines did not reach its destination. It was shot down. 

      

    About then, Gallagher’s, a multinational corporation, was actively buying up desert land in the Sahara. The Third World War had seriously reduced the planet’s arable lands, and this, along with the global energy crisis, meant that the Sahara was highly desirable territory. Technology could now transform that kind of land into a veritable Garden of Eden, so there were lots of willing investors. But then, the UN gave Gallagher’s a hundred-year lease to develop the land, stunning the planet as a whole. 

      

    The founder of the corporation, forty-two-year-old Joshua Gallagher, said that a Garden of Eden in the Sahara was a utopian fantasy, but there was a shortage of clean energy in the world. The corporation’s plan was the flood the desert with mirror concrete to generate solar energy. 

      

    When she heard this, Vivian was speechless. This man Gallagher was going to destroy the Sahara’s fragile ecosystem, destroying lands that millions of non-citizens and Wild Ones called home. What would become of them? 

      

    Vivian acted alone. She didn’t involve anyone else. Somehow, she managed to obtain a press pass as an accredited streamer, and infiltrated a press conference held by Joshua Gallagher. She had a can of acid in her backpack and awaited her moment. The times were over when activists used mere paint, which could be washed off. Acid, however, burned, and that might make this rich bastard think! 

      

    Joshua Gallagher was far too famous for Vivian to get away scot-free with this plan. She fully understood that this protest would be her last. She only hoped that the mantle would be picked up by others, and she would become a role model for millions of other girls who would then make the fight against injustice their life’s mission. 

      

    “We’ll provide apartments in Sahara City for all non-citizens and Wild Ones currently located in the construction zone,” Joshua said in his presentation, the future apartments on display via holoslides. 

      

    Vivian chuckled and gripped the can tighter. She had the hand in her backpack, ready to deploy her weapon. As a streamer who broadcasted live, she had a privileged seat in the front row. 

      

    “As for the ecosystem, the Sahara has long ago been trashed,” Joshua continued. “It is a shame, but, in fact, the lifestyle of the Wild Ones is what has led to the almost complete destruction of flora and fauna in the region. The addax antelope and Dorcas gazelle, which have come to symbolize this majestic desert, are now extinct, due to poaching. The acacias have been overly harvested for fuel.” 

      

    Listening to Joshua, Vivian forgot why she was here. “High-bred,” she thought, unable to find a more accurate description for this handsome, charismatic, intelligent man with a strong chin and steely gray eyes. 

      

    The “high-bred” Joshua Gallagher connected with everyone in the room, but Vivian noticed that his gaze stopped on her more often than on the others. At the thought that this aristo might actually be attracted to her, she became flustered, and scrambled to rationalize ways to no longer demonize Gallagher’s, his corporation. 

      

    So why had she had she decided to carry out this act in the first place? She thought about each of the leaders in her movement. There was Marisa Seger. She was the coordinator of Vivian’s activist cell, and had so neglected her health that she needed to get around in a motorized wheelchair. And yet, she kept on shoving food down her throat. It’s hard to haul around elephantine weight! And then there was Irwin Morutsan. Ugh...He’d lost his citizenship and led a unit from the inwinova zone. What about Ragnar Gunnarson? And Sanad Salama? That duo would go on living it up on donations from sympathizers, enjoying the benefits of citizenship while Vivian rotted in the inwinova zone! Good for them, right? They got to duck responsibility, and yet do all the planning and reap all the laurels. They probably all had fake personalities! 

      

    “Excuse me,” a pleasant voice brought her back to reality. Looking around, Vivian saw that the conference room was empty, and Joshua Gallagher was standing in front of her. “Miss O’Donnell?” 

      

    Vivian was startled, and, looking at the can of acid in her hand, she was horrified. Too late to put her plan into action. 

      

    “Yes…” Vivian was completely embarrassed and blushed. She surreptitiously stashed the can back in her backpack. 

      

    “I noticed that you weren’t broadcasting even though you came here as a streamer,” Mr. Gallagher said softly. “May I ask why you’re here? Did you want to spray that can of whatever you had on me? It would’ve been futile. I was surrounded by a force field.” 

      

    Vivian was horrified at his perspicacity, but Joshua didn’t seem the least bit annoyed. He smiled. Sitting on a nearby chair, he took her by the hand and said, “Security knew who you were, Miss O’Donnell. I didn’t allow them to strike you off the list of attendees, because I wanted to meet you.” Pausing, he studied her hand, and grunted when he noticed her bitten nails. “You have beautiful hands. Are you a pianist?” 

      

    “Me? A pianist?” Vivian laughed nervously. “No, of course not! I wanted to be a surgeon! Yes, yes, I know, now all operations are done by robots, but for whom? Robot surgeons are out of reach for the poor! I wanted to help them...” 

      

    Gallagher looked at his watch (Vivian noticed that it was very simple — just a dial on a leather strap), sighed and said, “Are you hungry?” 

      

    Vivian gulped and shook her head. 

      

    “No.” 

      

    Her stomach disagreed and growled. She’d been too nervous before the press conference, and hadn’t had a bite since the morning. 

      

    Joshua smiled again. 

      

    “Still, let me invite you to dinner…” 

      

    The following week, Vivian began her career at Gallagher’s, heading the Department of Non-Citizens in the Sahara. 

      

    She became Joshua’s mistress on the day they met. 

      

    By the end of the year they were married. 

      

    The metropolis of Sahara City was, and still is, a beautiful project. 

      

    * * * 

      

    Vivian’s hatred for Alex Sheppard wasn’t immediate. After all, what was he? Just a teenager from an average family. Not worth her hatred. A kid! Well, yes, he was a “threat,” the highest one, even, in the history of the game, but so what? What was there to hate? His goal? What he was targeting? Was he martyring himself? 

      

    His “martyrdom” seemed to be full-throated, which wasn’t smart for a “threat,” but the kid also seemed to have brains. How else to explain the fact that, for so long now, Sheppard had been successfully escaping from a myriad of traps? Nergal united everyone to crush Scyth in the Lakharian Desert, and what was the result? Not even the boldest forecasts by the analysts foresaw how Scyth would allow the temple of the Sleepers to be torn to pieces by the army of light. But that’s what he did, and in so doing, he grew even stronger. 

      

    Everyone believed that the main strength of the “threat” was his invulnerability as a legate of the Destroying Plague, but Scyth once again wiped everyone’s nose, and showed himself to be a real man. He then proceeded to survive the Ordeal after first winning the Demonic Games! 

      

    Chloe told her all about his stay in the Nether, and the war against the Destroying Plague. Both of them were going crazy trying to understand the guy’s motives, but finally gave up after Chloe talked to him in person at the Assessment Center. 

      

    Vivian looked at Chloe like she was insane when she found out her friend had talked with Sheppard at night in his closet room. 

      

    “What were you thinking!?” 

      

    “Come on, work is work,” Chloe waved it off. “You know, if it wasn’t for her… He’s cute. Charming, shy — yet bold, that way he tried to hide his bashfulness. You should have seen him blush! But his eyes… did I tell you about Artaud Menfil? I remember when he talked to Kiran at the meeting, he looked exactly like Sheppard. You think you can do whatever you want with him, because you have him in your power, and then he looks at you like you’re a bug or something.” 

      

    And by the time of the Demonic Games, the Children’s analysts all agreed that they knew what Sheppard’s inspiration was: He was placing his own welfare below that of his loved ones. And it just so happened that this applied not only to his loser friends in the sandbox, but also to the non-citizens in Cali Bottom. It was obvious that something had shifted in the kid’s mind. It was inexplicable, but Sheppard had stopped delineating between the realms of existence, and was now out to help all non-citizens, no longer seeing them as any different from his close friends and family. 

      

    That, in all likelihood, was when hatred for the guy flared up within Vivian. It wasn’t when he’d steamrolled right over them ridiculously fast at Kinema, nor when he’d made fools of them in the Lakharian Desert. Hatred was born the moment Vivian realized that he was striving to accomplish that which she had failed to accomplish, as she had betrayed the cause. He was fighting the good fight, regardless of losses, for the rights of those who could not stand up for themselves. And it wasn’t stupid, worthless protests, but real deeds that produced results, and that really did make a difference. He was spitting on material wealth and beautiful speeches and was going up against powers that had seduced her once-idealistic self. 

      

    “I sold out, but he didn’t,” her head throbbed as she listened Timo Averson’s report. Timo was better known as Schindler, the Children’s raid leader. Right now he was telling them about what Scyth had done, and she was having trouble wrapping her mind around it. 

      

    The news stunned the Gallaghers. The Nucleus of the Destroying Plague was in Icy Gorge!?! And stranger still, the miserable inwinova, Pollux, was now the Nucleus — a nobody teenager named Wesley Cho who, it turned out, was one of Sheppard’s friends! 

      

    “Liam Driscoll?” Vivian wanted clarification. “The nephew of Ochre Witch?” 

      

    “That’s the one — Elizabeth is his aunt,” Timo nodded. “She wants to pay a penalty on his behalf for his early termination of his contract with the Elites, without a reduction in his category.” 

      

    “Is there anything else?” asked Joshua, examining his immaculately manicured nails. 

      

    “He’s requesting to join the clan under a standard fighter’s contract, but he also wants a free schedule.” 

      

    “I don’t see a problem,” Vivian said. “He comes from a decent family, and has an excellent track record.” 

      

    “Hinterleaf spoke unflatteringly about him,” Joshua said. 

      

    “I confirm," Schindler nodded. “Yary thought he was a rock around their neck. But we can discuss his admission to the clan later. Now, we need to keep our focus on what’s going on in Icy Gorge while Scyth, Pollux, and the legates of the Destroying Plague are trapped there.” 

      

    “So what’s the hurry, Timo?” asked Vivian. “You say they’re trapped!” 

      

    “The legates are too strong for us,” the raid leader explained. “If they want to break through to the portal from the zone, we can’t hold them back. Who knows what artifacts they might bring Scyth? If they haven’t already done it...” 

      

    “So, do you think they brought the Kernel in?” Joshua asked and nodded. “As for Driscoll, I approve. Can he lead us to Scyth?” 

      

    “He put the mark of his patron god Iblis on one of the legates.” 

      

    “Didn’t the legates lose all of their skills from the Destroying Plague?” 

      

    Schindler shrugged. 

      

    “You’d better ask Driscoll himself about that. Maybe he’s still got something for achievements related to Iblis? Whatever the case, Mr. Gallagher, we must hurry! There is a dungeon labyrinth below Icy Gorge, but luckily Liam promised that our portal wizards could lead us straight to the legates!” 

      

    “We don’t need to go straight to them,” Joshua shook his head. “Why put ourselves in the crossfire?” 

      

    “We could jump within fifty meters of the target,” replied Schindler. “It’s time to act!” 

      

    Vivian knew her husband. He hated being rushed, and when he was, he deliberately hemmed and hawed and dragged his feet. He liked to deliberate, and consider all aspects of the matter at hand, and in so doing, make it clear that there was no point in hurrying him. But now, her feminine instincts told her that Timo was right, and that they had to hurry before Scyth slipped way. 

      

    “Joshua dear, think about it,” she said. “Scyth is definitely up to something — he’s activated the Destroying Plague artifact! Remember what Chloe told me! He refused all that she was offering him for the Kernel, and then he simply gives it to his buddy? It’s as if he’s restoring the Destroying Plagues, which he fought against so hard, to Dis! What’s that about?” 

      

    “That’s what allowed them to summon the legates…” Joshua said thoughtfully. “But even the legates can’t pull them out of Icy Gorge — the way the game is configured won’t let this happen. This means that they went down there to farm experience. But they can’t get above level 50. Nobody can.” 

      

    “The Offspring of Nether!” Schindler blurted out, trying his best to keep his cool. “That’s the boss. We left it for later, when we had time to focus on it.” 

      

    Joshua didn’t seem to hear him, and kept on thinking out loud. 

      

    “The question remains… How did Scyth get his hands on the Kernel of the Destroying Plague? It can’t have been through the legates...” and exchanging glances with his wife and Schindler, he slammed his fist on the table. “Schafer!” 

      

    “Fuck it,” swore Timo, forgetting about how such speech was frowned upon amongst the Children of Kratos. “Melissa!” 

      

    “But how?” Vivian was confused. “Joshua, you said...” 

      

    Her husband gave her an eloquent look, and motioned toward Timo, who didn’t know about the Geraldine Project, and Vivian bit her tongue. Something had, apparently, gone wrong with the clone. When her husband told her about the details of the project, Vivian was shocked, not so much because it was considered impossible, but because of her fear of losing everything. Manipulating with the transfer of consciousness was forbidden so strictly, that even for speculating about such experiments, people lost their citizenship. By changing bodies, one could gain eternal life, and as the technology developed, it would someday be possible to fake a person, to seize someone else’s body... This would rock society to the core, as the statute on the inseparability of human consciousness from the physical shell would collapse. 

      

    “I don’t know!” Joshua barked, looking at his comm. 

      

    Vivian realized that her husband was eager to get in touch with the people running the Geraldine Project and share his concerns with them. But she knew him well enough to be sure he wouldn’t do that just yet. There wasn’t any evidence that Melissa Shafer had, in fact, transferred the Kernel to Sheppard. And without all of the facts at his disposal, Joshua wouldn’t do anything. The business with Schafer could wait. 

      

    “Where is Tissa? In Icy Gorge?” Joshua asked Schindler. 

      

    “Her shift is over, she’s offline,” he replied. 

      

    “Take Melissa Schafer into custody,” her husband ordered, contacting Myers, the head of security. Then he turned to his wife. “Vivian, take Nergal’s Fury as your last resort weapon.” 

      

    “Against the legates?” she asked. 

      

    “Against Scyth. We’ll finish him off, pull him out from under the wing of the legates, and lock him up where they can’t get him. Then, he won’t get away with just torture. We’ll make that bastard regret that he was ever born.” 

      

    Joshua got up from the table and, looking at Timo, he nodded, 

      

    “Get everyone together. We’re moving out.” 

      

    * * * 

      

    Death inside the Offspring of Nether was beyond nightmarish. The creature seemed to enjoy her pain, and deliberately delayed finishing her off. Vivian didn’t stop screaming, even after she was resurrected in the cemetery at Icy Gorge. 

      

    Most of the raid was already here, and Schindler, the first to die, was issuing commands. 

      

    “Everyone get together! Check your equipment, if something is lost, replace it!” 

      

    Vivian stood near Joshua, who was silent. He was angry that she’d wasted Nergal’s Fury, and, typically, was giving her the cold shoulder. 

      

    “Anyway, Scyth wasn’t there,” Vivian said, looking straight ahead. 

      

    “Yes he was!” snapped Joshua. “Those Albanian inwinovas that Defiler brought in to control the workers were witnesses to how Scyth negotiated something with the warlock’s imp! Quite possibly, the imp gave him the ability to become invisible or something like that! Otherwise, we’d have found him!” 

      

    “I wonder how?” Vivian asked sarcastically. “Did you forget that, while the legates were fighting the boss, our people explored the entire cave with True Flame torches?” 

      

    Meanwhile, Schindler had gathered everyone together, checked their gear, and then approached the Gallaghers to report. 

      

    “The raid is complete, Mr. and Mrs. Gallagher. The mage will open a portal now.” 

      

    “What’s the point?” Vivian asked angrily. 

      

    She didn’t want to go back to the Offspring of Nether. Ever since she’d been skewered by that boss, she’d been feeling sharp phantom pains in her lower abdomen, and when she thought about what she’d gone through inside the creature, it still terrified her. Her skin was still burning. 

      

    “Vivian’s right, they can’t finish off the boss,” Joshua said. “Let’s wait at the cemetery. I see you’re ready for them--well done.” 

      

    Vivian scanned the scene. Clan engineers had surrounded the churchyard with powerful turrets, and hunters and rangers had even mined the cemetery. 

      

    “Mr. Gallagher, knowing Sheppard, I cannot rule out that he might be able to defeat the boss,” Schindler admitted grudgingly. “We can leave the portal open and quickly get back here if we hear reports that the legates are being resurrected here. We should meet the enemy at the exit from the lair of the Offspring in case…” 

      

    He broke off then. Thunder rumbled, a black crack ran across the sky, tearing it in half and exposing the great nothingness. And a global notice unfolded in front of Vivian: 

      

    Attention! The dungeon Icy Gorge is now being subsumed by Disgardium. 

      

    To this end, regeneration is closed for 6 hours. 

      

    It is recommended that you leave the dungeon, otherwise you will be forcibly removed from Disgardium in: 14:59… 14:58… 14:57… 

      

    “They killed the boss! Bastards…” Joshua whispered, dazed. “But how?” 

      

    “I told you…” Schindler said. “It’s increasingly difficult to capture Scyth, Mr. Gallagher…” 

      

    The Children then returned to greater Disgardium, while Schindler stayed behind to prepare the clan’s warm welcome for Scyth, and the Gallaghers returned to real life. 

      

    First of all, Joshua summoned Myers, and asked about Melissa Schafer. The goggle-eyed head of security said that Melissa had left the base on a clan flyer. They tracked her to Moscow, but there, she’d lost them in the subway. In the Russian district, even after flyers were introduced, they’d maintained their massive subway system, especially since traffic jams in the skies were sometimes a real nightmare there. 

      

    “We’ve thrown all of our forces into the search!” said Myers. 

      

    Before he could further report on the actions being taken to capture the fugitive, he received a message from the deputy. Myers took two steps back, glanced at his communicator, and from the way he hunched his shoulders and hung his head, Vivian knew that something had happened. What? What more could go wrong? She shifted her gaze to Joshua, who stiffened and leaned forward, apparently also steeling himself for bad news. 

      

    As if to shield himself, Myers stepped to the side away from Joshua, his head sinking between his shoulders even more. 

      

    “Serebryansky had disappeared.” 

      

    “What?!” growled Joshua. 

      

    Vivian had no idea who that was, but the news obviously stunned her husband. He kept it together, but with difficulty, and ordered, “Curtail the search for Melissa Schafer, and put all of our forces on finding Serebryansky!” 

      

    Left alone with his wife, Joshua explained to her who Yuri Serebryansky was — the head of the Geraldine Project, a brilliant neuroengineer, a student of Jovana Savic — one of the five founders of Snowstorm. 

      

    Joshua swore like a sailor when they were alone, but fell silent when another assistant came in with new information. The calm did not last long — an insider for the Gallaghers in Excommunicado reported that Hinterleaf, the Colonel and Horvac were gathering an army to help Skiff. They were planning to strike all of the Children’s castles with the aim of dispersing all of the defenses of the Children of Kratos. 

      

    Enraged, Joshua contacted the leaders of the top clans, and couldn’t stop himself from yelling at Hinterlist. He demanded that Hinterlist stay out of it, pointing out the law according to which Sheppard had to go through an adaptation program, and until then, he was actually the property of the Children of Kratos… It was all in vain. 

      

    “Josh, it’s all about gameplay," Hinterleaf shrugged. “Once Scyth leaves the isolation zone, or your Icy Gorge ceases to exist as such...Our sacred duty is to help our ally. It’s all part of gameplay.” 

      

    And with this, the Modus leader hung up. The Travelers and Excommunicado leaders responded in the same vein, with Horvac adding that if he refused to help an ally, he would be violating the contract the Travelers had made with Scyth before Celestial Arbitration. 

      

    Over the next six hours, each and every one who had fed from the Gallagher table was mobilized. A dozen allied clans in the Preventive Alliance and three affiliated clans could not refuse to help. But it was another story with the mercenaries. Modus and the Travelers outbid everyone. 

      

    And yet Vivian had no doubt that the Children of Kratos would survive. First, they had the numbers. Secondly, the opponents still needed to break through the Sky Umbrella — a dome that covered not only the clan’s castle, but also the surrounding lands, including Icy Gorge. And nothing would stop the Children from finally getting their hands on Scyth, and eliminating him as a “threat”. Thirdly, Nergal himself promised to help them. In the absence of the high priest, Larion, the First Inquisitor, was called upon. When Joshua and Vivian visited him in Darant and asked for help, he confidently stated, “The Radiant One will not allow you, his foremost followers, to fall prey to the vile initial of the Sleeping Gods. This night, he fed the fires of our vengeance even more by killing two of my people.” 

      

    “Excuse me for noting this, but Scyth has successfully resisted you before,” Joshua said, but then turned away under the inquisitor’s gaze. “Your Eminence, when the bastard returns, he will regain his strength!” 

      

    “The Nine, the Light-bearing Hand of Nergal, is so strong that she can single-handedly cope with any army,” Larion explained condescendingly. “Wait, the summoning ceremony will take place at dawn. Priests of the Radiant One from all over Disgardium have gathered in Darant today! Nergal will not abandon you...” 

      

    * * * 

      

    “It has begun!” Joshua announced, looking up at the unnerving sight of the glimmering Sky Umbrella. “Schindler, take command of the defense.” 

      

    “Yes sir, Mr. Gallagher!” 

      

    And he sped off, leaving the couple who own the clan on their balcony with its beautiful view: on the right, the waters of the Bottomless Ocean shimmered in azure, on the left, the beautiful Rainbow Valley was emerald green, embraced by an age-old forest and a chain of high mountains, the highest of which resembled a crown. 

      

    Paramount, the flagship castle of the Children of Kratos, was considered the pinnacle of craftsmanship, and was the largest in Disgardium. Even the palaces of King Bastian and Emperor Kragosh were dwarfed by it. 

      

    When the people from Snowstorm privately asked which of the mothballed instances the Gallaghers would like to convert into an isolation zone, Joshua didn’t hesitate for a second — Icy Gorge, part of Paramount. 

      

    Today, while distributing fighters to defend the castles, Joshua didn’t think twice about ordering virtually all of their forces to defend Paramount. The other castles weren’t worth much, as they were standard, placed there primarily to stake out territory. Their loss wouldn’t matter much. But Paramount was not only unique in and of itself, its vaults contained countless treasures of the Children of Kratos. 

      

    When selecting a site for the castle, Joshua heeded the advice of fortification experts. No one could approach the castle from the sea due to the impregnable rocks and indomitable surf. The path to the castle from land was narrow and winding, and could easily be defended by a small force. And now, thousands of the strongest fighters of the fourteen clans were in the Rainbow Valley, readying themselves for battle. 

      

    The help of their allies in the Alliance of Preventers had to be bought with a promise to share the right to banish Scyth. Zuldozer, the Song of War, Mizaki, and the again undead Azure Dragons, as well as daring newcomers who’d joined the Alliance after Modus, the Travelers, and Excommunicado left it — all of them wanted to be part of the raid that would finally take Scyth out. 

      

    All they had to do now was live through this, find the little punk, and kill him... 

      

    Joshua’s communication amulet and visionary mirror never stopped working: the commandants of the castles and managers of resource lands, such as vineyards, mines, forest lands, were clamoring for help... 

      

    The first queries were cautious and more informative: “We see the enemy...” “The dome is under attack!..” “We are preparing a response...” 

      

    Cries for help followed, but the Gallaghers had no time for their secondary lands, because more and more disturbing news was flooding in. 

      

    The highlight of the day, published in the Commonwealth Gazette, was as ridiculous as it was shocking: 

      

    The LEAGUE OF GoblinS has accused the Children of Kratos of harboring the Nucleus of the Destroying Plague! 

      

    “What! Outrageous! Nonsense!” Joshua yelled, showing Vivian the headline and stomping in indignation as if he wanted to bust a hole through the floor. “Have they lost their minds?” 

      

    But before they could calm down, more news followed. The Disgardium Daily was updating the headlines on the front page almost every minute: 

      

    Scyth’s allies have declared war on the Children of Kratos! 

      

    The LEAGUE OF Goblins has aligned with Emperor Kragosh in a joint strike against... 

      

    Licenta, the First among the Dryads, will personally lead the campaign against the undead who have taken refuge in the lands of the Children of Kratos... 

      

    Hinterlist announces that among the players are a series of level 400 mercenaries... 

      

    The League of Goblins, the Empire and the Commonwealth warn against supporting the clan that created the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague... 

      

    Joshua was going crazy. Using the exclusive service that allowed communications with the real world, he called Clark Katz, the editor-in-chief of the publication, and yelled, “What kind of crap are you publishing, Katz?! I’ll sue you! I’ll force you to retire in the zone of the Wild Ones! What the hell is that crapola about harboring the Nucleus? That’s Scyth’s doing!” 

      

    “Mr. Gallagher,” Katz calmly replied from the visionary mirror, “according to the rules of the adaptation program for non-citizens, you, as an employer and owner, are fully responsible for everything that happens on your territory.” 

      

    “Nonsense! It’s all Scyth’s doing, not ours! It’s Scyth who dragged the Nucleus into Icy Gorge!” 

      

    “So you’re not denying it, then? You admit that the new Nucleus of the Destroying Plague has, in fact, appeared on your lands?” said the editor thoughtfully, scratching his beard. “To be honest, we had doubts, but the statement was issued by the High Council of the League of Goblins, and therefore it was trustworthy.” 

      

    “They’re allied with Scyth! They’re giving him cover!” 

      

    “Whatever. Let’s let Celestial Arbitration sort it out. And this is between you and the League of Goblins, really. We’re just the messengers,” Katz said. “Have a nice day, Mr. Gallagher.” 

      

    “How dare he!?” yelled Joshua, staring at his comm. “Just the messengers, my foot! Bastards! I always knew that Katz was a hardcore socialist! He’ll regret it!” 

      

    When the Sky Umbrella’s durability dropped to 42%, the allied clans began to leave the ranks of Paramount’s defenders. Everyone had been reading the news. 

      

    Joshua personally contacted each leader of the allies — demanding loyalty, reminding them of allied obligations, threatening them... The cowardly traitors huddled, hesitated and mumbled something about the fact that no Gallagher money would pay for their financial and reputational losses in Dis. 

      

    The leader of the Azure Dragons, Glyph, grinned impudently, and said, “When my clan became undead, we lost everything. The damn goblins confiscated everything we stored with them! Now that the Nucleus is back, it’s obvious that we chose the wrong side. Josh, I’m sorry.” 

      

    “I’m sure he’s sorry!” Vivian thought angrily as she watched the dragons disappear through the portal. 

      

    Joshua was next approached by the orc Marcus, the new leader of the Song of War. This one didn’t even look away when he said, “I hate Scyth no less than you hate him, I have my own scores to settle with him, but after today, every clan that remains with you can kiss their asses goodbye. Do you understand, Mr. Gallagher? We will become outcasts. I don’t want to be an outcast, my reputation is already tarnished after the Demonic Games.” 

      

    “Who are the outcasts?” Joshua asked dumbfounded. 

      

    “Good afternoon, Mr. Gallagher,” Marcus replied and disappeared. 

      

    Vivian rushed to console her husband, but he pushed her away, looking as if he was consumed by hatred. Although she knew his hatred wasn’t directed at her, she was offended just the same. She’d betrayed her dreams for him, while he...” 

      

    “Mr. Gallagher, I need a minute.” Schindler’s voice caught them in their private quarters, access to which was open only to close assistants. 

      

    The clan’s raid leader wasn’t alone — Destiny Windsor stomped behind him. 

      

    “Well?” Joshua asked, still hopeful. “Any good news?” 

      

    “Not really…” 

      

    “They why are you here, rather than defending the castle?” snapped Vivian and glared at Destiny. “And what about you?” 

      

    Destiny didn’t even flinch, and stared back at her. 

      

    “We’re leaving the clan," she said. 

      

    Vivian’s jaw dropped. Destiny was one thing, but Timo? It’s like she’d never known him! 

      

    Schindler cleared his throat in embarrassment, removed his helmet and scratched the back of his head. He was clearly nervous. 

      

    “Averson!” yelled Joshua, but he’d been talking so much that his voice cracked. “What does this mean?” 

      

    “Mr. and Mrs. Gallagher, I thank you for the trust and everything that the Children of Kratos have placed in me, but it’s time to part ways.” 

      

    “You have a contract, you bastard!” hissed Vivian. “Have you gone mad?! We’ll destroy you! We’ll blacklist you, you’ll be a pariah! You will lick the floors in the public toilet for the inwinova! With your tongue!” 

      

    “An employee of the clan has the right to unilaterally terminate his contract,” Destiny answered for Timo. “In the specified cases, to which it applies, I quote: Clause 215.52, If the actions of the clan directly or indirectly threaten material the well-being of and (or) bear reputational risks for the clan member. No court will take your side.” 

      

    “Well, get the hell out of here!” Vivian yelled and started pushing them out of their quarters. “Nergal won’t abandon us, and you will regret it!” 

      

    Destiny shrugged. “Waiting for a new high priestess? Oh, well. Look at the news, Mrs. Gallagher. The ceremony of the priests of Nergal will not take place, King Bastian dispersed them, and he had help...” The girl broke off without naming names, and summarized: “Help won’t be coming.” 

      

    “Slut!” Vivian was close to speechless. 

      

    And the duo turned around and headed for the exit. 

      

    “Wait!” yelled Joshua. The traitors turned back around. “Who else?” 

      

    “Almost the whole base,” Schindler replied. “Notices of the unilateral termination of contract have been sent to the clan office. Good gaming, Mr. Gallagher.” 

      

    And then, without further ado, they left. Joshua collapsed into a chair then, and when Vivian tried to get him up to man the defense, he abruptly jumped up and pushed her away, slugging her with his fists. He had never before laid hands on her. 

      

    Gritting her teeth, she stepped out onto the balcony. She wanted to cry, but not because of the betrayal. Vivian believed that men were just like that. It was because if the vile Sheppard boy, who, it seemed, was yet again about to slip away. This frustrated her so much that she let out a low howl. 

      

    Through her tears, she watched Paramount fall. 

      

    First, the Sky Umbrella collapsed. 

      

    Then, from the depths of the ocean near the castle walls, a monstrous kraken emerged. A small figure jumped from it to the shore, pointed at the castle, and then disappeared. The kraken began to bust through the fortress wall. A few minutes later the kraken’s rider returned, but he was not alone. One of the newcomers opened a portal, and a medley of sentients poured in, among which Vivian saw orcs, troggs, kobolds, goblins, trolls and other non-humans. A tall old man in rags stood out in the crowd, commanding this rabble. 

      

    “Where is Nergal and his help?” Vivian thought, gazing down the valley, where the picture was even more disturbing. From the direction of the forest, a combined army of Modus, Excommunicado, Travelers, Commonwealth, Empire and Dryads poured in, razing everything in their path. The beloved pond with three hundred unique Ursai Royal Water Lilies, which Vivian loved so much, was now a scorched pit, like a giant funnel. 

      

    The Balls of Egeria, broadcasting what was happening around the castle and within it, showed a huge dinosaur trampling the villas along the beach. Also on the beach, Vivian saw a giant demon moving through the shadows, swallowing citizens and fighters of the Children of Kratos whole, whilst they were still alive. Screams and cries for help resounded, along with the ugly burping of the sated demon. 

      

    “Grog-gh-r!” 

      

    By now, six hours had elapsed, and the Icy Gorge instance was now melded with Disgardium. Visually, Vivian did not notice the difference, but soon a crowd of non-citizens poured out of the gorge, above which towered riders on skeletal mounts — the legates of the Destroying Plague. They were commanded by the same Pollux, a morbidly fat guy who was sitting behind Laneiran. Vivian recognized her — they’d talked once when Vivian was trying to lure her away from the Song of War. 

      

    “Nergal the Radiant, listen to your follower, faithful servant of the light and…” 

      

    All Vivian could do was pray and hope that Destiny was wrong. 

      

    And so she kept it up, calling upon her patron god as she watched what was happening, as if from afar. But from the depths of consciousness came the question: Where was Scyth? 

      

    She received her answer when the sky again split, fanfare sounded, and a global notice boomed: 

      

    Glory to the hero! 

      

    The Herald Scyth has accomplished a feat that will be praised for centuries, the first in the world to reach level 1,100! 

      

    Sentients of Disgardium! Let us greet the Herald Scyth! Glory to the hero! Glory to Scyth! 

      

    A broken bottle rang in the chambers, and the groan of a wounded animal was heard. Vivian rushed inside and winced involuntarily as Joshua poured himself the last bottle of the exclusive 100-year-old elven wine. Three bottles had cost them fifty million gold pieces at Kinema’s private auction, offered by Eynyon, King of the pointy-eared ones. The Gallaghers treasured them, and now Joshua was convulsively pouring the precious nectar into himself as if he could not get drunk — anything to stop the enemy from enjoying the wine. 

      

    “It’s all over,” he whispered in a barely audible voice as he finished his drink and looked at Vivian with glassy eyes. 

      

    “We lost the battle, but Scyth cannot take away what we have in actuality!” protested Vivian. “Get it together, Josh!” 

      

    “You don’t see," he said bitterly. “They’re already taking over the castle. Some ninja Hiros from the Awoken. In ten minutes, dear, all our treasures will be defiled by Scyth’s people...” He groaned again and fell back helplessly in his chair, dropping the bottle, which rolled on the floor, spilling its priceless contents. “Bastards! I hate them!” 

      

    “Joshua…” Vivian spoke softly. “Beloved... I believe with all my heart that Nergal will not desert us. And even if we do lose everything here, we’re still the Gallaghers! We won’t give up!” 

      

    Joshua looked at her, and she was relieved to see that his gaze seemed to register her. Rising abruptly, he shook himself, and patted his cheeks. And he raised his head high and Vivian again saw the same Joshua she had fallen in love with. 

      

    “Let’s go,” he said. “There is nothing more for us here.” 

      

    Offline, Joshua was finally fully himself again. He turned on the holovizor, and, although it hurt his eyes to see it, he watched how his Paramount, into which he’d invested so much love and resources, was transformed into ruins. He watched hideous ogres and kobolds jumped all over the place like monkeys, how the inwinova stripped the fruit trees, having escaped the confines of the Icy Gorge, and the legates of the Destroying Plague fired their dead rays at the monsters in the Gallagher’s monster zoo, where they’d kept hundreds of monsters from all corners of Dis. Now, the monsters were being transformed into zombies... 

      

    He saw hundreds of giant loaders from the League of Giants, led by horrible green shorties, drag priceless treasures worth one and a half trillion gold from the vault. At that point, Vivian was sobbing uncontrollably. Joshua stroked her hair, and hugged her, whispering, “They won’t be happy for long, Viv. Pull yourself together. Someone is coming over. I don’t want him to see you like this.” 

      

    As she was putting herself in order, her husband summoned some small, unprepossessing little man that she’d never before seen. He didn’t introduce himself, nor did Joshua introduce them to each other. 

      

    The man handed him a comm with a hologram displaying a non-citizenship zone with a dozen shabby skyscrapers drowning in toxic smog. 

      

    “Everything is ready,” the man said in a barely audible voice. “It takes 86 seconds to reach the target. The launch is from an abandoned missile silo in Cuba.” 

      

    Vivian realized then what her husband was planning to do, and joy filled her chest. Sheppard’s rise was an injustice, and an assault on the world order. Today, justice would be restored. 

      

    “Good. Are the people reliable?” 

      

    “Don’t worry. All involved will disappear. But are you sure? The issue can be resolved with far less bloodshed. Our people are there. Maybe take Sheppard and bring him here? Perhaps the guy will be ready to accept your conditions...” 

      

    “The time for negotiations is over!” Joshua cut him off. 

      

    “What about Geraldine?” The man raised an eyebrow. 

      

    “We have Sheppard’s DNA samples, and the mental cast was taken back at the Assessment Center. But we need to find Serebryansky. It won’t work without him. But even if we don’t... I don’t care about the “threat” and banishing it. No more games. A good Sheppard is a dead Sheppard. The bastard must die!” 

      

    “He will.” The man’s lips curled into a smile. “He and all of Cali Bottom.” 

      

    “The coordinates are correct, then, and Sheppard is really there?” asked Joshua. 

      

    The man nodded. 

      

    “Yes sir. I have people patrolling the skies over Cali Bottom, and they know his whereabouts within a meter. We’ve got his thermal signature. He’s still in his capsule.” 

      

    “Good.” For the first time that night, Joshua smiled. “I want to see a nuclear crater there at dawn.” 

      

    Joshua Gallagher looked at his watch. Sheppard had fifty-six minutes to live. 

      

    End of Book 11 
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